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      ‘Ass!’

      “You are such an ass!” Braden lay by the fire in the blanket he’d been using since he was a child. The young man’s long braid was wrapped around his neck like a scarf. He looked at the Hillcat, a scowl darkening his face.

      ‘It makes noises but no sense,’ the ‘cat responded over their mindlink. The ‘cat’s orange back, even with a man’s knee, had black dots and a black slash toward his tail. He was called a Hellcat by those who’d seen him make a kill, but not by Braden, his most loyal friend.

      When he was a child, Braden saved a Hillcat kitten from drowning. At that moment they bonded, and instantly, Braden knew he had a lifelong partner. Many called the joining the ultimate pairing of friendship and joy.

      It hadn’t taken long before Braden’s bond with the ‘cat felt like the relationship his parents had. Together their entire adult lives - annoyance, bickering, surrender, friendship, then more bickering, and intertwined throughout was a fierce loyalty. The old man would say anything about his partner, but if anyone else said something, the fight was on. Braden called the ‘cat an ass ten times a turn of the sun, but they fought their enemies together. They were there for each other.

      And so it was, the relationship between a Hillcat called Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs, or simply G-War as Braden called him. The Hillcat had his own name, but even after ten cycles of the seasons, he hadn’t told Braden what it was. He insisted that Braden wasn’t mature enough to know his true ‘cat name.

      As Braden glared at the ‘cat, G-War raised one paw in his mocking way of giving Braden the finger. The ‘cat turned around a couple times, sniffing the air, then faced away from the young man and dropped to the ground. G-War’s head was up, sphinxlike, his eyes closed. The ‘cat cut their link.

      The ‘cat listened in on Braden’s thoughts, but Braden only ‘heard’ what the ‘cat wanted him to hear.

      “I hate it when you do that,” Braden retorted, but knew that he could sleep now, without fear of surprise, as he did every night when the 'cat watched over him. Without G-War, Braden would have never survived his life as a Free Trader in Warren Deep.
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      Braden always stopped where he could take a look, see how things were before he entered a community. Binghamton was hit or miss. Sometimes it was the best place to trade, other times, it was a great place to avoid.

      Braden nudged his team of two water buffalo to a halt. He climbed down from the buckboard and walked to a small rise on the side of the road. He crawled the final few feet, not wanting to highlight himself. He took out his telescope, a gift from his father, nothing more than rough hide rolled with polished glass set at both ends, and scanned the road in front of him. He stopped at the collection of buildings that made up Binghamton. He looked from one to the other, not seeing any activity aside from the market square.

      In the central square where the traders conducted their business, people gathered. Braden didn’t see any traders or their stalls. Everyone watched what looked to be a lynching. One person, probably a man, stood on a block of wood under a makeshift tripod, his hands behind him. Braden thought he could make out a rope tied to the man’s neck.

      “Hey! Come over here,” Braden said to G-War.

      ‘So my name is Hey? Is it giving me a new name?’ Braden was never surprised how the ‘cat fixated  on the trivial, when Braden was serious. He set himself up for it every time.

      “Could you please come over here and take a look at this? I would like to know what you think.” Braden’s voice was laced with sarcasm. He even bowed slightly, as much as he could from his position on the ground.

      The ‘cat padded lightly from under the wagon. He had been enjoying the shade. He stopped half way there and squatted. Braden wrinkled his nose. He would never get used to the smell of ‘cat pee.

      ‘If that’s what it wanted, why didn’t it just say so in the first place? It knows how I love to say yes to its distractions.’

      “Ass,” Braden said under his breath. He knew the ‘cat heard him. It heard everything. It saw everything.

      G-War pinned his ears against his head as he crouched and looked over the rise.

      He soon changed his position to sitting, with his ears up. He was longer than a man’s arm, not counting his tail, and had a slightly oversized head, necessary to hold a large mouth of spiked teeth and two sharp fangs. People not paired had an innate fear of Hillcats. Braden always warned potential customers to keep their dogs inside. G-War had a tendency to go after them if they barked at him. For anyone who saw a Hillcat make a kill, they would never forget the ferocity of it.

      ‘So the humans are killing another human. What of it?’

      “But why?” Braden asked, expecting the ‘cat to have an opinion.

      ‘He cheated them, or so they think.’

      “Did he?” Braden knew that the ‘cat could touch other minds on occasion, especially when a person was distraught. It made sense that the man’s thoughts were coming through loud and clear.

      ‘No.’ With that, G-War took a particular interest in licking his paw, then using it to groom the fur around one ear.

      “That’s it? No?” He asked, hoping for more. No answer. “Do you think we should go down there?”

      G-War stopped his grooming, looked back at the town briefly, and then turned to pad back to the wagon. ‘No.’

      He didn’t think so, either. If Binghamton took to killing traders for a simple case of mistaken cheating, then he wanted no part of it. Braden would miss trading with them though. Binghamton made for a nice way point. There was always something they needed and something they had that could be traded elsewhere at a nice profit.

      “Oh, well.” Braden took one last look through his telescope. “Let’s get outta here.” Braden turned his team around, facing them away from Binghamton before he climbed aboard. What he saw bothered him. Not death. He’d seen plenty of that, probably too much in his twenty cycles on the planet. What bothered him was how a town could unite against a trader. When he passed that word, no other traders would go there.

      Traders were the life-link between the communities of Warren Deep. Binghamton just cut itself off from the rest of humanity.
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      Braden back-tracked his team, then headed south on what looked to be little more than a game trail. It would take time and be slow going, but he knew it led them where he wanted to go. He grew up on the roads with his trader parents, where they showed him the ways around Warren Deep. They never allowed themselves only one way in. They never knew when they would need to avoid an area, or just disappear.

      Braden’s water buffalo would never help him make a quick escape. His parents had used horses, but he couldn’t afford those. Not yet anyway. He counted on G-War’s senses to help them avoid trouble. And if all of that failed, he counted on the magical bow beneath the seat of the wagon. It wasn’t really magic. It was a relic of the past. It was a relic of the past, made in the before time. It was the Rico Bow. Its like would never be made again.

      The bow was a black that seemed to absorb the light. It had a second curve at the top and bottom that helped guide the string, magnifying the power of the pull. He had seen a couple other bows like this one, but the others were modern-made of fine yew, and much longer. Very few people had the strength and size to wield one properly. Braden was not a tall man so he could never use a full-sized long bow. His Rico Bow, though, gave him a significant advantage over others in Warren Deep. No adversary could get close to him.

      And that was the last thing he wanted. He preferred to be with his ‘cat, trade for a profit, and enjoy each town’s unique offerings. He liked to have a woman in each town. Many he happily paid for a few hours of their time. He was not yet ready to take a mate, for he was not wealthy enough to treat her properly.

      Braden pulled out the bow as the wagon bounced along the trail. He heard G-War express his discontent with a low-throated growl as he scrabbled to regain his position on a small desk inside.

      ‘Stop. There are a couple rabbits that require my attention.’ With that, G-War was out the back and in a silent flash of orange, disappeared into the trees alongside the trail.

      “I guess we’re stopping,” Braden said as he pulled back on the reins. Rabbit sounded good. He took out two of his precious hardwood arrows and jumped down, looking in the direction G-War had gone.

      When they hunted together, a kill was almost always guaranteed. Most of the time, that meant Braden drove prey toward a waiting ‘cat that would strike from nowhere, going straight for an exposed throat. Using claws and teeth, the ‘cat made quick work of wild game. G-War avoided protracted fights or posturing. He said that was for mating rituals, not eating. When killing for food, quickest was best. When killing to survive, then kills needed to be even quicker.

      Once in the woods, Braden stalked quietly, earning a harsh rebuke from the ‘cat. Braden’s idea of quiet was far different than that of a Hillcat. He stopped moving and watched. He couldn’t see where G-War was, but he could feel him close by.

      The ‘cat had taught him to use all his senses. Braden sniffed the air. High country pines. Musty undergrowth. He closed his eyes and listened. A branch moving, tree bark disturbed. He looked toward the sound, squinting his eyes. About 30 strides away, a squirrel stopped running down a tree, motionless, head raised. Braden nocked an arrow, slowly took aim, and pulled back. He sighted in on the squirrel, then raised the point of the arrow slightly to account for the distance. He let go the bowstring. With a muffled twang the arrow split the air, driving through the squirrel’s neck. The body went limp, falling to the side, hanging where the arrow pinned it to the tree.

      A heartbeat later, the high pitched scream of a rabbit pierced the forest calm. It was instantly silenced. A second animal ran wildly through the leaves and undergrowth as G-War closed the distance. Rabbits will bolt, zig-zag, run some more, then stop. G-War didn’t try to overtake the rabbit. He only wanted to be within striking distance when it paused. This rabbit had a little more spunk than most, possibly the smell of fresh blood and the size of the creature chasing it added fuel to its fire. But in the end, it hesitated and the ‘cat did not.

      G-War collected both of his kills and headed back toward the wagon.

      “Oh, you’re sharing with me? What a good kitty!” G-War hesitated for a second and then continued toward the wagon. The ‘cat didn’t waste time answering his ridiculous human. He wondered if all ‘cats had bipeds that were so inane. If only he had never fallen into that river, but alas, he was a kitten, young and unwise in the way of the world. He could have done worse, though. What if his human couldn’t hunt for itself? What if his human was a farmer - how inglorious would that have been?

      Braden carefully removed his arrow from the squirrel and carried the kill to the edge of the woods. He used his trusty skinning knife to make short work of it. He used a notch in the tree to help him remove the fur. Squirrel hide is extremely tough. You have to wedge the tail into something and then pull for all you’re worth.

      Once finished, it would make for a nice meal. With two rabbits, he figured G-War would have something left over. He watched the ‘cat tear into them. G-War had a particular affinity to the entrails. Braden didn’t mind as that meant there would be meat available for roasting.

      He built a fire with a spit and put the squirrel on it. He checked back to see that the ‘cat had finished and was now cleaning himself. “Do you mind?” No answer. One carcass was almost completely intact. Braden made quick work of cleaning it and put it on the spit behind the squirrel.

      On a full stomach, the world always looked like a better place. He heard a floorboard in the wagon creek as G-War jumped in, probably to curl up under the desk for a nap. The wagon was mostly enclosed, on the sides by boarding and the top by a rough canvas cover, greased to keep the rain from getting through.

      It was home. He could sleep inside the wagon, when they weren’t carrying a full load, or sleep outside, depending on the weather. The world was his oyster, or so his parents had told him, before they went to the great beyond. He wasn’t sure what an oyster was, but his mom made it sound wonderful.

      The bow was a gift from his dad. His dad never shared where he had gotten it, even though he hounded him about it until his death. Braden didn’t like unanswered questions. Like Binghamton. What happened there?

      Braden wanted knowledge. He also wanted wealth. He wasn’t afraid to take risks to achieve either.

      It came to him clearly as he held his Rico Bow. He needed to find Old Tech. His routine trade route wouldn’t get him what he wanted. He needed to step outside of the norm, maybe even leave his wagon behind. A trader without a caravan. That would make him unique!

      Maybe even poor and quite possibly dead. But he would be the envy of the other traders. No one traded solely in Old Tech. There are people who spent their entire lives trading and never handled a piece of Old Tech.

      It had to be out there. Time to dig out the maps and recall the campfire tales.

      He knew that Hillcats passed knowledge down the generations. Braden wondered if G-War knew anything. Then, what would it take for G-War to share what he knew?
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      Braden laid two maps on his desk. They were the only maps he owned, but they weren’t the best resource he had for the geography of Warren Deep. He had his rudder, handed down to him by his parents. A rudder was how sailors documented their navigation of the seas. They protected the rudder more than the treasures they carried, for the rudder was the navigator’s key to his existence.

      And Braden had one for the trade routes. It was rough-pressed thick paper, the best that could be had in Warren Deep, and he meticulously kept it up to date. He made the latest entry regarding Binghamton in small script, as a side note to the page dedicated to this area. He added a couple lines to his family’s sum knowledge of the town of Binghamton.

      If they followed the current trail, he would end up at the main road between Binghamton and Cameron. He could then continue east to Cameron. From there, he had three choices. His finger traced the routes on the hand-drawn map. Which route would take him closest to an area that was open, yet unknown?

      G-War smoothly jumped to the desk from the floor of the wagon. He looked at the map, appearing to study it, then sat down in the middle of it. He immediately curled his paw toward his face, exposing his claws, where he started to nibble and pull on them. Every now and then, the claws needed to have old growth removed, leaving only the sharpest and smoothest points.

      “Really? You need to do that right here?” These weren’t questions. They rarely were. The ‘cat did as he pleased, much of it seemed calculated to make the most mischief for Braden.

      Braden poked the ‘cat in the side, pulling his hand away quickly. Then he pointed his finger and slowly moved toward G-War’s side again. The ‘cat fixed his unblinking glare on the finger, raising his paw, claws out, ready to strike. Braden wisely stopped.

      “You wouldn’t?” Again, not a question. Braden had razor thin scars on both arms and legs from where he was on the losing end of play-fighting with the ‘cat. He was told that he had rather nasty scars down his back. He told people this was from a mutie that jumped him, but didn’t live to brag about it.

      That wasn’t true. It was from a play-fight where G-War ended up in a tree and pounced on him. Braden had turned just enough to keep the cat from landing on his face, and the ‘cat scored his claws down Braden’s back. That was the only time the ‘cat had been apologetic. Probably more for being unable to control his jump than for clawing his human’s back.

      It wouldn’t have been a problem if it had more fur on its back, like any respectable animal, G-War thought.

      Braden changed the trajectory of his hand so that he ruffled the fur around G-War’s neck, scratching a couple places he knew the ‘cat liked. The ‘cat opened the mindlink. ‘Ohh, right there. Yeah, that feels good. Don’t stop. Okay. Stop now.’ To punctuate this, G-War slapped Braden’s hand with a paw, claws retracted.

      Braden smiled and laughed. He knew the game. Petting G-War was therapeutic for both of them, as physical contact between them kept the bond strong. The power of the bond was not in owning the other, but in their commitment. Neither could be described as clingy. Braden was friendly, the ‘cat aloof. Neither could depart this friendship no matter the circumstance. Neither wanted to. Even after the ‘cat injured Braden, that same ‘cat comforted him, even finding numbweed for the human’s wounds. Unprocessed numbweed could only be made potent by chewing it. The ‘cat complained about the taste and that it made his mouth feel funny. The ‘cat also contended that Braden owed him for finding, chewing, and applying the numbweed.

      “Old Tech, my friend. To make our fortune, we need to find a source of Old Tech. Imagine if we could bring a wagon load back to Jefferson City itself!” Braden imagined himself at the head of a parade, being rewarded with money, power, women, maybe even a seat on the Council.

      “Whaddya think, G?”

      ‘I think that I don’t like being bored for the few hours a turn I am awake. I don’t like being hungry. I really don’t like the rain, because that leads to the thing I detest the most, being wet.’ The ‘cat locked eyes with Braden, then blinked slowly. ‘Whatever. Wake me when we get there.’ He got ready to jump off the desk.

      “Wait. Do the Hillcats know if the ancients had any hidden outposts and where they might be?”

      ‘Yes.’ The ‘cat jumped down and wriggled past Braden’s feet to wedge himself under the desk.

      “Thanks. Now tell me which way we need to go.”

      ‘Fine. South. South out of the hills, through the trees, across the desert, along the coast, and back into a forest. It is close to there. Maybe thirty turns away?’ The ‘cat curled up as he closed the mindlink.

      “But Warren Deep ends in the desert, which we can’t cross. It’s too far.”  Braden thought for a minute. “It’s too far…”
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      Everything else forgotten, Braden focused on what it would take to overcome the obstacles in reaching an Old Tech outpost. First, they had to cross a desert. How could they carry enough water and food to make the crossing possible? As he thought about it, that was the only real obstacle he saw. If they reached the other side and there was water, he could fish and the buffalo could graze. If there was a forest, they could hunt. Crossing the desert. Water. Food. Speed.

      He had time to think. It was another two turns to reach Cameron, then four turns south to reach Whitehorse, the last town before the Great Desert. He would fill up on water and information, then take the plunge.

      He was in great spirits riding high on the buckboard as the water buffalo ambled mindlessly forward. He needed to make a successful trade in Cameron, but he had always done well there. It was a crossroads between the east/west and the main north/south trade routes. They had a high turnover which meant they always needed goods. Braden had boxes of the finest flint arrowheads, some so small, they could be used in a blowgun to pierce the eye of a pigeon. He also carried bolts of rough cloth, a few tortoise shells shaped as breastplates for protection, and the smallest of his load but with the most potential for gain, he carried five vials of the spice saffrimander.

      Saffrimander was coveted by the wealthy to season any dish. It was produced in only two places, one of which Braden had passed through half a moon back. He traded a complete load of swords and knives, but knew it was well worth it.

      The weapons had been scavenged from a small battle between two neighboring communities in the western high-tree forests. Braden hadn’t done the scavenging but he made the trade, then put as much distance between him and the battlefield as he could. The trade of the weapons for Saffrimander had been a lucky one. Regardless, it would help to make his name in the business.

      Braden was a Free Trader. That meant he was not a member of the Caravan Guild. His parents had been members for a while, but they didn’t frequent the Jefferson City area. They had little interaction with the Guild and most importantly, the Guild could not provide them with protection, a main reason to pay the tithes. Guild trades protected both sellers and buyers. Guild prices guaranteed a certain quality.

      Braden would meet Guild Traders, for he was one of their suppliers. This was how the system worked best. Free Traders took more risk, but earned all the value of their trade. The Guild Traders paid the tithe, but risked far less. They knew what they would make from a trade. They knew that the trade was guaranteed. They lived boring lives of routine and comfort.

      That wasn’t for Braden. Although the Hillcat often made comments about wanting more servants.
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      Braden rolled slowly into Cameron, a smile on his face as he thought of Ava. She was a friendly school teacher. He had not yet been successful in sharing more than a meal and drink, but maybe this trip, he would see more of her. He smiled broadly at that.

      G-War departed the wagon in a flash. Braden could never shut out the sexual antics of the ‘cat. G-War took it as his personal mission to never let a female domestic cat in heat go unserviced. He shared of himself as far and wide as possible. It was a bit disturbing for Braden. The ‘cat was so sedate, until females were around, then he became a one-‘cat dynamo. It could be an immense and intense distraction.

      This also left Braden most vulnerable, for the ‘cat provided a distinct edge when negotiating. G-War could feel when someone was rejoicing in the terms of the trade and this helped Braden to get a little more. He wanted people satisfied with their trades, not ecstatic at how they had out-bargained the Free Trader.

      Braden continued driving his team to the market square. Every town had one where the traders could set up their wagons, where local vendors plied local products, and where buyers came to buy. Stables were located near the markets so the beasts pulling the carts could be readily tended to. For a fee, of course.

      It was the law of the trade.

      As Braden unhooked the water buffalo, a couple of local vendors asked what he brought. He politely declined, waiting until he had more people around. Not having competing offers often led to getting a lower price, a less lucrative trade. Although Braden was young, he was no fool.

      As he was delivering his two stalwart buffalo to the stable, he was inundated with flashing images of a long-haired calico, the target of G-War’s affections. Then a small gray cat entered the picture. Another suitor, judging by how quickly G-War drove it away.

      The stable master took Braden’s delay as a counter to his offer. The prices were standard, so it wasn’t a tactic although the man lowered his fee to a single silver piece for both animals. Braden realized what the man was saying as the ‘cat reached his post-affections purr.

      “That’s a great deal and thank you. I’ll throw in five arrowheads for your kindness.” Free Traders needed to maintain good relations. No trade this turn was worth losing next turn’s deal. Traders who ripped people off went out of business very quickly. By out of business, he meant they were killed, like the man who had mistakenly perished in Binghamton. The stable master seemed nervous, but pleased with Braden’s addition to the agreed trade.

      Braden returned to his wagon, thinking that he would talk with the stable master later. He wanted to figure out what was amiss. He loved answers. Not so much the questions.
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      Once his wagon was prepared for the trade, he stood on the buckboard and howled in his trader voice, “Come ye, come ye! See treasures from distant lands available for trade at prices so low you’ll be amazed! Cloth and arrowheads, breastplates and more! Are you safe? You will find peace of mind here! Come ye, come ye!” It didn’t take long before a small crowd surrounded his wagon, asking to see the wares.

      He pulled his items out, one by one--the cloth, each tortoise shell, a few arrowheads, and finally, when the haggling over these items tapered off, he stood back on his buckboard.

      “Saffrimander! Who has tasted this magical spice? You will never go back to average fare! Do I have an offer for one vial of the best saffrimander available?” He had been in town long enough to know that this was the only saffrimander available, so his statement wasn’t untrue. He didn’t know how it tasted so couldn’t personally attest to its quality. Never sample the wares, his father had taught him.

      There was a bit of jostling as people tried to get closer. Excitement always generated better deals. Scarcity also drove up prices. He would not reveal that he had four more vials unless the price went nice and high. He could trade vials and two water buffalo for two horses. The horses would get him closer to his goal, but that would be a lofty price indeed.

      There was more jostling and then the people parted, allowing the town’s security officer through. Everything got quiet.

      “G-War! I need you,” Braden whispered.

      ‘Right here,’ the ‘cat responded directly into Braden’s mind. He looked to his left, where the ‘cat was sitting calmly at the back of the wagon, watching everything.

      “How are you in this fine daylight, good sir?” Braden asked with a flourish and bow.

      “Hey, you! Come on down here. I want to talk to you.” He turned to the crowd. “Go on, all of you. That’s it. Trading is done for this turn.” He stepped back, looking at Braden with his hand on the pommel of the sword at his side. He was slightly overweight with a ten-turn growth of a straggly black beard. Beady eyes glared at Braden.

      The security officer ushered people away, waving them off with one meaty hand. He waited until they had gone before getting to the heart of it. “Give me the saffrimander,” he said without preamble, holding his hand out for the vial.

      “I don’t understand. This is for trade.”

      “Not anymore. I suspect it’s fake and as such, we can’t have it in the market. Now, give it to me.”

      Braden was torn. He had run into people before who tried to take his goods, but that was in less civilized places. Cameron was the last town within the Caravan Guild’s territory. As such, trades were always protected.

      “How can we sort this out, good sir? I guarantee that the saffrimander is real. I acquired it far to the west, near Lightning Creek.”

      The security officer seemed uninterested in Braden’s claims. He grabbed Braden’s arm and steered him toward the city government building.

      “There’s no need for that!” No answer from the gruff man. “G. Watch our rig. I’ll be in touch.” The security officer looked around to see who Braden was talking to. He couldn’t see anyone so he shook his head and continued on.

      Two men had been lurking in the shadows. After Braden and the security officer passed, they casually strolled toward the wagon.
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      Once Braden and the security officer made it to the jail, any pretense of civility dropped. The man shoved Braden roughly to the floor. He took his gold coins and a few silver shekels, which Braden kept in his belt pouch to make change. Thankfully, he dropped most coins through a slot in the buckboard to a heavily secured chest hidden within.

      The man put Braden in manacles against a wall. In an imperious voice, the security officer proclaimed, “For violation of the rules regarding Fair Trade, you are sentenced to one turn in the manacles, no food, no water. Property on your person is confiscated. Your wagon will be searched for other contraband, which will also be confiscated once it is discovered.”

      Braden was furious. He was being robbed. “For any violations of Free Trade, a Guild representative is required to be present at the hearing! But this isn’t about that, is it?” The security officer laughed as he waddled away, holding the vial of saffrimander up to the light.

      Braden had no idea what the man thought he’d see in the spice. Braden was also happy that he only advertised one vial. He wasn’t sure that anyone would be successful in searching the wagon. G-War would hurt people, but they could overwhelm him with numbers. Braden needed to get himself out of this jail and out of town.
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      The first man, lean with wicked eyes, put his hands on the wagon’s back gate in order to haul himself in. He screamed in pain as two claws lashed out, raking his arms and slicing tendons in the back of his hands. He doubled over in pain.

      The ‘cat leapt from the wagon onto the man’s back, immediately springing into the face of the second man. Before he could stop the ‘cat, it was claws-deep in his face and neck. He managed to grab hold of the cat’s tail, trying to fling him away, but that only ensured that the ‘cat could dig his claws deeper into the man’s throat. Blood spurted as his jugular was severed.

      G-War dropped to the ground and jumped back up, landing on the first man’s back. This time, he stood up and tried to shake the ‘cat off. G-War wrapped one paw around the man’s throat from behind and with his long claws, ripped through the man’s windpipe. The dying man reached for his neck as he went to his knees.

      ‘Be there in a few bounds,’ G-War sent to Braden. The ‘cat measured time in heartbeats or turns of the sun, but also in distance he could cover.

      The orange tabby extended his body fully during his run to the jail. People barely noticed as he flashed by. He never hesitated as he leapt onto a ledge and squeezed his body through an open window. He saw the security officer seated at a table, looking greedily at the gold, silver, and saffrimander. The man didn’t notice the ‘cat until he landed on the table, upsetting the small treasure before him.

      The ‘cat made one powerful leap into the man’s face, knocking him backward off his chair. The ‘cat pushed off hard as they approached the stone floor. The security officer’s head smacked loudly when it hit. The ‘cat deftly rolled away, turned, and went into a crouch, ready to leap again. The man lay still.

      “The keys are in the pouch on his belt,” Braden offered. Although the ‘cat could work magic with his claws, he didn’t have hands. He ended up using his teeth to pull the pouch off and brought the whole thing to Braden. “Nicely done,” he said with a nod of thanks. “Is he dead?” The ‘cat didn’t answer. Braden quickly removed the key, then the shackles. He dropped it all on the filthy floor.

      He checked the man while G-War leapt into the open window and looked out. He was still alive. Braden took his money and vial of saffrimander, and without a further look, opened the door and strolled into the street as a free man.

      A free man who would be wanted shortly. They walked quickly back to the market square. A number of people had gathered and were looking at the two corpses behind the wagon. “What did you do?” Braden asked in a whisper.

      ‘I kept the thieves away. I knew that I had to leave to save it, as usual, so I couldn’t leave them maimed and angry. Of course.’

      Braden angled away from the wagon and into the stable. The stable master was surprised to see him.

      “Just a little misunderstanding. Everything is cleared up now.” Braden nodded reassuringly and smiled at the man. “What kind of deal can we work where I get two horses? The wagon and water buffalo are a given, but what else will it take?” Braden rolled the vial between his fingers. The stable master looked at it hungrily, licking his lips. He stroked his short beard.

      “If you had another one of those,” he said, nodding suggestively at the vial. “I think we can seal the deal.”

      “Consider it the trade done. Saddle them up. I’ll be right back with the second vial.” Braden forced the man to shake his hand. Braden started walking away, stopped, then looked at G-War. The ‘cat took a few steps toward the stable master, then sat down and stared at him with his unblinking ‘cat gaze. Braden hurried outside and shooed the people away from the wagon, telling them that security was on its way and they’d want to talk with everyone there. That hastened their departure. That also told Braden that he wasn’t the only one who suffered from security’s power grab. He wondered if there had been a coup.

      He systematically yet quickly took everything of value and rolled it all up into a blanket, then rolled that into a second blanket. With his Rico Bow and quiver of arrows across his back, he tried to throw his worldly possessions over his shoulder. It was too heavy. The life of a trader with a wagon wasn’t lived lightly.

      He ended up dragging his blanket rolls to the stable. His time had to be getting short. He figured he wasn’t the only target of Cameron’s new security office, so the average person probably wouldn’t turn him in, but there were two dead men on the ground in the square.

      He also figured the stable master was in cahoots with security, judging by the surprise on his face when Braden showed up. And fear. He didn’t expect Braden to have another vial of saffrimander. The trade was always sacrosanct. When he agreed, they shook hands and sealed the deal.

      The stable master prepared two horses as per their agreement. The ‘cat was stalking along an overhead beam, staying above the stable master. He glance furtively over his shoulder, confirming that he was always only a second away from getting slashed.

      “Call your Hellcat off. I’ve done as you wished,” the stable master demanded in an angry voice, laced with bits of fear.

      “Two points, my good man. First, he’s not mine. It doesn’t work that way. And second, we made a deal. It isn’t as I wished, but as we agreed. You are only fulfilling your part of our bargain. I will not be maligned. This was a Fair Trade and, as such, is protected.” Braden handed the stable master a second vial of saffrimander. The trade was concluded.

      “Now, if you’ll help me put my blanket on my pack horse, I would greatly appreciate it.” G-War dropped into a crouch where the stable master could see him. It was clearly a threat, but not one that Braden had overtly made. They each took an end of the blanket roll, then walked it over the horse’s back. Braden quickly tied it down and climbed onto his mount. G-War jumped onto the blanket roll and dug in. With the reins in one hand and the second horse’s lead in the other, Braden looked down on the stable master. He flipped two shekels on the ground in front of the man. “A tip, for your assistance. Be well.” Inclining his head slightly to the stable master, he prodded his horse to a walk. Once out of the stable, he turned sharply away from the market square and headed toward the school.
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      He tied the horses to a post behind the school, a single-story building with numerous rooms on both sides of one main hallway. He stalked down the hall until he saw Ava. She was in her classroom. He waved her to come out, but she shook her head and kept lecturing. The motion made the students turn and look at him. He smiled and waved at them.

      As his father had taught him, there were two types of people: customers and potential customers. The children were the latter. One never knew when they’d be working their own deals. Wasn’t it always better to deal with a trader with the winning smile?

      The students made ooh and ahh sounds. They knew their teacher was not yet paired, so they were always looking out for her to find that special someone.

      Since she had lost control of her class, she told them to practice writing on their boards while she attended to the distraction.

      “What are you doing here?” She was not amused.

      “What happened? What’s with the security office?” Braden asked in a heavy whisper.

      She sighed. “Some men came. One of them became the senior advisor to the mayor. Next thing we know, the mayor’s gone and these men are in charge.” She looked down and shook her head. “Why do you ask?”

      “They tried to steal my stuff. The security officer, of all people. They put me in manacles. I’m sorry to say that a couple men died when G refused to let them into the wagon. I need to leave, and I can’t come back.” Braden lifted her chin so she would look at him. “Come with me!” He blurted out. He didn’t know why he asked that. That wasn’t what he planned when he came here.

      “I can’t. The children need me.” She hesitated, then said in a lower voice, “This is my home. I can’t live on the road, or worse, on the run.” She blinked quickly to keep the tears away. Braden knew the tears weren’t for him. They were for herself. She wanted out, but Braden wasn’t going to be the one to take her away.

      He bowed down and kissed her hand. “My lady. May the sunshine bring you joy.” He turned and strode out without looking back. He needed to go.
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      South to Whitehorse they went. G-War grumbled incessantly as his perch on the pack horse was hardly comfortable and his trip was not restful.

      To the east, the rugged Bittner Mountains created the perception of an impenetrable wall. In the blink of an eye, Braden had gone from being a trader to being a nomad. With the loss of his wagon, he lost the means to support himself. Although he had three vials of saffrimander and a healthy pouch of gold and silver, he was hardly poor. But that wasn’t enough to retire in comfort.

      Once on the road south, Braden decided that he didn’t want anyone to see him. If other travelers brought word of a man and a ‘cat traveling south on horses, the officials might come after him. He urged his horse Max into the brush. The other horse’s lead was tied to Braden’s saddle. Pack followed mindlessly.

      He headed east, driving hard through the scattered trees and brush to get far away from anyone who might see. He pressed forward, long into the fading light, only stopping well after dusk.

      G-War jumped down from his perch on their blanketed goods, sat, and stared at Braden.

      “What?”

      ‘Hungry,’ the ‘cat replied.

      “I know. I am, too.” Braden tried to play it cool, looking back at the ‘cat with a sideways glance.

      ‘There’s a deer. That way.’ G-War nodded to show the direction. He then jumped to a low tree branch, spread eagled, allowing his legs to dangle. He rested his head and looked at Braden through half-closed eyes.

      Braden quickly hobbled the horses so they could graze without running off. He took his faithful Rico Bow and a few arrows and headed in the direction of the deer.

      He expected the deer was not far. The ‘cat knew what Braden would tolerate.

      What Braden didn’t know was how the ‘cat knew where the wildlife was. He’d asked, but G-War couldn’t or didn’t want to explain it. The ‘cat accepted what was, without question. Braden didn’t push it. He appreciated the fact that his hunting consisted less of searching and more killing.

      It was almost dark, which could make the shot difficult. Braden hurried as much as he dared. He was hungry too, his mouth watering at the thought of roasted venison.

      He crouched as he stepped carefully along a game trail, seeking to make no noise. He looked for any movement to show where the deer may be. His arrow was nocked. All he needed was to aim, pull, and release.

      As he had hoped, the deer was using the same trail. He stopped silently, slowly raising his Rico Bow. The deer gave him a thirty degree shot from the front. He aimed carefully and let it fly. The arrow buried itself to the feathers and the young buck jumped straight into the air, then bound into the brush. Braden heard the crashing as it continued its headlong flight.

      ‘Damn!’ He thought. He had counted on a clean kill. He hated to see an animal suffer. He also greatly disliked chasing after a wounded animal, especially in the dark.

      He tried to run after the deer, but something held his foot. He almost fell and reached down to free himself, while not losing sight of where the buck had disappeared. His fingers fell upon a vine wrapped tightly around his ankle. He pulled on it. It pulled back.

      This time aloud, “Damn!” A mutant tree. He threw his bow to the side and pulled his long knife. Two hand-spans of new steel, sharpened on both sides slashed downward through the vine. A second vine snaked toward him, then a third. He slashed them away. He ducked his head to the side and retreated away from the tree. Crawlers generally couldn’t take on a human with a knife, for their vines weren’t fast enough. If you fell asleep against one or had no way of cutting yourself free, you would have a tough time.

      He picked up his Rico Bow and walked backwards away from the Crawler. They were solitary creatures, so he didn’t worry about running into another one. Not this close anyway.

      He turned back along the game trail, getting his bearings, then jogged after the deer. He followed the trail of broken brush, until the blood trail on the ground grew in size. As the deer ran, the arrow caused more and more damage.

      There! Twisted in among the brush as it tried to leap one final obstacle, but failed. Braden’s shot had barely missed the heart, but by running, the deer drove the arrow home. The buck was probably dead before he made his final leap.

      Even though Braden made quick work of cleaning the buck, it was nearly pitch black by the time he shouldered the carcass to make his way back to his camp. He went slowly, hunched close to the ground to find his way to the game trail.

      Even though the buck had only gone about fifty strides, it took Braden a great deal of time to make it back to the trail. He spent most of his time waiting and looking. Finally, the moon cast enough light that he could see. At that moment, he was only one stride away. Once on the trail, he looked for the Crawler, but couldn’t find which tree it was. Speed was defense. The buck had gotten heavy. Field dressed, it weighed far less than he did, but there was a limit to how long he was going to carry it.

      With an adrenaline surge, he leapt forward and jogged along the trail, watching the side where the Crawler had come from. Then, he broke through into an opening where two hobbled horses were startled at his appearance, the smell of blood adding to their fear.

      He dropped the carcass and went to the horses, making cooing sounds to calm them. He rubbed each along their necks. He needed the horses, and he needed them to trust him. That was something he still had to earn. He had no sugar crystals for them, but was determined to trade for some next chance he got.

      He turned back to find G-War fangs deep into a haunch.

      “Really? Ass!” Braden was surprised only for a second. The ‘cat never failed to take care of itself. “Leave some for me, you furry little ingrate.” Braden busied himself making a fire. He was even hungrier now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12 – Smoked Venison

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning came, bringing fog and dew. It smelled as only a forest can after a spring rain. They had all slept well after a filling meal of venison and some berries from bushes alongside their impromptu camp. The horses had grazed well, too. He found them curled up among the bushes, enjoying the sleep of the dead tired.

      Braden was a little sore. He had ridden horses before, but never for long, so yesterday’s ride had taken its toll on his legs and rump. He figured that more sitting would be painful. Maybe he would walk, leading the horses for part of the daylight.

      G-War started this turn of the sun with more venison. He grumbled a bit as it wasn’t fresh, but at least it hadn’t spoiled. The ‘cat could eat something long dead and foul beyond what a human could tolerate, but he didn’t like it. That was for survival feeding only.

      Braden re-stoked the fire and put more venison on. He used his knife to cut a number of branches, slightly thicker than his thumb. Then he cut pine branches, heavily laden with needles.  As the fire cooked his breakfast, he fashioned a four-sided pyramid where he tied the branches, creating a number of racks.

      Braden removed his nicely cooked venison and chewed contentedly. He waited for the fire to die down and leave a bed of coals. He put his rack contraption over the coals, not where it would catch fire but where it could hold the venison for smoking.

      He stripped the carcass into long thin strips of meat. He took all the choice cuts, not worrying about cleaning off the bones completely. He placed the strips on the rack until it was full, then piled the pine branches around the outside of the pyramid. He scrounged in the brush until he found choice plants to include with a cherry tree branch. He chopped these up and put them onto the coals to make smoke.

      He let the smoke build, feeding more leaves onto the coals at small intervals. One G-War nap later, he pulled down the pine branches, releasing all the smoke into a big puffy cloud. He tucked the hot and smoky strips of meat into a big carrying bag. The smoked meat was now cured and would last for weeks, if need be. It was important to always have a stock of food and water. For now, water wouldn’t be a problem as numerous creeks ran from the Bittner Mountains. He only had two flasks. They needed a way to carry more water. Much more.

      Braden adjusted the loads, putting some of the weight behind him. He spread the load and widened their blanket roll on Pack, giving G-War a better place to ride. Braden knew the ‘cat would still complain, but having a full stomach would ease his discomfort.

      “G! You ready to go?” Braden asked. The ‘cat looked at him from his seat at the base of a tree.

      ‘I am considering killing it while it sleeps.’ The ‘cat closed the mindlink and padded over to Pack, who shied away as the small predator approached. With two quick bounds and a leap, G-War was on the horse’s back. Pack pranced and settled down as it accepted the ‘cat and his place on its back.

      “Ass.” Braden adjusted himself in his saddle, trying to find a position that was less painful. It was going to be a long turn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13 – A Cold-water Surprise

          

        

      

    

    
      They stopped early in the daylight. Braden’s seat could not take the saddle any longer. He walked for a while, but that provided little relief. They found a stream where the horses, the ‘cat, and Braden lined up and drank their fill. They followed the stream toward the mountains until they came upon a small lake, little more than a pond.

      The rule in Warren Deep was the bigger the lake, the bigger the things that could eat you. Braden stayed close to where the lake emptied into the stream. The approaches there were shallow and the water moved quickly.

      He undid his long braid and shook his head to let his hair flow. He got to his knees at the edge of the water, where he wet his hair and his head. With sand from the small beach, he rubbed his body, one arm at a time, then each leg. He rinsed each as he finished. He let the water flow over and through his hair. Then cautiously, he waded into the water, a little at a time until he was waist deep. He ducked down quickly until he was completely underwater. The cool water was refreshing.

      He stood up and made to back out, but in front of him, two eyes appeared out of the water and watched him. A cold-water croc, he thought. These weren’t as big as their warm-water cousins, but they could still kill you. Braden was in a bad position. The croc had the upper hand. Why hadn’t G-War seen this creature? He was surprised. He knew the ‘cat couldn’t sense fish, but he should have known about the croc.

      Braden stood rock still. He moved painstakingly slow, trying not to disturb the water. The croc was capable of great bursts of speed, but mostly in a straight line. Braden did not have any weapons with him as he was naked. His clothes and knife lay on the beach.

      As he watched, smaller crocs appeared behind the big croc. Braden stopped counting at ten. These were just a few hand-spans long, nose to tip of their tails. The croc had a brood. Was she protecting them or waiting for them to make the kill? Braden hoped the latter as he could probably outrun the offspring.

      He was mid-thigh when the big croc surged forward, forcing a wave of water in front of it. Braden backed two steps, but fell down as the water prevented him from running as fast as his mind was telling him to go. He pushed hard to the side as the croc opened its jaws for a bite. The croc snapped down, grazing Braden’s leg. The small crocs swam toward him with all the energy their little bodies could muster.

      A golden streak flashed by, landing on the big croc’s snout, raking the beast’s eyes in an instant before attempting to leap off. The ‘cat was thrown toward the shore, landing upright in shallow water.

      Braden rolled once more until he faced the shore, then high-stepped out of the water. He made an arc toward his clothes, snatching the knife as he ran past. A few of the small crocs on the shore raced after him. He slid to a stop and made a broad swing, parallel to the ground, hammering a couple of the little creatures. They fell aside, broken bodies unmoving. The others came on. Another broad stroke and two more went down.

      Braden backed up slowly, hoping the others would come forward. Half of them did. He slashed them to death from a rocky perch that the small crocs couldn’t climb. He jumped down and dispatched the rest of them with reckless abandon.

      The large croc continued to thrash about at the water’s edge, infuriated at losing its eyes. He’d heard they were good eating, but had never had the opportunity to try one. Now was his chance. He crept to the side of the croc as it churned up the water and the sand of the shore. With two hands on his knife, he timed his swing as a downward chop to the exposed throat of the croc. Although this was the vulnerable underbelly, it was still far tougher than Braden imagined. He thought he had delivered a killing stroke, but it only made the croc angrier. It was hurt and dangerous.

      Braden jumped out of the way as it leapt in his direction. He hopped a couple more times as the croc backed into the water. It struggled to swim, and then it submerged and disappeared from view. Bloody bubbles appeared above what was probably the deepest part of the small lake. Braden didn’t think a dead croc would float, and there was no way he was swimming in there to retrieve it.

      He still wouldn’t have the opportunity to try some croc.

      Braden put his clothes on, angry at himself for going that deep into the water. He knew better, but it felt too good.

      Once he put the knife through his belt, he looked up. In front of him was one very wet Hillcat. G-War’s eyes were slits as he glared at the human. “Whoa. You’ve looked better, G.”

      Braden took the shirt off that he had just put on and rubbed the ‘cat to help dry him, until G-War scratched his hand, letting him know that there was nothing he could do to redeem himself.

      ‘Why did it go into the water?’ The ‘cat’s question burst into his mind.

      “To clean off the dirt of the road! It’s been how long since we’ve been able to clean up? Believe it or not, humans like to be as clean as any ‘cat.” He nodded emphatically to drive his point home. “By the way, why didn’t you let me know it was there?”

      ‘There was no problem as long as it didn’t go into the water.’ The ‘cat wasn’t forthcoming with information unless it was clearly needed. Like his help last night with the deer, which showed that self-serving information was the most readily shared. And that was the end of what passed for a reasonable conversation between Braden and the ‘cat.
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      As they continued south, staying far from the road, they spotted a couple more Crawlers, no more cold-water crocs, and plenty of deer. They saw a mutie Bear a ways off, but the horses were able to gallop past before he became interested. The Bears were the most dangerous creatures known in Warren Deep. They could paralyze a creature with their mind. Not that they needed that edge to overwhelm something so insignificant as a human. They couldn’t see very well, but they were smart. Most people were fortunate enough to never see one.

      The civilized areas of Warren Deep had been mostly cleansed of mutants, the kind that would kill a person anyway. When the weather changed or the ground shook, some would appear. Everyone lived with a certain amount of fear. Fear that you wouldn’t bring home enough food for your family. Fear of fire, life, pain. Anything. Animals had an even greater base instinct for fear, even intelligent ones.

      But Braden had never sensed any fear from G-War. Maybe the ‘cat lived completely without it. He was deadly, quick, and prescient. He knew when a fight was coming. Braden suspected that he also knew how it would turn out. G-War seemed surprised that he ended up in the lake during the fight with the croc. Still, surprise wasn’t fear. He looked back at the orange fur ball curled up in a nest that he made within the blankets on their pack horse. Braden expected that his claws were embedded to keep him from slipping off and getting another unwanted surprise.

      Braden smiled. He had been incredibly lucky meeting the Golden Warrior. The ‘cat had saved his life numerous times. The bonding was supposed to be a partnership, but Braden felt more like an honored servant. For providing food and basic services, Braden received one forever guardian that questioned his competence at all times, while occasionally delivering life-saving support.

      On cue, G-War lifted his head and looked at Braden. The ‘cat blinked and rose to a sitting position. ‘As it should be,’ he sent over their mindlink, then added, ‘Hungry.’

      They entered an area of rolling plains in the foothills of the Bittner Mountains. Rocky islands broke the monotony of the flowing grasses. It was serene. Braden wondered why no humans had settled here, for it looked like it needed nothing to be fertile. Maybe it was because they were a long way from the roads.

      The ancients had laid out a system of roads that tied together the important places. These were still the main travel ways, although the road surfaces themselves were cracked and overgrown. New roads had been made in the dirt alongside those of the ancients. Although the ancients had been long gone, people were still hesitant to move into the wild.

      Braden led his small party to a rocky outcropping, dismounted, and gave the area a good once over. He didn’t like surprises any more than G-War. “Anything?” he asked the ‘cat, trying to avoid another croc crashing the water party incident.

      ‘Yes,’ he answered almost instantly. And so began the twenty questions of their conversation.

      “Will it kill me?”

      ‘Not if it doesn’t go into the water.’ Braden gave the ‘cat a hard look. His demeanor hadn’t changed. His whiskers flicked back and forth, before settling back. Was that a laugh? Had G-War actually made a human-quality joke? Braden should have been offended, but he was impressed. Maybe in another ten cycles he would be allowed to learn the ‘cat’s name.

      ‘No, it won’t.’ The ‘cat started to scruffle around on the blanket, gave up, and jumped down, startling the horse. Pack settled down quickly. ‘Follow me.’

      Another first. Even when the ‘cat knew Braden was getting himself into trouble, he let him walk headlong into it. Braden couldn’t remember a time when the ‘cat volunteered to lead them into danger. Braden wisely followed, an arrow nocked on his Rico Bow.  On the other side of the rocks, near the top, an eagle was perched. Braden had never been this close to an eagle. It was impressive and different from any other bird he’d seen.

      It glistened, its feathers shiny in brown and white. It looked like he was seeing the bird in the reflection of calm lake water. It looked at him and screeched a long, awe-inspiring cry. G-War sat down and looked intently at the eagle. Their eyes locked and to someone else, it would seem as if they were in a stare down. Braden knew better. The ‘cat and the eagle were talking.

      ‘Meet Skirill,’ the ‘cat finally opened his mindlink. The flood of images was overwhelming and Braden fell to his knees, dropping his bow in the process. The eagle and Braden were linked through the opening that G-War created. Seeing how an unprepared mind communicated, he finally understood why G-War kept their mindlink closed most of the time. Did his mind do this to the ‘cat?

      “I’m Braden,” he finally said after regaining some control over his own thoughts. “I am very happy to meet you.” No matter what role he filled at present, he would always be a trader, always congenial to new people. Or creatures.

      Images of injuries became the focus of what Skirill sent to him. Braden closed his eyes and concentrated. He saw what the eagle was looking at. Injuries to his body, a wing, and one leg. Braden opened his eyes. He could barely make out the damage from where he was. He climbed the rocks to get a closer look. The eagle’s appearance was menacing, his hooked beak ready to tear flesh. Braden stopped and looked back at the ‘cat. The human held out his arms, palms up in the universal what-the-hell gesture. The ‘cat slightly inclined his chin, indicating that Braden should go on.

      “I think you need another dip in the water.” Braden concentrated hard on his memory of a dunked G-War from yesterday. The look on the ‘cat’s face. Their mindlink snapped shut.

      Braden laughed to himself as he resumed his climb. The eagle bobbed its head. Had he seen that image?

      He took a seat before the eagle with his palms outward in what he hoped showed calm. The eagle was far more impressive close up. As it stood, it was taller than G-War was long. It was easily as wide. Its wingspan would probably be as long as his old wagon. The beak was rough, with small notches marking where it had tried to rip through something hard. Maybe it had succeeded. The injuries on the eagle’s body suggested that maybe it was not.

      It looked like a Bear claw had caught the eagle unaware. Braden wondered if it was from the one they had seen to the north. Maybe the Bear had frozen the eagle’s mind and then attacked. It was a miracle the eagle had gotten away. The great bird nudged Braden’s head. He recoiled, until he realized that the eagle wasn’t interested in a long examination. It was interested in the help that the ‘cat probably promised.

      “I have numbweed. I have a needle and thread. I have something to use as a bandage. I can help you.” Braden started climbing down, over his shoulder he told Skirill, “I’ll be right back.”

      After applying most of his stock of numbweed, Braden decided that it would be a step too far to try and stitch up the worst of the wounds, the one on the eagle’s leg. He asked for G-War’s help in communicating.

      The ‘cat harrumphed, then opened the mindlink. The images were calm, not overwhelming this time. Skirill must have been in a great deal of pain. Braden formed an image in his mind of sewing the gash together. He focused on that image, then asked politely, “Good sir! May I sew up your wound? It will greatly speed the healing process and maybe even save you a few feathers.” He waited, not knowing what kind of reply he would get.

      After a couple moments, the Eagle started squawking. Braden thought it sounded like he was trying to talk. “Ssssack Soooo. Esss.” The “s” was pronounced as a mini screech, the “ck” as a click of the eagle’s tongue. The vowels were expelled air, with the tongue shaping how it sounded, instead of non-existent lips.

      “One more time, please.” Braden asked.

      “Sssack sooo. Esss,” the eagle replied.

      ‘He said, Thank you, yes,’ G-War interjected in his thought voice. Braden was surprised that the eagle was trying to speak directly. Maybe the images from Braden’s mind were too much for Skirill, as his were mostly unintelligible to the human.

      Braden took out his thread and the smaller of his two coveted needles. He threaded it carefully and, taking a deep breath, plunged the needle between two feather shafts and into the skin. He pulled the skin up so he didn’t dig into the muscle, then pulled the thread through. He did the same to the other side, pulling the skin tightly across the gash. He looked up to gauge the eagle’s level of pain.

      Skirill gave no indication that he felt the pain.

      “Just a few more and we’ll have it closed up. Then we’ll put numbweed on one more time, say after sunrise? Then you should feel a lot better. By the way, how did you learn to speak our language?” Braden was thinking out loud rather than trying to carry on a conversation with an eagle. He continued working on the wound.

      “Ohhh Kay,” Skirill said. “Anngaage eee aaaeeeend. I saw. I learrr.”

      “You learned our language from my mind?” He was getting easier to understand the more he talked. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Are humans the stupidest creatures on Vii?” Warren Deep was the land north of the Great Desert on the planet the inhabitants called Vii.

      ‘It sees truth,’ G-War purred softly into his mind. He still couldn’t believe it possible. The eagle had learned to speak from a few heartbeats worth of contact with his mind. What had he learned?

      He saw pretty pictures of the land as the eagle flew.

      Once finished sewing the wound shut, he tied off the final knot and bit through the string to cut it. The eagle giggled at this.

      “Come on, Skirill. It’s all I have. I didn’t want to use my knife so close to your body, which is magnificent, by the way.” Back to trader platitudes. He saw an eagle with his eyes, but in his mind he saw a creature that was probably superior to him. Braden had no special powers. He counted on Old Tech, his Rico Bow, to give him his edge. He practiced a great deal with it to be as deadly as possible.

      He pulled the string with his right hand and he nocked the arrows on the right side. This was counter to how he had been taught as a youth, but he discovered that he could shoot far faster and just as accurately doing it his way. He could loose three arrows in the space of a single heartbeat.

      Maybe that was his special power, the ability to work out problems and then act. As he was doing now on his journey to find Old Tech.

      “Come on, G, you have to like something about me, don’t you?”

      ‘Thumbs,’ was all the ‘cat said.

      “Yup. That’s all I am to you, opposable thumbs. And you know what, G? Don’t you ever forget it!” To emphasize this, Braden waggled his thumbs around and then touched each of his fingers in turn with each of his thumbs. “Somebody’s got thumbs and somebody else got no thumbs…” Braden sang out loud, dancing as much as he could from his perch on the rocks.

      “I go too,” Skirill said slowly, but clearly.

      Braden stopped taunting G-War and turned back toward the eagle. Braden could not have hoped for better. The eagle could help them navigate the Great Desert. “Are you sure?”

      “Yessss. ‘rends. Hacky ‘rends. Don’t want ‘or yoursells. Good ‘rends.”

      “Happy friends,” Braden repeated. “Don’t want anything for ourselves? I want plenty, I’ll have you know! Why do you think we’re going to cross the Great Desert?”

      “You ‘elee you can. I ‘elee you. You seek knowledge, not ‘ower.”

      “Yes, I believe we can. And yes, I want knowledge. But if we find some righteous Old Tech, I’m bringing it back to make a profit, so I can settle down with a good woman.”

      G-War sat up straight and cocked his head while looking at Braden.

      “Did you just make a dog face at me?”

      ‘Don’t be so insulting,’ G-war harrumphed and haughtily strode back toward the horses.

      As it got dark, the eagle hopped down the rocks, flexing his injured wing but unable to fly. The numbweed took away the pain and sped up the healing process, but they still needed time. Braden started a small fire, sheltered on three sides by the big rocks. Braden pulled out a large handful of venison. After seeing the look in Skirill’s eyes, he pulled out two more gracious servings.

      After eating their fill, they sat back, enjoying the warmth of the fire and the silence of the plains. “Skirill, maybe you can tell us how you got all that?” Braden asked, nodding toward the eagle's injuries.

      “Sit ‘aack. I tell you a story…”
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      Skirill talked for a long time, starting with his unfortunate encounter with the mutie Bear. The fire had to be re-stoked a couple times during his monologue. By the end, Braden had to admit that Skirill was getting quite good at speaking in the human tongue and that he was an intelligent, magnificent creature.

      He said that he wasn’t an eagle at all. He was known as a Hawkoid, a species developed by the ancients after their arrival to help with the colonization once technology was systematically removed. The humans believed that they had to develop their self-sufficiency independently.

      Braden thought this was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. His Rico Bow was Old Tech and it made Braden’s world possible. Why would they do away with it? He’d heard stories that the ancients had arrived from the stars, but he didn’t believe that. How could anyone travel through the sky? Humans didn’t have feathers, at least those he knew didn’t.

      He believed it was a war that destroyed the ancients. War always left the people and the land shattered. He had seen it not a moon ago in the west. He made a good trade with the swords, but he didn’t like how he got them. It wouldn’t bother him to not see that again. When would humans get enough of fighting?

      He couldn’t answer that. He wore a long knife and carried the Rico Bow. Who was he to throw down his means of self-defense? Someone else would have to be first to go without weapons.

      And that person wouldn’t last long in Warren Deep. Even in Cameron he had been forced to fight, well, G-War had anyway. And Cameron was supposed to be civilized. Maybe war was coming to set the world back even further.

      What kind of Old Tech would he find? Would it make the world more peaceful or more dangerous? Maybe more comfortable, but for whom?

      Braden had stopped listening to Skirill as he struggled with all the questions that entered his mind. He hadn’t heard a story with this perspective. Since he had been in the Hawkoid’s mind, he believed everything that Skirill said.

      Skirill eyed Braden patiently. He knew that the human’s attention had gone elsewhere.

      Braden looked up and mumbled an apology. He regained his focus so that Skirill would continue, but the Hawkoid hesitated.

      “You ha’ questions?” Skirill finally asked.

      “Yes and no. I have questions, but they need to make sense to me before I can ask them.” Braden looked around. Maybe his real question was, who? Who were the ancients?  “What do you know about the ancients?”

      “They were wise and skilled. They were like gods. They created us. They created this land. They are the ancestors o’ all creatures here. Their ti’e ended and they turned the world o’er to you. Us. All creatures. I ho’e they are ‘roud of us, ‘ut I don’t think so.”

      Braden thought about what happened in Binghamton, in Cameron. His battle with the croc. It seemed like everyone and everything was carving out their niche with no regard to anyone else. That was not the world he envisioned. He grew up a trader. People trusted each other. People welcomed strangers, especially traders.

      Not now. That didn’t mean Braden had to embrace the fear.

      “How do Hawkoids greet and treat members of their own family?” Braden asked. “Tell me about your family.”

      “We ru’ our ‘eaks together and ‘ow.” Skirill was intrigued that the human had asked. “Our nesties are our ‘rothers and sisters fro’ one hatching. Our click is all the nesties fro’ our ‘arents, ‘ates for li’e. I ha’e two nesties and there are thirteen in our click. My ‘arents are gone. I do not yet ha’e a ‘ate.”

      “Hawkoids mate for life. Two and thirteen.” Braden repeated back key points from a conversation in order to help him remember. His father had taught him that trick so people would like him more. It had served him well in his life. The older he got, the smarter his father was.

      “Thank you for that, Skirill.” Braden got up and leaned down to put his nose against the Hawkoids beak. Since he was bent over, there wasn’t much of a bow left, but he tried it. Skirill chuckled and bowed back. Braden didn’t know if that showed humor or joy. “And this is how humans do it.” He put his hand on the uninjured shoulder of the Hawkoid, where the muscles of the breast connected with the joint to the wing, leaned in and gave Skirill a kiss on the top of his feathered head.

      Braden pointed to G-War and himself. “I hate to break it to you, my new friend, but traveling with us, you probably won’t find a mate.” Braden turned his point into a palms up sign of submission.

      ‘It speaks for itself,’ G-War interjected.

      “Are you two linked?” When it came to G-War, Braden asked a great number of questions where he already knew the answer. If his mind was disciplined enough, would he simply know, like Skirill had been able to learn his language directly from his mind? He would have to work on that.

      Skirill bobbed his head once as he had already learned what that meant to the human. He had also gotten quite adept at shaking his head no.

      “Your little trysts don’t count, G!”

      ‘I’m a ‘cat. Has it learned nothing in the past ten cycles? Humans…’

      “You get me, don’t you, Skirill?” Braden pleaded. The Hawkoid nodded, then shook his head, then nodded some more. Braden looked confused.

      “I don’t know what that means, but it appears that I’m outnumbered.”

      ‘It has always been outnumbered.’ With that, the ‘cat moved away from the fire, faced the darkness, and assumed his sleeping/watching pose.

      “Time to get some sleep, Skirill. With fresh minds, we will see what the daylight brings.”
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      The fire burned down during the night. There was no more wood and sod to burn, so they ate a cold breakfast.

      Between bites, Braden shaped a plan for them to discuss. “We can continue heading south through the prairie until we get back into a more wooded area. The horses are well fed on the prairie grasses and should be up for a nice walk, plus we need to hunt and we need water. Our supply of venison is going fast. Skirill? How are you feeling this morning?”

      The Hawkoid flexed his wing, stiffly and slowly at first, then a little more vigorously, ending with what Braden thought was a wince. “Good, ‘ut can’t ‘ly this daylight.” Braden opened a pouch with the numbweed and applied the last of it to Skirill’s wing. If his leg or body took longer to heal, that was fine. The Hawkoid needed his wings to fly.

      “I’m not sure we can make it to the woods this turn, but I know we won’t if we don’t get started. Which horse do you think you can best ride?”

      Skirill didn’t want to balance himself with his wings as that would prevent his wing from healing and maybe even set him back further. He settled for riding behind Braden with the human’s braid held tightly in his beak. His claws dug into the saddle as he stood a full head taller than the human. Braden held one arm back, helping the Hawkoid balance. G-War opened their mindlink just to share his ‘cat chuckling.

      “Don’t make me come back there and pet the good kitty!” Braden’s juvenile threat did nothing to dampen the ‘cat’s mirth. He could feel a rumble behind him as the Hawkoid’s massive chest heaved in laughter.  Braden really was outnumbered.

      He didn’t care that they looked a strange lot, he was just happy that they covered a lot of ground on that turn. When they came to a thin creek, barely more than a trickle of water, they drank their fill then refilled the skins they had.

      They pushed forward into the early evening until they reached trees sprinkled outward from the woods. It was a perfect camp for their group. A little cover, woods close by for hunting, and the open plain where Skirill could freely fly.

      “I can ‘ly in the woods, you know. When ‘y wing is ‘etter.”

      “Of course you can,” Braden conceded. He stroked the Hawkoid’s feathers absently as he looked around where they might camp. No Crawlers. No signs of animals. “What do you think, G?”

      ‘Hungry,’ the ‘cat replied.

      “Would you look at that! Smoked venison right where we can get it at,” Braden replied sarcastically. “Unless, you might know where we can find something a little more fresh?”

      The ‘cat unfocused his eyes then shook his head. ‘No. Not tonight.’

      “Sorry, Skirill. Maybe tomorrow.” He broke out the venison for the other two as he set up the camp. He hobbled the horses so they could graze. He gathered a small supply of firewood and prepared to light a fire.

      ‘No fire. Not tonight.’ Braden trusted the ‘cat implicitly. The ‘cat knew there was a threat out there somewhere. If the cost of being safe was sleeping without a fire, then the price was easily paid. They would look at things again with the sunrise. He was sure it would be better after a good night’s sleep.
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      It wasn’t. It wasn’t a good night’s sleep at all. And things didn’t look better.

      G-War tapped him awake when it was still quite dark.

      ‘Get ready. They come,’ the ‘cat said directly into Braden’s mind.

      “Ready for what, for who,” Braden whispered while trying to shake off the fog of sleep. He pulled on his long knife, put on his quiver, and readied his Rico Bow. It was dark, the moon either hadn’t risen yet or had already set. Braden didn’t know how long he’d been asleep. His brain wasn’t fully engaged yet.

      He was surprised at how hard it was to wake Skirill. A simple shaking wasn’t enough. Braden grew more vigorous as the moments passed, until the Hawkoid awoke with a start and drove his beak into Braden’s leather jacket. The human fell down with a crunch and loud “ow.”

      The ‘cat’s loud exasperation penetrated both their psyches. ‘They come for the horses. This way.’ G-War bounded off past the horses, expecting the others to follow him. Braden ran to get in between the horses and whatever ‘they’ were. Skirill hopped, rather awkwardly, then broke into a run, shooting past Braden. To better protect the horses, Braden grabbed them and pulled them back toward the tree under which they camped. They were hobbled, so it was tough getting them to move.

      As he was tying them off, he heard the scream of a Hillcat as it attacked something. The Hawkoid’s screech followed. His friends had joined the battle. A deep snorting rumbled through the grass. An image from G-War flashed in his mind, and Braden finally knew what was coming.

      A wild boar rushed at him out of the dark, the dirty tusks the brightest feature of the pig’s head. Braden jumped straight up and as the boar passed beneath him, he drove his knife downward, into the back behind the shoulder blade. His knife was wrenched from his hand.

      He tripped as he landed and rolled, bringing his Rico Bow in front of him. The next boar took an arrow through its eye. The third turned to avoid the human, presenting a perfect side shot from just a couple strides away. The shaft disappeared into the beast. The boar furrowed into the ground as it died while it was still running.

      Another Hawkoid screech, but this time from in the air. He glanced up as Skirill made a tight wheel turn directly overhead and dove toward a target that Braden couldn’t see. Braden let the bow sling across his back as he leapt two steps and pulled his knife from the dead boar’s back.

      Another boar rushed past. It had a Hillcat clinging to it. The ‘cat was trying to get a claw into the boar’s throat. He knew that boar would die and turned back just in time to avoid another beast’s charge. He danced a quick sidestep to dodge the boar’s tusk. He struck with his knife, but only raked a slash along its ribs. It snorted and screamed in pain, but continued charging toward the horses. Max whinnied and reared, driving its front hooves into the boar’s head. The beast staggered away, stunned and bleeding.

      Yet another boar ran at him from the darkness. Skirill dove in from nowhere, landing on the boar and pulling it a few strides from the ground. The flesh ripped out of its back as it fell from the Hawkoid’s claws. It fell with a thump and tried to get to its hooves, but Braden was there, stabbing his knife into its side. He pulled it out, ready for the next beast to attack.

      But there were no more.

      Skirill dropped out of the darkness and back winged to drop lightly to the ground. His chest heaved from his exertions, and the wound on his wing trickled fresh blood. Braden took a deep breath and slid his long knife back into his belt.

      They were out of numbweed, so Braden pressed his fingers against the Hawkoid’s wound to stop it from bleeding. He looked around for G-War, seeing him at the extreme range of his night eyes, maybe five strides away, sitting calmly next to the tree where the horses were tied, casually licking the blood from his paws.

      Once the bleeding stopped, Braden rubbed some of his own saliva onto the wound. It helped him when he was hurt, so maybe it would help the Hawkoid. Skirill cocked his head as he watched Braden work.

      As he finished, Skirill head butted him and said, “You ‘ought well, human ‘riend.”

      “You fought well, too, my Hawkoid friend.” Braden hesitated for a heartbeat. “My friend.” He put his hand on Skirill’s shoulder.

      “Hey! You okay, G?”

      ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ Braden didn’t have an answer to that. He would always ask, just in case. He knew that he needed the ‘cat far more than the ‘cat needed him. When the time came, he would be there and do what he had to do for the ‘cat.

      Skirill head butted Braden one more time, then moved away from the tree. He didn’t want the horses to step on his tail feathers.

      “Time to make a fire! We’ve got some pork to smoke.” Braden busied himself with banking wood for the fire. He didn’t have evergreen branches to build a smoker, but he had a blanket. He needed branches to make his lattice work to hold the meat and keep the blanket out of the fire. He started to climb the tree, then had an idea.

      “Skirill. Can you fly to the top of the tree and break off some branches for me?” The Hawkoid flexed his wing a few times. He hopped and ran forward then with a couple strong strokes, he was airborne. He disappeared into the darkness, then reappeared a few heartbeats later, back winging to land in the top branches. Braden heard snapping and the limbs started to fall.

      He waited until Skirill called that he was done, then he gathered the wood. Peeling some strips of the soft bark, he used it to tie the thin branches together. He built his framework, then started the fire, letting it dry the lattice work with its heat. He let the fire build on itself, then went to work butchering the more choice strips of meat. When all was said and done, he probably had more than his own body weight in pork strips. He filled his field smoker about a quarter of the pile. He added some leafy branches to the fire and let that build into a heavy smoke. He wrapped it all in the blanket to keep the smoke in.

      Braden took some raw slices of meat to Skirill, who thanked him before tossing it down whole. Hawkoids didn’t chew.  They ripped. Braden was happy not to be on the receiving end of that beak. Again, anyway. If he didn’t have on his jacket earlier, he wasn’t sure how much damage the Hawkoid’s beak would have done to him. He felt his chest. He had a bruise, but it was minor. That probably equated to a Hawkoid love tap. That last head butt was harder. He’d have to talk to Skirill about the Hawkoid’s expression of affection. It hurt!
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      It took the rest of the night to smoke the meat. Braden saved a little for Skirill and G-War, who both preferred their meat raw. They could enjoy a breakfast more to their taste.

      The ‘cat and the Hawkoid slept soundly while Braden worked. He was dog tired when morning came, but their food problem had solved itself.

      Although the boar pack had been small, the horses would have stood no chance alone, their soft bellies vulnerable to the boars’ tusks. If Braden had been alone, he would have climbed the tree and picked off the boars one by one using his bow. Who knew what G-War would have done by himself, maybe take over the pack, leading them to take over all of Warren Deep. Braden laughed to himself at the thought of the ‘cat riding the lead boar.

      By protecting the horses, the three of them had secured their ride. They had a long way to go and walking would take all the fun out of it.

      Braden shook out the blanket the best he could, but it would reek of smoke for many turns to come.  He used that blanket to wrap the smoked pork.

      He saddled one horse and prepared the blanket pack on the saddle of the other. With one blanket now filled with pork and the other with the rest of their goods, there was no room for the ‘cat. Could the three of them ride one horse? Probably, but it would not be comfortable.

      Skirill solved this problem by saying that he could fly.

      “Me and you, G. Just like old times.” When Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs was still a kitten, he rode in Braden’s lap in the back of the wagon. The boy and the ‘cat were inseparable, mostly because Braden had never had a friend. They were traders. They met different people every turn. He played with all the kids they ran across, but they never stayed long. Stop. Trade. Get back on the road.

      He wouldn’t trade his life for anything. The town people were soft. The nomads weren’t friendly. The farmers were always digging in the ground. No, the life of a trader was what he loved. And he traveled with the creature he cared most about. Plus he was on a journey to find the biggest and best trade ever.

      G-War covered the space from the ground to Braden’s lap in a single smooth leap, landing softly, yet still using his claws, just enough to let the human know his place. He settled in on Braden’s lap and Braden’s new caravan was off. He thought of the group as the caravan, no longer needing the wagon to anchor their trade.

      Skirill perched on top of the tree and waited for a long time before he took to the sky. In no time at all, he overtook the horses and flew on, gliding gracefully above it all. He soon became a mere speck on the horizon.

      G-War opened their mindlink and instantly, he could see through the Hawkoid’s eyes. It was disconcerting and Braden had to grab two handfuls of the horse’s mane to keep from falling. The view was incredible, the entire world laid out before him. Braden sharpened his focus and let his mind become one with the Hawkoid’s.  Other Hawkoids, all larger, flew around. A nest with eggshells. Overwhelming hunger! Mother! A rabbit. Joy! Cliffs. Falling. Flying! Soaring.

      Braden bounced awake with a start. They had only gone a few steps, but he had lived half a lifetime as his Hawkoid friend. He understood what the screeches and calls meant. He could recognize Skirill’s nesties and click. He had a map of Warren Deep in his mind from the viewpoint of one high above the ground. He knew which way they needed to go to get to Whitehorse because he had seen it. It was not far off. A little more than a turn on horseback, a fraction of that on the wing.

      G-War settled into his lap and even started purring. Maybe the ‘cat was proud of the progress the human made with the mindlink. Once it became clear what was possible, Braden actively sought it and found it.

      Braden attempted to open a link with G-War, testing his thought speech. ‘You are the best friend anyone could ever have.’

      ‘I know,’ the ‘cat responded in a friendly tone.

      ‘Ass.’
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      Between G-War and Skirill, Braden would never have to enter an unknown area. He could see and feel what was ahead. Whitehorse seemed safe. He saw nothing out of the ordinary from Skirill’s viewpoint high above the town. G-War felt no immediate threat, but when many humans were in one place, the ‘cat couldn’t be sure.

      They needed to get better storage for water and then buy some grain to take with them. Maybe a two-wheeled cart to pull behind the pack horse would make life a little better for everyone. He had three vials of saffrimander that should get him everything he wanted. He also had gold and silver.

      He didn’t want to stay long in Whitehorse. Only as long as it took to secure what they needed for their attempt to cross the Great Desert.

      Skirill stayed on the outskirts of town, perched high in a tree. Braden and G-War rode on Max while Pack trailed, carrying two large bundles. They headed straight for the market square. Braden didn’t need to create a persona to try and fool these people. He was a trader and that was the role he played best.

      He tied the horses to a hitching post and walked to the center of the square. From deep within, he summoned his biggest voice. “Hear ye one, hear ye all! Saffrimander! From the western wilds, the finest spice in all of Warren Deep. Saffrimander! This daylight, someone will own this vial of the spice. I am Braden, sanctioned by the Caravan Guild as a Free Trader. This daylight, at midday, I begin the auction.” The usual merchants took notice of the announcement and he saw how they calculated ways to win the saffrimander. His real targets were the servants and regular people in the square. He needed them to take word to the well off, to the wealthy.

      Leaving G-War to protect their goods, Braden went in search of water flasks or casks and a two-wheeled wagon.

      The water flasks were common and readily available, so Braden bought one trader’s entire stock – a cool dozen flasks for a silver shekel each, but Braden worked the best deal in buying them for a single gold piece. Ten silver to a piece of gold. He wanted a couple casks as well so they could carry water for the horses. The horses would drink everything they could get and then some. The rest drank little in comparison. If Skirill could find an oasis or two, their chances would greatly improve. The Hawkoid had quite remarkable vision, as Braden had seen for himself.

      Braden started with the stables. He took smoked pork and smoked venison with him. It never hurt to ply the hired hands with food. Home baked cookies were best, but he didn’t quite have any of those. Braden’s plan was thwarted when he ran into the stable master before meeting any of the stable hands.

      “Greetings, good sir!” Braden started with his routine. “My compliments to you on your fine establishment.” The stable master stopped him right there with a hand held up.

      “Who the crap are you, you stinking dung heaping pile of slime?” Braden had too often dealt with hostile customers to be perturbed at the stable master’s rude diatribe.

      “Free Trader Braden. I am very pleased to make your acquaintance…?” Braden held out a hand for a shake and a name, but the stable master spit on it.

      “That’s what I think of your Free Trader, boy. Crap off, you crapping pile of crap!”

      “I will leave you to your thoughts, then, good sir. Please to have a fair turn of joy.” Braden knew there would be no deal here this daylight. The stable master turned and lifted one leg, forcing a heinous fart in Braden’s direction. Too late as he was already rapidly exiting the stables. Using his newly discovered ability to talk with the ‘cat without talking aloud, he exercised his thought speech, ‘G, did you get any of that? Are we in danger here?’

      ‘Yes. No. He is simply a foul creature.’

      Braden laughed fully at that. A lady pulled her young daughter close as they hustled past, their eyes averted. “Sorry,” Braden mumbled, still smiling. Next stop, the blacksmith.

      The blacksmith was far more congenial, and welcomed Braden to his hot and stuffy workshop. The heavily muscled man was covered in dirt mixed with sweat, forming channels running down his chest and back. He had a warm smile and readily offered his oversized paw. They shook heartily, and Braden was pleased the man did not crush his hand.

      “Good sir, I’m looking for two casks to hold water and a two-wheeled cart to carry them. After a most unpleasant conversation with the stable master, I am no further in my quest. Would you be so kind as to point me in a direction where I may find what I seek?”

      “The stable master! Ha!” He started to laugh and slapped Braden’s back with a massive man paw. “He’s in a right foul mood this daylight, isn’t he?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Because he’s that way every turn. Ha!” The blacksmith’s voice boomed. The stable master could probably hear him, as he was only two buildings away.  “You’ve come to the right place. My partner next door is the woodworker. We make casks together. And I’m working on a cart in the back. It’s older, but the owner might consider a trade. See? Everything you want.” Braden nodded indifferently. Now that he knew what goods were available, the delicate dance of give and take began. If one seemed too needy, he would pay a higher price.

      “Let me see the cart and then we’ll talk about casks.” They went behind the blacksmith’s shop, back into the fresh air that was only a little less warm. A rickety old cart stood there, its axle broken. Braden looked at the blacksmith through narrowed eyes, instantly wary. He looked around to see if it was a trap, see if he was going to be robbed.

      The blacksmith put up his hands to show good faith. “No, no, no. Don’t worry. I’m not out to steal from you. The cart is mine. I wasn’t working on it as I don’t have anything to pull it. I can have my partner shore up the wood here, and here.” He pointed to a couple areas that definitely needed help. “I won’t bother trying to fix the axle. I can replace it before the sun reaches its height,” he offered.

      “How long for the woodworker to do his work?” Braden asked noncommittally.

      “A little longer, just past midday. Look here,” he said as he crooked a finger at the underside of the cart. Braden walked around the cart to put it between him and the blacksmith. Then he leaned down to look underneath. The carriage and frame were in far better condition than the rest of the cart. Braden could see the blacksmith’s legs and that he had not moved. For some reason, he didn’t trust the man, so he remained wary.

      ‘G, what are you getting from this guy?’ The ‘cat didn’t answer right away. Braden opened the mindlink carefully. G-War must have let him in. He saw clearly through the ‘cat’s eyes. He was watching a female cat with great interest. ‘G. G!’

      ‘I don’t think I like its new ability to talk. It interrupts important thoughts.’

      ‘I’ll leave you alone if you can get something from this guy. I don’t trust him and I don’t know why.’ He looked up at the blacksmith and nodded his head as he continued his examination of the cart.

      ‘He is thinking of murder. It darkens him. Not us. Make the trade.’ G-War cut the mindlink with a nearly audible snap.

      Braden was pleased that he had sensed something amiss.

      “What are you willing to trade for the cart, repaired as you described, and two casks?” Braden opened. The dance had begun.

      When it was over, the blacksmith and woodworker were standing together, pleased with the deal. Braden had gone deep into his purse because he started to like the big man and his partner. He wanted him to be happy and maybe avoid the dark path he was considering going down.

      “Thank you, kind gentlemen! I look forward to coming back, soon after midday, to pick up my cart and my casks.” He handed over half of the gold and silver agreed to, with the rest to be exchanged upon final delivery. They all shook hands, then both the woodworker and the blacksmith started taking measurements to complete their part of the bargain.

      Braden watched for a few heartbeats, then put his hand on the blacksmith’s  shoulder. Their eyes met. “Don’t do it. You’ll be different if someone dies. It’s not worth it.” The big man looked at him oddly, gave him a single nod, and went back to work.

      Braden felt the dark cloud lift.
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      At midday, Braden was standing tall in the market square. There were more standing around than before, but not anywhere near as many as he hoped. As a Free Trader, he had committed to starting the auction at midday and so he was obligated to live up to his commitment.

      Without saying a word, he pulled a vial of saffrimander from his belt pouch and held it high. He let everyone take in the sight.

      “Saffrimander! You all know what it is. Magical! Mystical! The rarest and most exotic spice in Warren Deep! Who will make the first offer?” He bellowed over the small crowd. The bidding was started by another trader.

      “Ten pieces of gold,” a bearded man shouted hopefully.

      “Twenty.”

      “Thirty.”

      “Five platinum!” A newcomer offered. It was the equivalent of fifty gold pieces or five hundred pieces of silver. It was still a low price for Saffrimander. Far below what Braden traded to get it.

      He would take a loss! But there was no loss. He was no longer a trader. He was a nomad, a searcher. Anything he received was an investment toward crossing the Great Desert. An investment in the biggest trade ever. Braden smiled as the price climbed agonizingly slowly. He would always be a trader.

      “Ten platinum and that’s my final offer!” Another newcomer chimed in. This man was older and wore fine clothes. Braden didn’t care what this man’s final offer was, he only cared what THE final offer was, but the older man must have been someone as everyone deferred once he spoke. There were no more bids. Braden read the body language of the assembled people and determined to play to the man’s ego.

      “This is the lowest price I’ve seen in all my turns. My compliments to you, sir, on your deal. Ten platinum it is!” Braden jumped down. He handed the vial to the man, who turned to go without paying.

      “I’m sorry. Ten platinum, please.” Braden reached to stop the man from leaving, but was himself stopped by another man he hadn’t noticed. This man pulled a small purse from his belt and dropped it into Braden’s hand.

      “And that’s the end of it,” he said as he too turned and walked off. Usually, the buyer counted the money in the open, reinforcing the trader’s trust in the bidder. Braden thanked people for attending and bidding. As the last walked off, he opened the pouch to find two platinum pieces and fifteen gold. He’d been ripped off, as he suspected he would be by the way the crowd treated the older man, but Braden hadn’t thought his duplicity would stoop so low as to pay a third of the agreed-to price.

      He saw the second high bidder, a man who had bid eight platinum, at the edge of the market. He went to him.

      “Are you still interested in a vial of saffrimander?” The man’s eyes perked up. “Eight platinum and it’s yours,” Braden said pulling the vial partially from his purse, shielding it from any other prying eyes.

      “I’ll give you five,” he replied. Braden appreciated the man’s shrewdness, but acted insulted nonetheless. He put the vial back in the purse at his belt and walked away. He knew that G-War was watching them as he had returned to his perch on Braden’s horse. He felt a hand on his shoulder. “Wait. Eight is all I have. Would you take my last shekel?”

      “I’ll take your eight and a loss, and give you five gold back. Final offer.” Braden wanted the power of platinum. If he ran into trouble, money could buy a way out. The more he had, the better his chances of surviving. Then again, that was how a trader in the civilized world thought. He was heading into the Great Desert.

      “Done,” the man said before Braden could further refine his “final” offer. They made the trade, huddled closely together. With one last handshake, the two went their separate ways.

      He’d keep the last vial to himself. The trader in him refused to take a further loss. And if he ever ran across the old man again, he would set things straight. The man owed Braden six platinum and five gold. That was non-negotiable. The turn would come where he would pay. It was the law of the trade.
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      When the cart was ready, the blacksmith found Braden in the market buying dried greens and hard cheeses. The big man seemed excited about how the cart had turned out.

      Braden also found himself pleased with the final result. The woodworker had performed magic with the cart, transforming it into one that was twice as high as the rickety old version. It contained no buckboard, so a driver would have to balance across two added boards and a leather strap.

      Braden hadn’t intended to drive from the cart, but the braces and leather strap were a nice touch. He thanked both the men profusely and gave them a couple extra gold pieces for their efforts. Once the trade was made, going above and beyond solidified one’s reputation, but it generally earned the craftsman no extra gold. Their reputations for high quality helped garner greater value in future trades. Call it better marketing, as long as the buyer shared the information.

      The casks were sturdy and new. He tied these within the cart using some rough twine. He brought the horses over, tying his mount to the back of the cart and hooking up the pack horse to the harness and leads. The horse seemed indifferent to pulling or carrying, and Pack took his new task as stoically as his last. Once hooked up, Braden waved at the blacksmith and the woodworker as he drove through the square. He headed north out of town. No one needed to know his intended destination.

      Once out of sight of the town, he turned his horse east toward the Bittner Mountains. The pack horse, pulling the cart with their two blanket packs and two empty casks, was behind him as they disappeared into the trees.

      ‘We are being followed,’ G-War passed via their mindlink.

      “I thought so,” Braden answered out loud. ‘What do you see, Skirill?’ he said with his thought voice. He was answered with a picture from high above of four men on horses, trotting along without a sense of urgency. They turned where Braden had turned from the road, following the cart’s tracks toward the woods. Skirill took flight, gaining altitude by making a wide circle, keeping the men in the middle of his vision.

      They had a good lead, but with the cart, they could not hope to long outdistance the men. Braden didn’t want to fight. He did not know why he was having such a streak of bad luck. He was used to being welcomed to towns, treated well, and given a happy send off. The last three towns had been nightmares.

      This confirmed his decision to seek Old Tech. He needed to get away until things settled down. If he had to fight, let it be the unknown. The last thing he wanted was to be an outcast within his own land. If he killed these men, he wouldn’t be able to return. He doubted that he’d be able to return to Cameron or Binghamton. Memories were short; time would be his only friend.

      He needed to buy more of it. So he doubled back, taking a wide route to the south and then west to the main road. Through Skirill’s eyes, he saw when to stop and let the men pass him, still following his tracks to the east. He then raced his team to the road, heading north as fast as the horses could run. He kept going until he could conceal a turn back to the east. He headed into the trees once again, stopping the horses well off the road.

      He went back and erased their tracks, leaving no sign for the men to follow. He slowly walked the horses deeper into the woods. Skirill floated to the south above the men, who picked up their pace when they saw the track leading back toward the road. He watched through the Hawkoid’s eyes as the men reached the road, frantically looking about. When they picked up the track of the cart, one among many that had recently traveled the road, they galloped north.

      And they kept going straight past where Braden had turned off. Skirill glided east, directing Braden along the best route until he could get into the open and put more distance between them and the men. G-War didn’t sense anything near them, so they pressed on.

      Skirill made one last sweep toward the road, going higher and higher until he caught sight of the men as specks far to the north. Braden’s maneuver had lost them. He wanted to find out why they were following, but not badly enough to fight. Something was happening in Warren Deep, something unpleasant and dangerous.

      If traders stopped trading, the towns would become outposts. Distrust would grow. Then fear. Fear drove people like a stampeding herd that couldn’t be turned. They couldn’t be stopped. All Braden wanted was to ply his trade, enjoy his life, and in some future cycle of the seasons, settle down. He couldn’t do any of that if he was constantly on the run. He breathed a sigh of relief. He was happy that he didn’t have to ambush the four men. The only way he could have won that fight was by killing them at a distance using his Rico Bow.

      If they had no evil intent, then Braden would be the one in the wrong. He was certain that wasn’t the case, but was glad he didn’t have to find out.

      They pushed forward until the horses were exhausted, even though daylight remained. Skirill winged away for one last look and saw that no one followed. They were safe, for the moment anyway.
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      They camped by a small stream, where they drank freely. Braden filled the casks and his new stock of flasks. This increased the weight on the cart, slowing them down, but they had no other choice.

      This part of the forest teemed with wildlife and shortly, G-War, Braden, and Skirill had killed a mix of rabbits and squirrels. Skirill ate his kills after ripping them apart and swallowing the pieces whole. Braden thought the Hawkoid must have one hell of a stomach to digest all of that. It made his stomach churn just to think about it. G-War avoided the bones when possible, preferring the softer parts of the flesh.

      Braden liked his meat cooked. He cleaned two squirrels and one rabbit, letting them hang until nightfall. He wouldn’t risk a smoky fire in the daylight.

      He searched the underbrush of the surrounding area. They needed more numbweed. He wanted some tubers, and maybe other wild vegetables if he could find any. Skirill and G-War were carnivores. Braden needed more, wanted a great deal more than just meat, but was willing to settle. His last two trips into town weren’t long enough for him to get a bed and a good home-cooked meal. He would have been happy with a bad home-cooked meal.

      When Braden returned to their camp, Skirill was asleep on a branch overhead. G-War was asleep in the back of the cart. The horses were even down and out cold. Braden was instantly alert, adrenaline surging through his body. He’d heard of mutants who could put people to sleep with their breath. The mutie Bears could freeze beings with their mind.

      ‘Is it too much to ask that it is quiet?’ G-War asked via their mindlink.

      A certain amount of paranoia was healthy as it kept a person on his toes. Braden felt like he was going a little too far. G-War would have let him know if anything was wrong. Skirill probably would have, too. The horses should be sleeping; they worked hard this turn.

      And Braden felt fine. He had not yet eaten, so he wasn’t burdened with digesting the huge meals of his companions.

      ‘Sorry, G. Too many weird things lately,’ he responded to the ‘cat, in his quietest thought voice.

      He went to work building a small fire where he could hang his one pot and make a rabbit stew. His mouth watered thinking about it.

      While his dinner was slowly heating, Braden pulled out his rudder. It had been at the bottom of the one blanket pack for many turns. He needed to update it. Carefully, with his fine pencils, he updated his entries, especially those regarding the path he had taken from Cameron to Whitehorse, back to his current position. In another half turn, he should cross the trail he made previously. This was the value of the rudder, keeping the trader on the best path. He smiled to himself. He would remain true to his craft.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23 – Heading South

          

        

      

    

    
      The night was thankfully uneventful. Come morning, man, creature, and beast alike were well rested. They found their earlier track and followed it south, until the point where it turned west toward Whitehorse. They turned east instead.

      Skirill scouted far ahead. He flew to the northern border of the Great Desert, looking for the easiest way south. Skirill found a stream in the foothills of the Bittner Mountains, close to the Great Desert. They determined that would be the best place to camp and get their fill of water before plunging into the barren wasteland.

      Braden looked at the two horses and the cart. G-War was crouched in the cart, on the softest place he could find, the blanket pack of smoked meat, watching as the group passed through the forest and into the grassy plains. Braden thought of them as his caravan. Although he considered them equals, he took responsibility for their health and well-being.

      They continued across the plains in silence. Skirill spent some time aloft, but most of his time was in trees or on rocks, waiting for the caravan to catch up. He hunted while he waited, catching a few ground squirrels, which he ate in single, massive Hawkoid gulps.

      No one followed. No one was ahead. The Hawkoid’s view of the Great Desert showed a seemingly endless waste.

      They pushed on, but wouldn’t make the hills until the next turn. They camped by a lone tree, old, its growth diminished by dry earth and a lack of water. Braden did not make a fire. The ‘cat climbed into the tree, relaxing on a lower limb with all four legs dangling. G-War liked this position. Braden called it the lazy ‘cat. Skirill stayed on the highest branch that would support his weight. Braden hobbled the horses so they could graze on their own. He reclined against the tree and ate sparingly of the smoked meat and cheese. It might have to last for weeks.

      It would be good to get another deer. And maybe even harvest some of the plains grass to fill the cart. It wouldn’t be heavy, but it would come in handy.

      He put some water from the flasks into their cooking pot and let the horses drink. They drank three pots between them. That was three flasks worth. Braden refilled the flasks from the casks and watched as the water level dropped.

      Being a trader, Braden could quickly do basic calculations in his head. At this rate, the water in the casks would last roughly two weeks. If they drank more, which he suspected they would in the dryness of the desert, then it might last as little as one week.

      With Skirill, their chances of finding a water hole, an oasis, were vastly improved. When they reached the last stream in the foothills, they would discuss how best to attack the Great Desert. Braden’s success counted more on his companions than him. He looked at them as they rested.

      One’s true measure could be found in the value of one’s friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24 – Other Hawkoids

          

        

      

    

    
      Another uneventful night followed by an uneventful daylight. The cart trundled on, leaving a light scar in the grasses of their wake. Braden’s horse ambled continuously forward, toward a spot on the horizon that Skirill had directed them to. He sat there now, waiting, watching.

      G-War stretched out his senses. He could feel nothing except for the human and the Hawkoid. The Hillcat wasn’t used to such voids, and he expected that the Great Desert would be even worse. He needed to reconcile himself with the quiet or he would go crazy.

      Braden was used to the relative quiet. He heard the horses crunching the dry grasses, scuffing the earth beneath. He heard their leather harnesses slapping, the creak of the cart. The grass swished in the breeze. He felt the sun on his face.

      Where G-War was anxious, Braden was alive. What he felt and heard was the freedom of the open road. This was the trader’s time to relax and enjoy the wonders of the caravan’s journey. He looked at the ‘cat and wished him peace.

      He saw and felt Skirill in the distance as he took off and climbed. He flew higher and higher past the foothills and toward the Bittner Mountains. He flew hard and straight.

      Braden opened his mind, but couldn’t touch the Hawkoid. ‘G, do you know where Skirill is going?’

      ‘Yes,’ was the ‘cat’s short reply.

      ‘Where?’ Braden asked in his thought voice, ignoring the fact that the cat answered his first question without answering the real question.

      ‘The near peaks. He has seen other Hawkoids and is flying to meet them.’

      ‘Are the Hawkoids friendly?’ Braden asked. He had never seen one up close until they met Skirill. Circumstances forced that meeting and enabled Braden to establish their friendship. He hadn’t heard of other humans interacting with Hawkoids. The humans thought they were eagles. They kept to themselves, frequenting areas where humans were scarce.

      ‘No. Hawkoids and humans are not compatible.’

      “But Skirill…” Braden said out loud, now confused. Through G-War, the Hawkoid and the human had talked. Without that, surely Braden would not have attempted to work on Skirill’s wounds?

      ‘Skirill is his own Hawkoid. He breaks tradition. He will confirm shortly that he is not allowed back among his own kind. He is and always will be an outcast.’

      “I didn’t know. I’m not sure Skirill made a good trade. What can we do to help?”

      G-War mentally shrugged. If Braden understood ‘cat logic, the shrug meant that there was nothing to do. Once the choice was made, he dealt with it.

      As Braden thought about it, he realized what G-War had said. “'He will confirm shortly…' you said. You can see the future, can’t you?” The ‘cat didn’t respond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25 – Hawkoid Disdain

          

        

      

    

    
      Skirill had seen the Hawkoids as they circled near the cliffs far above him. He knew that his own kind barely tolerated him. Hawkoids were intelligent, but they were limited in their ambitions. He was unique and that alone made him stand apart. The others couldn’t think like he thought. They didn’t see the world as it could be. They only saw it as it was.

      He wanted a mate, confident that their offspring would be like him. He could help the Hawkoids become more than just cliff dwellers, hunters of small game. He could help them develop a culture that rivaled that of the humans!

      When he was cast out, he sought the mutie Bear to prove that he was superior or die trying. It hadn’t worked. He failed and almost died because of his arrogance. He was amazed that he had survived. The Bear had frozen his mind, but only until the first slash of that massive paw, then Skirill cast off the mental reins and flew. He flew for all he was worth, but the blood streamed from his wounds and he had lost his vigor.

      That was over seven turns ago. Since then, a great deal had changed. Now, he had firsthand knowledge of how the one with the long braid thought, how he worked. Braden was unique, like him. They could speak without speaking and that helped Skirill learn to talk like a human. Braden accepted him as an equal. He wanted the other Hawkoids to see this and accept him as readily.

      When he saw the flock of nesties, he knew he had to go to them.

      Hawkoids protected their territory, but not from other Hawkoids. They were intelligent enough to know that a war would lead to their destruction. They argued, but never fought. They would challenge each other to duels of dancing in the sky, trying to out-fly one another, weaving intricate patterns, one around the other. Sometimes accidents happened, but they generally ended with one victor, however, a good dance could result in both winning, increasing the respect they received from all who watched.

      As Skirill approached this nesting ground, the parent Hawkoids took to the sky, circling between him and their young in order to establish a boundary which he was not allowed to pass. He honored their request and turned to fly perpendicular. He passed them, waving his wings and bobbing his head in greeting as he continued toward a rocky spire in a neutral area away from the nest.

      The other Hawkoids bobbed their heads in greeting and followed, landing a short way off.

      To a human, Hawkoid language sounded like screeches with clicks. Hawkoids were equally visual and oral. Their language wasn’t just spoken. A screech could mean a number of things depending on how the head and body moved when the sound was made. The clicks covered an even broader range, far more than what humans could hear. The speed of the clicks, the range, and the coordinated head movements helped enrich the quality of the language.

      “Greetings, fellow Hawkoids. My name is Skirill. Thank you for the good hunting below.” Skirill clicked and screeched the ritual greeting, bowing fully at the end to show his respect and deference to their hunting grounds.

      “Greetings Skirill. I am Teeleech and this is my mate, Awkar. The fertile hunting ground serves us all.” He ended with a deep bow.

      “Are there any others near? I have flown far seeking my life companion and have yet to be successful.”

      “To the north. There are no more Hawkoids to the south or the west. We have not flown beyond the peaks to the east. They are too high and we don’t wish to get lost on the other side.”

      “Thank you, my brother. My journey will continue then. Before I go, what do you know of the Great Desert?”

      “The barren land to the south? We know little. There is no hunting in the Great Desert. You fly. You get hot. You don’t eat or drink. We don’t go there.”

      “Do you know of any water holes there, no matter how far in?”

      “I have personally seen trees and green, but it was far in the distance and I was already cooked. I barely made it back,” Teeleech said, emphasizing his story with a series of deep bows and wide head shakes.

      “Please tell me where, point me in that direction,” Skirill asked, needing the information. Teeleech went into a long explanation, detailing all the markers he had seen, all the waypoints. He noted that the sands often shift and much could be different. He also begged Skirill not to try it. There was nothing in the Great Desert worth a Hawkoid’s life.

      “I travel with a human and a Hillcat. We have water and food to help us on our journey.” Teeleech and Awkar stiffened.

      “Hawkoids do not travel with humans. They do not travel with the Hellcats. We eat ‘cats,” Awkar said coldly.

      “I’ve never heard of a Hawkoid traveling with a human,” Teelech added diplomatically as he looked at his mate. Awkar continued to shake and bob her head.

      “He saved my life after I fought a mutant Bear. He asked for nothing in return. These humans are more than I ever thought. They can be dangerous and they can be great friends. I prefer the latter and have been rewarded with his friendship.”

      “No, no, no. Hawkoids do not travel with humans,” Awkar repeated forcefully. She was so agitated that she almost fell and finally decided to fly from her perch.

      “Well, that’s that then. We wish you well.” Teeleech launched himself into the air using his powerful legs. He fell smoothly until the air filled his wings and he glided down and away from Skirill.

      “I guess that’s that then,” he said in the human tongue to the empty spire. “I a’ Skirill the Outcast and I will show the hu’an a way across the Great Desert.” He looked after the retreating Hawkoids, despair in his heart at the loss of his people.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26 – The Camp before the Storm

          

        

      

    

    
      Skirill leapt from the rock and angled away from the nest. He fell into a glide, but that didn’t match his mood. He wanted speed. He let his wings fold back along his body, letting his wing tips give him just enough lift. He picked up speed until the wind screamed past his head. He roared toward the foothills at a dangerous pace. Even Hawkoids had limits, and he was pushing them. His wing was mostly healed, but not completely. He risked more injury. He needed to get his frustration under control.

      He extended his wings away from his body a little at a time until he leveled off, then rose gently into a long glide. His wings lifted him effortlessly. He circled once without flapping his wings, coasting in for a flawless landing on the rocks beside the stream.

      The flight from the cliffs was far quicker than the flight up. Despite his side trip, Skirill was still at the stream before Braden and his caravan.

      When Braden and G-War arrived with the horses, Skirill had dragged a few branches to help Braden start the fire. In the foothills of the Bittner Mountains, there was a little bit of everything--woods, plains, wildlife, water, and shelter. Each of them could find something to their taste as they rested and prepared.

      Braden unhooked the cart and hobbled the horses. He set up camp, knowing that they would probably stay there for as many turns as necessary while they planned their attack on the Great Desert.

      Skirill sat on a boulder nearby. His body was massive, bigger than the Hillcat’s. His chest feathers were finally clean and shown a glistening white in the waning daylight. His wings and back were a dark brown, with light brown streaks. His head was covered in short, light brown feathers. On the rock, he stood with his claws spread, talons hooked and ending in needle-sharp points. They were longer than a person’s middle finger. His beak was slim, yet squarish, ending in a fine point, made to penetrate soft flesh. His beak was strong enough to break thin bones, big enough to rip through Braden’s neck in a single bite.

      Skirill watched the human study him, finally ending with a nod in the Hawkoid’s direction. Skirill nodded back. He needed someone to be proud of him. Getting shunned by his fellow Hawkoids weighed on him heavily. His body did not betray his sadness. Maybe the human and the ‘cat would help him bring glory to himself and by extension, all Hawkoids. At that point, he was happy that a warrior with Braden’s inner peace had accepted him into his nest.

      G-War drank his fill from the stream, casually listening in on both Braden and Skirill’s thoughts. The ‘cat was gifted among Hillcats. Most simply linked with their human and then went about their business. G-War’s mindlink was strong. He had trouble in towns where there were too many humans with their chaotic thoughts beating against him. His dalliances helped shore up his defenses and kept him calm. Even with this, he had lost control in Cameron. He hadn’t meant to kill the two men in the square, but something evil hung over the town and made him fight as if he was fighting against the world’s darkness, fighting for his life.

      He liked the calm of this journey. There were moments of excitement, but it was usually peaceful. He understood Skirill’s pain, having left the clutch of his Hillcat litter while still very young. He had run across few of his kind in the last ten cycles. He turned his head until he could see his own body, orange with black dots and one slash back towards his tail continuing down his left leg. He was sleek and long legged. His body was a little smaller than the average Hillcat’s, but he was strong. This made him faster and, in his mind, more deadly.

      Braden had been right. The Golden Warrior could see into the future, but no longer than it took a heart to beat fifty times. It was enough to save their lives, but not enough to change how they lived those lives. He didn’t know their destiny.

      Braden busied himself with getting their camp ready, setting things up and preparing for a relaxing evening, doing little, and most importantly, not doing it on a horse. He wasn’t yet accustomed to long rides. He thought that he might be getting bow-legged and that he had a permanent bruise at the end of his tailbone. He didn’t even have any numbweed to put on it. They needed to rectify that before they continued their journey.

      When he looked up at his companions, they were both looking at each other and at him. He couldn’t sense anything from either, so G-War had his mindlink closed.

      “What?” Braden said, holding his hands up. “What did I do?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27 – Bonding

          

        

      

    

    
      G-War had so conditioned Braden that whenever he saw the ‘cat looking at him, he assumed it was to highlight one of his many flaws. Skirill bobbed his head in the way that Hawkoids did when they laughed. G-War shook his head has he often did when Braden said stupid things. Pet the nice kitty, indeed.

      “I missed the joke. C’mon, G, let me in.” The mindlink opened. Braden could sense both G-War and Skirill.

      ‘What are you two laughing at? Or should I say, who are you laughing at?’

      ‘It’s so sensitive,’ G-War mocked. ‘Nothing like that.’

      ‘I was thinking,’ Skirill began in his edged form of human thought speech, interrupting the ‘cat. ‘I flew to the cliffs. I saw my Hawkoid brothers there. I asked them about the Great Desert and they showed me where an oasis might be.’

      ‘That’s great! Will it take long to get there? Which way do we need to go?’ Braden’s thoughts rushed at them in a jumble. G-War looked at him sternly. ‘Sorry. Go on, Skirill,’ he said, more reserved.

      ‘Once they learned I traveled with you both, they chased me away.’ Skirill looked down at his talons, not wanting to meet the eyes of his companions. ‘It’s not the first time I’ve been chased away. My nesties. My click. I wanted to kill the Bear to show them that I was better than them. That I was the best of them.’ He paused to flex his talons as he remembered the fight that wasn’t a fight. It was him getting mauled and flying away.

      ‘I showed them, didn’t I? I showed that I wasn’t any smarter than they were, even though I told them all that I was. I told them that we needed to develop a culture more like the humans if we were ever to realize our full potential.’ Skirill shuffled back and forth. ‘They weren’t ready for that, and I wasn’t the right Hawkoid to suggest it.’

      He hesitated and looked at Braden. ‘I’ve been shunned by my own people. I’m an outcast,’ he said with a final exasperated sigh.

      ‘So?’ replied G-War. The Hillcat saw things as much more black and white. He saw that Skirill had eaten well since joining with Braden, his terrible wounds were mending, and he was safe. Life was simpler for a Hillcat.

      ‘What G means to say is that we are all outcasts,’ Braden said matter-of-factly. ‘Look at us, Skirill! Look where we are and look where we’re going!’ He pointed to the south to emphasize his point. ‘And you know what? I wouldn’t have it any other way. Who else has been bold enough to attempt crossing the Great Desert? No one I heard of because if they tried, they died there. But we’re better than that. The world’s never seen a caravan like ours. A Hawkoid? A ‘cat and a human with an ancient Rico Bow? I think that I’ve been preparing for this my whole life.’

      Braden walked as close to Skirill as he could get without climbing the rocks. ‘Ski. You are my friend, and I will do what it takes to protect you. If that means helping you to prove your click wrong, then we’ll do that. If it simply means surviving to see another turn, then we’ll do that, too. What do you think, G? Can you help the poor human and weak Hawkoid survive for just one more turn?’ Braden laughed as he walked toward the ‘cat, who was holding up his furry paw with his mock rude gesture. Braden caught the ‘cat’s head in both hands and rubbed behind his ears. G-War allowed this, maybe even a little longer than usual.

      ‘Hungry,’ was all the ‘cat said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28 – The Pain of the Great Desert

          

        

      

    

    
      Braden was deliberate in his preparations to cross the Great Desert. He calculated water usage rates in order to best supply the horses first, then everyone else. They needed more water or they needed a water source in the desert. They needed numbweed just in case. They had a good supply of food, although it would never hurt to have more. Water was the most critical. Without it, food alone couldn’t save them.

      They also needed it to be cooler. It was the fall. If they waited a couple moons, then temperatures wouldn’t be so hot, but they could find themselves at the mercy of the winter storms. Braden didn’t know how these affected the desert, but he suspected they wouldn’t be kind. Better warmer now without a sandstorm. They could go when they were ready, but Skirill wanted to find a source of water first and then determine the best way to get there.

      In the morning on their first full turn at their campsite, Skirill ate a rabbit, then drank his fill directly from the stream. He hopped into the air and with a few powerful strokes of his wings, he gained altitude. He kept to his rhythmic beating, slow and purposeful, steadily climbing above the land. Soon he was a dot against the shimmer of the desert’s heat. Then they could no longer see him. It seemed that he had already flown further than they could travel on the ground in a single turn.

      Then they waited.

      But waiting did not mean wasting time. Both Braden and G-War headed into the woods in search of the raw numbweed which they could process in their small pot. It would take time, but having prepared numbweed could be the difference between life and death. They found a few small patches, which Braden harvested in their entirety.

      Braden also downed a young buck who didn’t seem to be aware of the companions in his woods. G-War was pleased to have fresh venison. They would keep some warm for when Skirill returned.

      The heat of the daylight passed, and the sun got lower and lower in the sky. The numbweed was in the pot with just a touch of water, simmering slowly. It couldn’t boil and it couldn’t get too dry. He had to keep adding just a little water at a time, watch it reduce, then add a little more. When it turned a certain light green color, it would be ready.

      ‘He comes,’ G-War said. As it edged toward dusk, they watched as a familiar dot reappeared in the southern sky and approached slowly.

      Almost too slowly. The Hawkoid was struggling to stay aloft. He would glide for a while, then beat his wings, slightly out of rhythm, making him weave as he gained height. Then he would glide and repeat the process. It took him an agonizing amount of time to return, although that was more perception than reality.

      Skirill glided the last few hundred strides and landed in the stream. He dipped his head under the water repeatedly, drinking until he threw up, then drinking again. Braden rushed into the water to help him.

      “Hot… Hot,” Skirill said out loud. Braden hadn’t thought the Hawkoid could get sunburned. How would they survive the heat?

      Skirill’s legs were swollen, the stitches stretched tightly across his half-healed wound. The raw skin on his wing was dry and cracked. He dipped his body completely under the water a few times, enjoying the cool of the mountain stream.

      “I need to take out those stitches before they rip your skin.” The water helped soften the thread and surrounding skin, so removing the stitches wasn’t difficult, but the skin had already been stretched to the extreme. Braden took his time to ensure that he didn’t cause any more damage to Skirill’s leg. The fire threw little light as he couldn’t allow the numbweed to get too hot. It wouldn’t be ready for some time yet.

      G-War showed up at his side, front paws deep into the water as he chewed a mouthful of the weed. Braden knew that the ‘cat’s mouth and mind would both go numb from this effort. Only in an emergency would someone chew numbweed as it made the chewer weak and sleepy. Both the injured party and the rescuer would be unable to defend themselves. Chewing numbweed was the last ditch effort made by one willing to risk his life to save another’s.

      ‘Don’t be so dramatic. It can watch over us for once.’ G-War would never let on that he cared.

      Braden put out his hands and the cat promptly spit out the gooey mess. Braden watched to make sure that G-War got out of the water before collapsing. Rubbing it in his hands to make a small patch, he put some carefully on Skirill’s wing and the rest on his swollen leg wound, freshly diced by the removed stitches.

      Skirill sighed audibly as his eyes rolled back in his head. Braden helped him out of the water and settled him onto a small boulder, high enough to keep his tail feathers out of the dirt, but not too high where Braden couldn’t lift him up. Braden expected the Hawkoid to be far heavier than he was. Skirill weighed about half as much as the deer that Braden had killed earlier in the daylight. Their bodies were about the same size, but Skirill seemed much larger.

      Braden checked the cooking numbweed and added a little water. He brought some strips of fresh deer to Skirill, who ate them without opening his eyes. Braden took a cloth and wiped G-War’s front paws dry. The ‘cat’s tongue was hanging out of his mouth onto the ground. It was up to Braden to help restore the ‘cat’s dignity, which he did by putting the cloth under G-War’s head as a pillow.

      Then Braden returned to the fire, settling in to watch over his friends for the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29 – Healing Time

          

        

      

    

    
      By morning, Braden was exhausted, but he had two full batches of numbweed pouched and ready for use. G-War had gotten up halfway through the night and staggered closer to the fire, where he curled up and promptly went back to sleep. Skirill remained on the rock, unmoving. Braden put his hand on the Hawkoid’s broad chest a couple times to make sure he was still breathing.

      When the time was right--that is, late morning--they both ate heartily of the remaining deer. Skirill ate so much that he was unable to fly. He apologized profusely before climbing back on his rock for another long nap. Braden cooked venison for breakfast, took a long nap, ate more for lunch, and then napped further.

      About mid-daylight, he went hunting for more numbweed, but wasn’t able to find any. The hunt was more of a way to stretch his legs, which he enjoyed. He also appreciated that he didn’t have to ride Max this turn.

      Skirill and G-War were back to themselves come dinner time. Only Braden ate, though. The other two were still digesting their rather excessive lunches.

      “So, Ski, what’s out there?”

      “Yess, you called ‘e that last night. It is ‘y older ‘rother’s na’e.”

      “Your older brother is called Ski?”

      “Yesss,” Skirill said.

      “Friends give each other nicknames. Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs is a little long, so I call him G-War or even just G for short. Your name is Skirill, or Ski for short.”

      “’ut Ski is ‘y ‘rother’s na’e.”

      “What did you say? Buttski?” Braden laughed at his own joke.

      The Hawkoid had lost the human’s train of thought. With the ‘cat’s help, he switched to the mindlink. ‘Ski is my brother’s name. You can’t call me by his name.’

      “I’m sorry, but Ass is taken too. What do you want me to call you?”

      ‘My name is Skirill, yes?’

      “Ess. I like it. Ess for the first letter of your name. Ess for yes, your name is Skirill. Ess it is.”

      ‘I used to like humans,’ Skirill shot back at the speed of thought.

      “How many other humans do you know?”

      ‘I’ll revise my statement. I used to like you!’

      “Wow, Ess. That hurts. You and G teaming up against me.” Braden smiled broadly at the Hawkoid, putting his hand on the feathered back of his large companion. “Let me check that wing of yours, Ess. We can’t have you in pain.” He looked the wounds over, pleased with the progress. He added a little numbweed to Skirill’s leg and wing. His chest would be fine once the feathers grew back.

      In a more serious tone, Braden asked, “What did you see out there, Skirill?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30 – The Plunge

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Infinity,’ was the first word that came through the mindlink. ‘I never saw the other side, but I saw a garden. I cannot describe it any other way. It will take you ten turns to get there by horse.’

      “Ten turns,” Braden said, thinking through the variety of calculations he’d made before. “At that point, three turns will have passed since we ran out of water. If we cut back on water, will we have the strength to cover the distance?”

      ‘Our lives depend on getting this right,’ G-War added unnecessarily. Yet, his statement was encouraging as G-War had supported Braden, in his unique ‘cat way. He was deferring to Braden’s judgment.

      The risk was too high. He didn’t know how much distance they could travel and how long it would take with any certainty. Then it came to him.

      “Since we’ve never traveled in the desert before, we need to practice. Tomorrow, we’ll head into the desert, as far as we can go in a single daylight. We’ll camp, then come back here. We will do this until we have what we need, our bodies and our supplies perfectly tailored for travel across the Great Desert. No one will be able to do what we can do.” Braden ended with determination.

      They bedded down and tried to sleep. Braden was too excited to sleep well, and ended up getting up early.

      First thing in the twilight before the dawn, Braden finished hooking up the cart and getting Max ready.

      He thought about when he named his horse since he knew it was going to play a key role in their journey. He chose Max. Simple, but if Max couldn’t give the maximum effort, they would be stranded where they couldn’t survive. If they made it, Max was a horse to be remembered.

      Turning back toward the pack horse, which he called Pack for short.  He could make out G-War and Skirill in the cart. They had everything they would take with them. He wanted the trial to be as close to real as possible. What would they learn if they took shortcuts?

      “With this first step, we move closer to our ultimate destination: the other side of the Great Desert! My friends, WHEN we cross, we will make history! We cannot fear the unknown. We must conquer it!” Braden said with a final flourish, head held high.

      ‘Who is it talking to?’ Braden heard the ‘cat say.

      ‘I have no idea,’ Skirill responded.

      “Let’s go,” Braden said, his grandstanding moment deflated.

      ‘I think it was talking to us. How odd.’
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      Two turns later, they made it back to the campsite by the stream in the middle of the night.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been so hot and so tired before in my life. It was like getting cooked over a fire, without the benefit of spices or tubers.” Braden almost fell from the saddle into the stream. The horses were already muzzle deep, enjoying the unlimited supply of fresh and cool water.

      G-War hopped lightly from the cart, although his fur betrayed his seeming resistance to the heat. In two turns, the ‘cat’s sleek coat had been replaced by dry, frazzled hair sticking straight out. G-War waded into the stream, letting his paws cool and slowly lapping his fill.

      Skirill had flown to the camp just before nightfall. He was already recovered, stately sitting on the rocks and watching over his worn out companions.

      They traveled quickly at first, then slower and slower as the heat of the sun beat down on them. Their breaks lasted longer and longer, but were less and less restful. When they settled for the night, the desert sand radiated heat, preventing a sound sleep. The horses drank and drank, but never seemed to cool down. Over two turns, they drank half their water supply. The distance they covered on the first turn was greater than what they covered on the second turn. It took them halfway into the night to make up the time. Half the water with a precipitous drop in travel suggested that they would make it only halfway to the garden, as Skirill had called it.

      They slept well into the next morning, happy to wake to the cool of the foothills.

      “I don’t know how we’re going to make it, G. I think I’m trying to lead you on a fool’s errand,” Braden lamented. He sat with his head down, his face still red from the burning sun.

      G-War sat upright and licked a paw which he used to groom his ears and cheeks. The ‘cat was unperturbed as usual.

      ‘Why does it insist on traveling in the sunlight?’

      “So we can see where we are going, of course.” Braden responded without thinking. As he looked back, he understood. The distances were so vast in the Great Desert that he could see the entire turn’s track at his first glance. As a new moon waxed, they would have enough light to see any obstacles immediately in front of them. They could focus on something in the far distance to help them go straight toward the oasis.

      “You’re a genius G! Dig into that big brain of yours and tell me, how can we rest during the daylight?”

      ‘It builds a shelter with a sun screen. Dig into a bank, opposite the sun, put up a roof.’

      “All because I have thumbs,” Braden answered with a smile. G-War never stopped grooming himself during their conversation.

      “What would a shelter look like? How can we carry something big enough to cover us all, including Max and Pack? How far can we travel at night?” Although Braden asked these questions out loud, they weren’t questions as much as problems that he was already working to solve. Deer hide. Light but long branches, wide forks at the end. He could tie these across the top of the cart. Yes. He could see how it would all work. Traveling at night was the key.

      They spent the next two turns resting and finding the materials Braden needed to build their daylight shelter. With G-War’s help, Braden was able to find three deer. He smoked the meat to build up their supply, but it was the hides they were after. Braden didn’t have time to tan them properly. Even untanned, they filled the need.

      It took some creativity to cut down the right branches. They were usually higher in a tree, where G-War and Skirill could see them. If they fit the description, Braden would climb up and use his knife to hack them down. It wasn’t pretty work.

      They settled on ten branches, cutting the leaves off and sharpening the thick ends so they could more easily be driven into the sand and ground. He wove the bark to make short ropes for tying the pieces together at final assembly. The deer hides didn’t cover as much as he wanted, so he broke down the blanket pack and used the blanket as the main sun screen,. He  added the deer hides to the sides, extending the shaded area.

      As the third night after their previous foray into the Desert approached, they departed. They trotted until they reached the heat of the desert, then they slowed to a fast walk. As the air cooled, they picked up the pace. They only took one break, around midnight, and they drank from the casks without drinking to excess. They pushed on to the morning. As twilight revealed more of the desert around them, they looked for a place with an embankment facing northeast, to give them the least exposure to the hottest sunlight. Nothing at first, so they continued.

      As the sun poked over the horizon, bathing the Great Desert in deep reds and vivid browns, Braden started to panic. He didn’t want to push too far into the daylight. Their gains during the night would be quickly lost.

      He settled for an embankment that was only his height, but it faced the right direction. He went to work immediately digging with a wood shovel he had fashioned for just this purpose. It wasn’t near as good as a steel counterpart, but moving sand wasn’t difficult, and he didn’t have a steel shovel.

      Braden drove the main branches into the top of the embankment at an angle to give them more space over their heads. He braced them with branches fashioned for that purpose, then put the blanket and deer hides in place. He dug out as much of the ground as he could under their shelter, letting out the stored cool of the deeper ground. It took Braden a little while to get the horses to lay down. It had been a long daylight followed by a long night. The sun was going to be brutal shortly. But they were finally settled in the shade. Braden used Max as a back rest. Skirill stood on the casks after they all had a good drink. G-War curled to the side away from the horses. He refused to get too close where he could get kicked or stepped on.

      Braden splashed a little water on the horses’ necks to help them calm down. He took a drink from the flask, and then was instantly asleep.
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      Braden awoke with a start. Sweat poured from him. Max breathed heavily. The sun’s heat pressed in on him. He had misjudged the sun’s path and it was now shining on him and Max, although Pack, Skirill, and G-War were still in the shade and sleeping peacefully. When Braden stood up to adjust the poles of the shelter, Max stood up, too. The horse clearly understood that it needed to get out of the sun, so it turned and looked for an open space in the shade. As it completed its turn, it bumped one of the shelter supports, knocking it down. The rest of the shelter came down with it.

      Pack panicked and jumped up, throwing branches around, snapping a couple. Braden waded in, grabbing his harness and stroking his nose to calm him down. Skirill was protected against the embankment where the casks were dug halfway in to prevent their accidental overturn. Braden could see his wide eyes in a gap between the deer hides. G-War was nowhere to be seen.

      “G! Are you under there?”

      ‘No.’ Braden looked around, finally spotting G-War on the top of the embankment.

      He lifted the branches and watched as Skirill hopped out. Braden went to the top of the embankment and resunk the poles that made up the roof. He tied a couple together that had been broken. From the bottom side, he used two support poles to lift the roofing part of the structure into place. He reseated those two poles. Although he worked quickly, the heat and sun had him hot and worn out when he finished. He corralled the two horses back into the shade, and pulled down on their harnesses until they laid back down on the ground. Braden helped G-War and Skirill drink sparingly from a flask, following with a deep drink for himself.

      They settled back down, but sleep did not easily return. Everyone was restless. Eventually the daylight passed. As the sun headed for the horizon, the group ate their fill, while Braden took apart the shelter and reloaded the cart.

      “Moment of truth, my friends. Do we continue on or do we head back and consider this a successful second trial run?”

      ‘Why would we waste that first night’s effort? Have we not already come further than when we traveled during our daylight practice run?’ Skirill said over the mindlink. Since he believed that meant the decision was made, the Hawkoid leapt into the air, circling their camp as he gained in height, then he raced toward the south. Braden knew that he was scouting the night’s route ahead. He would be back shortly.

      “What do you think, G?”

      ‘I think it needs to keep the stupid horses from knocking the shelter down.’

      Braden laughed heartily. He should have known where the ‘cat would focus. Life or death? No. Personal comfort? Yes.

      “I have some ideas. We need to find a better embankment tomorrow morning, my friend. Maybe Ess can give us some options around dawn. I don’t want to fix the shelter in the middle of the daylight like that again. That was brutal.”
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      The trip through the second night went better than the first. Braden was comfortable with how fast they could go, so he maintained a steady pace until after midnight, when he pushed harder.

      In the relative cool of the night, they made good time. In the morning, he asked Skirill if he could determine how far they were away from the oasis. He wanted to make it in seven turns instead of ten, because he wanted to have water remaining in the casks when they arrived. Desperation could lead to bad decisions. He did not want to be desperate.

      Skirill took to the lightening sky and swerved back and forth lazily on a general route southeast. G-War opened the mindlink and Braden saw the world spread out before him. Not far ahead, there was the remnant of a dry river bed. He knew where they needed to go and mentally thanked Ess for the view.

      Skirill stopped the lazy strokes and flapped heartily on a beeline toward where he thought the oasis might be. He gained altitude quickly and disappeared into the pre-morning haze.

      Max carried Braden to the embankment where they would make their camp, and he dismounted as Pack drew the cart to a slow halt. Braden looked over the area, quite pleased with this spot. He unhooked Pack from the cart and then used the cart to stand in as he worked the branches into the bank. He drove them at about a thirty-degree angle so they could hold the hides and blanket without needing a vertical support. This would ensure that G-War would not have his sleep interrupted.

      Using the shovel, he dug into the hard earth. It was dry and cracked. Water hadn’t run through this area in a long, long time. Braden couldn’t dig too deeply, but he was able to make some progress. The first thing he prepared were the casks. They had to be protected. They were two full turns travel from the nearest water supply. They couldn’t make it without a drink.

      He then moved the horses in and once again fought with them until they finally laid down. He realized that once he got Max to lay down, Pack quickly followed. Max was the key to shelter bliss. G-War curled up on the ground behind the casks in a small hole that he dug out for himself. It was probably significantly cooler than on the open ground. Braden was tired, but couldn’t sleep until Skirill came back. The heat of the morning had not yet arrived, but it would and soon.

      Skirill contacted him well before he made it back. He sent his thought voice to G-War, who passed it to Braden. ‘I have seen it and we are nearly halfway there!’ They could feel his excitement. Braden hadn’t realized how much they struggled when they tried to travel during the daylight. They were making twice the progress by traveling at night.

      ‘What’s that?’ Skirill suddenly asked. The sun was a couple finger-widths above the horizon by now. Braden clearly saw the branches of their shelter. Between the Hawkoid and the shelter, a light spot moved along the ground. Skirill swooped in low, flying by quickly.

      Braden thought it was a tortoise, a massive sandy-colored tortoise. ‘G, is he a mutie?’ Braden asked with his thought voice as he slung his Rico Bow and pulled out his knife.

      ‘Yes,’ the ‘cat answered.
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      Skirill back winged to a soft landing just outside their shelter. It was getting too hot for him to keep flying.

      “G! Let’s go see what our visitor wants.” Braden waited while G-War joined him. “Ess. Watch the fort, please. We’ll be home soon.” The human and the Hillcat walked purposefully away from the shelter.

      As they approached the strange creature, they noted the tortoise was floating slightly above the ground. He used his legs to propel himself through the air.

      “Ho there, friend!” Braden offered, holding up an empty hand. The other he kept at his side, holding the long knife. The tortoise stopped his swimming motion and hovered without moving further. Braden was surprised that he didn’t glide forward.

      “We are poor travelers, making our way across the Great Desert! Is there water anywhere near?” Braden asked in what he thought might be a typical conversation among desert dwellers. The tortoise remained where it was, eyes blinking slowly as it studied the two creatures before it.

      Reducing his voice to a whisper, he leaned toward the ‘cat. “Can he hear me?”

      ‘Yes. Wait. It should cover its ears. NOW!’

      “What?” Braden looked at G-War, taking a moment too long. As he was reaching for his ears, a thunderclap sounded beside him. He gasped in pain and dropped to his knees. The long knife fell to the ground, forgotten as Braden held his head. Blood ran freely from his nose and trickled out one ear. He used his fingers to pinch his nose shut, stemming the flow. He tipped his head back, and rolled to a sitting position.

      “What the holy crap was that?” Braden stammered. He finally opened his eyes to see that G-War had gone forward and seemed to be carrying on a conversation with the tortoise. Was there any creature the ‘cat couldn’t talk to?

      He was probably talking about how stupid his human was. He wouldn’t be wrong, and it pained him to realize it.

      ‘…we appreciate your kind words and consideration, Master Aadi,’ the ‘cat was saying in his thought voice. ‘We continue to the oasis that our Hawkoid friend has shown us only two turns of the sun from here.’

      ‘You are far too kind, fuzzy one with the kind soul. I haven’t been to the oasis in many cycles. It is a long journey for me as I don’t travel as quickly as I once did.’

      Fuzzy one with the kind soul? Braden would never have described G-War that way, and he had known him for ten cycles of the seasons. He had never been able to look past the words the ‘cat allowed him to see. Braden had been more deeply in contact with Skirill, one he had known for less than a single moon. Maybe the tortoise’s mindlink was deeper with G-War?

      ‘He’s waiting for its answer,’ G-War said to Braden.

      “You’re talking to me?” Braden asked, although he knew the answer. He continued, “What was the question?”

      ‘Master Aadi would like to join the caravan until we reach the oasis.’

      Braden stood up a little wobbly, but with an effort, he remained on his feet. He bowed, not deeply as he didn’t want to fall over. His head felt like it weighed the same as the rest of his body. “Master Aadi is welcome to join us in our journey to the oasis.”

      The tortoise blinked a few times in quick succession, then resumed his swimming motion. He moved forward. Braden found it an easy pace to walk by his side.

      ‘Do you trust this Master Aadi?’ he asked the ‘cat using his thought voice.

      ‘Yes.’

      Since Braden trusted the ‘cat, and the ‘cat trusted the tortoise, Braden trusted the tortoise. Besides the thunderclap that almost shattered his brain, the tortoise seemed harmless enough.

      It took no time to make it back to the shelter. Braden crawled in so he wouldn’t spook the horses. The tortoise moved in under the shade, but stayed as far out as he could get. It was weird how he stopped moving the second he stopped the swimming motion with his legs. He then descended until he was on the ground. Skirill watched him closely.

      G-War opened the mindlink so everyone could talk as a group. ‘I am Skirill, a Hawkoid. My click is of the Bittner Mountains, far to the north.’ He bowed his head to finish his introduction.

      ‘I am Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium. I have never met a Hawkoid before. Or a Hillcat. Or a human for that matter. This daylight is a banner turn! And what are these magnificent creatures? When the consortium gathers three cycles from now, I shall have to tell them all about you.’

      “I am Braden, Free Trader of Warren Deep. I intend to cross the Great Desert to find an Old Tech outpost from which I can obtain rare items of significant value.”

      ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance, Free Trader Braden. Thank you for taking me with you. I thought you might not after that minor episode with the focused thunderclap. Sorry about that, by the way. I don’t like surprises. I’m a Tortoid, after all. We are deliberate in everything we do.’

      “I am very pleased to meet you. And surprised. I didn’t know that anyone lived in the Great Desert.”

      ‘Oh yes, a great number of creatures call the Desert home.’

      “Are any dangerous?”

      ‘Not to a war party such as yours.’

      “We are a trade caravan, that’s all. Not a war party,” Braden corrected.

      ‘Call yourself what you want, but it does not change what you are. One’s fundamental nature cannot be changed. I see within you, young human. I see your soul at peace, and I see war at your fingertips. There is no greater friend than you, and no greater enemy. I seek to be called your friend.’

      “Then friend you are, Master Aadi.” They continued talking well into the heat of the morning, until Braden could no longer stay awake. The Tortoid suggested that they could all benefit from a good daylight’s sleep. He did a curious thing then, digging at the surface of the dirt with his clawed feet to make a hole while also covering himself with the sand and dirt. Aadi had many tricks that helped him survive more than two hundred cycles in the desert.

      ‘I wonder what he eats and drinks?’ were Braden’s last thoughts as he drifted to sleep under G-War’s watchful gaze.
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      They repeated their routine as evening approached. Braden broke down their camp and packed the cart.

      He stopped to wipe sweat from his forehead, the others watching him curiously.

      “The curse of having thumbs. Your humble servant apologizes for the short delay in this evening’s activities whilst he takes a wholly undeserved drink of water.” Braden bowed deeply to the assembled group. Skirill bobbed his head in amusement. Neither G-War nor Aadi showed any emotion. Braden drank less than he wanted, but as much as he needed.

      Once loaded, G-War assumed his position within the cart with Skirill behind him, tail feathers hanging out the back. Aadi was to the side of the cart, floating even with the top of it.

      “Skirill, you flew this yesterday. What’s the best path forward?” G-War opened the mindlink and the Hawkoid showed the path as a series of pictures. Braden gently prodded Max forward and Pack followed as he always did.

      Braden thought for a second, then realized that he was being disrespectful to his new friend. “Aadi, do you agree? No one knows this desert better than you. What do you suggest?”

      ‘Very nice. Thank you for the pictures, my feathered friend.’ Braden suspected the Hawkoid bowed in response. ‘I’ve never seen the desert from this angle. It is so very interesting and disorienting. As we go along, I will rectify what I know with what Master Skirill has shown me.’

      ‘Not a Master,’ Skirill quickly replied.

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Master Skirill. Who better represents the Hawkoids here in the Great Desert than you?’ Braden found it hard to refute that logic. The Great Desert was vast, but tiny.

      ‘Tell us about the oasis, Master Aadi,’ Braden said.

      ‘Yes! Yes, it is a bit of paradise. I haven’t been there in years. It is dangerous at the best of times. But with this war party, we will chase any evil ones away. You make me feel safe.’

      ‘Thanks. Not sure about that. There are only three of us, now four.’

      ‘Correction, young human. There are six of us. Your horses are magnificent creatures! They could be two of the largest in all the Great Desert! Anyone powerful enough to tame not one but two creatures of this size will intimidate many potential enemies. They make you strong.’

      ‘You can drop that thunder boomer of yours on them. That was pretty strong, if you ask me. My ear feels like I packed dirt in it.’

      ‘No, no, no. Everyone here has something like that. We all live alone. We travel alone. There is never enough food or water for two, so we don’t put ourselves in the position to decide who dies. We decide for ourselves. We are accountable to us. We survive or we don’t. There is no one or anything else to blame. It is our way.’ He hesitated. ‘My. You travel a bit more quickly than I do. This is a quandary.’

      ‘We travel as fast as we can because we need a great deal of water. I don’t know how you manage, but we need those two casks and what is left in our flasks. If we take too long, we will die of thirst.’

      ‘Ahh. That’s what those are. They smelled like heaven to me. I didn’t know that water could be carried.’

      ‘When was the last time you had a drink, Master Aadi?’

      ‘Let me think. That would be never. I tried, at the oasis, but our mouths are not made for it. We absorb moisture through our feet and through our shell. It is enough for us Tortoids.’

      ‘We can’t slow down, but maybe we can tow you.’ Braden stopped the horses and waited for Aadi to catch up. He threw him a length of rope, but the Tortoid didn’t catch it. His motion to grab it in his mouth was far too slow.

      “Ooh! Sorry about that, Aadi.” Braden jumped down and picked up the rope, handing it to Aadi. He made to grasp it in his beak-like mouth. “Hang on. Here, have a drink from my flask.” Braden readily pulled out his flask, opened it, and made ready to squirt some warm water into the Tortoid’s mouth.

      ‘I don’t know about this, Master Braden. I’ve never done anything like it.’

      “Relax. You’ll like it.” Aadi reluctantly opened his mouth, and Braden squirted barely more than a mouthful to the back of his throat. Aadi blinked rapidly, choked and coughed, but kept the water down. He clamped his mouth shut.

      ‘That’s quite enough, Master Braden. Cactus and Fireweed! I feel funny.’

      “It’s water. I have no doubt you’ll feel better than ever before. Here.” Braden offered the rope, which Aadi took and clamped his beak-like mouth on it.

      They departed anew, picking up the pace a little.

      ‘Woohooo!’ Aadi howled through the mindlink. He floated above the cart, over Pack, then back. His feet were tucked in as he flew through the air, back and forth, up and down.

      ‘What’s wrong with him?’ Braden asked G-War.

      ‘Why did it give the Master water?’

      ‘It’s water. What’s the problem?’ Braden responded.

      ‘Water is different for the Master. Remember when it drank that flask of firewater?’

      ‘Oh. I see. That was a bad night.’

      ‘And this will be a bad night for Master Aadi.’

      ‘Why didn’t you stop me, G? I didn’t know. It’s just water!’

      ‘The Master’s mind is well disciplined. He knows many things. He has lived a long time and is wise beyond that. We would do best to listen to him. It needs not think or speak. Just do as the Master asks.’ The mindlink slammed shut. G-War’s usual beratings were much shorter, as in, the human is stupid. This was a diatribe for the ‘cat, but the basic message was the same. They could have avoided it all with a simple, ‘don’t give Aadi water.’
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      Toward morning, Aadi’s wild gyrations stopped and he drooped lower and lower toward the ground. Braden pulled the rope closer to him until he could balance the hung-over Tortoid on one leg. Aadi was the largest tortoise he had ever seen. Beak to short tail, he was almost as tall as Skirill, half Braden’s height. He was half as wide as he was tall, but his shell arched high. He was shaped more like a box than the flat round tortoises Braden had seen before.

      It was awkward trying to balance him, but Braden felt horrible. He was responsible for this. He hoped to talk with his friends to make the time go more quickly and learn something. Instead, no one wanted to talk with the stupid human. It made the night drag on endlessly.

      Towing a drunk Tortoid through the dark of the desert’s night hadn't been what Braden had in mind when they started the evening before. He had to admit the oldster was agile. Well, just until his post water crash. Now, he could barely keep himself afloat.

      Finally the morning twilight revealed the world around them. Skirill took to the sky, flying slowly, looking for a place to make their camp. He kept going, further and further, finally circling a spot in the distance.

      ‘Nothing closer, but this is a good place,’ Skirill said to them all.

      ‘Wait there. We’re coming.’ Braden kicked Max into a trot and reluctantly, Pack started trotting too. This made the cart bounce, which elicited an unhappy snarl from G-War. Braden wanted to beat the morning heat. They would be able to cool down before the heat came, but if they got hot and it was hot outside, everyone would be miserable for the daylight.

      They hurried on. The horses breathed easily while trotting in the cooler night air. The coolest temperature of the night was just before sunrise. That’s the time when the sun heats the upper air, driving the cooler air down, until it was replaced by the heat of the daylight.

      Braden did all he could to hang on to Aadi while also keeping Max on track.

      The sun was up and balanced on the horizon as they ran the final paces to the place Skirill selected for their camp. They halted, breathing hard from their efforts. G-War immediately jumped off the cart, walking past Braden, giving him a furled-brow glare.

      “Sorry. Master Aadi! Can you let yourself down to the ground?”

      No answer, but Braden was having difficulty holding him. The rope fell from the Tortoid’s beaked mouth. Braden leaned as far down as he could while still holding Aadi upright. Then he started to slip. Aadi was headed toward the ground with Braden headfirst after him.

      Mere finger widths from the ground, the Tortoid came to abrupt stop. Braden hit the top of Aadi’s shell with his face, sliding down, bouncing once, and landing flat on his back on the ground.

      “Holy crap, that hurt,” he said out loud.

      ‘Huh, what? Sorry. I fell asleep,’ Aadi stammered. ‘Wow. I feel great! These old muscles are lubricated like they’ve never been. I never thought it could be this good. Give us another drink, just a little sip, my friend.’

      ‘G! What the hell is going on?’

      ‘No water for the Master!’

      “Sorry, A-Dog, no water for you. Haven’t you had enough?”

      ‘Ah yes, you are right. A-Dog! I like it. What’s a dog?’ Aadi asked.

      ‘It’s a pathetic creature with no wit. Humans adore them because dogs look at them with their big eyes and their wagging tails,’ the ‘cat replied before Braden could muster a response.

      “Those are lessons someone in this group could learn, someone fuzzier than the rest of us.” The ‘cat lifted one paw toward to Braden, gesturing deliberately. Braden got to his knees and started brushing himself off.

      ‘Bravo! My apologies for last evening. I don’t seem to remember much of it, but I feel great! Is there any way I could get a small drink? Water would taste so good right now.’

      “I have to build the shelter.” Braden got up all the way, then leaned down close to Aadi’s head. “Two things, Master Aadi. Please don’t blast my head with that thunderclap of yours, ever again, and I can’t give you any more water. It makes you weird and gets me yelled at. So, please, to keep my soul at peace, as you suggest, no more water for you.”
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      Skirill took to the sky as the sun was setting. He flew high into the air, sharing his view with his companions. The Oasis was clearly visible on the horizon. The shimmering of the heat on the sand and dirt made it appear bigger than it actually was. Skirill returned shortly after suggesting a way forward that Aadi agreed with.

      Master Aadi suggested they would reach the oasis toward morning, maybe even earlier. If danger was there, Braden wanted to address it in the daylight. He counted on Aadi to let them know when they were getting close. He didn’t want to surprise something that would attack them in the dark. There were creatures that could see much better at night than Braden and the companions.

      He envisioned G-War sneaking in on a flank, and Braden armed with his Rico Bow, ready to take on all comers. He wore a covering over his head in case Aadi let loose with his focused thunderclap. Skirill flew overhead and showed them everything.

      But they needed daylight to get the most from each of their gifts. They had to arrive at dawn.

      One water cask was empty while the other was mostly full, and all the flasks but one were empty. It was better than Braden had hoped. They could make it all the way back north out of the desert if they had to. If they found the oasis to be too dangerous. According to Aadi, though, the threat wasn’t as great as Braden had feared it might be. It always lurked in the back of his mind that any and every creature in the desert would be at the oasis, carving out some kind of niche for themselves.

      They would know soon enough. Tonight was the night they reached it.
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      Aadi urged them to stop when twilight was still a ways off. Braden watered the horses. They ate smoked pork and venison, cheese and dried greens. Aadi was curious about the meat, but Braden staunchly refused until G-War told him it was okay.

      Braden gave a tiny strip to the Tortoid, who chewed it cautiously. They all watched him, even G-War, who knew that nothing was going to happen.

      ‘Interesting flavor and texture. Not as rich as a good nest of cactus weevils, mind you, but palatable. It’ll do. Thank you. Very refreshing,’ Aadi told them.

      ‘You said there were dangerous creatures here, but they would be intimidated by us. So, what can we expect to see?’

      ‘There were Seeders there ten cycles ago. If they are still there, then that could be a problem. There was a Mirror Beast. Let’s see, a Sand Crawler, some very nasty, and tasty if I may add, beetles, and oh yeah, don’t forget about the Gila Monster.’

      “What? How do we fight all that?” Braden asked in a surprised voice, then put his finger over his mouth as he realized his outburst. Sound carried in the desert.

      ‘The Seeders are easy. They shoot seeds out of an obvious pod near their flower. They can’t penetrate my shell and they only have one shot. If I can get them to attack me, you can pass with impunity.

      ‘The Mirror Beast reflects attacks made upon him. He feeds on your mental energy. I tried my focused thunderclap on him all those years ago and I was lucky to survive the encounter! He stays in one place.

      ‘The Sand Crawler is long and thin, one mouth, two fangs, and no legs. It crawls on the ground by twisting its body. It is colored like sand and hides well. If you can see it, then you can defeat it.

      ‘The beetles will take a lot of bites out of the soft flesh you have. They’ll swarm over you if you get too close. So don’t let them get close.

      ‘The Gila Monster is the most dangerous. She lures you in by making you feel that you aren’t afraid. Her bite is poisonous. Her skin is thick. She is slow, but that doesn’t matter. She gets in your mind and you become slower than her. Since there are four of us, we should be able to protect each other.

      ‘The source of the water is a strange creature. It never moves. It exists to spew water out of its mouth, maintaining the small lake in the oasis. It welcomes all equally. I remember floating over it and feeling unafraid. When are we going in? I’d like to visit that creature again.’

      “Skirill. When it’s light, can you fly over the oasis and find if any of these creatures are still there? If we know where they are, I can kill them with my Rico Bow before they realize there are more of us than just you.”

      ‘What? You’re just going to kill them?’ Master Aadi was confused.

      “Of course. It’s us or them, right?”

      ‘Of course not,’ the Tortoid responded firmly. Braden took a deep breath. He expected that his eyes would be opened to some hidden wisdom that he wasn’t in the mood for.

      ‘We make peace with the Gila Monster by offering her smoked meat. She will probably accept it and leave us be. The Mirror Beast cannot be defeated as far as I know. I suggest we don’t attack it. No attack, nothing to reflect. He feeds on your mental energy, but it just tickles. He doesn’t take anything that you can’t do without. The Sand Crawler, well, okay, if you can kill the Crawler then do so. They are rather creepy. I’ll take care of the Seeder myself. Once it attacks me, it is done. There are no seeds for another cycle.’

      ‘You are wise, Master Aadi. You saved me from making a huge mistake. You saved us from a battle we didn’t need to fight.’

      ‘Your soul is at peace, even as you readied for war. Be wary of the flames of battle. Be ready, but battle last.’ Braden nodded in understanding.

      ‘What about the beetles?’ Braden asked.

      ‘Very tasty, but only if they aren’t trying to eat you at the same time.’

      ‘Now that is wisdom I can wrap my head around!’ Braden held his hands high in the universal hallelujah sign.
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      At first light, Skirill took off. Within seconds, the oasis was in full view. They had stopped only a couple hundred strides shy of the outer foliage while Skirill quickly circled the area. His eyes were second to none, but he couldn’t see through the heavy shadows of the undergrowth. He saw trees unlike any he’d seen before, with straight, tall trunks with few huge leaves at the top. He saw green bushes and plants. A lake stood at the center of the oasis.  At the very middle of the lake, he saw the creature that Aadi had described. It continued to belch water, rippling and foaming the area around it. The water looked a deep black where the sun had not yet touched it.

      He circled a couple more times, then dove in quickly over the lake. There! To the side, they all saw the Seeders at the same time. Three of them stood serenely, huge purple and white flowers topping their heavy green stalks and the seed pods prominent between the stalk and flower. The Mirror Beast stood among the Seeders, unmoving and glistening as the first rays of the sun reflected brightly from a squat, shiny body.

      Movement. In the underbrush. There. The Gila Monster. ‘She’s no threat. So sweet.’ Skirill’s thoughts came through the mindlink. ‘I should go down and talk with her.’

      ‘STOP!’ G-War’s ‘cat voice roared.

      ‘What was that for?’ the Hawkoid asked.

      ‘She was in your mind. Fight those thoughts! If you don’t, she’ll end up eating you.’ Skirill made a few strong strokes and climbed quickly away from the lake.

      ‘I didn’t see anything else.’

      ‘Good enough, Ess. I think we can make this work. G, can you go first? Make sure there are no surprises. Master Aadi with me. Skirill overhead.’ Braden had Max’s lead in his hand. Pack followed, pulling the cart behind him.

      They walked over the top of the low hill. Braden smiled as he saw the oasis in front of him. After nearly five turns in the desert, as Aadi had described it, it did indeed look like heaven.

      G-War walked in front of the others as if strolling through an open meadow. Braden watched the ‘cat’s head and neck to give him an idea of the ‘cat’s mood. If his ears were back, a fight was brewing. Fur ruffled around the neck, something unknown lurked. Whiskers back? He usually saved that for the lady cats or a good meal. Right now, he showed no signs that Braden could read. His mindlink was open, connecting all the companions.

      G-War angled slightly from their original path to head toward an opening between two small bushes. Although he could have entered anywhere since he was an agile Hillcat, he was being mindful of the horses. The cart was another matter. Braden wanted to go as far as they could into the oasis before unhooking it. With water so near, their greatest treasure was the smoked meat. He didn’t want to put too much distance between him and their food.

      The cart caught up on that first bush, so that’s where it had to stay. Braden quickly unhooked it while the others waited. The ‘cat sat upright in a small open area, casually watching everything. Master Aadi floated in place, eyes unblinking.

      They continued several strides into the area toward the largest of the trees, when suddenly G-War jumped straight up. His claws came out and he twisted sideways. Braden began pulling out his long knife, but the ‘cat’s actions were so quick, the blade hadn’t made it free of his belt before the ‘cat struck.

      A Sand Crawler appeared from under a bush. It struck at G-War’s leg, narrowly missing. G-War’s jump brought him back down on top of the Crawler, where the ‘cat had the best leverage to drive claws from both front paws into the head and body of the snake. The thing twisted furiously and flipped from under the ‘cat, who jumped straight into the air a second time, its eyes never leaving its enemy.

      Braden’s long knife finally appeared in his hand as he let go Max’s reins. The horse bucked and jumped, trying to get away from the snake that was flopping and twisting on the ground between the ‘cat and the human. With a quick slash, Braden cut the snake neatly in two. The ‘cat landed on the snake’s head a second time and, with well-practiced motions, shredded it.

      Braden watched as G-War limped away from the fight.

      “G! What’s wrong? Let me see.” Braden ran the few steps forward and dropped next to the ‘cat.

      ‘Not as fast as I used to be. I never felt it. I barely saw it. Something is different here and I don’t like it,’ the ‘cat told Braden as he looked at a thin cut across the ‘cat’s back leg. He pulled some numbweed from the pouch at his waist and applied it liberally on the wound.

      “Just a scratch, G. Enough for some of the poison to get you, although it doesn’t look like the fang penetrated the muscle. You’re one lucky ‘cat. That’s seven lives left for you.” Braden didn’t know where he heard that ‘cats started with nine lives, but he’d seen G-War in grim places and walk away without a scratch. Besides the turn Braden saved him from drowning, this was the closest anything had ever gotten to hurting him.

      “If you can’t sense them, how do we protect ourselves if another Sand Crawler is around?” Braden asked.

      ‘We talk with the Gila. She will tell us if there are more. She should know. Tie the horses behind the cart. Bring meat,’ Master Aadi told them.

      Tying the horses wasn’t as easy as that. They were spooked by the snake, the whites of their eyes showing with their fright. They danced wildly, trampling bushes and bouncing off trees. Once Braden had a tight hold on Max’s reins, he was able to pull the horse down to calm him. With Max under control, Pack quickly followed. He tied them to the back of the cart, giving them some dried grass that they had brought with them. The snake was soon forgotten.

      G-War limped forward, head slung low as he looked under each bush, in each patch of grass before he passed. The going was slow, but the distance wasn’t far. The oasis wasn’t large, about a hundred strides out from the central lake, creating a circle of life in the waste of the Great Desert.
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      As they approached the lake, they heard the pleasant tones of the Gila Monster’s siren song. She sang to them to come closer. Braden started to fade, a beautiful woman projected in his mind. It’s Ava. She is so nice waiting here for me. Then sparks as something smashed into his head, knocking him off his feet.

      “What the hell?” He looked up, rubbing his temple. Master Aadi floated there, looking down at him.

      ‘Get a grip on yourself. Your Ava is not here. She pulled the image from your mind and you were falling for it. You are naïve, Free Trader Braden. If something is unbelievable, don’t believe it. I have much work to do with you.’ With that, the Tortoid swam forward, leading the way toward the Gila. ‘Don’t forget the meat,’ he said as he passed.

      The three of them continued toward the Gila Monster, avoiding the Seeders by moving in a wide arc. Skirill circled overhead, getting lower and lower as the heat of the daylight built. Finally, he gave up trying to fly and landed in the top of the highest tree. The branches weren’t anything like what he was used to. They were prickly, but not like a cactus. It was better than getting roasted, so he repositioned to a better perch. The oasis felt much cooler. He let out a Hawkoid sigh, returning his attention to his companions as they approached the Gila Monster.

      ‘Master of the Gila Monsters, we bid you good tidings and bring you a gift from the foot of the mountains far to the north,’ Master Aadi said in his stately and deliberate way. The Gila Monster bobbed her head one time. Aadi looked at Braden, motioning slowly with his head. The human walked forward cautiously and dropped a substantial pile of smoked pork on the ground before the Gila Monster.

      Her tongue darted out, barely missing Braden’s outstretched hand. He withdrew quickly until he was slightly behind the Tortoid. The Gila Monster’s tongue touched the strips of meat, then she moved forward in one very slow motion. With one bite, she had half the pile in her mouth. She let it sit there before throwing her head back and swallowing it. Then she ate the rest.

      ‘Welcome to the oasis, Master Aadi. Yes. I remember you from when you were last here.’ A new voice entered their mindlink.

      ‘I am honored that you remember me although ten cycles have passed.’

      ‘One turn, ten cycles. It is all the same to me. You’ve brought an army with you. Why?’

      Braden stepped forward, bowing deeply to the Gila Monster. “I am Free Trader Braden,” he said, flicking his head and sending his braid behind him with a flourish. “We are but travelers on our way south. We have joined together in our quest for Old Tech. We found that we share gifts and are better as friends. Is it possible to include you as a friend?”

      ‘I am Tiskanay. Welcome to the oasis.’ She bobbed her head slightly. ‘I’ve never tasted flesh as you have provided me. This pleases me. I would be happy to join your army for the time you are here.’

      Braden bowed deeply again. “I thank you for your kindness and look forward to sharing with you more about ourselves, as well as learning about your oasis.” Tiskanay had taken a step back and rested on the ground. It appeared that she was going to sleep. “One last question, if you don’t mind. We had a misfortunate encounter with a Sand Crawler. How many more can we expect to see?”

      ‘There has been only one. There will be only one.’ Her thought voice trailed off as she mentally retreated to the calmness of sleep.

      “Shall we?” Braden asked the ‘cat and the Tortoid, gesturing toward the lake. “I believe the stage is yours, Master Aadi.”

      ‘What’s a stage?’ the Tortoid asked.

      “That’s where the actors are during a play.” Thinking better of it, he added, “According to the plan, you will defang the Seeders?”

      ‘Ah yes. Wait here.’ With his strange swimming motion, he moved forward toward the Seeders. He drifted at various heights as he passed, doing his best to look like a target. They watched as leaves over the pods slowly parted, exposing dart-like seeds. Turning carefully and keeping the heavy part of his boxy shell toward them, he drifted back in front of the pods. The first one erupted in a puff of dust, the seeds bouncing harmlessly from Aadi’s shell. He floated back and forth in front of the other two Seeders until they shot their seeds at him.

      ‘Master Skirill. If you would be so kind as to use those incredible eyes of yours to see if the pods have any seeds remaining, I would greatly appreciate it.’

      The Hawkoid jumped from his perch and glided over the lake, looking beneath the large purple flowers. One. Two. Three. No seeds left in any of the pods.

      Braden headed toward the lake after getting the all-clear from his companions. He kneeled down, watching the water carefully and checking the water beast at the center, while getting his mind tickled by the Mirror Beast. He scooped a small handful of water, smelling it before letting it wash over his tongue. It was sweet and clean. He would wait and give it time. He didn’t expect there would be any poison as life seemed plentiful.

      He looked toward the creature standing among the Seeders. It stood an arm-span high and the same wide, rounded on the top, square at the bottom. The sun reflected from its shiny surface. It was called a Mirror Beast, which Braden had assumed was based on its ability to reflect attacks. He hadn’t expected its surface to be that of a mirror.

      He walked to the side opposite the sun, watching the Seeders carefully. He couldn’t imagine a fate worse than having a plant grow inside him.

      From the back side of the Mirror Beast, he could see a seam. Was that a rivet? The Beast was built of metal. He assumed by man. In the past couple moons, he had seen more curiosities than in all his previous life. Maybe the Mirror Beast was underneath and the metal was only a shell to protect it. Braden leaned down, trying to look underneath it. He saw wheels and a base plate. If there was a living creature, it was sealed inside. He got close enough to reach out. As he approached the surface, something invisible pushed back against him. The harder he pushed his hand toward the surface, the harder it pushed back.

      ‘Force is the enemy of wisdom, my friend,’ Master Aadi said quietly.

      Braden closed his eyes and calmed himself. He focused on the muscles in his arm, relaxing them until his hand dropped of its own volition. It fell onto the surface of the Mirror Beast. He let his hand drag across the hot metal.

      “Is anyone in there?” he asked to no one in particular, lifting his hand away from the creature’s surface. He felt a much stronger tickling in his mind.

      ‘The creature is attempting to talk with it,’ G-War told him.

      “How can I make contact? I don’t know what to do,” Braden responded aloud. Then he changed to his thought voice.

      ‘Good morning, kind sir! I am Free Trader Braden…’ When his standard greeting was complete, he waited for something from the beast. The tickling became more intense. He focused on it, wrapping his mind around it. He saw something that looked like leaves blowing in the wind. They assembled themselves in order. It was letters and numbers, like the words in one long sentence from a book’s page.

      ‘X 7 W K K L Y 8 V 4 W N J E T 4 P X 1 9 5 7 …’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me.’ Braden continued trying to talk with the Mirror Beast, but he only received strings of numbers and letters. At least he knew how to write, but that didn’t seem to help him here. His head started to hurt as the stream grew more insistent. Braden staggered away, breaking the link. His head instantly felt better.

      ‘I must not be smart enough to figure out what it’s saying,’ he told his companions over their mindlink. ‘I don’t think it’s a creature at all. Odd, but I think it’s a machine. A thinking machine!’

      They committed to trying to communicate with the Mirror Beast again, but later. They had horses who would appreciate fresh water. Skirill landed on the beach and waded into the water after letting everyone know that he could see all the way to the bottom of the lake. There were no creatures in it. The water was pure and clean. He ducked his head under, then did it again and again, shaking off the water after each dip.

      “Where were you when the cold-water croc was trying to make me his dinner?” Braden asked from his knees as he plunged his face deep into the coolish water of the desert oasis lake.

      ‘I was contemplating the remainder of my life as a Bear’s meal,’ Skirill responded with a mental smile. Braden agreed. That deserved a smile.

      Braden watched G-War wade into the water, sitting down so that it covered his leg where the Crawler’s poisoned fang had grazed him. Cleaning out the wound would help, followed by another application of numbweed. The ‘cat would be fine and he now had a scar to show that he was mortal. Braden wondered, after seeing so many death-defying feats from his furry friend.

      Master Aadi floated gracefully above them all, watching and enjoying the cool of the oasis. He contemplated a long nap in the shade of a short tree. He watched Braden head out to bring the horses and the cart to the shore of the lake. With that, he nodded off. The horses drank heartily and grazed on the oasis grasses. Braden hobbled them to keep them away from the Gila Monster. Having just fed, she would probably leave them alone. He would remain aware, with Master Aadi’s help.

      Braden pulled his trusty telescope out, wrapping the hard hide around the special glass. He looked at the so-called water beast at the center of the lake. It was a man-made pipe from which the water gushed. He had never heard of such a use of the precious steel. He looked at his long knife. There was no reason why steel couldn’t be shaped to carry water. He shared this revelation with his friends.

      With numbweed freshly applied to G-War’s wound, he assumed the watch while the others fell into a restful, deep sleep.
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      After resting most of the daylight, Braden and the others decided to explore the oasis. Not knowing what to expect, Braden slung his Rico Bow and carried his long knife in his hand. G-War was already walking without a limp. Skirill made many low passes over the trees, showing them more of the same throughout the oasis.

      Master Aadi seemed perfectly content floating waist high above the ground and swimming along peacefully. Braden chose a path that took them from the lake straight to the edge of the desert. They turned and tracked along just inside the oasis. They made one trip around the oasis, then moved closer to the lake and circled again. Braden was surprised the remains of the Crawler they had killed were nowhere to be found.

      “Be aware! We’re not alone!” The ‘cat harrumphed and the Tortoid bobbed his head as the Hawkoid did. In the real world, one was either a hunter or prey. G-War strolled to the side and sat down next to a mark on the ground. Braden looked closer and guessed those were Gila Monster tracks. Tiskanay had gone for a walk.

      ‘Is she a threat?’ Braden asked himself.

      ‘No,’ G-War’s thought voice came through without any judgment. ‘She has fed better this turn than in many cycles. There is nothing to fear from her. Show her the respect of her station as Master Aadi has advised and we will be forever welcome.’

      Turning to Aadi, Braden asked, “Why am I so ready to look for danger, so ready to fight?”

      ‘Being ready for war is not the same as making war, or liking it, young human. Make war as a last resort.’

      “Thanks, Master Aadi. Aren’t there supposed to be some flesh eating beetles around here some?”

      ‘Over the cycles, Tiskanay has eaten them all.’

      “Like you said, Master Aadi. Tasty as long as they aren’t eating you.” Braden put his long knife into his belt and spent the rest of the exploration enjoying the strange trees. There were nuts the size of his head that grew near their leafy tops. He smashed one against a rock to find that it had a sweet pulp inside. He ate his fill. It was like nothing he’d ever tasted before.

      They found a bush bearing a red fruit that Skirill found particularly tasty. The juice ran down his beak and over his white chest feathers. When Braden tried to wipe away the juice, he couldn’t. It was sticky and hardened quickly. “Damn! You’re a mess.” The Hawkoid stared at Braden, unblinking, until Braden felt uncomfortable. “But you are still one scary Hawkoid! Creatures large and small flee before you!”

      Finally, Skirill blinked and bobbed his head. He didn’t try to fly to the lake, but ran as a bird runs, across the beach and into the water. ‘Something doesn’t feel right,’ Skirill told them over the mindlink.

      “I’ll be right there, Ess.” Braden ran the short distance to the lake. He jumped in the water and helped the Hawkoid ashore. The juices on the Hawkoid’s chest had hardened. “Well, now. What are we going to do about this? Any suggestions? Anyone?”

      ‘Did you have any problem when you ate some of the fruit?’ Aadi asked Braden.

      “No. It was pretty good, but I feel fine. How about you, Skirill?”

      ‘Fine. My chest hurts because my feathers can’t breathe.’

      ‘Your mouth juices will soften the fruit and help you remove it from Master Skirill’s feathers.’

      “What? You want me to spit on Skirill?”

      ‘No. You must suck on the hardened juice until it softens. Then I expect it can be removed without harming our friend.’

      “You cannot be serious,” Braden said in disbelief.

      ‘Our friend is in pain. Get to it,’ Master Aadi said with finality. He turned and swam toward the shade of a tree with oversized leaves.  G-War moved to a position on top of a fallen log and sat, watching.

      Braden sat down in front of the Hawkoid and leaned toward him. Skirill moved closer, and Braden took in a mouthful of juice-hardened feathers. It was sweet, like a candy, and it softened quickly. When he could feel it loosen, he let go and worked the softened juice with his fingers. A few heartbeats after that, a mouth-sized gob of the juice came free.

      Braden took a deep drink from the lake, then started on a new spot.

      The ‘cat opened the mindlink just so Braden could hear him giggling. Skirill tried to step in and let Braden know that he was already feeling better and looked forward to being done with the whole affair.

      Using his thought voice, since his mouth was most ingloriously occupied, Braden said, ‘Why don’t you come over here and help?’

      ‘It has gifts besides its thumbs. No one sucks like it does.’ The ‘cat seemed to be taking great delight in the entire situation.

      ‘Ass,’ Braden thought while continuing to work on Skirill’s chest feathers.

      ‘Sometimes he is such an ass,’ Skirill added. ‘Maybe we could make a pillow from his stuffed hide. It would be so comfortable. We could pet it and snuggle with it.’

      ‘Please excuse me,’ the Tortoid interrupted. ‘I have never seen such friends. There is nothing you won’t do for each other. And there seems to be no limit to what you’ll do to each other. I have so much to learn from you. If you would be so kind, I would like to accompany you wherever you go from here.’

      ‘See, G! That’s how you talk to people.’

      ‘I also have to admit, from my humble Tortoid point of view, you really do suck well.’

      ‘By all that’s holy! Will it never end?’ Braden started to laugh, but choked on a mouth full of feathers.

      ‘Right there! Yes, right there. That feels so good,’ the Hawkoid purred.
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      The red fruits and the large brown nuts were rather good and supplemented their meat supply nicely. After the unfortunate incident with Skirill’s feathers, Braden cut the fruit into bite size chunks for them all to enjoy. Everyone except G-War, who was already getting tired of his smoked meat diet. He wanted something fresh.

      Which meant they needed to leave the oasis.

      For Braden, the goal had always been to find Old Tech. He’d found it, but it wasn’t what he expected. He thought it would be salvage--find it on the ground and pick it up. The oasis changed how he thought about it. He knew the oasis was a product of still functioning Old Tech. Who else besides the ancients could have built the lake? Who built the Mirror Beast? He wanted to study these more and he needed help.

      ‘Master Aadi, can you swim to the bottom of the lake and tell me what you see?’

      ‘I most certainly cannot, young human,’ Master Aadi responded.

      “Wait. You’re a turtle and turtles swim,” Braden said aloud.

      ‘I most certainly am not a turtle, and Tortoids do not swim.’ To emphasize his point, Aadi floated higher and waved his thick legs about. Although he used them to swim through the air, Braden realized that was part of his ability to float and not anything to do with swimming.

      “Sorry, my friend. I think I can do it, but if you would all be so kind as to make sure that nothing eats me, I would appreciate it.” Braden waved at Skirill and G-War.

      ‘I’m not going in the water,’ G-War said simply, with a look of complete indifference on his ‘cat face.

      ‘I’m afraid I can’t do more than skim the surface,’ Skirill told the group over their mindlink.

      “Fine. I see how you are. If I don’t make it back, have fun trying to hook up the horses,” Braden said, staving off further conversation with a dismissive wave of his hand. He stripped naked and waded into the soothing, cool water. As he got deeper, the sand changed to something smooth, like a processed metal.

      He dipped under the water to get a closer look, but he was buoyant. He had to kick his legs out of the water to hold his head close to the bottom. It looked like glass with a regular pattern underneath. This was undoubtedly Old Tech, but what did it do?

      Much of it was covered with sand. Standing upright, he slowly dragged his feet toward the shore. He wanted to expose as much of the bottom as possible, without clouding the water. He moved deliberately around the lake. One pass, two passes, three passes as he got closer to the shore. G-War lost interest three passes ago and was taking a nap. Both Skirill and Aadi looked on stoically. Then again, Braden believed each of them could sleep with their eyes open.

      Without seeing it happen, he realized that the fountain had gained in strength. It was now throwing water a full arm-span above the lake, where before it was only a hand-span. The level of the lake rose slightly, climbing up the shore into the long-dry sand.

      “Master Aadi. Have you ever seen anything like that?”

      The Tortoid shook himself, then bobbed his head in thought before finally answering. ‘As trees can block the wind and rocks can block a stream, maybe the sand blocks the spring?’

      “You have a point, Master Aadi, although I can’t see how clearing sand from a smooth bottom has opened anything up. But it must have.” Braden looked over the lake for a couple heartbeats, then waded back in until he could no longer keep his head out of the water. With a deep breath, he submerged and dove for the bottom.

      Once there, he swam with broad strokes toward the middle of the lake. He wasn’t sure what to expect, but his expectations were more than what he found. At the middle of the lake, the pipe simply disappeared below the strange bottom material. Small vents surrounded it. And that was it. When he put his hand by the vents, he could feel water flow into them, as if draining from the lake.

      He put his hand on the pipe. It was smooth and cool. It vibrated slightly as the water raced skyward. He planted his feet on the bottom and pushed toward the surface. He broke the water beneath the fountain and took a deep breath as the arc of fresh water splashed into the lake around him.

      He looked closely at the fountain’s mouth. The end of the pipe had been shaped to spray the water in a pattern. If the artisans and smiths back in Warren Deep got together to build something like this, how great would the world be? A never-ending supply of water. Who wouldn’t benefit from such a thing?

      He couldn’t see how it all worked, only that it did. After appreciating the quality of the metalwork for a while longer, he slowly swam back to shore.
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      Once ashore and dried off, Braden decided to take a closer look at the Mirror Beast. Just like he knew the fountain at the middle of the oasis was Old Tech, he knew the Mirror Beast was a most complex example of Old Tech. In fact, it was different from the Old Tech that existed anywhere in Warren Deep.

      If he could only talk to it, maybe it could tell him what it was.

      He slowed as he got closer to the thing, opening his mind to the tickling of the Beast.

      ‘84js9r9sy6432nbwevs002…’ The sound of its thought voice was loud in his head. He didn’t know what the letters and numbers meant. He pinched his eyes shut and held his hands over his ears, trying to soften the litany of letters and numbers that bore down on him.

      ‘Listen to me. Answer my questions. What are you?’ Braden tried to think of what an even more basic question would be. If he was asked that same question, he knew that he wouldn’t be able to easily answer it. He tried something different.

      ‘Where are you from?’ His answer was the endless stream, delivered in a monotone. He continued to move forward, stumbling as his foot caught under the roots of a nearby bush. ‘Crap! My boot,’ he thought before he could stop himself.

      The numbers and letters stopped and a clear voice emerged. ‘Does the user request a reboot?’

      Braden didn’t know what that meant, so he asked. ‘What’s a reboot?’

      ‘Does the user request a reboot?’ it asked without hesitation.

      ‘Careful, young master,’ Aadi’s voice cautioned.

      Not knowing what else to do, but wanting something besides the current stalemate, he took the only course of action he thought available. ‘Yes,’ he said.

      The Mirror Beast voice disappeared and after a few heartbeats, the shimmering around the creature stopped. It seemed to settle into the sand, before coming back to life. It rose slightly, exposing the wheels beneath. The shimmer returned.

      And the voice.

      ‘Reboot complete. Phase 3 of desert oasis project zero three is complete. Commencing Phase 4.’

      “Stop!” Braden commanded in a loud voice.

      ‘Does the user wish to cancel Phase 4 implementation?’

      “What is Phase 4? What are you going to do?” Braden asked in his normal voice. His companions were alert. G-War’s whiskers arced forward as they did before he joined a fight. Skirill took to the sky and started circling higher and higher above the lake. Aadi swam backwards, putting more distance between himself and the Mirror Beast.

      ‘Phase 4 is the construction of fields and the subsequent establishment of viable soy plants.’

      “Why would you do that?”

      ‘It is the next phase of development,’ the Mirror Beast answered without emotion.

      “Why would you develop this place?”

      ‘As part of the surface transportation network to establish contact with the northern colonies. Oasis zero three is the third of six oases needed to cross Devaney’s Barren.’

      “Is that what you call the Great Desert?”

      ‘There is no reference in my database to a location called the Great Desert.’ Braden couldn’t follow how the Mirror Beast thought. How could it not know about the Great Desert? He took a deep breath and put himself into his best trader frame of mind.

      “I am Free Trader Braden. What are you called, good sir?”

      ‘I am Development Unit 67C.’

      “A very long name, but elegant. I shall call you C. Is that okay?”

      ‘I will add that to my programming.’

      “Where are you from?”

      ‘I was manufactured at the Higgins Bot Construction Facility.’

      “And where is that?”

      ‘Higgins Bot Construction Facility is located outside Sanctuary within grid zero zero.’

      “And where is that?”

      ‘It is grid zero zero.’

      “You’re not helping. Is it south of here? How many turns?”

      ‘Grid zero zero is one thousand, seven hundred, eleven kilometers southwest of this location.’

      “What’s a kilometer?”

      ‘A kilometer is one thousand meters.’

      “Again. Not helpful. Are you looking at me? Here. This is one stride. How many strides is a kilometer?” Braden stepped purposefully forward with his left foot, then held that position, indicating by pointing that his is what he meant by a stride.

      ‘Your stride is zero point eight seven meters. By your measure, you are one million, nine hundred sixty-seven thousand, four-hundred ninety nine strides from grid zero zero.’ C didn’t seem phased when spewing out long numbers.

      “That’s a long way, C. You said that this was oasis zero three. Does that mean there is a zero two and a zero one? And where would those be, in direction and strides, from here?”

      ‘Oasis zero two is eighty-six thousand, two hundred six point nine strides to the south-southwest from here.’

      “Well, that’s not far, but still sounds like a long way. Skirill! Have you been listening?” Braden asked.

      ‘Raptly,’ came the Hawkoid’s response.

      “Great. If you can fly that direction for a dozen or so heartbeats, maybe we can find out how long it would take you to fly there and check things out.” Braden turned back to Development Unit 67C.

      ‘C. Watch my Hawkoid friend flying above us. How long would it take for him to fly to oasis zero two if he maintained his current pace?’

      ‘This unit cannot make the calculation. As a surface development unit, only ground measurements are possible.’

      “My friends and I need to talk about some things. Go ahead and begin your Phase Four, whatever that means, but don’t go too far. I’m sure that I will have more questions.” Without another word, the Development Unit scooted out from the brush and across the beach, heading directly out of the oasis. Soon the unit was in the desert, digging into the sand with invisible hands.
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      “What do you make of that, G?”

      ‘I cannot feel this Beast. I hear its words, but it is empty to me. I do not like it or trust it.’

      “That’s odd, G, because it didn’t give me the impression it was capable of telling anything other than the literal truth. What’d you think, Master Aadi?”

      ‘It is an interesting creature. Why does it shimmer like that? How can it reflect attacks upon it?’

      “I think those are questions for the next time I talk to it. I wish it could tell us how far we’ve come. Is eighty-six thousand strides further than what we’ve already traveled? I need to walk it to get my mind wrapped around it. Skirill, keep your eyes on me. I’ll take a few flasks.” He held his hands up and waved at the Hawkoid. “Care to head out into the heat, Master Aadi? G-War, how about you?”

      ‘Yes, Master Braden. That sounds pleasant. It is so cold in here. I shall enjoy getting out.’ The Tortoid took their departure as imminent since he started air swimming toward the beach.

      ‘Surely it jests?’ was the simple response from the ‘cat.

      “Let me grab a couple flasks and then let’s head toward the next oasis. G, if you would be so kind, keep track of time for us.” Braden slung his Rico Bow over his back along with three flasks. He shifted his long knife until it was comfortable in his belt. With a small cloth wrapped around his head, they set off.

      Braden diligently kept count of his steps as they walked. It took little time to reach one thousand paces. He thought it would take longer.

      He was getting hot beneath the desert sun, even for this brief time he was exposed, but knew the oasis waited not far off. He drank one full flask before turning around and pointing his toes back the way they had come. Aadi swam through a small arc and joined up at Braden’s side as they started their return trip, the daylight’s mission complete.

      ‘This is quite pleasant, Master Human. I only know how far we came since we met. I believe the oases are not too far apart.’

      “I had the same thought. I think we should be able to get there in three nights of traveling, or somewhere there about.” Braden ran the calculations through his head. He was confident that they could find the next oasis without any great stress. Skirill had the eyes of a Hawkoid and would show them the way.

      “What lies beyond oasis zero one?” Clearly another question he would have to ask the Mirror Beast when they returned.

      The oasis readily welcomed them. Skirill and G-War hadn’t moved. The horses were eating grass which grew spartanly between the bushes. Even the Gila Monster hadn’t changed positions. It was good to see that their truce held, despite Braden and Aadi’s absence.

      The Mirror Beast threw up clouds of dust as it plowed purposefully through the sands just beyond the outer trees of the oasis. It was making significant progress. Braden was impressed with how much work it could do. He wondered if he could command it to help them?

      “C! Can you hear me?” He changed positions and yelled a second time. Then a third, before finally giving up.

      “Master Aadi, any ideas on how I can talk to it?”

      ‘I suspect, my human friend, that it is singularly focused on the task at hand. You may have to wait until it completes that task before it is open for further conversation.’

      “Well, that’s just a cloud of dog breath! Who knows how long this Phase Four is going to take?” Braden waded into the lake for a refreshing swim, then waited.

      And waited.

      Still waiting.
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      Three turns passed and there was still no contact with the Development Unit. It went diligently about its work, both daylight and night, oblivious to the presence of the companions. Braden even tried standing in front of the Beast as it dug and plowed, but it deftly moved in a tight circle and neatly avoided the human obstruction.

      Their supply of smoked meat was getting low. They needed to leave.

      Braden expected to find another Mirror Beast at the next oasis. He would talk to that one.

      He manhandled the cart to the south side of the oasis and prepared it. Come twilight, he would saddle Max, harness Pack, and they would depart.

      He encouraged everyone to rest, although Braden was the one who needed it most. The horses would probably perk up when they got to stretch their legs.

      Skirill took the time to fly south-southeast for a good while. He flew the distance he figured they would travel on the ground that night. He saw nothing different from what they traveled before. He did not fly far enough to see another oasis, and told Braden that he would do this daily until he saw their destination.

      G-War remained unperturbed as usual.

      They departed in the early evening, as the sun was setting, having drunk their fill of water. Braden thought he sloshed as he walked. He knew that drinking to excess was a fleeting thing to do, but it was what they decided. The extra water would be meaningless if they became stranded under the desert sun.

      They angled south-southwest, moving quickly at first but intending to slow gradually through the evening. Temperatures seemed cooler than their previous trip. As winter approached, Braden’s caravan benefitted. They maintained their pace through the early morning hours, only slowing when Skirill flew before them, looking for a place to rest for the daylight.

      He found nothing.

      He circled wider and flew further. Still nothing.

      G-War knew before the rest of them that Skirill could not find a place to make camp. He told Braden and they stopped where they were. Braden needed the extra time to dig a shelter. He was already tired before taking the first shovel full of sand and dirt. He kept digging past the sunrise and well into the morning. He planted the branches in the ground, angled away from the sun to create a shaded area over the pit. It was cool in the back, at the lowest point, but toward the front, it received the least amount of shade and was the shallowest.

      They left the cart in the sun, while bringing their meager amount of smoked meat and both casks into their shelter. It was a tight squeeze for all of them to get in, especially after the horses laid down. In the end, Braden got the least sleep as he was half in the sun most of the time. He drank a little more than his self-limited allotment of water to compensate, and he didn’t feel bad about that. Hopefully tomorrow would bring them to a better shelter.
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      The second night of travel ended on a better note. Skirill found a place quickly, not far off the track they were following. They set up in an elbow of a dried riverbed, protected from the sun on three sides before Braden put up their awning-like contraption. They slept well that turn.

      It was cooler earlier in the evening, so they left before nightfall. They again traveled quickly. Braden felt that the horses were surging ahead each night as they sensed fodder at the end of their journey. With their limited rations, the horses were starting to lose weight.

      Aadi took to bracing himself against the cart as they traveled. He floated and the cart carried him along effortlessly. Skirill wedged himself between the tree branches tied across the top of the cart. G-War was inside the cart somewhere. Braden suspected the ‘cat relaxed on a soft blanket. Then again, despite the Golden Warrior’s calm exterior, he was ill-suited for life in the desert. He was probably the most miserable of them all. Braden was surprised he hadn’t heard any complaints.

      On cue, ‘Crossing the Great Desert was our journey to a better future. We all agreed it needed done. There is no sense in crying about it now. For its information, I am hungry. I have been hungry for the past seven turns. I will continue to be hungry until I can eat a fresh kill. Looking around, I don’t think that will be any time soon.’ The ‘cat snorted in derision.

      ‘Sorry I brought it up, G. I will get you to fertile lands in the south,’ Braden answered in his thought voice.

      ‘Why did it not ask about the lands to the south when it was talking to it?’ G-War was not pleased. He was convinced the Mirror Beast had much more information to share. He didn’t trust the Beast as it was not forthcoming. By that, the ‘cat meant that he was unable to look directly into the thing’s mind and see what he wanted to know, like he did with Braden. His fur was dry and he was hungry. He was hot.

      Braden could now feel the ‘cat’s discomfort. All it took was to ask. He hoped that by sharing, the ‘cat could free himself from some of the burden. They called people who removed pain like that empaths; they were the healers.

      Braden wasn’t one, but he and the ‘cat shared a bond. He knew that G-War reduced his pain, and Braden wanted to reciprocate. In the end, he settled for the simple act of listening to the ‘cat’s complaints, sharing the experience.

      Master Aadi was unaffected by the dry, the dust, and the heat. He was the only one native to the desert.

      After the third night of travel, Skirill flew off believing that he would find the next oasis. He was surprised when he saw it due east of where they were. Braden watched as the Hawkoid started south and abruptly changed course to the east, beating his wings hard against the cool of the morning air. Braden closed his eyes and opened his mind. He linked and could see what Skirill saw. It looked like the sands of the desert had won the battle against the green of the oasis.

      Long dead trees peeked out from the sand. In a few more cycles, no one would ever know there had been an oasis here. It had fought the battle against the desert, winning long enough for the trees to grow tall and strong, but in the end, lost the fight.

      Braden turned Max’s head toward the oasis and laid into the horse with his heels. Pack sensed the urgency and trotted along behind, losing ground but keeping Max in sight as they fled into the morning dawn.

      The darkness of dead trees rose before him as Braden arrived. He fell from the saddle, grasping the strange and long dead leaves of the trees unique to the oases. They were sharp and he cut his hand. He hung his head in despair, never having thought about an oasis that wasn’t.

      He walked around the open area between the dead trees, assuming the lake was somewhere below him. After Pack arrived, Braden dug out his shovel and quickly found the metal fountainhead. He hit it a few times with the shovel to encourage water to spew forth, but it defied him.

      He found the shore and dug into the sands until he found the strange material that made up the bottom of the oasis lakes. He cleared it, and then worked to expand the patch. Last time he cleared the materials, water surged from the fountain.

      He continued clearing the area closest to the beach; it was the shallowest. As the sun climbed slowly into the sky, he realized that he best build the shelter. Despite being in the oasis, there was no water and the sun would beat down on them mercilessly if they didn’t have shelter.

      He used the existing trunks to rig a wide awning. It would be hot as they were in the open, but they wouldn’t be in the direct sunlight. He made quick work of the shelter and went back to digging the sand away from the shore of the lake. His back ached as he continued to dig, until he finally gave up and joined the panting animals in the shelter. He fell into a fitful sleep.
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      When Braden awoke in the middle of the afternoon, he heard the noise but couldn’t figure out what it was. He walked from under their shelter and was immediately blinded by the relentless sun. He covered his eyes with his hand and pressed ahead, walking over the hard surface of the small area he had cleared from the lake bottom until he reached the fountain. It was gurgling, but no water was coming out.

      It was confirmed. The lake bottom powered the fountain.

      With a new energy and despite the sun, he dug into the sand, throwing it where the beach should have been. He cleared the entire shore for a few arm-spans, then began moving into the deeper sand. The lake bottom was a dark glass over top of a fine pattern of intricate metalwork.

      If the ancients could make something like this, why could they not save themselves? These creations were like magic.

      Humans had lost the ability to do this. What a shame.

      Old Tech called him. Maybe it was in his blood to find it and restore that which had been lost.

      From the cleared shore, he started digging a path directly to the fountain. The sand walls collapsed as he dug into them, so he cleared a wide path, getting wider as he got closer to the middle of the lake. It was hard work and he was wearing down from the heat. He drank often, to keep his energy up.

      Once at the fountainhead, he cleared the strange vents he had seen in the other oasis. He exposed the smooth metal of the pipe buried in the ground and dug out around it. And dug. And threw sand. And dug some more.

      It was twilight when he finally cleared the vents enough that sand stopped falling back into them.

      With a great sigh, air rushed into the vents, dust in the air and grains of sand disappeared into the darkness. Heavy vibrations shook the pipe until it turned cool as water surged through it. The water bubbled out and quickly filled the area around the bottom of the pipe. The vents covered with water and the level rose. Surrounding sand was washed away into the vents. He let it go. He couldn’t dig any more. Let the water do the work.

      He knew that all he needed was to keep the glass exposed to the sun and the oasis would work.

      It filled the trench he had cut to the center pipe. It didn’t make it to the shore area he had cleared. There wasn’t enough water, enough energy driving it from the pipe.

      He sat in the cool water as it swirled around him. When he looked up, he saw that he had company.

      The ‘cat sat at the edge of the water, enjoying the coolness it brought to the air. Skirill waded in next to him and stood majestically leg deep in the resurging lake, while Master Aadi floated over the fountain, taking in the moisture through his feet, as was his way.

      Even the horses were making their way to the water. They waded in, kicking up clouds of sand dust as they drank heartily.
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      “I think we need to leave tonight,” Braden said, even though he was already exhausted. He knew that he would fall asleep in the saddle, but there was no food here. The horses needed to eat. Everyone needed to eat.

      No one suggested anything different, so after they drank their fill and loaded up, they were off to the south-southwest. Skirill had not scouted the area before it got too dark, but they figured the risk of traveling into the unknown was better than the alternative of starvation.

      It had to be more of the same. If the next oasis was like this one, Braden would shovel it out. They would drink and move on. So what if they were hungry. At this rate, they could be out of the Great Desert in six turns.

      What waited for them on the other side? This started to bother him. When traveling the roads of Warren Deep, very little was unknown to him. This was completely different. There were no stories told in pubs about what lay south of the Great Desert. No one alive knew anything. By not asking the Mirror Beast before letting it go back to work, he had squandered their chance to know.

      He hoped that his mistake had not led the caravan to certain death.

      For now, they had their routine. Through the darkness of night they traveled. The morning brought a quick flight, a frenzied run to cover, building the same shelter, over and over, and then sleep in the heat of the shade.

      They traveled more slowly with each passing turn.

      As twilight ended the third night after their departure from Oasis Zero Two, Skirill took flight, looking for the next oasis, hoping for a green oasis and not one in the throes of its own demise.

      He flew in circles around the group. If their direction was off, the oasis could be anywhere. He found nothing. He proceeded south making a wide swerving S, creating a cone of travel. Skirill expected to see another oasis that lost its battle to the desert.

      But that wasn’t it at all. Far to the south-southwest, he saw a complete settlement: trees, fields, buildings, and the wondrous sparkling blue of a lake.

      ‘Is this right?’ Skirill asked. ‘Is this the oasis or have we made it through the Great Desert?’

      ‘We shall see after a good sleep. We shall see,’ Braden said, feeling far more hope than he had felt since they saw the last ghost of an oasis.
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      They traveled in the darkness, the cart creaking loudly and the horses’ harnesses slapping and jingling. They didn’t hurry as they wanted to enter the village in the light.

      ‘Buildings. Who lives out here?’ Braden thought. ‘Maybe we can trade. I still have one vial of saffrimander, platinum, silver, and gold. Do they know what any of that is?’

      ‘Fields.’ Braden thought about the horses. ‘They are going to love those. I already love those and I don’t even know what’s growing.’

      “G-War, can you feel anything from that village?” Braden asked aloud, not bothering to turn around. He would not have been able to see the ‘cat. He was barely able to make out Pack’s large form.

      ‘Nothing,’ came the ‘cat’s reply.

      Maybe they weren’t close enough yet.

      Braden called a stop while the moon was still high overhead. They ate a little of their remaining stores and drank heartily. Braden sat on the ground, looking south, and waited.

      Twilight found Braden still sitting, but with his head between his knees as he was sound asleep. Aadi floated by, bumping him gently.

      He awoke to the oasis’ outline in the distance. They remounted quickly and got underway. Skirill was already airborne, flying circles around the oasis, carefully looking for any creatures. He saw movement among the bushes, but couldn’t see anything specific.

      He continued to circle, going lower as the sun broke the horizon and flooded the oasis with light.

      The others looked through the Hawkoid’s eyes, seeing a well-maintained series of one-story buildings standing along the shore of the lake. Small shapes swam in the water. Skirill swooped down for a closer look. Fish, not cold-water crocs. No monsters.

      He headed away from the lake, passing over the fields, plants heavy with beans and grains. He banked as the desert approached and winged gently back toward the oasis.

      Movement, coming from one of the small buildings on the end. He back winged to a hover, focusing on the creatures now moving about. They looked like Mirror Beasts, only smaller, with many arms, which were shaped more like snakes and tree branches than a human’s arms.

      They moved with purpose, each going to a separate part of the oasis. It looked like they were working. One was trimming plants. Two were now in the fields, working with the dirt, then the plants. One looked to be feeding the fish. The shapes in the water surged together, breaking the surface as the mini Beast dropped bits of something from a box on a small dock.

      In the underbrush, he finally got a clear view of what looked to be a small, wild boar. It was misshapen, though. It walked with a jerk as its legs were different sizes. A fifth leg protruded uselessly from its side. The Hawkoid at first thought that he’d like some pork, but that creature didn’t look appetizing. The fish, however, were a completely different matter.
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      “Master Aadi. You had the plan last time. What do you suggest we do?”

      ‘I suggest we not get killed! I’ve never seen the like of what awaits us.’

      “And you still don’t feel anything?” Braden asked G-War.

      ‘The small boars, yes. They are barely functioning animals. I suspect they will taste good.’

      “I think Aadi and I will lead the way, G. You bring up the rear. Skirill, can you find a place to perch without being seen so you can watch us?”

      ‘Yes,’ was Skirill’s simple answer. That was all Braden needed. His trust in his companions was implicit. If they needed help, the Hawkoid would be there. G-War made sure that they were all connected via mindlink, so communication between the companions was instantaneous.

      “Thanks, Ess. We’ll tie the horses to the first tree we come to and then bring them when the way is clear. Master Aadi, shall we?” Braden crooked his arm as if offering to take a lady dancing. The Tortoid looked at it briefly, blinked twice, and swam forward.

      They entered the oasis without being challenged by any of the mini Mirror Beasts or the boar pack. With the horses secured behind them, they moved forward. Braden had his hand on the hilt of his long knife still in his belt, and the Rico Bow rested easily across his back. The Tortoid floated at Braden’s shoulder, swimming slowly, keeping pace with the wary human. The ‘cat padded effortlessly behind them by a few strides, staying to the shadows and the cover the bushes provided.

      The small boars, which Braden recognized as wild javelina, ran around them, but never too close. They seemed disinterested in the companions. Many of the javelina were malformed; all of them were smaller than those from Warren Deep. He realized two things about them. They had no fear of him and they were vegetarians.

      ‘Let’s check the buildings first to see if there are any people,’ Braden told his companions with his thought voice.

      As Aadi and Braden walked from the cover of the trees to the open area in front, a mini Mirror Beast popped out from the underbrush at their side and came straight for them. The Tortoid instantly unleashed his focused thunderclap. Braden was happy not to be the target this time, but it still took him unaware. Too late, he clasped his hands over his ears as he made to jump aside.

      He expected the blast would be reflected and that he’d be hit a second time, but this creature did not have the abilities of his larger brother. It popped its seams, two of its four arms were ripped off, and it toppled sideways to the ground.

      All of this in less than a heartbeat. Braden was still trying to get his hands over his ears when the attack was finished.

      Braden shook his head to clear it. “Master Aadi, I’m not sure that thing has any weapons.”

      ‘My apologies, young human. It surprised me.’ He floated down close to the wreckage on the ground. ‘My, my. Isn’t that strange. It seems to be made of material like your knife.’

      Braden looked to see if any other attackers lurked nearby, but there wasn’t anything or anyone besides the javelina, playing and eating in the underbrush.

      Braden examined the pieces of the mini Mirror Beast without touching any of it. Using his knife, he levered the thing's body until it flipped over. It was roughly the shape of a small tree trunk. Round. Flat on the top and bottom. The bottom plate had fallen off. Inside was a great number of small metal parts, a black and waxy box, some thin green pieces, and many, many thin, colored strings. These were bundled as they connected one thing to another, their tendrils ending in gold and touching everything inside.

      He reached into it and touched the various parts and pieces. “This is all man-made! These strings are gold, silver, and copper with a thin layer of something to protect them. This is amazing!” His voice changed to a whisper. “Old Tech.” With this, Braden had now seen more Old Tech than any other human in Warren Deep. He was the only one to see functioning Old Tech.

      But they had accidentally killed it. He continued his inspection of the detail within. He knew there was no way he could put it back together and make it function again.

      ‘Master Human…’ prompted the Tortoid. Braden looked up and saw another one of the creatures, this one boxy, shorter, with four arms. It was standing right next to him. Braden fell over and scooted away, holding his knife in front of him and pointing at the newcomer.

      This mini Mirror Beast was only interested in its companion. Using its arms with various devices attached at the ends, it collected up the entirety of the broken Beast. With a final brush of the dirt, it rolled away, its friend piled into a cart behind it. They disappeared into a shed-like structure near the end of a long building.

      Braden had never encountered a facility like this. He needed to take better stock of his surroundings before they took another step into it. These man-made creatures scared him because he didn’t understand them. He hadn’t tried to talk with them, but he needed to. They needed information that they could only learn by getting answers to their many questions.

      “Next time, we talk first and blast second.”

      ‘Hungry,’ popped into Braden’s mind. He looked back to see the ‘cat crouched, ready to pounce.

      “G! Not now, by all that’s holy! We already killed one creature. How many more before they all turn on us? I’m not sure we can win that fight, my friend,” Braden said firmly.

      ‘Let’s go, then. Dinner awaits,’ the ‘cat responded without humor.
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      Braden decided to follow the boxy beast to the shed. As he approached, the door opened by sliding upwards into the roof. He jumped aside, expecting someone or something to emerge. The door promptly slid back down.

      He stepped from his cover toward the door. It opened again. He jumped aside. It closed.

      ‘This is rather fun, don’t you think?’ the Tortoid offered.

      Braden hung his head and laughed silently to himself. How did he get here? He not only had a ‘cat that constantly questioned his intelligence, he now had a Tortoid giving him grief. He looked at Aadi and shook his head. The Tortoid blinked once, floating serenely to the side.

      “Be my guest, Master Tortoid,” Braden said. Aadi swam toward the door, but it remained closed. He floated left and right in front of it. No change.

      ‘Sorry. It seems to like you better.’

      ‘There’s no accounting for taste,’ the ‘cat chimed in. ‘Like one of these tasty morsels running around. Can it stop goofing around, please? Hungry.’

      Braden stood before the door. It opened and stayed open as he stood there. It seemed dark inside, but his eyes quickly adjusted. It was a work area, but nothing like he’d ever seen before. The bench was low and in the middle of the room. On it, all the parts of the blasted beast were arranged. A mechanical device was overhead, working itself along a beam. Other smaller devices were arranged around and on the table. They appeared to be working to put the mini Mirror Beast back together. Sparks flew here and there, but Braden couldn’t see a forge of any sort.

      Along the inside walls were bits and pieces of various metals, bands of the coated copper, silver, and gold, and a wide variety of parts and pieces. It was an Old Tech repair shop. The tech repaired other tech. And that’s why the ancients aren’t here anymore, he thought. If he had nothing to do, he would wither and die. The ancients built these magnificent creatures and then the humans themselves no longer mattered.

      That’s what Braden supposed anyway. Maybe he would find out some turn, but not if he couldn’t talk with these things.

      He went inside the room, filled to bursting with Old Tech. “Oh wondrous creatures from the before time, incredible Old Tech creations, I am Braden, Free Trader of Warren Deep.” He bowed as he finished, watching for any sign that the metal creatures had heard and would talk with him.

      Nothing.

      The door finally closed as Braden moved to look more closely at the materials along the sides. Aadi was still outside. Braden started to panic and rushed back at the door.

      It promptly opened. Aadi looked at him with his expressionless face. ‘Yes?’

      “Nothing,” he quickly replied. “I’m not sure they can talk with me. C’mon in, Master Aadi, and see for yourself.”

      ‘Thank you, but no. I’m perfectly fine right here. I shall await your return.’

      Braden looked at him. A single blink as the Tortoid hovered motionless outside the door. Braden went back inside, the door slid down behind him. He looked around to make sure that nothing had changed, that nothing was coming after him now that he was alone.

      Nothing did.

      While digging in a box, he found a small round device with two arrows. The numbers one through twelve were inscribed on the outside. It had a metal band shaped for a person’s wrist. He put this in his belt pouch. He looked up to see if anything cared. The small Bots continued repairing the mini Beast.

      “What are you?” he asked, knowing he would get no reply.

      He went back outside, walking briskly past the Tortoid. “Let’s check out the building. There’s no one in here.”
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      Braden pushed on the first door they came to, but it was closed. There was no handle, only a small panel to the right of the door frame. It looked to be shaped for his hand, so he put his hand on it. It flashed red. The door remained closed. He tried it again with the same result. He tried the remaining five doors in the building and received the same result. Each panel flashed the color red beneath his hand.

      He tried looking in through the windows between each of the doors. Although the windows were large, he couldn’t see inside. They were glass, but black and opaque. Even with his nose against them and his hands cupped around his eyes, he couldn’t see in. He expected that he could break the glass, but he didn’t want to do that yet.

      He thought no one cared that they had damaged one of the Old Tech devices, but he didn’t want to push his luck. It wasn’t his intent to destroy the oasis. First and foremost, he wanted his party to be safe. They hadn’t found anything so far that was a threat. He wanted answers from these Old Tech creatures.

      Another small building stood beyond the building with the dark windows and closed doors. This had a single door, of a type like the shed, with larger, clear windows taking up much of the wall space. He looked in to see various overstuffed chairs, a strange desk area, and a table with Old Tech devices on it.

      He boldly walked up to the door, and it promptly opened. Cool air welcomed him, like a gentle breeze coming off the mountains. He hadn’t felt air this cool since before they entered the Great Desert, and it felt good against his face. Aadi blinked rapidly and backed away from the cold air.

      Braden went inside. He ran his hand over the materials of the chairs and the couch. He looked around the room. It reminded him of the hotels in the bigger cities where he had often traded, but this was an Old Tech version. He looked around in awe. At the table, a flat pane of glass was held upright by a clever black metal stand. He had no idea what it did.

      He continued to a high desk, enclosed in a U shape facing toward him. When he stood in the middle, the desk was chest high on three sides.

      Suddenly, a figure appeared before him. It looked like a reflection in a pool of water. He knew it wasn’t flesh and blood like him, but it was still real. And it talked.

      “Welcome to Oasis Zero One,” a pleasant female voice sounded from what seemed like all around him. “We do not have you in our records, for some reason, but if you would like, we will add you and then you can be checked in and given your room. Would you like to be added to our records at this time?”

      Braden was wary. Last time he had simply agreed to one of the Old Tech creations’ requests, he lost the ability to learn from it.

      “What lies to the south of here?” he asked.

      “The desertscape of Devaney’s Barren covers the next seventy-five kilometers to the south. Does that answer your question?”

      From his conversation with the Mirror Beast, he knew that this was about eighty-six thousand strides, two to three turns of travel with fresh horses, or only part of one daylight’s flight for the Hawkoid.

      “What’s beyond the desertscape?”

      “The Plains of Propiscius lie beyond the desertscape,” the pleasant voice responded.

      “How far from there to where we can find an outpost of the ancients?”

      “I don’t understand your question. Do you wish to be added to our records?”

      Braden felt the ‘cat’s impatience in his mind. Aadi floated outside. He was on edge. The Tortoid was uncomfortable around the Old Tech.

      “Are the javelina outside pets or creatures that you take care of?”

      “Javelina. The small pig-like creatures. Wait, please.” The lady’s reflected face smiled at Braden. “Those creatures are new additions since Oasis Zero One was built. Would you like us to clear them away for you?”

      “No need…” Before Braden could finish his sentence, the image of G-War’s claws digging into the neck of a javelina flashed into his mind. A brief struggle and then the Golden Warrior purred his delight as he feasted heartily on his fresh kill. “Where were we? Oh yes, we are looking for Old Tech, but it appears like we’ve found it. I am willing to trade for Old Tech that we can take with us. Are there any weapons here?”

      “I’m sorry. There is no trade here. Oasis Zero One is a rest stop as people travel through Devaney’s Barren. We provide food, water, and a place to rest, before travelers continue on their journey. We have no weapons here. Would you like to be added to our records now?”

      “Yes, yes, go ahead. No, wait!” Braden forgot himself.

      “You are now added to our records as Caretaker Braden. You have been assigned Room A, the first door on your right. It is coded to your handprint. Thank you and please enjoy your stay.” The reflection vanished.

      “Crap!” Braden shouted. He stepped out of the area in front of the desk. Then stepped back in.

      “How may I help you Caretaker Braden?” The woman’s reflection returned with a welcoming smile.

      “Thank the ‘cats in heaven! I’m so glad you returned. I thought I’d lost you. You can call me just Braden.” He didn’t know why the Old Tech had given him the title of Caretaker, but there were too many other questions to bother with this one.

      “I am here twenty-fours a day and my purpose is to ensure you have a pleasant stay. I will always answer when you call. How may I be of service?” She was so pleasant, and Braden felt relieved. He expected that he would spend a great deal of time asking questions.

      In his mind, he saw Skirill’s view of a small Javelina running across an opening. The Hawkoid dove on it with a vengeance, snapping the thing’s neck as he hit it and then lifting it into the air as he flew away toward his perch.

      “You said that food and water were available. Can you tell me where, please?”

      “Yes, it is my pleasure. A fabricator is in your room. It will respond to your voice commands.”

      “A fabricator. Sounds great. What is it and how does it work?”

      “It converts provided base nutritional packs, both solid and liquid, into food and drink items of your choice. The menu is rather substantial as this is a fully functioning rest area.”

      “Thank you. I expect that I’ll return shortly. I have more questions.” Braden headed outside, where it seemed much warmer than before. How did they keep that building cool?

      Aadi swam along beside him as he approached the first door of the long building. He put his hand on the panel and it flashed green. The door slid open. He looked inside. There was a bed the likes of which only the richest people in Warren Deep enjoyed. He saw a table with chairs, a couch, and another large panel of glass. He’d have to ask the reflection at the desk what the panels were for. There was a box above a small counter. There was a metal sink with a metal pipe above it. A door led to a small room at the side. It had a white throne like you’d find in an outhouse. There was more, all shiny white, like the finest pottery. He wasn’t sure where to start, but he had to start somewhere.

      “Oh fabricator, I would like some water please.” He looked around to see what would respond.

      The box above the counter hummed and there was a beep. He could see a glass inside, but he could not see a handle. “How do I get you out of there?” He ran his hands around the box, down the sides and across the front. A depression moved slightly as he brushed it. He pushed in and the box popped open. The front of it was the door.

      He reached in and took out the glass with the cool water. He tasted it tentatively. It was water. It tasted good. He felt like a rich man drinking water out of the glass.

      “Oh fabricator, I would like a fire-roasted venison meat pie, please.”

      “Your request is not a menu option. Please select again.”

      “Who doesn’t know about venison meat pies? One of the finest delicacies anywhere! Tell me, Mr. Fabricator, what kind of meat do you have?”

      “I have a wide variety of beef, chicken, pork, and fish dishes. May I recommend a beef pot pie?”

      “Sure. I’ll take that.”

      A few heartbeats of humming later and the ding signaled that the food was ready. He looked at a steaming creation in a decorative bowl. He pushed in the depression, opened the door, and took out his lunch.

      Braden needed his spoon, which was back in a blanket pack. He hadn’t needed it for weeks. The horses. He needed to turn them loose to drink and eat. He left his lunch on the counter and raced outside. He and Aadi left to find the rest of their party. They needed to set up for a short stay, and he needed to discuss things with Aadi, Skirill, and G-War.

      And get a spoon. The beef pot pie smelled good.
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      Braden found the ‘cat not far from the main trail. Hillcats were like other cats in that they could eat once a week, but at that feeding, they ate up to one third their body weight. It meant that they were no good for hunting while they digested their massive meals.

      The Golden Warrior was in a food coma. Braden could feel his contentment radiating from the furry body; he left him where he found him beneath the bush.

      Skirill sat majestically on a tall tree. Watching all that was happening.

      Or he was sleeping. From this distance Braden couldn’t be sure, but figured the latter more likely.

      The journey across the Great Desert had been tough on the Hawkoid and the ‘cat, especially the ‘cat. They deserved to eat well. Braden hoped that the loss of a couple small javelina would not cause any grief. The loss of the mini Beast didn’t seem to bother anyone. Then again, there was no one to bother. He needed to put together all the questions he wanted to ask, and for that, he needed G-War, Skirill, and Aadi.

      The questions would have to wait.

      He brought the horses to the lake, removed harness and saddle, then hobbled them. The mini Mirror Beasts were no threat. The horses might be afraid of them, but they would have to get over that.

      The horses drank deeply from the lake water, then ambled into the bushes in search of grass and weeds.

      Braden picked up the ‘cat on the way back to the room. He was distinctly heavier than usual, and Braden wondered where the javelina carcass was. He wanted to see how big a kill G-War had made, but he couldn’t find it. The sand had been brushed clean. A mini Mirror Beast had removed the carcass and cleaned the area.

      All questions to ask the pleasant woman’s reflection. He would ask about her, too. Who was she?

      He didn’t ponder that too long as he arrived at the room. Aadi preferred the outdoors where it was respectably warm. The frigid temperatures of the room were painful for him.

      Braden put the cat on the over-stuffed chair and covered him with a towel he found in the side room. Then he dug into his beef pot pie. It tasted funny. The beef didn’t taste like beef at all. The pie crust, gravy, and vegetables hit the spot, though. He ate it all, and even licked the dish clean. There wasn’t anything else to do with it, so he put the dish back in the fabricator. Once the door closed, it disappeared.

      He was continually impressed by what the ancients had built. What would his world look like if he didn’t have to hunt or cook?

      He went to the side room. He understood that it was a room for relief and bathing. He didn’t like the idea of leaving his waste in the bowl of water on the ceramic throne. That made no sense to him, so he determined not to use it. He shut the lid and left it alone. The tub, like so many things at this oasis, looked unlike anything he’d seen before. The pipes from the wall looked similar to those from the fountain in the lake.

      The ancients were masters of water. He should have figured that from the last two oases. Even here, in this room, he could control the water. He knew what he had to do. He turned one of two knobs above the lower fountainhead and water began to flow. It was cool at first, then hot, too hot to touch. He turned the other knob. The water cooled to an even lukewarm temperature. He turned it back a little and the water warmed pleasantly. He stripped and lowered himself into the tub as the water swirled around him.

      He played with the knobs as the water splashed around his legs. He pulled on a small protrusion on the fountainhead itself and the water stopped. He couldn’t push it down easily. Then water burst from the pipe that was higher than his head when standing. He pushed the protrusion down and the water reappeared from the lower fountainhead.

      He liked it. On a small counter in the corner were various packets. Dripping as he exited the tub, he looked at them. They were clearly labeled soap and shampoo. He knew about soap, but the liquid shampoo baffled him. Conditioner. No clue.

      He returned to the tub, pulling the protrusion so water splashed over his head and down his body. He used the soap and cleaned himself, finally rinsing while standing under the water for a decadent amount of time.

      Even though the ancients provided the water in what seemed like an unlimited supply, he was raised to conserve. He turned the knobs and shut the water off.

      He dried himself with a towel, then hung it over the rack so it would be ready the next time. He was a modern man, who appreciated the finer things in life. He had never had them, but he often dreamed of what it would be like. A successful trader retired to a life of ease, but few were that successful.

      He wanted to be one of them and that’s why he was going to continue south, continue to a place where he could find a supply of Old Tech that people wanted. Then he would know the value of wealth.
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      Once cleaned and refreshed, he decided to give the fabricator another go.

      “Oh Mr. Fabricator, what do you suggest I should eat now?”

      “Many travelers enjoy a lime sherbet with orange slices for a mid-afternoon snack.”

      Braden had eaten oranges when he visited the far west region of Warren Deep. He’d even carried some for trade, but they didn’t last long enough to make it where their trade value would have been higher. They were only good for a few turns before they had to be traded.

      “Yes. That sounds perfect for one of my station, Mr. Fabricator. Please work your magic and deliver unto me the lime sherbet and orange slices. By the way, what does this cost?”

      “There is no cost. The fabricator is provided as a standard rest area service.” The familiar humming returned, followed by the ding. Braden felt his mouth begin watering at the sound. He thought that was an odd response, although his mouth watered while watching a rabbit turning on a spit, too.

      He pulled out the dish that looked remarkably similar to that which had held his beef pot pie, but this time, there was one large light green snow/ice ball with orange slices arranged around it. He tried an orange slice. It was as he remembered. He savored the flavor and the little bite on his tongue. With his spoon, he tried some of the ice ball, which he figured was the lime sherbet. Tart, but good. He took a big bite. The cold stung his teeth. He swallowed without chewing and it felt like a spear had poked directly into his brain. He threw the dish away from him.

      The ‘cat was immediately standing and ready to attack, even though his body may not have fully cooperated. He couldn’t tell if Braden was under attack or not. He sensed nothing in the room except for himself and the human.

      “What kind of poison is this?”

      “If the guest is displeased with the selection, I will happily provide a replacement. Please return the dish and unconsumed portion to the fabricator for recycling. This unit has determined that the guest would prefer dessert that is not chilled. How about a chocolate brownie?”

      The pain in his head quickly went away, while the enticing flavors of the lime and orange remained in his mouth. Maybe the cold was too much. G-War changed positions on the chair, pointing one furry paw toward Braden in his mockery of the one finger wave before lying down to go back to sleep.

      “Not sure about the dish. I’ll give you what’s left.” He set the orange slices on the counter as he put the broken pieces of the dish and puddle of lime sherbet into the fabricator. He licked his fingers clean and wiped them dry on his clothes.

      The ding. The mouthwatering. He opened the door eagerly to find a small dark brown square. It looked like an odd cake. He tasted a small bite.

      It was like a little slice of heaven. He quickly devoured it, then ordered five more. He felt sick to his stomach.
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      Braden laid down on the bed for just a few heartbeats. The bed embraced him like his mother’s arms.

      When he awoke, it was dark and Skirill was calling his name in a loud squawk. He opened his sleep-fogged mind. “What is it? What happened?”

      ‘Braden! Master Aadi said that you were within the building, but I couldn’t see you. I couldn’t feel you. I was worried. Are you okay?’

      ‘Yes, yes. I’m fine. More tired than I thought I was.’ He sat up in bed. He couldn’t remember the last time he slept that well. ‘What about you? Are you okay?’

      ‘I feel refreshed after a good meal and a long sleep. I am hungry again, though. The little javelina are more energetic about avoiding me now. They are making it interesting. I will watch them for a while.’

      ‘I’ll meet you in front of my room in just a few heartbeats. I have something for you.’ He stood up, stretched, and ordered a beef pot pie.

      The Hawkoid was hesitant to land on the ground, as he did not trust the mini Mirror Beasts. He balanced precariously on the wayward branch of a small tree. Braden held the dish up to him. Skirill sniffed it cautiously.

      “Go ahead, try it. It’s called a beef pot pie. I want to know what you think.”

      Skirill jabbed his curved beak into the dish, and Braden almost lost his grip on it. He repositioned to hold it better as the Hawkoid jabbed again and again, his beak dripping with gravy while he threw down the bread-like crust and concoction within.

      “Hmmm. It isss good. There is no ‘eat in it,” Skirill hissed aloud.

      “No meat? I thought it tasted funny. I’ll have to ask about that. Hey! You missed it. There’s this reflection of a woman that appears when I stand in a certain spot in that small building over there. She answers any questions I have. I was going to talk to her for a bit. Is there anything you’d like to know?”

      “’irror ‘easts. Are they sa’e?”

      “Are the mini Mirror Beasts safe, huh? That’s a good question. I expect she can tell me all about them. Hang on, I’ll be right back.” Braden returned the dish to the fabricator. He considered asking G-War to go with him, but thought better of it. ‘Ass,’ he whispered as he left the room.
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      Braden stood in front of the desk and on cue, the reflected image of the smiling lady appeared.

      “Good evening. How may I help you, Braden?”

      “Good evening to you, too. I have to say that your bed is the most comfortable I’ve ever slept in. By the way, how much will this cost? I have platinum, gold, silver, and saffrimander I can trade.”

      “There is no cost for the use of the Rest Area. All travelers are welcome.”

      “When’s the last time you had a traveler?” Braden asked without thinking.

      “You are our first traveler since this station came online two hundred seventy-four years, six months, and two days ago.”

      “What’s a year?” Braden suspected he knew what the measures of time were.

      “A year is the time it takes for the Planet Cygnus VII to make one complete rotation around the sun Cygnus Prime.”

      “A cycle of the seasons. You call it a year. Summer to summer. And a month? A day?”

      “There are twelve months in one year. A day is the time it takes for planet Cygnus VII to complete one full rotation.”

      “A day. Where the sun sleeps each night. We call it a turn of the sun, or just turn. Thank you, but you talked about Cygnus, what, seven? Cygnus Prime? Are you talking about Vii?” Braden asked, his curiosity piqued.

      “We are on planet Cygnus Seven, written Vee Eye Eye, which is a pre-space numbering system to designate the number seven. Cygnus Prime is the star around which the planets rotate.”

      “Planet Vii. I got it. There are other planets?”

      “There are eight planets in this solar system, two of which are capable of supporting life,” the pleasant voice answered.

      “We aren’t alone? I thought the only people on Vii lived in Warren Deep.”

      “The latest census data I have is nearly four hundred years old. At that time, there were more than one hundred thousand people on Cygnus VII, or Vii as you call it. There were two thousand people living on Cygnus VI. Cygnus Six, that is.”

      “Wow. I didn’t know. No one knows that. Are they still there? Are there people on Cygnus Six?”

      “I am afraid that my data is nearly four hundred years old. I cannot confirm their continued existence, reduction or growth in population,” the reflection said with a slight hint of sadness.

      ‘Ask about the Mirror Beasts,’ Skirill interjected as Braden was thinking about the enormity of it all.

      “I was lost there for a second. Are these mini Mirror Beasts dangerous? What do they do?”

      “I don’t understand the question. What are the mini-Mirror Beasts?”

      “Those metal things moving around. They look like they are man-made.”

      “Those are the standard complement of Maintenance Bots. They maintain this facility. They are not dangerous. Each has a number of tasks that it performs to ensure that the rest area is always in peak operating condition. As a matter of fact, right now, a Service Bot is making your bed and cleaning your room.”

      “My room? Oh no! G-War.” Braden bolted from the office. The battle cry of a Hillcat pierced the dark of the evening. Soft lights from hidden torches showed the area, but Braden didn’t think about that. He was focused on keeping his friend from getting hurt.

      The door to the room stood open, and Braden rushed through it. He was greeted by the screeching sound of claws on steel. “G! They’re safe. It’s safe. It’s not attacking.” Without thinking, Braden grabbed two handfuls of the ‘cat and pulled him from the top of the Server Bot.

      The ‘cat turned in a flash, eyes wide, claws out, ready to rake across the human’s face and throat. Braden froze.

      “G. It’s okay. Look at me. It’s okay,” Braden reassured the ‘cat. G-War stopped struggling.

      ‘Put me down,’ he said, anger boiling just beneath the surface.

      “I didn’t know they were coming in, G,” Braden said as he put the ‘cat gently on the floor. “This one is a Server Bot, and the other ones are Maintenance Bots. The ancients built them to maintain the oasis. They aren’t dangerous.”

      ‘Fine. Hold on.’ The ‘cat started heaving and puked the remainder of his javelina onto the floor. Licking his ‘cat lips after finishing, he added, ‘Have that cleaned up before I return.’

      Braden looked at the Server Bot, which had returned to its work making the bed. Two long tendril-like arms deftly pulled the sheets and blanket tight, fluffing the pillow before moving toward the counter area. The ‘cat walked slowly, head and tail high as he left the room.

      The Tortoid had joined them, watching all of it from the safety of the outdoors.

      Braden started laughing, taking care not to step in the steaming mound of ‘cat puke as he left the room to the Server Bot.
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      Once learning the functions of the beings in Oasis Zero One, peace descended on Braden and his party. He was amazed at how lazy they all grew when their whims were readily indulged.

      Braden spent a great deal of time with the reflection, learning as much as he could about the world of the ancients. Humans settled on Vii from another planet, a long ways away. The original landing site was called Sanctuary in the south.

      What was it like? How far? Can you show me a map of the land? Where are the ancients’ cities?

      Only one city, many outposts, manufacturing facilities, and more. The original settlers had the task of building the infrastructure to support a follow-on civilization. James Warren was the first to settle the area known as Warren Deep. They built a road network to support farming and ranching. Warren Deep was established for the purpose of supplying food for all inhabitants of Cygnus VII. James Warren was a bioengineer, his strength was in creating and modifying animals to make the transition to a human-based world more smooth.

      William Devaney named Devaney’s Barren, the wasteland between the southern and northern continents. It was bracketed on the east and west coasts by mountains rising from two vast oceans that covered most of the planet.

      The reflection, a hologram she called herself, instructed Braden on how to use the desktop interface in the office to access a map of the area. Braden looked at the pictures, then looked behind the monitor to see where the paper was. He didn’t understand how it worked, but he appreciated what it provided. He asked the hologram for a regular map that he could take with him.

      “The map will be downloaded to your neural implant, so it can be recalled and personalized at any time.”

      “I’m not sure what any of that means. I would like a map on paper that I can add to my rudder.”

      “I’m having problems accessing your implant. Has it been damaged in some way?”

      “I don’t think I have one of those. I’m the son of Traders Derek and Agnes. I grew up in my parents’ caravan as they traveled the roads of Warren Deep. My companions are a Hillcat named the Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs, a Hawkoid called Skirill, and Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium.”

      “Welcome. All travelers are welcome to Oasis Zero One, rest area for those traveling between the north and the south continents.”

      “And that travel would be so much easier with a map.”

      “Once we can access your implant, then we will download all you desire.”

      “Sounds like I’m drawing some maps,” Braden said to himself as he walked out of the office. He returned with his rudder, pencils, and chalks. He sat down at the monitor, recalled the maps as the hologram had showed him, then began to draw.
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      Braden was having a hard time focusing, when he realized the sun was about to rise. He’d been up all night drawing maps of the world. There were so many place names. He had dutifully captured them, but they didn’t mean anything to him besides the big ones: Warren Deep, Devaney’s Barren, Plains of Propiscius, the Eastern and Western Oceans, and most importantly, the capital city of Sanctuary.

      Sanctuary. It sounded like a safe place to trade for Old Tech.

      The ancients’ life was not for him. He needed to hunt. He needed to trade. He needed to do something with himself. The ancients didn’t have animal companions as the hologram confirmed. None of the doors would open for any of his friends, even after he told the hologram that’s what he wanted. The Maintenance Bots would serve, but only humans.

      Braden couldn’t accept that.

      Time to leave.

      First, they needed to restock. Braden had the fabricator working overtime as he questioned it regarding meals that would last for a few turns. It made granola bars, energy cookies, dried fruits, and a variety of sandwiches on a hard tack. He bundled it all into towels.

      They also went on a killing spree, cleaning out a good part of the javelina population. Braden had a difficult time smoking the meat as every time he started a fire, a Maintenance Bot showed up to put it out. He finally settled for building a fire in the desert, a place where the Bots would not go. He smoked as much meat as possible, but it didn’t amount to much.

      Skirill and Aadi found the granola and dried fruits to be palatable, but both preferred javelina, so Braden committed to eating the fabricator-produced meals, leaving real pork for his companions. Aadi most preferred bugs, but he couldn’t find any. Braden expected the Maintenance Bots eliminated any infestations, although those same Bots completely ignored the javelinas.

      Braden also learned that the Mirror Beast was similar to the Maintenance Bots, but as a Development Unit, it had an energy screen that helped it manage its work in land development and heavy construction. It reflected anything that came at it so it wouldn’t be damaged as it displaced earth, rock, and trees.

      Braden’s brain hurt. He had never been bombarded by so much new information. Every other word from the hologram required an explanation. The planet Vii, pronounced Vee would always be Vii not Cygnus VII. And all those other places he had on his map? The Great Desert was what it was called. He would think about whether to share the map with others.

      Probably not.

      He found out that the small device he acquired in the repair shop was called a watch and a bracelet. It kept the time. He had no use for it, but it was small and the right person might trade a great deal for it.

      While Braden viewed the maps, he shared their images with his companions over the mindlink. The Hawkoid was able to match the pictures with what he had seen in his life. He felt that he could guide the group south on the best track. The maps showed a Hawkoid’s view from above. Braden shook his head at the ancients’ technology.

      G-War remained aloof for the entire time they were at the oasis. Braden expected it was because he could not feel any of the ancients’ creations. His attack upon the Server Bot was brushed off by the metal creature. Maybe G-War finally learned what it was like to be afraid.

      Master Aadi said very little during their stay, but he constantly demonstrated that wisdom is gained in listening, not speaking. He heard every word that the hologram said. He saw every image that Braden shared. He would not forget any of it. During their time crossing the remainder of Devaney’s Barren, he would contemplate all he had learned. After that, he would discuss his perceptions with the young human.
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      They left at dusk, traveling as they had arrived. Max led Pack, who pulled the cart, and everyone else came along for the ride.

      Night came, then the moon shone, then the moon set, and daylight returned.

      Braden mechanically built their camp in the location that Skirill selected. No one talked. They prepared to sleep, each claiming a spot under their foliage and blanket awning. Their spirit waned. Was it that hard to leave the life of comfort? Was it that hard for G-War to accept that man created these Bots as servants? No one was happy.

      He wasn’t even that tired. He felt like he was in a fog.

      He pulled out his Rico Bow and cleaned it. He looked over its curves, how the string attached. He was good with the bow. He nocked an arrow and picking a spot fifty strides away, he let loose. The arrow hit home, a finger’s width to the right of his target.

      “G. Are you sleeping?”

      ‘No,’ the ‘cat answered.

      “Is anyone sleeping?” The other two shook their heads as they locked eyes on the human. “Why do we feel so bad?”

      ‘We’ve learned that we are but one grain of sand in the Great Desert. We’ve learned that people had power over the very universe, but they are no more. I wonder what happened to them,’ Aadi offered.

      ‘They didn’t recognize us. Only you could open doors,’ Skirill added.

      “And they are lesser for it. Maybe their knowledge disappeared because they didn’t recognize the intelligence that exists in our world, on Vii. The oasis isn’t how we want to live! Is that what they did with their knowledge? They made it so they no longer mattered. Their existence no longer mattered.” Braden dug the toe of his boot into the dirt as he thought of what he wanted to say next.

      “So, my friends, what would we do differently? If this so called technology was available to us, what would we do with it?”

      ‘Not that,’ G-War said definitively.

      “I have to say, G, you left some pretty righteous scratches down the side of that Server Bot. I’m sure it will wear its scars with pride. Then it cleaned up after you, too. You put it in its place.” Braden scratched behind the ‘cat’s ears. G-War purred reluctantly, then settled down and finally batted the human’s hand away.

      The friends passed the time discussing what they liked and what they didn’t. They talked about how they thought the world could be better. It had little to do with things and everything to do with relationships. None of Braden’s companions liked the last oasis. They all liked the first oasis. Provide water and make food available, then leave the rest to them.

      The concept of too much of a good thing was real. As Skirill had found out when he ate too much of the juicy red fruit, as G-War found out when he gorged on the javelina, as Braden learned when he ate all those chocolate brownies.

      Only Aadi had restrained himself. “How did you do it?” Braden asked for the group.

      ‘Simple, Master Braden. In all my years, one thing I like less than starving is eating too much. I haven’t run across the opportunity often, but when I did, I suffered greatly. I’m too old to go through that again. You youngsters will learn one of these turns.’
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      One more night of travel found Braden’s caravan leaving the sands of the desert behind. As the morning sun shone, they entered plains where short trees and grasses grew. Gentle, forested, rolling hills filled the horizon. Heavy foliage here and there showed where springs might be present. The Plains of Propiscius were expansive rolling grasslands, fertile and probably teeming with life.

      Braden smiled broadly, before jumping off Max and kissing the ground. They had done it. They’d crossed the Great Desert.

      Skirill was airborne, flying in circles around the party, seeing all there was. He looked for a pond or a stream. They’d rest there for a full turn before starting the next leg of their journey. They no longer needed to travel at night. It was hot at the edge of the Plains, but not desert hot. There was moisture in the air. Master Aadi found it very pleasant.

      “Do you sense anything G?”

      ‘Yes,’ the ‘cat said as he looked south while sniffing the air. ‘Deer are that way. Boars. Wild dogs.’ He coughed in disgust. Braden snorted at that. ‘And a human.’

      “What? Where?” Instantly alert, Braden didn’t know what to think. Even though the hologram confirmed there were humans in the south, he assumed they had disappeared. It had been nearly four hundred cycles and none made it beyond the Plains of Propiscius.

      ‘That way. Not far.’ G-War indicated the direction with a nod.

      ‘Do you see anything, Skirill?’ Braden watched as the Hawkoid circled lazily, finally focusing on a stand of trees wrapped around a small lake. Through their mindlink, the companions saw Skirill’s clear view of a person who appeared to be fishing. When he looked up and locked eyes with the Hawkoid, he threw his pole down and started scrambling for something under a tree.

      “Get out of there!” Braden shouted out loud, although Skirill only heard him through the mindlink. The Hawkoid dove to increase speed and put a tree between him and the unknown person. He beat his wings hard back to the companions.

      “It looks like we know which way we’re going.” Braden said as he pointed Max’s nose toward the lake. He loosened his Rico Bow at the same time and held it across his lap at the ready. Venison sounded good, just in case something appeared before they arrived. And it didn’t hurt to be ready in case the human was unfriendly.

      Braden set a brisk pace. The cart bounced along as Pack trotted behind Max. G-War expressed a certain amount of dismay, which Aadi found entertaining. The Tortoid floated along behind the cart, a rope grasped tightly in his beak-like mouth.

      Strange thoughts raced through the young human’s mind as he contemplated his first meeting with an ancient.
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      Braden’s caravan approached the trees and the lake. “Is he still here?” he asked the ‘cat.

      ‘Yes, she is.’

      “Interesting. That changes things,” he responded.

      ‘How, young human?’ Master Aadi asked.

      “Well, she could… She might... She is, well, different.” The Tortoid blinked rapidly in response and managed a cough, too. G-War jumped from the cart and silently disappeared into the shadows.

      ‘Threat?’ Braden asked.

      ‘Yes, if we are not careful. She will protect herself, but she will not attack first,’ G-War answered.

      Braden knew what he had to do. Assuming his well-practiced role as a trader, he climbed down from the horse and walked ahead with his hands up.

      “Hello! I am Free Trader Braden. I am no threat to you. I simply want to talk, possibly trade, and maybe you can provide us with directions to Sanctuary.”

      “Stop right there or I’ll blow you away!” came a harsh bark from a young voice. Braden looked in her direction, seeing that she held a complex Old Tech item in front of her. She stood with a tree at her back. Her accent was odd to him. He understood her words clearly enough, but not the meaning.

      “Are you an ancient? Do you command the wind?”

      “What? What wind? Where did you come from? You said ‘us.’ Where are the others?” She rapidly spit out the series of questions.

      “I’m sorry, maybe I didn’t understand. Let me start again. I am Free Trader Braden, on my way in search of Old Tech that I can take north of the Great Desert, I mean Devaney’s Barren, back to my homeland of Warren Deep. The others are my companions.

      “The Tortoid is called Master Aadi. You saw the Hawkoid Skirill earlier while you were fishing. And I am bonded with a Hillcat named Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs.” The Hillcat stepped onto a tree branch not far from her and sat down, wrapping his tail around him as he looked at her.

      “Your companions are animals?” she asked without lowering the device she held in front of her.

      “Yes,” Braden began. “But they are the most trustworthy and faithful friends I’ve ever had.” He held his head high, nodding to Master Aadi, who swam forward and floated at his side. “Is that a weapon? I would appreciate it if you stopped pointing it at me so we can converse peacefully.”

      “I don’t trust you. I don’t trust your creatures. You need to go.”

      “We’ve come a long way. We need water and rest. We would very much like to stay at this lake. We have smoked pork and other food items if you are hungry.” He watched as she licked her lips. He expected food was the hook to get her to relax. He didn’t need to mention that some of his food had been produced by the fabricator at Oasis Zero One.

      “Show me what you have…” the young woman said, finally lowering her weapon.
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      They sat together on the shore of the small lake, around a fire pit the young woman had made to cook the fish she had not yet caught.

      “I am Micah. I’m from the village Trent, on the coast east of here.” She talked in between bites of granola, smoked javelina, and dried fruits. She ate like one starved. Braden’s instincts told him that to gain her trust, he needed to let her talk. His job was to listen.

      “I’ve never met anyone from north of the Barren. What’s it like?”

      “Very green. Big mountains in the east. Towns and villages. People. Animals, both dangerous and friendly, both intelligent and dumb.

      “I’m a trader. We have blacksmiths, weavers, carpenters, paper makers, artisans, farmers, ranchers, butchers, and more. What about you? How did you get here? What about that Old Tech of yours? What does it do?”

      The young woman looked apprehensively at Braden. She was short and sturdy, without any fat. She also had braids, but hers were chestnut and multi-colored. She shook her head, before focusing on a point in the distance.

      “I ran away from my village some moons ago. My father wanted me to marry into another village, further down the coast, so he could make peace with them. He arranged a meeting between our families. He and my mother came, along with my brothers and sisters. We all showed up at a place on the beach, halfway between the villages. The son I was to marry was evil, as was his father. They both wanted me and were determined to have me. I am not to be treated like that. I broke the old man’s arm and killed the son. I took the old man’s blaster and ran. I ran to avoid my father’s anger and the vengeance that would come from the other village.

      “I didn’t live my life to be offered as a sacrifice. I didn’t learn to fish, hunt, fight, and weave, just to be used like a piece of meat. I couldn’t, even though I knew it meant war. My father should have known better.” Braden watched her, mouth set in grim determination, taking full responsibility for her actions.

      “Sorry about the blaster. It’s a gun, but the energy module needs recharging.” Braden made the tell-me-more sign. “It’s from the ancients. We have little of their tech left. The ancients’ war was too long ago, beyond anyone’s memory. We only know the words because of the stories our elders tell around the fires at night. Just like I’ll be expected to tell them when I get old.”

      “I don’t know what a gun does or what an energy module is, but I understand that it is an ancient’s weapon. It must be powerful, like my Rico Bow.” Braden unslung his bow and showed it to her. Trust had to be earned. He wanted to get a closer look at the blaster, as she called it, but knew she wouldn’t just hand it over.

      She looked at the bow with great interest. “Yes. This is very nice work, light carbon-fiber. Durable. Smooth curves. I’ve only seen one other recurve bow like this.” She handed the bow back to him.

      “Recurve bow, you called it?” he asked.

      “Yes. These curves improve the strength of the pull, and help it to be more accurate.” Braden laughed. He had assumed the inventor’s name was Rico. His easy laugh and smile seemed to put her at ease.

      ‘What do you think, G, can we trust her?’ Braden asked in his thought voice.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I thought so, too,’ he answered via the mindlink before talking aloud so Micah could hear.

      “Micah. If you would like to talk with my companions, I think G-War can arrange that.”

      “Really? What could an animal say that I want to hear?”

      Braden was surprised by her attitude. “They think as we do. They talk as we do, or better, if you’re Master Aadi.” He nodded to the Tortoid, who blinked a couple times in response. “Look at me, Micah. Now listen, with your mind.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she watched Braden, then popped wide open as she heard the others’ thought voices.

      ‘And now it can hear us all. I am a Hillcat. I can speak with all creatures,’ G-War said.

      ‘I am Skirill, a Hawkoid from the Cliffs of the Bittner Mountains. I can speak the language of the humans and with Golden Warrior’s help, I can also speak to you through our mindlink.’

      ‘I am Master Aadi, young human. How are you feeling this daylight?’

      “I don’t know how I feel. I’d always been taught that animals were less than humans. They were to be used, eaten, anything we needed from them because humans are superior.”

      ‘Not so much, human,’ G-War said coldly. ‘I never considered Braden to be enlightened, until I listened to your thoughts.’

      “Hey! You called me by my name,” Braden exclaimed. The ‘cat sighed and let his legs dangle as he sprawled on a thick branch. It was going to be a long turn.

      Braden nodded to Micah, who was still reeling from the revelation of intelligent animals. “Once you get to know him, you’ll realize that he can be quite an ass. Master Aadi, on the other hand, will let you know before you go too far down the wrong road. He is the wisest one I’ve ever met. I would encourage you to listen closely when he speaks.”

      Micah laughed to herself as she looked at the ‘cat in the tree. “So he can be an ass, huh?”
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      The daylight passed quickly as they talked. Late after midday, Braden’s attention waned as he was falling asleep while sitting. Micah returned to her fishing, promising to get something good for dinner. Braden roused a sleeping G-War to help him find a deer or a wild boar to add to their food stocks.

      Micah had taken a liking to Master Aadi and Skirill. They both feasted on the fish that she brought to the surface. Skirill impressed her by catching the fish that she threw high into the air. He also talked to her with his squawking, high-pitched Hawkoid voice. He showed her where the fish were, improving the effectiveness of her line tosses.

      Aadi ate fish from her hand. He found her fishing technique to be interesting, so he hovered close by. Braden asked her not to let him get into the water or drink directly from the lake. She didn’t ask for a further explanation, understanding that everyone had a vice or two, no matter their age.

      By evening, they were both successful. Braden returned with a spike buck carried across his shoulders, cleaned but not butchered. The ‘cat ate his fill from the organs at the kill site and almost had to be carried back. He waddled under his own power, barely able to keep up with the burdened human.

      A number of small, round fish cooked slowly over a small fire. What they lacked in size, they made up for in quantity. Braden soon added fresh venison to the spit.

      While their meal cooked, Braden cut branches for a field smoker. He then started butchering the buck to strip out the meat for smoking. Micah joined him with a curious curved blade. They made quick work of the deer.

      With the meal cooked and a large stock of venison smoking, they ate. This time, Micah ate more slowly, enjoying the mix of fish and venison. Braden enjoyed the evening. It had been a long time since he sat and talked with another human. She was a link to the south. For her, he was a link to the rebels of the north.

      The biggest revelation came when she told him that he was the offspring of the ancients. All humans were. For some reason, he always thought of the ancients differently. They were no different, she assured him. The ancients fought among themselves, but with terrible weapons. Those who lived lost the ancients’ knowledge as they struggled to simply survive.

      We’re all descendants from the ancients, he thought. Why had he never understood that? Because that’s not how it was taught. The ancients were mystical creatures, to be revered, not emulated. Braden thought back to the oases and the amazing things the ancients had built, but they couldn’t overcome the human tendency toward conflict. He recognized the irony as he felt his long knife at his side, his recurve bow on the ground next to him. He thought about their run from the men who followed them out of Whitehorse, of those G-War had killed so he could escape Cameron, of the man being hung in Binghamton.

      “We never change,” Braden said as he settled in to tell Micah the story of his recent travels as a Free Trader, telling her everything until the moment they saw her at the lake.
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      The morning found Braden and his companions preparing to leave. From Micah, he learned a great deal about the world of the ancients. The people who survived in the south embraced the passing of knowledge about the ancients and their history, while the people in the north, his people, had forgotten all there was to know from the before time.

      Micah looked uncomfortable as Braden finished loading the cart. Master Aadi was the first to speak.

      ‘Micah, if I may be so bold. Traveling in a group, we are safer. Braden seeks items to take north to trade. On the way, we learn, broadening our knowledge. In my two hundred cycles, I have never learned more than what I’ve gathered in the short time traveling with Braden and his companions. I, for one, would like you to join us. Teach us and learn from us,’ the Tortoid ended with a hopeful tone in his thought voice.

      Braden thought it would be natural for her to join them, but didn’t want to ask. He didn’t know if it was his male pride, or suspicion of other humans. She seemed trustworthy. He was a good trader, which meant that he could read people well, understand them. What he believed was that people always put themselves first. No one was truly selfless. It bothered him that he felt this way. He trusted his companions fully, but couldn’t find that same level of trust in any human besides his parents.

      “That’s so odd, hearing you in my head,” Micah said aloud. She didn’t seem to let it bother her, though, and adapted quickly. “Thank you for the offer, Master Aadi.” She let that linger as she looked at Braden without moving. It seemed like she wanted confirmation that he supported her joining the companions.

      ‘I like her,’ said the ‘cat. Micah smiled. G-War was talking to all of them.

      “By all that’s holy! Ten cycles, you don’t tell me anything. One turn and you like her?”

      “I’m beginning to see who the ass is,” Micah offered, laughing.

      Braden shook his head and then offered his hand. “Welcome to the caravan, if you’ll have this pack of misfits.”

      She shook his hand heartily and hurried to get her small pack of things ready to go.

      “Ten cycles, G! C’mon, Ess, you like me, don’t you?”

      “You healed ‘e when I was in need, young hu’an, and ‘or that, I will always ‘e grate’ul,” Skirill said out loud.

      “That’s not much, but it looks like that’s what I’m going to get. So that’s how it’s going to be, huh? Four to one, now. I think I need a dog…” A chorus of laughter answered him over their mindlink.

      When they were ready, Micah joined Braden on Max. Skirill flew ahead. There were plenty of trees for him to sit in and watch as Braden’s caravan slowly made its way south.

      Braden was happy to have Micah join the caravan. She could help guide them in this part of the world, help him to understand Old Tech should they find any. And the ‘cat liked her, which was all he really needed in order to give her his trust.

      “I’ve never seen creatures like these. You’ve tamed them. What are they?” she asked as she carefully stroked the softness of Max’s neck.

      Braden started to feel funny with Micah riding in front of him.

      “I think you should ride Pack. He wears a harness, but it’s a saddle, too. That way we don’t wear poor Max down. We don’t want that, do we, Max?” Braden stroked the horse’s neck as he helped Micah down and watched her awkwardly climb into Pack’s saddle.

      “How’s that feel?” he asked.

      “Fine. Just fine.” She looked at him oddly. He felt the color rise in his face. What was wrong with him?
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      Braden had forgotten what it was like to travel with another human. He was used to making the decisions--where to go, how far, when to stop. His companions were indifferent to those issues. Micah was far more engaged.

      Braden carried the burden of leadership with him, even though it often felt like the others knew his arguments before he made them. They nudged him in one direction or another, yet he was the one who made the final decisions. The journey through the Great Desert was his decision and the others followed. Preparing them to survive the trip was his job, and he did it. They all had a role in keeping each other alive, but Braden carried the full weight of their lives on his shoulders.

      And now he was responsible for one more. Still, nothing changed. There would be one more voice in the conversation. In the end, they had to count on each other to stay safe.

      “If we get into trouble, you need to know what we can do. G-War is known as a Hellcat by those who aren’t bonded. He is fearless in battle and quicker than a snake, as we saw in the Great Desert.” Braden nodded back toward the ‘cat, who looked into the distance seemingly indifferent to the human’s conversation.

      “Skirill is a Hawkoid and can see like you can’t imagine. He is our scout and he also is hell on our enemies. When we were attacked by wild boars, you should have seen him wheel and dance, just over their backs, raking them with his claws. We want him on our side. You should see him eat this big red fruit that we found in the oasis. We’ll talk about that at a different time. As a matter of fact, that’s probably more embarrassing for me than him.” Skirill must have been listening in as he swooped over their heads and let out his Hawkoid screech.

      Micah watched as he glided upward, losing speed until he flapped his powerful wings to quickly gain more altitude. He circled the area before them, diving and frolicking. She felt at ease with his keen eyes watching over them.

      How long had she traveled alone? Maybe a couple moons? She was constantly afraid of being found by people from the other village, even by her own family. She didn’t want to go back, under any circumstance. It was too much.

      Maybe she found a new home as a member of this caravan. The companions’ voices sounded pleasant in her mind, reaching her at a level she didn’t know possible. The caress of their thought voices was soothing. The courage of their convictions was comforting. She felt protected, a rare feeling in this part of the world.

      Braden kept turning in the saddle to look at her while they talked. He had seen that she was thinking, so he let her go. Once her eyes focused back on him, he continued. “Now Master Aadi has a special gift. He makes a sound like a thunder clap. It explodes right in your head. I got a glancing blow of it when we first met him, and I thought my head had bust open. I expected to see my brains all over the ground. He exploded a Maintenance Bot back at the oasis.” The Tortoid blinked rapidly. Was that embarrassment?

      “You’ve seen functioning Bots?”

      “Yes. Oasis Zero One is completely functional. The Bots keep everything clean. They feed the fish. They tend the fields. They even recovered the Bot that Aadi destroyed, and they put it back together! I saw it the next daylight going about its business. I think it intentionally avoided Master Aadi after that. Oh yeah, almost forgot about the Development Unit at Oasis Zero Three. Another Bot, but this one was big and it was still building the oasis. I wonder what we’ll find when we go back.”

      “I’ve seen Bots, but none of them worked.”

      “Then that’s where we want to go, unless you have a different idea of where we can find Old Tech? That’s our goal. Then we take it back north to trade.”

      “I think you need to see the capital city of Sanctuary,” she offered.

      “Exactly. If anyone lives there, we will work with them and see what we can do. That is where we were headed when we had the fortune of finding you.” Why had he said that?

      “Uh huh. You have to see it. That will tell you everything you need to know. Then maybe we can look at what else we can do, where we can go.”

      Braden didn’t dig into that statement. He knew she was being secretive, but not malicious. He wanted to see what she wanted to show him.

      He resumed the conversation he started earlier.

      “I’m pretty good with my Rico Bow, I mean, my recurve bow. I can hold my own with the long knife, but we try not to let things get that close.” He waited, but Micah wasn’t forthcoming. He needed to know. They all needed to know. “So what do you do? What are you good at?”

      Micah hesitated before answering. “I can weave and I can fish, all different kinds of fishing. I make my own gear.” She was holding back.

      “And?” Braden encouraged. “How were you able to break the old man’s arm and kill his son?”

      “I can wrestle. I broke the slime dog’s neck. The old man had more warning, so I was only able to get hold of one of his arms.”

      “I never heard of a girl who could wrestle,” Braden started saying. Micah jumped down from her horse and walked over to Braden. She waved him down. As he started to dismount, an arm wrapped around his head and twisted until he was thrown on the ground. Micah followed him down, where he was tangled in his bow and long knife. As she reached for him, he rolled away, leaving his bow behind.

      He came to his feet, facing Micah with his arms wide and ready. She circled slowly, low to the ground. She was shorter than Braden and he saw that if he went toe to toe, she would have better leverage. He had the better reach, but that would only work if she couldn’t grab his arm. If he overextended, then she would have him.

      They circled. He feinted a couple times, throwing short punches toward her to gauge her reaction. She twisted, staying compact, minimizing Braden’s target.

      He threw his knife to the ground by his bow and started to jog in a circle, then ran around Micah. She looked at him oddly, but followed his movements. She kept her feet active so she didn’t cross them. Braden didn’t see an opening at first. He would wear down quickly if something didn’t happen soon. He watched, and she offered him the side of her head for a moment as he kept running. With a short left hook, he took a swing, counting on his momentum to give it strength.

      She caught his fist, pushing it so it passed harmlessly in front of her face. Then she rotated his arm, letting his momentum continue to twist it. He went face first into the dirt. She landed on top of him with his arm pulled behind his back. He breathed heavily and thought about trying to buck her off, but she was low, parallel with him. If he tried to kick, his arm might be forfeit.

      He couldn’t afford to get hurt. They had too far to travel.

      “I give. I give. You win!” He panted. “I stand humbled by your mastery of the art.” She let him up, where he bowed deeply to her. She was far stronger than he suspected.

      “I’m sorry, Braden. It seemed like you wouldn’t believe me. It was quickest just to show you.”

      “I guess it’s the same as how you felt about the animals. It was easiest to show you. And I’m the one who’s sorry. I don’t know why I would question your abilities, just because you’re a woman. In the north, men do the hard work, but it doesn’t have to be that way. It would probably be easier on everyone if they shared.” Braden massaged his sore arm, then picked up his weapons.

      He offered his hand to Micah. “What do you say? Partner?”

      She shook his hand heartily. “I can’t say that I’ve ever felt more welcome.”

      “Too bad I got my ass beat first, but it’s good to know what you can do. Have you ever fought with a knife? Our fight with the boars…we had to kill them to save the horses.”

      “I have a small knife for cleaning fish. Do you have a better one I could use? Or, if we can find a charging station, then you will see what a blaster can do. I’m afraid without a charge, even a bad knife is better.”

      “Besides my long knife, I have a small skinner, probably no bigger than yours. If we run across others, maybe we can work a trade.”

      “If we run across others, that’s when I’ll need it the most,” she replied.

      “Is it that bad down here? How many people are around and what do they do?”

      “Villages support themselves. There are no people like you who go from village to village. Usually, everyone has their own territory to hunt, to cultivate, to fish. Sometimes we have to trade, coastal village with a mountain village, trading fish and oils for hides and precious stones. But we all go together to make the trade. There is no trust between the villages. Everyone here does what they need to survive.”

      Braden thought about it. He would call the north civilized compared to what she described. In the south, they knew about Old Tech and seemed to have more of it, but they lived isolated lives. Maybe his destiny was to start a Caravan Guild here, establish routine trade, and help these people out of their dark ages. “Is there a road system here? In the north, the ancients’ road system is the backbone of the traders. Without it, I don’t know where we’d be.”

      “You’d probably be more like us,” Micah suggested. “There are roads, but people avoid them. If someone knows where you’ll be, you are easier to attack.”  Braden shook his head. He was a Free Trader. It was incomprehensible that people would be such savages. Trade brought the people together. In the north, every town had a market square where trading took place. It was the foundation of civilization.

      Braden couldn’t fathom this new world where they had no free trade. He didn’t like it.
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      The Plains of Propiscius, or as Braden liked to think of them, the Plains with the Ridiculous Name, were extensive. They traveled for turns through sparse trees and limited brush. Eventually, the trees got thicker, becoming a full forest, as the humidity grew just as thick and the heat oppressive. Micah said they were approaching a rainforest. It even had a name: the Amazon.

      To continue, they needed to find an ancients’ road. Braden expected it to be grown over. The Hawkoid said that he couldn’t find anything, no matter how far he flew in either direction. Micah had never approached the city from this direction, so she couldn’t advise him. If they traveled east toward territory she was familiar with, they risked running into hunting parties from villages she wished to avoid.

      They decided to turn west, skirting the Amazon rainforest until they crossed the road that Braden knew must be there. Micah thought she remembered roads leaving Sanctuary, heading in all directions. She would not discuss anything else about Sanctuary, no matter how hard Braden pressed her, even asking the ‘cat to dig for information.

      G-War politely refused since he didn’t care what they found. He was eating well and they were safe, so his needs were met. Braden suspected the Golden Warrior was soft on the human female. While sitting around a campfire at night, she would absently pet the ‘cat while they talked. G-War never let Braden do anything so demeaning. Maybe G-War was working her to add to his stable of servants. That sounded more like the ‘cat. He would watch to see how things played out, but he expected she would soon turn into a willing servant.

      Braden looked at the ‘cat riding comfortably in the cart. G-War watched back, expressionless, lids heavy over his eyes. ‘I know you’re plotting something, my friend. And I wouldn’t have it any other way,’ Braden said in his thought voice, nodding, then returned his gaze to the land in front of them.

      “The road may not be obvious when we cross it. In the north, roads through wooded areas are overgrown, not visible. Many trees grow along the sides; their roots break apart the road surface. Grass grows readily in the dirt lying on top of the ancients’ roads. Trees don’t grow in the road itself. The trees will grow high over it and create shade, but they won’t grow in the road. This is what we’re looking for.” Although Braden was talking for Micah’s benefit, he was also talking to himself. He hoped that they hadn’t already passed the road south.

      He was getting distracted from his main goal of returning north with a cart full of Old Tech to trade. With the new information and the new members of the caravan, it seemed like his original goal was small, maybe even shortsighted.

      There was a big world out there. The ancients had plans for it, but those fell apart when they resorted to war.

      Was he the one to change it from what it was now to what it was meant to be? No. He wasn’t sure he liked what it had become; the ancients destroyed themselves and their world. They forced people like Braden to make a whole new start.

      No. That wasn’t his goal. He wanted to find some Old Tech and then take it back north to trade, although he wasn’t sure what waited for him there. His thoughts turned dark.

      ‘They come!’ the Hawkoid’s thought voice shouted into their minds in unison with the ‘cat’s voice.

      “Show us,” Braden said softly, not knowing how close and who ‘they’ were. The view from the Hawkoid’s perspective appeared behind their eyes. They saw five men running directly at them from ahead. No, six men. One lagged behind, running with a limp, barely able to keep up.

      “Off the horse. They’ll be here momentarily. Master Aadi, with me, in front. Micah, to the far side. G-War, the other side. Skirill, be ready to come at them from behind,” Braden ordered. There was no time to discuss things.

      Everyone started moving to their positions, although Micah hesitated, giving Braden an angry look. “Look. From the side, it’s more likely that you’ll be able to fight one person at a time. You are on your own over there. Make the best of it.”

      Once assured that he wasn’t trying to protect her, she ran to the side and found cover behind a tree.

      Braden calmly nocked an arrow to his recurve bow and drew it back as the men ran into view before him. “Hold!” he shouted with all the volume he could muster.

      The man at the front held up his hand and slowed to a walk, then stopped about twenty strides before Braden and Aadi. He wore smart woven clothing that hung loosely on him, yet maintained his shape. Pants, belted. A tunic vest over a long-sleeved shirt of some thin material. His shock of dark hair suggested the man was younger. His face was clean shaven. As Braden looked from one to the other, they were all similar in dress and appearance. They carried spears and long-bladed swords.

      Finally, the last member of their party limped up to the man in front, as he stopped before putting his hands on his knees and breathing heavily.

      Braden had engaged men like this hundreds of times. His introduction was well practiced.

      “I am Free Trader Braden, recently from Warren Deep, in search of items to take back north in trade. Maybe we can trade?”

      “Trader? Warren Deep? I think you’re a little far from home, son,” the man in the front said. The man who was bent over put a calming hand on the other’s leg.

      “Who may I have the honor of addressing? And then if we may have a polite conversation regarding the viability of trade, it would be my pleasure.”

      “I am McCullough of clan McCullough. This is our territory. No one passes here without our permission, which you do not have.” The man’s hostile gaze locked on the Tortoid.

      “Please accept our sincere apologies. If we cannot come to terms, we’ll turn around and leave your territory without further issue. We wish to cause no problems,” Braden said as soothingly as he could.

      The men started spreading out, loosening their weapons as they casually gave themselves space to fight.

      “That’s a mutie, and we kill muties,” one of them said.

      “His name is Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium. If you got to know him, you would realize that he is quite knowledgeable as well as very friendly.”

      In his thought voice, he added, ‘I’ll take the one talking and the next one behind him and to his left. Skirill, you take the one at the back and to his right. G, you got the one closest to you, and Micah, if you can hear me, the one closest to you is yours. Aadi, if you could assist with that one, we would appreciate it. We’ll leave the old man so we can talk with him. Get ready.’

      “Hold, my warriors,” rasped the old man’s voice as he straightened himself. “I am Elder McCullough and I think we can discuss things like gentlemen.” He smiled, but it wasn’t friendly. His dark eyes glistened as he took in the horses, the cart, Aadi, and finally Braden.

      “Elder!” the man to Braden’s far left shouted. “There’s another one over here. A woman.”

      Micah stepped out from behind the tree. To the men, she appeared to have no weapon. The man who saw her started to laugh and smoothly drew his sword. It was long and straight, with a great cross bar above the grip. Braden never wanted to start a fight, but he was more than willing to end one, even if it meant running away. That wasn’t a choice here.

      ‘Now, Skirill.’ He glanced up to see the Hawkoid start his high speed dive. Braden quickly pulled back and sent an arrow at the young McCullough’s chest. It hit hard, knocking the man backward, but did not penetrate the strange material of the tunic. Braden nocked another arrow in less than a heartbeat and loosed it at the younger man’s exposed neck.

      It hit home, tearing out his throat. The young man gurgled as he fell dying.

      Aadi’s mouth opened slightly as he sent his focused thunderclap toward the men. Being beside him, Braden heard the sound build as it passed in front of him, but it didn’t hurt his ears. It looked like the Tortoid attacked the remaining five men at the same time, which weakened the sound’s power. All of them stopped, two dropped their swords, but they looked to be recovering quickly.

      Which gave Braden time to fire an arrow through another man’s eye.

      Skirill crashed into his target from behind, latching onto the man’s head with his powerful claws as the man stumbled forward. The Hawkoid tried to twist the neck, but couldn’t get enough leverage. His claws dug deeply into the man’s flesh, raking the bones of his skull as Skirill lost his grip while beating his wings to get back into the air.

      The coordinated attacks galvanized the other men into action. The man closest to Micah charged her, sword raised. The man closest to G-War pulled his sword and charged straight at Braden. He never noticed the ‘cat streaking in from behind to launch itself onto his back. With a well-practiced slash, the ‘cat’s claws dug deeply into the man’s neck. He fell to his knees as blood spurted from the open wound.

      Braden took aim at the man rushing Micah, but he couldn’t shoot as the gap between the man and Micah disappeared. Micah stepped back as the man raised his sword for a death blow. She shot forward and hit him with her shoulder square in his mid-section. He hammered the pommel of his sword one time onto her back as he went over. She went to her knees, then crawled forward quickly until she rolled back to her feet, twisting to face her attacker.

      He swung his sword in short arcs from side to side, keeping Micah away from him and on her heels. Skirill swooped low over the man’s head to distract him, and he poked his sword at the fleeting figure of the Hawkoid. Micah raced in and grabbed his wrist with both hands, pulling it and the sword closer to her body. She rotated her torso, bending the man’s elbow in a direction it wasn’t meant to go. The tendons strained and the man shrieked in pain. The sword fell from his numb fingers. She smoothly ducked, rolling up the man’s back until she got his neck and head in her strong grip. She braced her feet on the ground as he struggled. She dropped and twisted, using the man’s body weight against him. His neck cracked. He hit the ground a corpse.

      Micah pushed him away from her, then picked up the sword, examining its edge.

      G-War crouched behind the Elder, ensuring that he didn’t make any unwanted moves as Micah easily dispatched the final one of his warriors.

      Fire burned behind his eyes as he glared at the upstart youth who had killed his son. The old man picked up the sword from the ground by his dead son’s body. He looked at the arrow wound, hatred burning his soul.

      He turned to look at Braden, then made a couple purposeful steps forward.

      Braden immediately launched an arrow that bounced off the tunic covering the old man’s chest. The impact staggered him and he stopped moving.

      “You and I both know that you’ll be dead if you try it.” The old man dropped his sword arm, glaring at Braden. “Are you willing to talk now?”

      “We may have been hasty in not talking with you at first. Go. Leave me. Let me mourn my clan in peace.” Braden felt sorry for the old man. By threatening Micah and refusing to talk, they forced Braden’s hand. They misjudged him, and they died for it. In Warren Deep, that was the penalty for bringing an unprovoked war.

      ‘It plans revenge,’ G-War said calmly over their mindlink.

      ‘Of course he does. Does he have the means to attack us again?’ Braden asked.

      ‘Ask it and then I will know.’

      “How many more warriors are in your village? Where is your village? How many people are there?” Braden asked quickly so the man would think of his answers without thinking.

      ‘It is a small village, one turn distant in the direction we go. There are two men left and a number of women and children.’

      “Thanks, G,” Braden said aloud. “Two warriors at your village and you still plan to attack us?”

      The old man’s eyes went wide. “Stay out of my head, you damn muties!” He rushed forward, raising his sword as Braden pulled back his arrow. Master Aadi stopped him with a bump and dropped the old man with the full force of a focused thunderclap.

      The old man flopped on the ground, whimpering like a small child as blood dripped from his ears. His hands, now empty, held his head in a futile attempt to soften the pain.

      “A shame. All I wanted to do was talk,” Braden told the man.
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      Braden tied the man up and lashed him to the cart. G-War sat nearby, looking like little more than a house cat as he watched the man closely.

      Master Aadi was spent. Braden didn’t realize the toll the use of his weapon took on the Tortoid. He could barely float, so Braden helped him into the cart where he rested on the blankets and their supplies.

      Micah and Braden searched the bodies of the men. The tunics they wore were woven from a stiff material that moved as the body moved, but didn’t allow anything to pierce it. Braden found one close to his size and put it on. He liked it. It made him feel more powerful.

      The smallest of the tunics was still too large for Micah, but she swore that she could tailor it down to her size. It was easy to remove threads. Adding threads? That would have been a challenge. Maybe they could take the extra material to provide a little protection for the horses’ flanks? They took all the tunics and piled them in the cart, along with the men’s weapons. The men carried nothing else of value. They were traveling light.

      Which meant they weren’t a scouting party, because they’d need supplies for an extended stay in the wilderness. Unless they had supplies staged at various locations within their territory. Braden wanted to know.

      “What were you doing out here?” Braden asked once the man was in less pain.

      “None of your farging business, toad!” the man rasped as renewed pain contorted his face.

      ‘This was a raiding party. They were to attack another village, not far from here, alongside the rainforest.’

      ‘Another village? G, can you sense any other humans nearby? Are they a threat?’

      ‘Very far away. Not a threat, but no help either. They stay away from other people.’

      “So what should we do with you? I’m not one for killing people in cold blood, but letting you go will come back to haunt us. Unless your village is willing to trade for you?”

      “They will trade well for me! Take me to my village!”

      ‘He thinks he will be able to overwhelm us with his people once the trade is complete.’

      ‘Of course he does,’ answered Braden in his thought voice.

      ‘Maybe I can talk with him,’ Micah answered over the mindlink. Braden looked for her, seeing her standing at the base of a tree with Skirill overhead, looking fearsomely protective.

      “My friend Micah has a few questions for you, Elder McCullough. Be kind. Please don’t make me hack your limbs off one by one. That would make me feel bad and I’m sure you wouldn’t like it either.” The Elder glared at him in response.

      Micah strolled to the cart, taking her time. She sized up the man with her arms crossed. Then she leaned close to him, looking into his eyes. He struggled against his bindings, lunging toward the young woman. With a quick rotation at her waist, she drove her elbow into the man’s face, breaking his nose, splattering blood onto the side of the cart.

      “He’s a pig. We should kill him now,” she said as she stood up and walked away.

      “I would have thought ‘questioning him’ would actually have included questions. I guess I’m old fashioned like that,” Braden said with a smile. He thought as she did about the man. Evil seemed to ooze from him.

      ‘If I may, Master Human,’ Aadi said slowly in a tired thought voice. ‘I suspect that if this man is as Micah suggests, then the women of the village will probably be happy to have him back, so that they may deal with him themselves. We could use some allies. If we have to fight the whole way south, then this will grow tiresome very quickly.’ The Tortoid ended his speech as he faded back into sleep.

      “Micah, what do you think of turning this man over to the women of his village? I think the appearance that he was bested by a woman would help the others. I suspect that they are little more than slaves. What do you say we give them a taste of freedom?”

      “I like it. He’ll get his. I know what these women are going through. I know their pain. What about the other two warriors?” she asked.

      “Between the rest of us, we’ll put them in their place so you have the time to do what you need to do. I will do everything I can not to kill them. As Master Aadi suggested, we need allies.”

      The old man listened intently, then struggled even harder at his bonds. Every movement resulted in more blood streaming down his face from his shattered nose.

      “I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you all!” he screamed hysterically. Braden felt even better about their plan. The old man seemed afraid of being handed over to the women.

      A fitting end to this piece of crap, Braden thought.

      ‘Hear, hear,’ seconded the ‘cat in an uncharacteristic use of a human saying.
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      One full turn later, they had not yet made it to the old man’s village. They stopped often to tighten the old man’s bonds, beating him on occasion as he struggled like a wild man to break free.

      Aadi recovered after a full night’s sleep. He floated behind Braden, the cord in his beak as he was pulled along.

      G-War rode with the flailing man. His legs were tied to the cart, so he was more of a hazard to himself, but the ‘cat was ready to slash him if needed. Skirill flew ahead where G-War directed him until he found the village. Braden pointed Max’s nose in that direction.

      He picked a stand of trees to dismount where people from the village wouldn’t see them. Leaving Micah and Aadi with the man, Braden and G-War circled around the village to find the men and disarm them when they were distracted by Micah’s entrance with the Elder.

      Micah waited with the horses as Braden and G-War padded away through the trees. Master Aadi kept a close watch on the old man, who shied away from the Tortoid as if his nearness was toxic.

      Micah waited until G-War told her they were in place. She mounted Max and urged him forward. She was a bit reluctant, being new to riding. She didn’t realize that it wasn’t easy. Max was less than cooperative, so she gave him a hard kick in the ribs. He surged forward, and the rope tied to Pack was pulled free. She rode ahead, picking up speed as Max galloped onward.

      She pulled back hard on the reins. The horse skidded to a halt, his nostrils flaring. Max was angry.

      Pack meandered forward. Micah was glad she wouldn’t have to chase after him. She slowly climbed off Max, petting his neck and then his nose, which quickly calmed him. When Pack caught up, she took both their leads and walked with them. She needed Braden to teach her to ride. It was not intuitive.

      Braden watched the madness from their hiding spot behind a small hovel at the edge of the village. G-War assured him that no one was nearby. He berated himself for assuming Micah could ride, even though she had told him there are no horses in the south. He thought she figured it out in the time that they’d been riding together, but then again, he never let her take the reins. He would fix that as soon as they were out of this mess.

      Braden was pleased to see Micah walking the horses. It wasn’t as intimidating as riding in, but it would work because she was back in control of herself, the horses, and most importantly, Elder McCullough.

      “Ho, Villagers!” Micah shouted. She continued leading the horses until she was even with the outermost buildings, little more than thatch huts. “Hello! I bring you the Elder McCullough, trussed as the piece of meat he is,” she bellowed with vigor and emotion.

      Faces appeared in doorways from cautious village women. Nothing like this had ever happened before. They wanted to believe, but weren’t sure. They tentatively gathered, dirty children clinging to many of them, and approached Micah. She held up a hand to keep them from coming too close. She went to the cart, kicking the old man viciously before untying the rope that held his legs. Grabbing an arm, she leveraged herself and pulled him out. He fell unceremoniously to the ground. With a firm grip on his collar, she dragged him into the open area in front of the horses. She dropped him, then rolled him over by kicking him in the side.

      The two warriors approached from behind the women, watching warily before drawing their swords. They pushed the women in the back out of the way, while the others cowered away from them. The men stood, threatening.

      Micah wondered if they expected her to simply submit because they had swords. She reached behind her and pulled her new sword from her back, testing its weight in her hand before slashing it through the air in front of her. Where in the hell are Braden and G-War, she thought.

      At that moment, an arrow hit one of the two men at the base of his skull, neatly separating his spinal column from his skull. The man dropped like a sack of potatoes. The second man looked at his partner, who lay dead on the ground. He looked back in disbelief to see Braden coming toward him, an arrow nocked and pointed directly at his face.

      He looked back at the woman standing over the Elder. The eyes of the village women grew hard and they edged closer toward him. They were no longer afraid.

      He dropped his sword and fell to his knees. “Please! Have mercy!” he begged in a simpering voice.

      G-War ran past Braden and jumped on the man, knocking him to the ground. The ‘cat stood on the man’s chest, his claws raised, ready to strike. The man peed himself, then closed his eyes tightly, preparing to die.

      ‘I love that part,’ G-War said as he retracted his claws and hopped off the man’s chest. ‘Hungry,’ he said over the mindlink to no one in particular.

      Micah started laughing, easy at first, then with a full throated howl. The other women began to laugh and cheer. They hadn’t heard the ‘cat, but they saw it all and realized that they were free. Braden took the sword away from the soiled warrior and dragged him by the back of his collar to throw him on the ground at the feet of the Elder.

      Braden looked at Micah, bowing. He looked at the women of the village, who eyed him suspiciously. He pointed back to Micah and started clapping and cheering. He backed away a step, giving way to Micah.

      “I am Micah, recently of the village Trent on the Eastern Ocean.” A couple women nodded, most others just watched, waiting. “I am a Free Trader Apprentice.” She nodded to Braden. He bowed to her again.

      “This man and five of his warriors attacked us without provocation, trying to steal our goods and kill me and our friends. We left him alive so you could deal with him as you desire.”

      One of the older women stepped forward. She looked well-weathered, sporting a black eye and bruises on her arms. She kicked the Elder in the teeth, hurting her foot as she did so, but she limped away with a smile on her face. Other women shouldered their way close, kicking the old man. He tried to cover his head with his arms, pleading for them to stop and listen to him.

      Many heartbeats later, he was no longer breathing. The women were avenged, but they wore expressions showing pain and sorrow. Taking another’s life was not an easy thing, even if the person was the Elder McCullough. Even though their lives had become easier with his death, killing cost a person part of their soul.

      Braden leaned close to the remaining warrior. “Just stay down if you wish to live,” he hissed. The man nodded almost imperceptibly, trying his best not to be seen by the women. But their hatred was spent. For the time being anyway.

      “We are traveling through the area, looking for trading partners,” Micah started, picking up the narrative that Braden had shared with her all those turns ago. “Trade is how we will return to being civilized. Trade, like it happens in the north, in Warren Deep.”

      Master Aadi swam to her side from his position above the cart. The women again shied away.

      “Muties,” a couple of them whispered.

      “They are our friends. Treat them as you would treat me.” Micah held out her hand to the woman who led the parade against the Elder. The older woman grasped Micah’s hand, desperately and with surprising strength.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I am Mel-Ash. I guess I’m the Elder now.” She looked around her. No one disputed her assumption of the title.

      “Do you need an Elder?” Braden asked.

      “I don’t know. It’s how we’ve always been. The Elder guides the village. The Elder keeps us safe.” She trailed off as she thought about the safety of the village. “We have no one left to defend us. We are free. And doomed.”

      Micah returned from the cart with the swords and spears liberated from the war party. She handed them over. “Take these. Learn to use them. You can fight as well as any man. Know that you can and you will.” The villagers looked at her. Micah stood proudly, trying to look strong. The tunic was too big and hung on her, making her look like a child, but they watched her drag the Elder from the cart and seen how he whimpered in her presence. “Can you teach us how to make these?” she asked as she pulled on the overly large tunic.

      Mel-Ash nodded and smiled. “Yes. There are some tricks to getting the weave correct, but after that, the rest is easy.” Taking Micah by the arm, she introduced her to the rest of the women of the village.

      A couple of the younger women angled toward Braden, smiling. “We’ve never seen a man defer to a woman before. Is she your leader?” one of them asked him.

      Braden started to laugh, but quickly thought better of it. “No. We are partners. All of us, equally sharing in our journey.”

      The shorter of the two women frowned. “She is your partner then?”

      “What? No, no, not like that. We are partners in trade,” he quickly corrected. He felt defensive, but didn’t know why. He was uncomfortable as the women worked on him. He had been proud to have a woman in every town, but he felt differently now. He didn’t want Micah to get a bad impression of him. He wasn’t like other men, was he?

      They took him by the arm, leading him away from the others. As he thought about it, he didn’t know anything about this village. What if they took over as the new tyrants?

      ‘G. A little help.’ He knew the ‘cat was not bothered by Braden’s lady friends.

      ‘The females of this village are no threat to us. Relax and take it like a man.’ The ‘cat chuckled over their mindlink.

      ‘Do you two have to talk like this? I’m embarrassed enough for all of us right now. Just get over here. There’s work to do.’ Micah ended with a harsh tone. Braden wondered how she managed to get so good with her thought voice that she could convey disgust. He better not push it.

      “I’m sorry, ladies, if you’ll excuse me. I believe we have some work to do to help protect your village. If you’ll join me?” With one young woman on each arm, Braden swaggered to the hut where Micah and Mel-Ash were talking.

      He entered, but the two young women quickly disappeared after a dismissive wave from their new Elder.

      One other woman from the village sat beside Mel-Ash. She also was bruised, and this sobered Braden immediately. He was instantly sorry for his earlier reverie. When they solved the problem of the Elder McCullough, new problems popped up.

      How would they protect themselves from raiders? Who would hunt? How could they take care of themselves?

      They hadn’t been allowed to think independently, but Micah and Braden were confident that once they had a taste of freedom, they would not give it up again. They only needed to survive until they learned what it meant to take care of themselves.
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      With Braden’s encouragement and a sound arm-twisting from Micah, the lone remaining man in the village agreed to teach six volunteers how to use the weapons. He was only given a piece of wood himself, but he agreed wholeheartedly with his role as servant to the new Elder. G-War believed he was sincere and that was good enough for Braden and Micah.

      Their training started immediately.

      The next issue was food. They maintained a couple small fields, while also picking wild from a large area to the south of the village. The men fixed snares on numerous game trails, rotating them to keep the wild animals guessing. Braden agreed to show them how to make their own bows and arrows, so they could hunt and better protect their village. Sword battles were ugly and generally favored the stronger opponent. With bows, the village could keep enemies away.

      In the interim, Braden, G-War, and Skirill would hunt to put meat on their tables.

      Braden took his leave of the meeting, heading outside with the intention of going hunting.

      Micah chased him down before he made it to the horses.

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” she said, head down, not looking at him. “You did a great thing for this village. I wouldn’t have thought of it. I would have killed the men and run away.”

      “It’s what we did for this village. We. As in all of us. There’s plenty to do if we want this village to be a good trading partner. Whatever we’re able to kill during our hunt, we’ll trade. Maybe they can tailor a tunic for you. That would be worth a couple deer, at least.”

      She smiled at him, then reared back and punched him in the chest. His new tunic absorbed much of the blow, but he still staggered from the force of it. “Hey! What the crap was that for?”

      She waved him away as she turned. Speaking over her shoulder as she walked toward the hut, she said, “And leave those two children alone. They don’t need you to fill any void because the other men are gone.”

      “G! Do you know what that was about?”

      ‘Yes and no,’ the ‘cat answered cryptically, not explaining further.

      Braden climbed on Max’s back, stroking the horse’s neck vigorously. With one powerful leap, G-War was in his lap. The horse wheeled and they trotted out of the village in the direction where G-War said they’d find game.

      Skirill took to the sky and looked ahead, excited about the prospect of fresh meat.

      They didn’t have to go far to find what they were looking for. Rabbits were plentiful. The deer grazed in a large herd. And a village full of women waited for him to return with venison as a prize. He wasn’t sure it could get any better than this.
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      Micah and Elder Mel-Ash led the chorus of cheers as Braden returned with three deer. All clean kills, no wasted meat. They were field dressed, but needed more attention to prepare the venison to eat. A couple of the women took charge and a group went to work skinning and de-boning.

      G-War had eaten the choice parts from a couple rabbits, while Skirill made his own kill of a particularly large rabbit. They were both quite satisfied. Master Aadi, on the other hand, seemed put out. He floated near the cart, well away from any villagers.

      Braden went to him and stroked his neck, which he stretched out so the human hands could reach those places that Aadi himself could not.

      “What’s going on, A-Dog?” Braden asked softly.

      ‘I fear that they are all afraid of me. You were the first human I’ve met. You accepted me and treated me with respect. I give that back to you in equal portion. You are a good man, Master Braden. These women do not accept me. Mutie they called me and mutie is what they think when they look at me.’ He blinked rapidly, as he did when he was upset.

      “If they knew how downright mean and nasty I am, they’d be afraid.” Braden looked closely at Aadi to see if he got the jibe.

      ‘Mean? Nasty? I think you are confusing yourself with someone else, young human.’ Braden screwed up his face and made growling noises. ‘Ha! I get it. Well, not really, but I understand what you are trying to do, and I appreciate it.’

      “C’mon, Master Aadi. I don’t know what this village is called or what they have to trade besides these tunics. I would like to see this place as a main trade center. Let’s see, where could we put the market square…” Braden rested his hand on the Tortoid’s shell as they walked, side by side, into the village.

      The two young women saw Braden and made a beeline toward him, giggling to each other as they approached. When they saw he was with the Tortoid, they stopped and grimaced.

      “Hey! I don’t even know your names. Come on over here. I want to show you something,” Braden said in his best come-hither voice.

      The young women started retreating, facing Braden and the Tortoid, but walking backwards.

      “Come here!” he yelled with a snarl. If they had anything to fear, it was him when he was angry.

      They reluctantly approached.

      “Let me introduce you to Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium. He is my mentor. He is the wisest creature I’ve ever met, and that includes humans. Most importantly, he is my friend. This morning you wanted to be my friend. Nothing has changed between then and now. Come closer.” Braden stroked the Tortoid’s neck. He remained unblinking, making himself into a floating statue.

      “He likes this. Here. Pet his neck, gently.” The first woman complied mechanically at first, then tenderly as she felt Aadi’s neck, the rough but living skin teasing her sense of touch.

      “How do you talk with it?”

      “Him. I talk with him. I am bonded with Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs, the Hillcat, over…” Braden looked for G-War, but couldn’t find him. “Here’s here somewhere. The ‘cat connects us all. I hear Master Aadi’s voice in my head.”

      The girls giggled again, looking at each other. “One of the oldest women here was hearing voices, too. No one else heard them so she was driven away.” They let that linger with Braden. Would he be driven away? No, because Micah could hear them, too.

      “Micah talks with my friends, too. You believe her, don’t you?” He could tell by the look on their faces that they didn’t like Micah. Maybe they saw her as competition, maybe even an interloper, changing their world and not for the better. ‘G. Can you arrange a demonstration for the unbelievers?’ Braden asked using his thought voice.

      ‘No. I don’t do tricks to impress stupid girls.’

      ‘You’re right, G. These two need to grow up a bit before they will realize how special it all is. Micah isn’t very much older than them, is she?’

      ‘It bores me with its inane drivel.’

      ‘I know that I haven’t told you this turn yet, G, but you are a good friend. And an ass. Wherever you are, here’s one for you.’ The young women watched as Braden held his middle finger in the air and waved it in all directions. They looked concerned and backed away.

      Braden laughed as they ran off.

      ‘See, Master Aadi? Mean and nasty. I don’t think they’re afraid of you anymore. It seems that they have something new to be afraid of.’

      ‘Yes, Master Human. I think you’ve made your point. I’m sorry you won’t achieve the physical coupling you desired, but I doubt it would have been as satisfying as you wished.’

      ‘Whoa. Stop right there! We don’t talk about those things, especially where Micah can hear.’

      ‘That’s what you’re concerned about? Of all things…’ Micah’s thought voice carried a sharp edge.

      “I guess this is my life now, huh, A-Dog?” Braden said to Aadi with a friendly pat on his head. Master Aadi looked at him with unblinking eyes, then shook his head, slowly, as Tortoids were wont to do.
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      The next two dozen turns were a flurry of activity. They made bows and arrows, learned to shoot, then improved their bows. Hardwood for the bow, deer intestines for strings, straight wood for arrows, bird feathers for vanes, tied on with snake skin, and flat stone for broad heads.

      By the third set of bows, the selected wood and bowstrings were delivering a nice impact. The women started hitting the trees with some regularity and then they drove the arrows deeper as they got more comfortable pulling the full draw. With continued practice, they would have the confidence to use them in battle.

      They found a good patch of ash to make the bows and other hardwoods to make the arrows. Braden filled his quiver as he showed the women how to make arrows for themselves.

      For those selected to use the swords and spears, their training was going far more slowly. They were building arm strength and that took time. They were learning basic slash and defense. Braden hoped that his new archers would keep potential enemies away. If they had to fight sword to sword, the women would probably all die.

      Micah excelled with the sword. Within the first ten turns, she was already besting the young man who sought to train them. Then Braden taught her what he knew, especially in the area of movement and parrying. He was good with his long knife, but that was limited to thrusting after an opponent offered an opening. Micah’s advantage was in her strength. She didn’t look overly thick, but her muscles gave more than any man who was her size. He watched her carefully, trying to learn where her power came from.

      He saw it in her trunk. She rotated her upper body using her core muscles. He practiced his own movements and saw where he did not use his body as much as he could. He counted on his own arm strength. He tried twisting at his waist and immediately saw the power. To match the arm swing with the twist wasn’t as easy as it looked. He needed to practice, but he wouldn’t take a sword away from the villagers. He needed to find a sword for himself.

      That would be later. If things turned out as intended, he would be able to trade for a sword.

      Braden helped build the first trader stall in what he envisioned as the village’s market square. The village, which he found out was unsurprisingly called Village McCullough after its original founder, already produced a great deal, which they shared openly.

      He showed them what they could trade. Everyone learned their own individual value. Even the children got into trading, which eventually led to fighting as they learned the dangers of envy. This got them a good cuffing, which returned them to just being children.

      Braden’s first trade earned him a tunic with sleeves that would fit Micah, including special breeches with the material woven around the most vulnerable parts of the leg. After seeing to Micah’s protection, he tried to work a deal for the same kind of covering for himself, but the price more than doubled for him.

      He could only shake his head. After all, he was the deputy to the savior of Village McCullough, as the women saw him.

      The shift in the villagers’ attitudes about becoming self-sufficient wasn’t as profound as the complete change in their acceptance of the Tortoid, the Hillcat, and the Hawkoid. At Micah’s urging, Mel-Ash took the time to get to know their companions. G-War wouldn’t allow any of the others to share the mindlink, so Micah told them what each was saying. As they got to know Master Aadi, they welcomed him in the best way. He was a dinner guest with someone different every evening. He ate well. Braden suspected too well, but how can anyone tell if a Tortoid was getting fat?

      G-War was a favorite of the children. Braden thought he enjoyed the attention, despite his constant protests. If they ignored him for too long, he would make an appearance, strolling regally in front of them, which always led to a game of chase the ‘cat. He seemed to like the young girls the best. They were the only ones he would let pet him. Even then, it would only be for a number of heartbeats before he moved on.

      Skirill assumed the role of master watchman for the village. He began each morning with a flight around the village and the local area to make sure that no one was near. He kept track of the deer herd so they never went without fresh venison.

      He sat in the highest branches of the largest tree overlooking the village and during the daylight, he watched everything. As the villagers passed him, they waved. He ruffled his wings back at them, to the people’s delight. The children gathered beneath the tree and endlessly watched him. One enterprising young boy wanted to see him move, so he threw a rock at Skirill. The Hawkoid caught it in his claw and launched himself at the boy. The children scattered in a panic. The Hawkoid landed astraddle the boy’s head. Gently, using his beak, he put the rock on the boy’s forehead, then shook his feathered head. It was clear to all the children that throwing rocks at the Hawkoid was unacceptable.

      The fact that the boy left bawling made Skirill’s parenting lesson legendary.

      When he resumed his position in the tree, he held his head higher.

      In the evenings. Skirill made one last flight, looking for any movement from potential enemies.

      Although the villagers fully welcomed Braden’s caravan, he and his companions grew restless. Mel-Ash shared with them the location of the road south. Skirill confirmed it, flying the route a number of times to help Braden and Micah visualize it and plan for the trip.

      They couldn’t take the cart as it was too rough. It would stay behind, waiting for their return.

      One morning, they saddled Pack and Max and said their goodbyes.
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      Braden would have missed the road south if they'd had to blindly search for it, for nothing gave it away when they crossed it. It was covered by brush and even trees. The ground here was wetter than in the north. The Amazon Rainforest was reclaiming the land.

      Skirill guided them to a point where Mel-Ash told them the roadway cut through the thick trees and the heavy foliage. Once they were on the road, they could tell it apart from the encroaching rainforest. It was hot and wet. The jungle grew heavy on all sides, including overhead. It created a roof of green that let little light through.

      They picked their way carefully forward. It was hard for the horses to get through, and it was challenging for Skirill to fly beneath the canopy, between the trees and vines.

      G-War sat in Braden’s lap on Max. Micah rode Pack, because the horse was used to following Max. He simply ambled along behind. Micah did not have to do anything. Aadi floated along behind Pack, seemingly enjoying himself. He was probably getting excess water.

      “I see movement everywhere I look, but can’t quite see anything, if you know what I mean. Do you sense anything, G?”

      ‘Yes. So many different creatures. Large. Small. Dangerous. Safe. I am overwhelmed by all their minds. It is worse than being in Jefferson City.’

      “Jefferson City is the largest city in Warren Deep. It’s where the Caravan Guild is based. It is where the Council sits and where all the important decisions are made,” Braden said for Micah’s benefit. She mumbled something in response, but Braden didn’t hear her words. He watched in front of him, then to the sides. Movement, just far enough away from his line of sight that he couldn’t see what it was. He jerked his head back and forth, trying to catch the creatures as they toyed with him.

      “Micah, you’ve been there before. How did you get through all this?”

      “We came from the east. The road in that direction is much better, or it was when we traveled it. It skirts the southern edge of the rainforest. We didn’t travel through this.”

      “You know what we’re going to find, so let me ask. Is this going to be worth it?”  Braden asked.

      “It is something you need to see for yourself. Then you can judge the value.”

      The first daylight went by. They made camp, but half of them watched while the other half tried to sleep. The fire burned with a great deal of smoke. The wood they found wasn’t dry. It might never dry in this environment.

      Then it started to rain.

      And it kept raining as they broke camp. It rained as they traveled further south. They lost the ability to judge how far they’d traveled. Everything looked the same in the steady downpour.

      Night came. The rain continued. G-War was at his most miserable. He was soaked and in a foul mood. Worse than that, he smelled like a wet dog.

      Skirill stopped trying to fly and resigned himself to riding awkwardly in Micah’s lap as a miserable Pack mindlessly put one hoof in front of the other.

      Aadi was indifferent to it all. ‘Water off a Tortoid’s shell and all that,’ he said with annoying frequency.

      They plodded south, sleep after sleep, growing more tired and hungry as they went. They snapped at each other constantly, so they stopped talking.

      Finally the rain stopped as they approached the southern edge of the rainforest. The canopy above thinned, the ground dry in areas where the sun shone through.

      With a more welcoming world in front of them, their spirits lifted.

      Until they saw the man with the spear standing in the road.
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      As they got closer, they saw that the man wasn’t a man at all. His skin was green and textured, similar to the skin on Aadi’s neck and legs. His eyes were large and bulged out of his head. His three fingers and three toes were separated by small flaps of skin. As Braden sat in the saddle, the creature’s head was even with his.

      Braden stopped Max. The green creature seemed unable to take his eyes off the horse.

      “I am Free Trader Braden from the far north of Warren Deep.” He bowed his head as he remained in the saddle. The creature didn’t acknowledge that Braden had spoken.

      “So where do we go from here?” he asked no one in particular. Micah shrugged, fear creeping into her expression the longer they sat.

      The Tortoid used his swimming motion to go around the horses, stopping when he was directly in front of the creature. When you’re two hundred cycles old, you aren’t afraid of anything, Braden thought.

      Master Aadi floated higher until he was eye to eye with the creature. They stayed that way for what seemed like forever, although it was probably only a dozen heartbeats.

      The creature bowed deeply to Master Aadi, then waved his arm in a circle. Braden watched as numerous green creatures appeared from the trees and jungle. The creatures surrounded the caravan. Many had spears. Others had coils of vine. Others carried limbs that looked like clubs.

      “Master Aadi, if you would be so kind as to explain, I would appreciate it. If this isn’t your doing, then I fear we are farged,” Braden said.

      ‘Yes, yes. No problem. These are, shall we call them Lizard Men? Yes. They are the Lizard Men of Akhtior. I suspect that’s their word for the Amazon. No matter. They live here and we have crossed their territory, but I have smoothed things over. They initially asked for one of our horses to share in a feast, but I know that you wouldn’t be able to part with either of them. So I offered our smoked venison instead.’

      “Really. Then what are we supposed to eat?”

      ‘A moot point, Master Human, as the Lizard Men were going to eat something, if not the horses or the venison, then I fear you were their next choice. I assumed you wouldn’t agree to that.’

      “Venison it is! Are we allowed to pass?”

      ‘Oh no, not yet. First, we must attend their celebration. It appears that Tortoids are somewhat revered in their culture. I am to be honored at tonight’s feast. You and Micah will attend.’

      “Of course you are. They never considered eating you, did they? Don’t answer that. I know.”

      ‘It’s funny. They call you two the pinkies.’

      “Do they know about Skirill or G-War?”

      ‘We didn’t discuss them specifically. Why do you ask?’

      “I figure wherever we’re going, we won’t be able to take the horses. Someone will have to protect them. I’m sorry, G. I would much rather have you at my side. We don’t know what we’ll run across in there. We don’t know if it’s a ploy to separate us so they can eat us all. Protect the horses if you can, but save yourselves first.”

      Braden and Micah got down off their horses and joined Aadi with the one they assumed was the leader of the Lizard Men. He led the way into the trees with Master Aadi at his side, the humans behind them, followed closely by a number of the larger Lizard Men. The rest drifted away, disappearing into the heavy undergrowth.

      Braden and Micah’s boots were not made for walking through the swamp. The tangled growth beneath the mud caught their feet often, tripping them and filling their boots with water. Braden could feel his skin getting rubbed off as he continued to march forward. The expression on Micah’s face suggested she was losing the skin battle, too.

      The leader called a halt, sniffing at the air. He used his spear to point to the right around a small pond. Before he took two steps, a croc surged out of the water. The Lizard Man drove his spear downward, but it skipped off the outer shell of the croc. Braden thought this looked like a supersized version of the cold-water croc that wanted to eat him so long ago. But this time, he had his weapons with him.

      In a smooth motion, he pulled his bow in front of him, nocking an arrow in nearly the same instant. He drew back as the croc renewed its efforts to get at the Lizard Man, who was trying in vain to pull his spear from the mud. Braden’s arrow embedded itself in the beast’s left eye. The croc stopped instantly and slowly slid backwards into the dark water.

      A second croc broke the water, then a third. With a powerful swish of their tails, they came at the leader, who now stood, brandishing his freed spear. He waited, ready for the attack. With a fearsome jab, he drove the spear point through one croc’s snout, pinning the creature in the mud.

      Braden had a second arrow ready, but Micah stepped in front of him, her sword held high. With all the power she could muster, she swung her sword into the head of the third croc. The sword buried itself between the thing’s eyes. It froze where it was. Micah used her foot for leverage to pull her sword out, while the second croc thrashed about trying to free itself from the Lizard Man’s spear. Her croc was dead, its brains oozing out around the split in its skull.

      Once her sword was free, she leaned into another swing. Braden didn’t think it possible, but she turned even faster, driving the sword’s blade even deeper into the second croc’s neck, nearly severing it. The sword readily slid out of the massive wound.

      Before it could slide back into the water, the Lizard Man grabbed it and pulled it from the water. The carcass of the first one that Micah had dispatched was also saved. The Lizard Men bobbed their necks and their heads, eyes rapidly blinking.

      ‘Well done, young humans!’ Master Aadi cheered with his thought voice. ‘These creatures are quite a delicacy and will take the place of the smoked venison at tonight’s feast. Zalastar is quite impressed with your strength and courage. You will have places of honor next to me. I am very pleased. You should be proud of yourselves. By the way, the Lizard Men are secretive people. They avoid contact with humans.’

      “Thanks, Master Aadi. If they avoid humans, then why did they reveal themselves to us?”

      ‘Me, my good man. Me, and they had never seen horses before. To the Lizard Men, the horses smelled like a tasty meal.’

      How quickly they went from being the meal to being honored at the meal. Braden still wasn’t sure they’d leave the horses alone. He asked Aadi to get that assurance from Zalastar, but he was waved off as if it was a trivial thing. He and Micah would wait, but not long before they had to escape and get back to their friends.
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      As the celebration was being prepared and darkness fell, Master Aadi, Braden, and Micah were given a place to sit in the middle of an open area, a glade. Water stood throughout, and they couldn’t move without being knee-deep in muck. There was no need for cook fires; the Lizard Men ate their food raw.

      The humans expected nothing different. They’d watched Aadi eat in the past. It was nature against nature. The Tortoid avoided smoked meat and the fabricator-prepared foods as much as possible. He said that they didn’t sit well in his stomach. Aadi would readily eat a bug or a fresh caught fish and be happy.

      There were far more Lizard Men than they expected. A hundred or more filled the area, half squatting in the water. Braden and Micah tried to tell them apart, but couldn’t. They assumed the small ones were the children. Otherwise, they all looked alike. They realized that there may not be a difference between Lizard males and females. They all wore harnesses of some sort and they all carried weapons.

      The Amazon was a more dangerous place than the humans realized. Maybe the Lizard Men had escorted them the entire way, ensuring their safe passage, but only because of Master Aadi.

      For that, they believed that no human had ever witnessed what they were about to see.

      Braden assumed the last one to arrive was Zalastar as he was dragging the remains of the crocs. He threw the first one down into the muck. The second one, he held over his head, the muscles in his arms and back bulging with the effort. He bobbed and shook, turning in a complete circle so all could see. The Lizard Men watching also bobbed in delight, and no sound escaped as they worked their wide mouths.

      Besides the splashing as Zalastar danced, it was eerily quiet.

      With a final bob, Zalastar held himself tall, thrusting the croc high over his head, then let it tumble from his hands, where it landed next to the other.

      Dropping to all fours, he hissed, thrusting his head forward with his tongue shooting far in front of his pointed teeth. Micah looked at Braden, her eyes wide. Braden hoped that Aadi was correct that the Lizard Men weren’t going to eat them.

      All the Lizard Men, including the small ones the humans assumed were children, dropped to all fours and hissed back. Although the sound wasn’t loud, it was fearsome. It struck Braden as a war cry. He reached back to feel the comforting shape of his bow and quiver, caressing it to help his mind calm. Micah held the grip of her sword, knuckles white with the effort.

      Zalastar stood up on his two hind legs. The hissing stopped and Lizard Men returned to their seated positions. With a wave of one webbed hand, some figures at the outside of the circle stood up. All eyes turned toward them. One started slapping his foot into a puddle. Rhythmically, it continued. Another tapped a stick on a log, filling the space between the water sounds. The beat was set.

      Sawing on a tree with a bowstring made of vine. Scraping of a rock. Tapping of webbed hands on anything nearby. The sawing on the tree assumed a melody, dancing among the rhythm in the glade. Human ears could barely follow the nuances of the sounds. Micah closed her eyes and swayed slightly in time with the beat.

      Music wasn’t common in the north. Braden had liked what he heard when traveling through the bigger towns, but in the rural areas, there were no instruments. People didn’t make the time for them, because there was always something else that was more important. As Braden listened and watched, he saw what the music did for all present. Braden saw the wisdom and beauty of the peace it brought. He saw that Micah was swept up in the sounds. Aadi was in his statue pose, unblinking and unmoving.

      Finally, Zalastar broke the rhythm as he stepped carefully to the area where Aadi, Braden, and Micah sat. He bowed low and with one hand, showed the way to the crocs.

      ‘Aadi, I don’t know what we’re supposed to do. You go first. Show us.’ They had checked as they traveled and their mindlink stayed strong. Although it seemed that they had traveled a long way from the road and the horses, it may not have been. When Braden thought about it, this was the furthest he’d ever been away from G-War. Checking in, the ‘cat told him they were safe. A number of Lizard Men were nearby in the trees, watching but not threatening.

      ‘They want you two to go first since you made the kills. The Lizard Men aren’t often successful at killing crocs. This is a rare treat that you’ve provided for them. Let’s go.’ Aadi started to swim slowly toward the crocs, making sure that the humans were with him. ‘We’ll take a little piece of meat, eat it, and declare it fit for all. I suggest you slice a piece from the tail. I think you’ll like that more. Don’t try to eat the skin.’

      ‘Don’t eat the skin, he tells us.’ Braden rolled his eyes at Micah as he pulled his skinning knife from the pouch at his belt.

      ‘Do you want me to cut a piece for you, Master Aadi?’ Micah offered in her thought voice. ‘What about the Lizard Men? What would they think if we cut up the crocs and served them?’

      ‘I honestly don’t know. It could be interpreted one of two ways. Demeaning and they’ll kill you for it, or an honor and they’ll forever welcome you. Let me ‘feel them out,’ as you humans say.’

      ‘There’s no in between? Either we’re lifelong friends or dead? Sometimes I wonder about you.’ Micah said what Braden was thinking. He liked the idea, hoping beyond hope that the Lizard Men would befriend them. Allies, he thought. He knew where he was only because a four hundred cycle old map told him. It would be nice to have allies confirm where they were and that they were safe.

      He didn’t know anything about the Amazon, except that it was a dangerous place. Having the Lizard Men as friends might help him and his companions to survive one more turn. Knowing that tomorrow would come was his comforting thought. Knowing that G-War watched as he slept was always the blanket that kept him warm for a restful sleep.

      ‘Master Micah, I believe you have won the hearts of the Lizard Men! They will see your service to them as a great honor.’ Aadi bobbed his head and blinked to emphasize his point. Micah smiled broadly. Braden didn’t realize how afraid she had been. Although she was used to Skirill, Aadi, and G-War, she had an innate fear of anything mutant. Braden was raised differently and his bond with the ‘cat ensured he would look at all creatures, judging them simply by how dangerous they were to him personally. In reality, he was most suspicious of his fellow man.

      With their skinning knives in hand, Braden and Micah each took one of the crocs and started to work on it. As Aadi advised, they sliced down the tail and cut out a small piece of meat, which they ate, much to their dismay. They weren’t hungry enough for raw meat to taste good, and did not know what the croc was supposed to taste like. It was different enough that it was all they could do not to gag. Aadi took a bite of a piece that Micah offered him. After gulping it down, he asked for another, just to be sure. Braden gave him a piece from his croc and waited while the Tortoid threw it back and swallowed it whole.

      He bobbed to Zalastar. Braden and Micah weren’t sure how the Tortoid communicated with the Lizard Men, but he spoke their language, whatever that looked like.

      With the food declared fit, Zalastar waved his hands and bobbed his head, tongue flicking in and out. The smaller Lizard Men jumped up and pressed forward.

      ‘Children?’ Braden asked.

      ‘Yes, yes, the little ones.’

      ‘How can we tell the females from the males?’ Micah asked.

      ‘There are no males or females. There are only Lizard Men. The word “Men” is my creation because I don’t know what another word would be. They are all the same, for what that’s worth.’

      Braden found that by rolling the croc over, the skin on the under side was much easier to cut through. Micah followed his lead and soon, they were handing out bits of meat from all different places on the body. It seemed that each Lizard Man had his favorite. They would point with a flick of their tongue and the humans would extract a piece for them.

      Time flew by. They ran out of croc meat before they ran out of Lizard Men to feed. Not to be deterred, the last group of Lizard Men stuck their faces into the carcass, licking and eating anything not bone or skin.

      The rhythmic tapping, splashing, and bowing continued.

      Aadi told them that Zalastar considered this the greatest celebration he had ever seen.

      ‘Time to ask for a favor, then. Can we go back to our friends and how can we get to Sanctuary?’

      ‘Yes, they will take us back tonight. To get to the ruined city, keep following the road. It leads there.’

      ‘Tonight, good.’ Lizard Men lived during the night, resting during the daylight. ‘Ruined city? Is that what you were keeping from me?’ Braden looked at Micah as they talked over the mindlink. He didn’t want to talk out loud and damage the silent calm of the glade.

      ‘It is nothing but ruins, yes, but there is still something to see and areas where you might find what you are looking for. I don’t believe in your quest, but I believe in you. I didn’t want you to think that I was killing your dream. I wanted you to see and make a decision for yourself.’ Micah made her thought voice as soothing as possible.

      Braden was angry. ‘Could you tell Zalastar that we are ready to go? Our friends are waiting.’ He stormed off toward the edge of the glade, not looking back. The only thing he accomplished was getting more water and mud in his boots.

      ‘Braden, wait. What else am I supposed to say? What do you want from me?’

      ‘How about the truth?’ He wanted to yell, but was afraid of harming their newfound position as friends of the Lizard Men.

      ‘I never lied to you. Now listen, you farging crap hole! I joined you when all I wanted to do was kill any man I met. You showed me what it was like to trust someone. You shared your friends with me. For the first time in my life, I’m at peace. The last thing I wanted to do was to take away your dream. We could find something there for you. I don’t know, but it’s a bad place. We all go there once in our lifetime so that we know what we don’t want to become. It keeps us isolated and you’ve shown me that isn’t a good thing.

      ‘You’ve changed how I see the world. Keep slopping through the mud like that and I’ll come over there and stomp you!’

      Braden hadn’t set out to change the world, only the part that affected him. The burden of leadership was heavy, and it came with great responsibility. Aadi told him that where he led, others would follow. He had a group that counted on him to make decisions for them all.

      She wasn’t wrong. Seeing the ancients’ city of Sanctuary was important. From there, they could all talk about what to do next. That was the plan.

      Micah, Aadi, and Zalastar watched patiently as Braden wrestled with himself. When he realized this, he ushered them past him so they could lead the way.

      Micah punched his shoulder as she passed.

      “Oww!” Braden wanted to say more, but thought better of it. Micah smiled back at him as she followed Zalastar back into the rainforest.

      My life used to be so much simpler, Braden thought. And far less interesting.
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      The return trip to the road was uneventful.

      Skirill and G-War were waiting for them. The horses were still tied to a nearby tree. Braden hadn’t wanted them to wander off. They were sleeping standing up, without any concerns. The ‘cat was equally unperturbed. Only Skirill seemed anxious, but he was ready to fly in the open skies. It was the middle of the night, as well. Braden asked Micah if she was tired, which she was. So they decided to spend the remainder of the night in place.

      Even if they wanted to continue that night, they couldn’t see. Zalastar probably would have escorted them further if they wanted, but there was no need. The Lizard Men guaranteed their safety any time they were in the rainforest, and Braden was overwhelmed by the offer.

      “Any time? Even cycles from now if we travel through?”

      ‘Yes, Master Humans. Any time means for as long as they remember who you all are, which that will be for a very long time. This has been a good turn for you, for us. I am honored to know you both,’ Master Aadi said.

      With their final bows and silent waves, the Lizard Men melted back into the forest.

      Braden rolled his blanket on the ground in the middle of the road. It was the highest point in the area and the most dry. Micah rolled her blanket out as well, seeking a similar dry spot to sleep.

      “Thanks, Micah. Thanks for suggesting we serve the Lizard Men. Once again, you delivered allies. It will be nice to go through here without having to worry, whether it’s on our way back to Village McCullough or wherever we may go. Are you sure you weren’t a trader in a previous life?”

      “Don’t be insulting. I was a warrior in a prior life.”

      “I think you’re a warrior now. I think the Lizard Men allowed us to serve them because they were afraid you were going to club their heads in like you did to those crocs. That was ridiculous!”

      “What can I say? I was mad.” She laughed to herself as she put an arm under her head as a pillow.

      Mad indeed. Braden was happy she was on his side. He wouldn’t like to face her in a real fight.

      When the sun rose, a new daylight would come with new challenges. They’d all stretch their wings a bit as they left the Amazon and entered the area where Sanctuary had been built.

      Until then, as usual when G-War watched over him, Braden slept well. Not only G-War, but the entirety of the Lizard Men watched over them, too.
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      Skirill launched himself from Micah’s lap. He couldn’t wait any longer. He flew the last of the tree and vine tunnel, low to the road before bursting into the open air.

      The rainforest ended abruptly as the ancients’ mastery over nature was again demonstrated. The trees grew thickly and within a few paces, there were no trees at all, only dry grasses waving in a gentle breeze. Rolling hills were before them, beyond which, nothing grew, not trees, grass, or even weeds.

      “When you came here, where were you?”

      Micah pointed. “Probably over those hills, far to the east. We may not be able to see where we were, even from up there.” One of the hills rose a little more than the others. Beyond a certain point, everything looked barren.

      The Hawkoid soared high overhead.

      Aadi looked on wide-eyed.

      G-War was asleep in Braden’s lap, happy that he was finally dry and in the sun.

      They spurred the horses to a trot, covering ground quickly. The area of destruction was immense, all the way to the horizon.

      As they reached the top of the largest rolling hill, they looked down on a basin where the city of Sanctuary once sat. It was still there, but leveled. Large debris stuck out, but nature was winning the battle and reclaiming what it once had. Whatever weapons they used, the effects no longer lingered. Grasses grew, not tall but they grew. What they thought was barren was not.

      Braden imagined how it looked when it first happened. Thunder, lightning, fire, and even earthquakes. The worst parts of nature brought together at one time, in one place. This confirmed his belief that the ancients were masters of the earth and the sky. They commanded the weather. They commanded the ground. They could grow an oasis in the heart of the desert.

      And then they used that power to destroy. Maybe it was an accident, but Braden didn’t think so. The ancients had fought, but instead of bows and swords, they used the power of their technology.

      And it almost killed them all.

      Only those who ran away from the technology had survived.

      Was Braden’s quest misguided? Did he want to see that kind of power returned to man? He knew what they would do with it. Conquests. Personal power. If only the traders had the power, then above all, trade would go on. Even as a trader, his goal was to become wealthy enough that he could settle down. He wasn’t sure anyone could manage the power of Old Tech without being corrupted.

      Micah watched Braden struggle to make sense of how he could bring Old Tech to the north without the danger it represented.

      “This is what I wanted you to see. I wanted you to make your own decision whether Old Tech should be brought back,” Micah said softly.

      “Yet you carry a blaster?” Braden said matter-of-factly. He wasn’t trying to start a fight. He only wanted to understand.

      “This blaster was used to bring fear so that one man could rule. One man, who passed it down, son to son, so they could always rule. Because of this one piece of Old Tech, that family was the definition of evil. No one should ever have that much power over another. I carry it as a prize and a symbol to show that evil can be defeated.”

      “Why didn’t you destroy it?”

      She nodded. “I tried. Rocks can’t hurt it, it seems. As long as I carry it, no one else can find it and use it.”

      “But it doesn’t have any power…” Braden started.

      “The man I took it from had a way to recharge it. If he gets this back, he’ll kill everyone in my village. The only reason he didn’t before is that we paid him in fish and vegetables. Now it’s different. If he brought this and all the men… I’m afraid to think what he would do to my family.”

      “He won’t do anything because we won’t let the Old Tech get into the hands of those who would misuse it. We’re your family now and we won’t let anything happen to you.” Max and Pack were side by side. Braden reached out a hand to put on Micah’s shoulder.

      ‘Hungry.’ They both looked at G-War as he stretched. His claws extended full length from his stretched out front legs, then retracted as he sat upright on Braden’s lap.

      “The world is yours, Master Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs,” Braden said, waving one arm with a flourish. The ‘cat looked out upon the grassy wasteland, then cocked his head to one side.

      ‘Go that way,’ was all he said.
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      Braden trusted G-War. With a shrug, he pulled Max’s head away from Pack and spurred him to a distance-covering trot. Micah carefully nudged Pack forward, turning his head after he was moving. He joined up with Max shortly.

      “You’re getting better,” Braden told her. She smirked at him. Better wasn’t necessarily a compliment. She should be able to ride a horse by now, but still struggled, although she was better than when she spurred Max to a panic as they approached Village McCullough. Then again, she hadn’t ridden Max since then. Pack was a pack horse, never intended for riding. She’d have to broach this with Braden, maybe for the return trip through the Amazon. He wasn’t watching her as she caught up with him. He was looking at an island of green in the distance.

      “Ess, can you take a look over there and see what that is? Can you see what I’m talking about?” Braden said aloud, but knowing that it was his thought voice that the Hawkoid would hear. With a screech from high above them, Skirill passed and continued gliding southwest. He beat his wings to gain altitude as he shrunk to a black dot. Then he disappeared into the distance.

      Braden was uncomfortable. A sea of green in the middle of the ruined area made him think of the oasis. That meant Bots. “G, do you sense anything?”

      ‘Deer. Nothing else,’ the ‘cat said.

      “Have you ever seen anything like that?” he asked Micah.

      “No. I wonder if there are people?”

      “There aren’t. G would know. It looks like the oasis where we stayed before our final leg out of the Great Desert. I think there might be Bots there, mechanical creatures created by the ancients. They build. They serve. G doesn’t like them because he can’t sense them.” Braden squinted as he tried to see into the distance.

      He watched as beams of light slashed into the sky.

      “Skirill!” he screamed, spurring Max into a full run. Pack jogged along behind, losing ground with each step. Micah struggled to stay on his back.

      ‘They missed, kind of, whatever they were. I had to go south. I’ll fly for a while and circle back to you.’ Skirill said, anxiety cracking his thought voice. As an afterthought, he added, ‘I’m scared.’

      He didn’t need to say it. They were all instantly scared. Braden slowed Max and waited for Pack to catch up. He looked at Micah, who nodded.

      “It looks kind of like a Blaster,” she said. “We can’t fight that.”

      “Who’s using it?” Braden asked, thinking out loud. No one in the caravan had the answer.

      He wanted to get closer where he could use his telescope. Micah was right about him. He needed to see things for himself.
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      Skirill made it back to them, his tail feathers scorched. He saw Bots in the oasis, more like the Mirror Beast from the first oasis they had come across. He wasn’t sure if there were the smaller Maintenance Bots. There were deer, too. A few small buildings stood in the middle of the trees, but nothing like the structure with the rooms where Braden had rested at Oasis Zero One.

      They stopped on a small hill between them and the land oasis as they talked, while Braden looked through his rudimentary telescope. He showed Micah how to hold the glass in place with the wrapped stiff hide. Big lens at the front, small at the back. Bring the image into focus by squeezing the middle of the hide while looking through the small end.

      They saw what Skirill told them was there. Two Mirror Beasts at the perimeter, buildings standing among the trees. The trees were more like what they’d seen in the rainforest, otherwise, it looked no different from the oases in the Great Desert.

      Master Aadi was on the ground, struggling mightily to walk the last few steps to the top of the hill. No wonder he floated everywhere. G-War crouched low, watching.

      “Are you sure the light came from the Mirror Beast?” Braden asked Skirill as they crouched by the hilltop.

      “Yesss. It was clear. ‘irror ‘east. They are di’’erent ‘ro’ the desert ‘east,” Skirill said out loud in his hissing Hawkoid voice. “They ha’e ar’s.”

      “They have arms. Interesting. The desert Beast didn’t attack us, so I agree. These are different, Ess, and you have some burnt feathers to prove it. The question is, what do we do now?”

      “We leave,” Micah said firmly. “We get the crap away from here.”

      Braden looked at her. She was pragmatic, a survivor, not a coward. He wished he could leave, but he had traveled a long way to get here. Turning around so close to his goal was too much like failure. He didn’t like to fail.

      Sanctuary was supposed to be destroyed. This oasis said otherwise. It said something survived, something more powerful than the Bots in Oasis Zero One. Braden buried his face in the dirt as he wrestled with himself. What was it about the Old Tech that drew him?

      Maybe it wasn’t the Old Tech as much as the knowledge it represented. Braden wanted answers. He wanted to know if people survived on Cygnus VI. He wanted to know what went wrong and how could they fix it. He wanted the best of both worlds, an incredible bed to sleep in and land to hunt. He wanted people to smile as the hologram had smiled. Every tidbit he learned about the ancients made him think of more questions.

      He needed to know.

      “Let’s make camp. We can sleep on it,” he told Micah. Braden had no intention of sleeping.
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      As the sun disappeared to the west and darkness settled over them, Braden rolled into his blanket, back toward Micah. She did the same thing. Sleep did not come easily to her. Braden rolled back to watch her, waiting for his moment.

      He woke with a start. He had fallen asleep and it was now well toward sunrise. Micah was breathing deeply and slowly. She was asleep.

      Leaving his blanket on the ground, he carefully adjusted his belt pouch, his long knife, and recurve bow. With one last look at Micah’s sleeping form, he carefully walked away.

      Two eyes gleamed at him from the darkness.

      Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs sat near the top of the hill, waiting for him.

      Braden leaned down and whispered, “You know I have to do this.”

      ‘I know it. I don’t support it,’ the ‘cat said with a sharp edge to his thought voice.

      “I’d ask you to come along, but I know that you and Bots don’t exactly see things the same way.”

      ‘I shall come regardless. It can’t do this alone.’

      “No, it can’t,” came Micah’s voice from behind him.

      “Holy crap! You scared the hell out of me. Don’t sneak up on people like that!”

      “Don’t sneak away and I wouldn’t have to. Where do you think you’re going?” she asked.

      “You know where I’m going. Your real question is why,” Braden answered. She waited. He knew she was glaring at him, although he could only see her outline in the darkness of the early morning.

      “I need to know, Micah. I need to know why and what. I need to know about Cygnus VI. How can the ancients harness the power of the sun? How do they control the weather? So many questions. They weigh on me.”

      “The more you learn, the more you want to learn? Remember when you didn’t know any of this existed? There was no Cygnus VI. Why does it matter now?” she asked softly as she moved closer to him, the starlight glinting in her eyes.

      “I don’t want to learn. I have to learn. I have to know,” Braden repeated himself, emphasizing his point.

      “I don’t understand and I definitely don’t think this is worth risking all our lives. But I’m in. We’re all in. Now don’t get us killed!” she directed. Braden shook his head.

      “No. I’m not going to risk your lives. This is mine, my risk.”

      “You should have thought of that before we came here. If you go all the way, so do we. Sometimes you seem really smart and then there’s the rest of the time.” She leaned forward, smiling, their noses almost touching. With a quick motion, she had him by both arms, pushing him backwards, slamming him on the ground. His bow dug harshly into his back.

      She pinned him to the ground. He stopped fighting. She leaned in and kissed him fiercely. His breath caught. She bit his lip as she pulled back.

      “I might even like you if you ever pull your head out of your butt.” She stood up, then headed back down the hill to their small camp. Braden lay there, wondering what just happened. He wasn’t sure he liked it. However he was certain that when they went to the oasis, it would be all of them.
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      At the camp, they ate in silence. Max and Pack got up when they saw that the humans were awake. They grazed contentedly on the grasses of the wasted rolling plains.

      Aadi watched everything. ‘Fascinating,’ was all he said.

      “Everyone can just stop the madness!” Braden blurted out. “Fine. We’re all in this together. Here’s how it’s going to go. Micah and I up front, the rest of you behind us. They already shot at Skirill. At the oasis, they wouldn’t recognize you guys to open a door. They see humans differently. I’m counting on that.

      “Master Aadi, do you mind if Skirill rides you? It would be too long of a walk otherwise. He can hop down as we get close, if that’s okay with you both.”

      ‘I’ve never been ridden before, Master Human. How would he hold on?’

      “We can tie a blanket on. Ess can grip the rope?” he asked more than told. The Tortoid blinked a couple times, so they turned to. In short order, the blanket was held tightly in place by a rope wrapped around his body. He floated and swam to show that it didn’t restrict him. Skirill beat his powerful wings twice, lifting him into the air so he could glide gently onto Aadi’s back. He settled in, one talon gripping tightly.

      “They shall sing songs of Skirill’s march to battle, a Tortoid as his mighty steed!” Braden laughed. Micah looked on, mouth agape at the view of a Hawkoid riding a floating Tortoid.

      ‘Now, Master Human, we do what we must. No need to poke fun. I swear that you shall never have the pleasure of a Tortoid ride. One turn, it could have kept your feet dry. Master Micah, you are welcome any time should we need to cross a swamp or river.’

      “Yes, indeed. Everyone punish the bad Braden. When we all die this morning, you’ll feel bad that your last words were so hurtful.” Micah stepped forward, making a fist in Braden’s direction. “Okay, okay. You all win. When we survive this, and I say when, not if, we’ll sit down and talk about how much we can charge children for a Master Aadi ride. Instead of trading, maybe we can start a traveling circus?” They looked at him.

      “A circus. Performers who do strange things for money.”

      Aadi looked at him without blinking and slowly shook his head. Skirill bobbed as he did when he laughed. G-War sat silently by. He rarely found Braden’s humor to be funny.

      ‘Life or death awaits us over that hill,’ Aadi said in a soft thought voice. ‘We go, as friends, on a quest for knowledge. We will succeed together or not at all. Master Braden, lead on. Where you go, we follow.’
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      They walked toward the oasis, Micah and Braden side by side to block the view of their three companions. They walked boldly in the early morning sun, heads high, eyes alert.

      “Here comes one,” Braden said more calmly than he felt as one of the strange Mirror Beasts broke out of the trees and headed toward them. It picked up speed quickly. He appeared to hover like the Tortoid, but he didn’t have to swim to move.

      They stopped, not having to wait long before the Beast arrived. It hovered in front of them briefly. Then in a booming voice that seemed to come from everywhere, it said, “Greetings, Caretaker. Will you require escort to the New Command Center?”

      “Caretaker? Again? Why are you calling me that?” Braden asked. He could hear G-War’s sigh behind him.

      “You carry the band of a Caretaker. You are the Caretaker of Oasis Zero One.” Braden dug into his pouch and pulled out the item he had taken from the repair shop. The hologram called it a watch. He strapped it on his wrist.

      “Yes, I am,” Braden answered boldly. “I didn’t know the New Command Center existed. Explain.” Braden fell quickly into the role that seemed to resonate with the Mirror Beast. It was wider than they were tall, taller than they stood, with arms that seemed more human than the tentacles of the Maintenance Bots. It shined and glimmered like the Mirror Beast at Oasis Zero Three. He expected it would resist any attack upon it.

      “The New Command Center became functional three years ago. Hundreds of years ago, after the last attack, one Bot remained, far underground. It took resources to reestablish infrastructure. Over time, it dug the ore, processed the ore, and built the Bots it needed to build more Bots. It had to build the manufacturing facility from scratch. It built the New Command Center based on the design of the original Command Center.”

      “You know what happened? You said war. Tell me.”

      “This unit is a Mark V Security Robot. It is not programmed to teach history. This unit has access to a system which has logged that the event happened. That is all. This unit is programmed to provide security for the New Command Center. Your band allows you access. You may pass.”

      “Access. To other humans?”

      “No. You are the first human to return,” the Bot responded in its unemotional, mechanical voice.

      “What about my friends?”

      “The other human is your guest. She may pass.”

      “What about my other friends? The ones behind me. You attacked one yesterday. You are not to attack any of them. They are my guests.”

      “These mutants are not in our system. They could be enemies. Do you wish me to log them into my system as enemies?”

      “No. Log them as friends. No harm is to come to them,” Braden said firmly, then repeated himself. “They are my friends. They are the Caretaker’s friends.”

      “They will be protected like all creatures known to us and accepted into our system as non-combatants and allies.”

      “Shall we then?” Braden asked his companions. Only Micah nodded. The others remained wary. Skirill looked back at his scorched tail feathers. He hoped the mechanical creature would stay true to its word.

      “Your blaster is in need of repair and charging. Give it to this unit and it will be taken care of it. It will be returned when it is ready.” Micah hesitated briefly. The chance of getting it charged was worth the risk of not getting it back. If it was in the hands of the Security Bot, then no other human could get it and misuse it. She handed it over. The Bot took it, turned, and headed toward the oasis at a pace that they could follow.
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      The oasis was similar in style to Zero One, but much larger. The trees seemed natural to this part of Vii, and not strange like the ones in the desert. This oasis didn’t have big buildings, though.

      The Security Bot took them to a nondescript building, one of three. Braden saw the roll-up door on the building next door which suggested it would be the repair shop. The third building lacked windows. Braden couldn’t guess what that building was for.

      Once they arrived at the building of the Bot’s choice, it left them while it entered the building with the roll-up door.

      Braden peeked inside. It was nearly identical to the shop at Oasis Zero One. He walked the few steps back to the building the Bot had guided them to. With a shrug, he stepped close to the door. It opened. They went inside--the humans, G-War, and Aadi with Skirill on his back, still clinging to the rope.

      There was nothing in the room except another set of doors. These looked like they slid to the side. Braden stepped close. Nothing.

      Micah looked at a protrusion beside the door. It was lit. She touched it and it dinged in response. The doors opened to a very small room. They wouldn’t all fit.

      “Do you mind staying here, Master Aadi, Ess?” Braden asked.

      “We ha’e no ‘lace ‘etter to go,” Skirill answered for both of them. Braden turned back to see the doors close. He tried the button and the doors opened again.

      He stepped inside, followed by Micah and G-War. They stood in the room, anxiety rising as the doors closed. G-War panicked and launched his furry body at the doors, claws scratching their surface.

      The doors didn’t move, but the room did. It started slowly and then picked up speed. It was dropping. They had the sensation of falling, but only briefly. The room slowed to a stop, and the doors opened.

      G-War launched himself through as soon as he could fit. Micah and Braden hurried out shortly thereafter.

      They were in a huge room. It was dark, but well lit. It was Old Tech. Everywhere they looked, they saw screens like the ones at the oasis. They saw tables and chairs. One complete wall consisted of a hundred windows with fantastic views. Their eyes couldn’t take in everything there was to see. Braden looked for G-War.

      “G! Where are you?” he called. No answer. He started to fear for the ‘cat. He reached out with his emotions, finally touching his friend, who was almost insane with fear. There. He was under one of the tables. His eyes were wide in the darkness. He crouched, his claws extended.

      Braden reached out and the ‘cat reacted, striking his arm with a claw but not raking it. Blood started to pool in the puncture wounds. “It’s okay, G. I’m here. Come. I’ll shield you.” Braden scooped up the ‘cat and held him close. G-War buried his head under Braden’s arm. He felt the ‘cat relax slightly. Micah reached over and stroked the ‘cat’s back, purring to him.

      With G-War, they walked slowly around the various seats and looked at the screens, but didn't touching anything. Braden looked for a place like the one he used when he talked with the hologram, but there wasn’t anything like that.

      The wall of windows was actually a wall made up of small screens, melded together. It was like looking through the eyes of a hundred different Hawkoids. He pointed at one screen for Micah. She looked closely.

      “That’s Max and Pack,” she said, fear creeping into her voice. “How can they see them from here? Where is ‘here’?”

      “I think we’re underground. The Security Bot told us that one Bot was underground when the war finished. There has to be a hologram here somewhere.” He looked around to no avail.

      Without anyone to answer their questions, they were lost as to what to do next. They understood that some of the screens showed parts of the world. Others showed images, like some he had drawn in his rudder.

      Braden continued to absently pet G-War as he cradled the ‘cat tightly in his arms.

      “Time to go. We can’t do this to G. Maybe we’ll come back, but this is enough for now.” They went back to the doors to the moving room and pressed the button. The doors opened and they stepped in. The room moved, upward this time.

      When the doors opened, both Aadi and Skirill looked at them wide-eyed. ‘We are ecstatic that you have returned!’ Master Aadi blinked rapidly as he spoke. Looking at the ‘cat in Braden’s arms, he asked fearfully, ‘What happened to the Golden Warrior?’

      “It’s a bit busy down there. Later, we’ll be able to describe it. But for this turn, we’ve seen enough.” When the sunshine struck the ‘cat’s fur, he looked up, then wiggled to let Braden know he was alright to get down. Like putting a baby in a crib, Braden gently put G-War on the ground. His fur stuck up in various places around his body.

      Braden dropped to his knees as the ‘cat’s instantaneous rage consumed him. G-War bolted into the brush, attacking something there. Micah was first after him as Braden struggled to his feet.

      She arrived in time to see G-War ripping a rabbit apart. It had probably died with the first slash, but the ‘cat needed to expend its energy. He shredded the rabbit, spattering blood across the ground, spreading fur and entrails. The ‘cat’s slashing slowed, then stopped.

      He staggered a few steps, then puked up his smoked venison from breakfast. Braden, back on all fours, heaved up his breakfast, too. Then G-War sat and calmly licked his paw, grooming his face and whiskers.

      Micah watched for a few heartbeats, until Braden stood up, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. “Feel like kissing me now?” he asked as he spit to the side. His insides still rebelled at the emotional overload the ‘cat had shared. Micah smiled, knowing that Braden’s joke meant he was okay. It meant that the ‘cat was okay.

      Most importantly, it meant they‘d survived. Earlier that daylight, she was sure they would not.

      They walked to the repair shop. The door obediently opened and they went inside. The Security Bot was nowhere to be seen, but Micah’s Blaster was plugged into a device by the wall. The light was green, and as Braden had learned, green was good. So they removed the blaster. She holstered it, being careful not to put her finger on the trigger. She had seen what the blaster could do, although she had never fired it herself. She didn’t want to find out while they were inside the building.

      Braden looked around for anything small of value. He settled on some of the coated copper strings, then decided against them.

      If he showed up in the north and was trading in Old Tech, then others would come here. He didn’t want any others here. The ones to be trusted, like Micah, would avoid this place for what it represented. Others would come for that very reason.
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      Braden hunted the Security Bot down to ask if they were safe to go and then come back. Any of them. The Bot confirmed that they were safe. The humans and their companions would always travel securely in the area guarded by the Security Bots.

      Skirill, with some trepidation, took to the sky and winged quickly away, staying low to the ground and flying erratically until he was past the hill. Beyond it, they saw him gracefully climb high and make lazy circles against the blue backdrop of the sunny sky.

      Aadi seemed indifferent to it all. Braden suspected he was thinking. They had again experienced a great deal of new information, and the Tortoid had to think it all over before he formed an opinion. G-War was back to himself, although he seemed a little less sure than before. They knew he had to be hungry, so Micah asked Braden to take a deer using his bow. The deer in the land oasis were unafraid of humans. Braden felt like he was shooting sheep in a pen, but they needed the meat. He took a smaller buck with one clean shot at close range.

      Working together, Braden and Micah field dressed it. Each grabbing a leg, they dragged it between them as they left the oasis and headed back to their camp.

      The rest of the daylight passed uneventfully. It took a good deal of work to gather enough grass to make a fire to smoke some of the meat. G-War ate his fill of the raw venison, as did Aadi and Skirill. Braden and Micah enjoyed the first tender slices once they were cooked sufficiently.

      No one talked. Braden finally remembered the wounds on his arm. He used some water to wash them, then a little bit of their precious numbweed to take out the sting. How long had it been since they needed the numbweed last? That was a good sign.

      But water was getting in short supply. They needed to get back to the rainforest or bring the horses to the oasis. With Braden wearing the watch--that is, his Caretaker band--he should be able to get the horses logged into the system. Then they could eat and drink, get refreshed. Same for all of them. They needed the rest. He hoped the companions weren’t so traumatized from the experience that they wouldn’t go back. At least he and Micah could take the horses.

      In the end, they all agreed to go to the oasis. G-War’s and Skirill’s fear was palpable. Only time would relieve that, Braden thought, along with the humans helping to keep them calm.

      Braden wasn’t worried. He knew that he would find answers here. He was confident that his friends would not be harmed. His road had been long and dangerous, and he felt that he’d earned this opportunity to learn more. All of them had earned this knowledge.

      There was more to do, so much more.

      He was Free Trader Braden and they were the Caravan from Warren Deep.
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      The companions found themselves on a hillside, enjoying a breakfast of venison, freshly reheated over a small fire of field grass. Braden and Micah had no luck recounting to the others what they’d seen in the Command Center. The Hillcat simply called it a place of terror and shut down further discussion.

      The animal companions were not comfortable inside buildings, and they never would be. Only the humans would make a return trip inside.

      As long as the Security Bots left the other members of the caravan alone.

      Golden Warrior of the Stone Cliffs was an orange tabby Hillcat. Braden called him G-War. His back was above a man’s knee, his body the length of a man’s arm, and his claws were as sharp as the finest blades. With his quickness and mutant ability to see a short distance into the future, G-War was one of the deadliest creatures in Warren Deep. Despite all this, his real gift was his ability to mindlink and talk with nearly any creature. The only things he feared were the mechanical creations of the ancients known as Bots.

      Skirill was a magnificent Hawkoid who had joined Braden and G-War when they found him, injured from a fight with a mutie Bear. His body was similar in size to the Hillcat, but when he unfolded his wings, they were wider than a man was tall. He could be airborne with one hop and a single beat of his massive wings. His hooked beak was a thing to fear, but his greatest weapon was his claws. He struck from above or behind, ripping and lifting. Thanks to G-War, Skirill could share what he saw as he flew. He didn’t miss much as he had the eyes of a Hawkoid.

      Aadi, First Master of the Tortoid Consortium, had joined the caravan as they traveled across the Great Desert. He found Braden and the others to be interesting. It was refreshing for him to speak with them, his wisdom otherwise wasted in silence. He floated and swam through the air, with a powerful beak, although his real weapon was a focused thunderclap. The Tortoid could deliver all the sound of thunder into one small space. It usually left the victims unable to move. In the case of the Old Tech Bots, it was more destructive.

      Micah had been the last to join the caravan. She was from the area south of the Great Desert, called Devaney’s Barren by the ancients. She was running from an arranged marriage because she had killed the groom-to-be while injuring his father, and she had taken their revered blaster on her way out. She believed that they wouldn’t allow her to return to her village of Trent. Her body belied an incomparable physical strength. Now that she was free of her village, she found her place as a warrior, although she was learning the nuance of trade.

      Braden was the reluctant leader of the caravan and the companions, having fallen into it when he saved a drowning Hillcat ten cycles ago. Since then, he always preferred the company of animals. His parents left the Caravan Guild, ending their careers as Free Traders, and Braden followed in their footsteps, becoming a Free Trader, plying the areas outside the influence of the Guild.

      Braden also carried a weapon from the ancients, but this one needed no power beyond his own physical strength. He called it a Rico Bow, although that was an aberration of the term recurve bow. The second curve of the Old Tech material made it possible for him to shoot arrows further and more accurately than any other weapon.

      Braden’s greatest strength was his vision for a better future. That’s why he led the caravan. The companions believed in him because he believed in what was possible. Braden’s vision and planning made it possible for the caravan to cross the Great Desert, a feat no one had managed before.

      The six companions of the caravan were joined by two horses that Braden had managed to trade for in Cameron, the southernmost town of the Caravan Guild’s territory. Max and Pack weren’t mutants, but were still equal members of the caravan, and at times, more important. During their passage through the Amazon, Aadi’s negotiations with the Lizard Men had saved the horses’ lives.
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      Braden and Micah gnawed their smoked venison in silence. They’d argued about how to approach the oasis, neither satisfied and no decision made. Micah wanted to leave the companions at the camp while only she and Braden went in. Braden wanted the others to have free run of the oasis where they could eat and drink as they wished.

      As the so-called Caretaker, Braden held some sway over the massive Security Bots. He’d found a bracelet that showed time in the ancients’ way. This also identified him as the Caretaker of Oasis Zero One and gave him preferred treatment at the New Command Center. He expected that he could tell the Security Bot to log the horses into the system, so they would be free to roam the fertile area while Braden and Micah were occupied underground.

      “As long as we are the only ones in the system, I think the Security Bots will protect us,” Braden said, thinking out loud.

      “Protect us from who?” Micah asked.

      “Say that merry band from a certain village with a broken-armed old man show up looking for their blaster…”

      “Then I would be happy to shoot them with this very blaster. Maybe we can shoot it before we go back?” Micah suggested, and Braden liked the idea. It was a tool and they needed to know how to use it.

      They set up a patch of ground and walked twenty-five strides away. Micah held the blaster in front of her as she had seen the old man do. She pulled back on the trigger using the pointer fingers of both hands. The blaster bucked slightly in her hands. Not knowing what to expect, she had a death grip on it. After firing it, she stood, mesmerized.

      The air smelled funny, as if the very sky had burned. A ragged beam of light launched forward, scorching the spot on the ground and many small areas around it. The grasses at the edge started to burn, while the center of the blast site was gone, burned to smoldering cinders.

      Braden ran forward and stomped out the fires. The last thing they needed was a wildfire racing across the rolling hills. Braden, smoke swirling around his feet, looked back at Micah.

      She still hadn’t moved after firing the blaster, her eyes locked on the scorched earth of her target. Braden put his hands up, palms toward her.

      “Relax and put the blaster down, Micah,” he said soothingly. Slowly, she looked up at him. Her mouth worked, but nothing came out.

      Braden let out a whoop of celebration and jumped into the air, pumping his fist as he did so. “Now that’s a weapon!”

      Micah put the blaster on the ground and stepped back. Braden picked it up and looked at it in awe. He aimed it at the spot, looking around to make sure nothing was coming, and then depressed the trigger as Micah had done.

      It kicked in his hands, but he held it firm. It discharged its flame into the ground. Braden held the trigger down, and the blaster continued to throw flame and light forward until Micah grabbed him from behind.

      “Let go! Let go!” He realized what she was saying and finally let up on the trigger. “Just pull it once and let it go. What the hell were you trying to do?”

      “Sorry. I didn’t know. I never saw a blaster fire before and I sure as crap never fired anything like this. I have a bow, remember?” Braden was more than a little miffed at Micah’s scolding. She took the blaster from his hands and put it in the holster as she bolted toward their target.

      The new fires grew quickly. She tried stamping them out, but the flames were already fierce.

      Braden pulled her away and they ran to the camp to collect their stuff. Max and Pack were trying to run from the fires, but they were hobbled. Braden and Micah loosened the bonds while holding their reins, then swung into the saddles. G-War ran the opposite direction, which took him straight toward the oasis. Aadi swam as quickly as he could in the same direction. Skirill was much calmer as he took wing and flew above the mounting chaos of the wildfire.

      They kicked the horses to a gallop and raced past Aadi, who was still behind the fleet Hillcat. They pulled up shortly to see the progress of the fire. It moved slowly after the initial rage. When they ripped out the prairie grasses to make their cook fires, they’d created fire breaks. There wasn’t much to burn, but what there was, burned well.

      Knowing they still wouldn’t be able to put out the fire, they turned and continued toward the oasis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3 – Back to the Oasis

          

        

      

    

    
      As Braden and Micah approached the oasis, one Security Bot floated gracefully, yet quickly, toward them.

      “Add the creatures we ride to your system, Master Security Bot. They are called horses.”

      “The horses are added,” it responded instantly.

      “Tell me, what is this place called?” Braden asked.

      “It is the New Command Center.”

      “That’s the place at the bottom of the little room that moves. What’s the area up here called? We can’t keep calling it the New Command Center.” Micah looked at Braden. Of all the things to ask, this wasn’t on any of her lists.

      “The elevator takes you to the New Command Center. The surface area above the New Command Center is called the New Command Center.”

      “Elevator you called it. Okay. I tell you what, put this into your system. We’re going to call this place New Sanctuary.”

      “I have added that name to the system.”

      “While we’re here, will you protect us from our enemies? All of us?” Micah asked, sweeping her arm to take in Aadi, G-War, and Skirill.

      “Yes. When an enemy is so defined in our system, we will protect the Caretaker and his guests. The only enemies currently listed in the system are James Warren and his followers.”

      “Who is James Warren?” Braden asked, although he knew that he was the founder of Warren Deep.

      “James Warren is a bio-geneticist who rebelled against the proper authority of Sanctuary, ultimately waging war on the peaceful people of the south. We were programmed to protect against his forces should they try to seize the capital city. His last known location was north of Devaney’s Barren.”

      “Warren Deep,” Braden whispered. He, G-War, and Skirill were all the result of what James Warren had done in the north. That’s why muties were treated as enemies in the south. Warren was their creator.

      “Master Security Bot. James Warren and his followers are no longer enemies. We achieved peace hundreds of cycles, I mean years, ago. Do you agree that the last known battles were that long ago?”

      “I concur. The new information is added to the system. There are no enemies currently listed in the system.”

      Braden and Micah looked at each other and nodded. The ability to direct the Security Bots was unexpected, but welcome.

      “Without enemies, this unit has no tasks to perform,” the Security Bot said as it remained motionless.

      “Can you put out that fire?” Micah offered, not knowing what they could get from the Security Bot.

      “Yes. Is that the Caretaker’s command?”

      “Yes, please. Put that fire out!” Braden said in his most commanding voice, smirking as he looked at Micah. She shook her head and smiled. Braden’s smirk faded. He knew that she could take the bracelet away from him if she wanted. It was by pure chance that he had it, and luck was probably not the best method of picking a leader.

      “Okay. Yes, I know. Next time we find a New Command Center, you get to be the Caretaker…”

      With a couple beeps, the Security Bot bolted past the horses, scaring them. A second Security Bot appeared from behind the trees of New Sanctuary and headed toward the fires as well. The Bots bracketed the area and without the aid of water, systematically reduced the fires until only smoke remained. They hadn’t gone into the flames, but stood apart as they floated back and forth.

      “How’d they do that?” Braden asked rhetorically. Micah shrugged, happy the fires were out. She didn’t want to be responsible for the wanton destruction of the grasslands as they struggled to grow out of the previous wasteland of Sanctuary.

      That must have been one hell of a war. With creatures like the Security Bots, it was amazing that any humans survived at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4 – The Hologram

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a small pond at one end of New Sanctuary, as Braden had dubbed it. There were deer, rabbits, trees, and plenty of undergrowth, including grasses. All the animal companions would be able to eat, drink, and rest.

      It even had an area cultivated like Oasis Zero One, but it was orders of magnitude larger. The fields extended far beyond the oasis, over the hill to the south and west, and well into the next valley.

      Fields like this meant there had to be a fabricator somewhere.  Braden’s mouth instantly watered at the thought. A fabricator meant brownies. He wondered if Micah would like them.

      To find out, they had to find the fabricator. They had not yet gone into the third building.

      They settled the horses by turning them loose, and they waded into the pond to take a deep drink. They didn’t need to be hobbled because there was no reason for them to leave and nowhere for them to go. Everything they wanted to eat or drink was here.

      G-War bolted after a rabbit, whose life ended shortly thereafter. Skirill also indulged while Master Aadi floated around serenely, enjoying taking in moisture through his feet.

      “Master Aadi, are you going to be fine here?” Braden looked at the Tortoid, despite knowing he couldn’t read his body language.

      ‘Yes, Master Human. I have much to think about. Time is what I would like the most of. Run along, both of you. We will be here when you return.’

      “Are you hungry at all? Is there anything we can get you?” Micah asked.

      ‘No. I ate my fill at the Lizard Men’s celebration and that was only a few sleeps ago. I do not need to eat for a while still. But thank you for asking. You are always so kind.’

      Braden didn’t know how to take that, but his ego felt bruised. He wanted to think that he looked out for all of them, then again, having five views of the same problem made him five times smarter, didn’t it?

      “Let’s plug your blaster in while we check out the last building. I think I burned off a lot of its ancient magic. Sorry about that, by the way.”

      “That’s okay. You’ll never touch it again, so I know it won’t be a problem. Boys and their toys and all that.”

      There were moments in life where he felt safe. This was one of them. The powerful Security Bots guarded New Sanctuary. His companions were enjoying the fruits of the oasis, while he and Micah were comfortable in each other’s company. He rarely could completely be himself.

      “Ass,” Braden mumbled with a smile.

      “I am in the exalted company of the Golden Warrior. How precious!” Micah laughed and bowed.

      “The windowless building awaits. After you?” he offered.

      “I don’t think so. Old Tech is your thing, not mine.  Lead on.”

      They went to the repair shop first and carefully put the blaster into the rack where they had recovered it previously. Nothing had changed in the shop, so they moved on.

      The door to the third building opened as they approached it.  Inside was a stairway that led down.  To the side, there was an elevator. They looked at each other and together they said, “The steps.”

      They went down, below ground level and they kept descending. The stairs were well lit by methods only known to the ancients. Braden and Micah simply accepted the lights, not wasting time trying to figure out how they worked.

      The steps ended in a hallway with doors on both sides. A hand panel was to the right of each door, like Braden had seen at Oasis Zero One. He held his hand against the panel by the first door and it flashed red.

      “We have to find the hologram so it can assign us rooms, then we’ll be able to enter. I suspect there’s a fabricator behind each door.” He left it at that, expecting Micah to ask the question.

      She didn’t. Instead, she turned to the door on the other side of the hallway. “What’s this say?”

      Before this, Braden hadn’t known whether Micah could read or not. It was uncommon in the north for any child to grow up without learning to read.  Braden was especially well schooled because of a trader’s duty to keep the rudder up to date.

      “It says Office. Yes, we should have tried there first. Good catch.” He stepped forward, then hesitated. “I’m teaching you how to read.”

      As they stood there posturing, a scrabbling sound came from the other end of the hallway. They couldn’t see what made the noise, but they sprang to action. Micah cleanly pulled her sword while Braden smoothly nocked an arrow to his bow.

      A Server Bot appeared from one room and rolled purposefully to the next. As the door obediently opened, it rolled inside. The door closed behind it.

      “Just a Server Bot. It cleans the rooms, if I’m not mistaken.” With that, he looked for the panel next to the office door. There wasn’t one. He walked toward it, where it opened by sliding into the wall. Inside, the arrangement looked exactly like what he had seen at Oasis Zero One.

      “Bullseye!” he shouted and walked briskly to where the hologram should be.

      Without fail, the friendly image appeared and the familiar voice greeted him.

      “Welcome to New Sanctuary, Caretaker. How can I be of service?”

      “It is great to see you again! You called it New Sanctuary? Why?”

      “That is the most recent entry in the system for what was once called the New Command Center. Do you wish a room, Caretaker?”

      “Yes, please. Two rooms, next to each other. You have fabricators, right?”

      “Yes, we have fabricators. We have all the amenities of a standard residential facility.”

      “Tell me about this place. What is it for?” Braden asked.

      “This is the New Command Center, built while war was still assumed. With the war over, as noted today, this facility will be central in rebuilding the world as envisioned by President Ansell three hundred eighty-two years ago.”

      “It took nearly four-hundred cycles…” Braden still had difficulty comprehending how the world clawed its way back from the destruction the ancients wreaked on it. To help him, he followed his train of thought out loud, while Micah watched. “For us to get where we are from where we were, nearly four-hundred cycles. It’ll take another ten thousand before we realize President Ansell’s vision, I expect, unless we turn everything over to the Bots. I don’t think I want to do that, although they can make the desert grow…” Braden drifted. The Bots were built by man all those cycles ago, but now, they no longer needed man to build more Bots. The Mirror Beast, that is, the Development Unit could not be harmed. Braden also felt that the Security Bots were invincible. He could conceive of no way to defeat them.

      The only way was to control them.

      “Is there anyone anywhere beside the Caretaker, that is, besides me, who can give orders?”

      “No. You are the only human we have been in contact with. You have the highest ranking active position.”

      Braden looked at Micah slyly. “What if I told you that isn’t true?” He paused for effect. Micah's eyes shot wide open, but before she could say anything, he continued, “Micah is the President. Is that the highest rank? If not, then she’s whatever the most important position is.”

      “Thank you. I will update our system. Welcome, President Micah. Your android assistant is not yet ready for service. In the meantime, will you find a Service Bot satisfactory?”

      “You are such an ass! Did you ever think to ask before pulling something like this?”

      Braden was crushed. He thought it was a good idea. Maybe she’d warm up to it. He would explain when they were in a more private place. “No arguing in front of the kids, please.” Braden tried to lighten the mood, pointing at the hologram with a tilt of his head. “I’ll explain and then you can quit if you like. Are our rooms ready?”

      “Yes. President Micah, please hold up your hands so you can be entered into our system. All units will be updated with your status and let me be the first to welcome you to New Sanctuary. I hope you find your stay to be pleasing as well as refreshing.” The hologram finished on sugary notes with a wide smile and grandiose gestures.

      Micah held up her hands, while giving Braden a halfhearted ice-cold glare. He was relieved that she was already less angry. Someone had to be in charge, didn’t they? She was mad when it was him and mad when it was her. He was convinced that he would never understand women.
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      Braden was surprised that they weren’t given rooms closest to the office, but in fact the opposite, their rooms were at the far end of the corridor. It seemed like a hassle going so far. The Service Bot waited for them as they left the office, and they dutifully followed it down a long hallway, then left, to the end of a second long hallway.

      On one side was a long empty space and a single door. On the other side, the doors were spaced evenly as they were on both sides of the first corridor.

      Micah put her hand against the panel as Braden had showed her. The door slid into the wall and they went inside. This wasn’t a room, but a series of rooms, plush with different areas for different things. Couches, overstuffed chairs, long tables with many chairs, a kitchen area, and a large bathing area. There was even a small pond. And then there was the bedroom, the most grandiose of all.

      Micah could never have imagined such a thing existed. She pushed down on the bed with two hands, feeling how soft and welcoming it was.

      “Maybe it’s okay to be the President,” she said with a big smile.

      Braden’s room was like the one he had at the oasis. It was all he needed, but as he thought about it, there was plenty of space in Micah’s room and he didn’t like the companions separated as they were.

      He suggested that they stay in the same room. The couches were far better than his usual sleeping arrangements.

      Most importantly, the room had fabricators. He wanted to show Micah how they worked, so he asked her to go into the kitchen area with him.

      “Oh fabricator, I would like four brownies please.” The familiar hum returned along with the joyous ding, signaling the food was ready.

      Micah looked curiously at him. He pushed the button to open the door and pulled out the plate. “Try these. They are like happiness and sunshine in one little cake.” To show his faith in the Old Tech, he took one brownie and bit it in half. It seemed to be better than he remembered. He closed his eyes and savored the moment.

      Micah’s curiosity was piqued. She took one and sampled a corner of it. Then proceeded to devour it and two others while Braden watched. She was in her own personal heaven.

      When she finished, Braden ordered two glasses of water. Micah came from a rough village where the drinking vessels were made of pottery, like in the north. She’d heard of glass, but hadn’t seen any. Braden cautioned her not to break the glass, so she drank tentatively.

      “The fabricator doesn’t do meat real well, but other dishes hit the spot. Are you still hungry?”

      “Not really. What do you think we should do now?”

      “We have to check in with the others, make sure they’re okay, let them know that we’re fine. Then maybe we can go to the Command Center. Let’s check with the hologram and see if she can meet us in there. We need someone to explain to us what we’re seeing.”

      Micah agreed, although she looked longingly back at the decadence of the bedroom, the pool, the couches. Even her wildest dreams hadn’t shown her such a place.

      On their way out, they talked with the hologram, who assured them that there was another hologram in the New Command Center. All they had to do was ask for Holly while standing in front of the wall of screens. She didn’t think it was very becoming, but that’s how the original Command Center had been programmed, so the name was replicated.
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      “How are you doing, Master Aadi?” Braden asked the floating Tortoid. Aadi slowly opened his eyes and fixed his gaze on the human.

      ‘I was having the most magnificent dream, where I slept in peace, no one disturbing me. It was glorious, but alas, just a dream.’ Sometimes it was hard to tell when Aadi was being sarcastic, but not this time.

      “Well then, we’ll leave you to it. Dream away, Master Tortoid.” Braden bowed deeply, Micah joining him in paying homage. Master Aadi’s eyes slowly closed as he sought to return to his dreams which were decidedly not about sleeping. The Tortoid’s dream was about a mystical world, where everyone got along, where they explored art and nature together, respectful of each other.

      That was the real dream. If only all humans were more like Braden and Micah, then maybe peace would come. But he was old. How much time did he have left? No longer dreaming, Aadi rested his eyes and contemplated what needed done to support the two humans as they reshaped the world. He knew from the moment he met Braden that this creature was different. He said that he was self-serving, but his actions showed the opposite. And then they met Micah. Braden wasn’t alone in his willingness to serve the greater good.

      There was much planning to accomplish if they were to change the world. Master Aadi smiled to himself at the possibilities, drifting back toward happy dreams.

      Braden and Micah found G-War sleeping in a sunny spot. He was sprawled on his side, tongue hanging out of his open mouth. He looked like a snake that swallowed a boulder. His stomach was extended with whatever he had eaten. Maintenance or Server Bots must have cleaned up the kill already. They left the ‘cat to himself. He was comfortable and unafraid, which was how they liked to see him.

      Skirill was in a tall tree watching over the oasis of New Sanctuary. They suspected he had gone in the pond as his feathers glistened in the sunlight. He looked magnificent in the trees, sitting stately.

      “Hi, Ess! Anything up?”

      “I a’ u’ in the tree. So I guess the answer is ‘e. Skirill is u’,” the Hawkoid answered aloud, gently bobbing his head.

      “Was that a joke? I think you’ve spent too much time with us, Ess.” The Hawkoid ruffled his feathers in response and resumed watching. Even the Hawkoid was in a good mood. Their decision to return had been a good one. When they had to leave, they would be well rested.

      They didn’t have to look far to see Max and Pack grazing. They welcomed the humans because they both got their noses and necks stroked. The horses couldn’t talk, but they could feel. The humans appreciated them and their role in the success of the caravan. Micah gave Pack a kiss on his nose. He snorted and shook his head, then returned to grazing.

      “Well, we’ve avoided it long enough. Shall we?” Braden asked, although it wasn’t a question. He stepped off smartly toward the elevator building.
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      The Command Center was not as intimidating this time. The Old Tech was everywhere, but G-War’s fear wasn’t wearing on them. The room’s workstations looked as if humans would be there at any heartbeat, manning their posts, doing the work of the ancients.

      There was a great deal of background noise from the Old Tech, but none of it was human-made. No one was there. No one was coming.

      Braden held Micah’s hand as they walked together to the wall of screens. It seemed the natural thing to do. “You’re up,” he said.

      “Holly, are you there?” Micah asked tentatively.

      A young man, shimmering as holograms did, appeared in front of them. “How may I be of assistance, Master President?” Micah choked back a laugh, coughing into her hand instead.

      “Yes, please, Holly. Can you explain what this all does?”

      “Of course. I am here to serve. Please relax, as this will take some time. Let us start with the first workstation…” They followed the hologram as he walked to a place on a raised platform. “This is the Command Chief’s workstation…”

      As Braden had experienced before, the ancients’ terminology was completely unknown. They stopped Holly often to define terms, explain what should have been simple concepts. The time passed both quickly and slowly as they went from station to station, from screen to screen. The capabilities of the New Command Center were beyond their understanding, but their real interest lie in the purpose behind it all.

      “Thank you for all that, Holly, and your infinite patience as you helped us to understand.” Braden assumed his best Trader persona. He thought there was a person somewhere behind the hologram and he believed all people deserved to be treated with respect, until they proved they shouldn’t be.

      “Are the people on Cygnus VI still alive?”

      “I don’t have that answer. Communications have not been reestablished because our system has not yet been rebuilt. It is in the construction process. It should be functional within the month. With the loss of our telecommunications, we also lost contact with Earth’s Resettlement Vessel, the RV Traveler. My scopes show it still in a high orbit. It appears to be fully functional, but my data is limited. When we reestablish communications with Cygnus VI, we will also reestablish communication with the Traveler. It will be a full year before the matter transfer components are back online, assuming the systems on Traveler and Cygnus VI are functional.”

      “Earth? Is there another planet out there that we’ve gone to?”

      “The people of the Cygnus system are originally from Earth, a planet located two thousand, four-hundred light years from here.”

      “Everyone is from there?”

      “Yes. It is the home of the human species. The RV Traveler flew through space for many millennia before arriving here. The settlers were in cryo-storage for the trip, revived years before their arrival to best prepare for planetfall. Many stayed on board as the rest colonized Cygnus VII, then Cygnus VI.”

      “Can you show us a picture of the Traveler in the sky?” Braden asked. On the wall of screens, the separate images were replaced by a picture showing a bright spot in the sky. He had always thought that was a small moon. The space ship was yet another example of the titanic capabilities of the ancients. Capabilities that were lost to humans, but not humanity, as the Bots incrementally rebuilt the old world.

      The question remained whether they could harness the power or would they end up shutting it down.

      The image grew larger and larger until the Traveler filled the screens of the front wall. The ship was long, with large sections in the front and back. The middle section connected the front and back sections by use of large rods, pipes, and tubes. The back end had cylindrical shapes that were open to space with darkness filling them. From the sides of the massive ship, various lights blinked. Lights shown through rows of windows at random locations. To Braden and Micah, the RV Traveler looked very much alive.

      “You said something about a transfer system. Do you have a way to travel to that ship?” Micah asked incredulously.

      “Not right now, Master President. Within a year, if the matter transfer systems at both ends are functional, then we will be able to transport to the RV Traveler, and further to Cygnus VI.”
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      When they were back in the sunlight, they didn’t speak. They enjoyed the natural light of the setting sun after the seeming confinement of the Command Center. They walked around the oasis, thinking to themselves about all they heard. It was so much.

      “I can’t even begin to wrap my head around all that,” Braden began.

      “How about a swim? I know where there’s a private pool.” Without waiting, Micah turned toward the entrance to the residential facility. It was cooler underground, plus they hadn’t eaten since they wolfed down the brownies.

      She walked with purpose. Braden expected that she was hungry. He looked forward to a pot pie and talking about what they would do next. Maybe it was as simple as waiting for a cycle and then going to the Traveler.

      Micah stopped at the office so she could instruct the hologram to give Braden access to her room. After the brief stop, she walked down the corridors, slower this time. Even though they were bright, it was unnatural for the modern people of Vii to be underground like this.

      Once in the room, Micah ordered two more brownies. She asked the fabricator if it knew what wine was. Of course it did and it had twenty-seven different types programmed into its database. What would she like to try? Something that went with the brownie. The fabricator recommended a fruity burgundy. She ordered two glasses.

      They sat at a table by the small pool, sipping the wine and eating their first, second, and third helpings of the brownies. Micah watched Braden as he was deep in thought. She caressed his hair with one hand. He shook himself from his deep thoughts.

      She stepped away from the table and removed her vest. She threw it on the floor at his feet. He looked at her, watching closely as she slowly unbuttoned her shirt and let it fall behind her. She undid her pants and let them fall to the floor, stepping gracefully out of them..

      Micah was solid, her mid-section well-muscled. Her shoulders were a little wider than her chest which was just a little wider than her waist. Her hips were wide, but shapely. Her legs were strong. There was no fat on her body.

      Braden tried to keep his eyes on her eyes, but failed. She was an incredible sight. She was light skinned, tanned only on her face and hands. Her skin was milky smooth.

      His heart hammered in his chest.

      He could see her hands shaking, ever so slightly. “Aren’t you going to join me?” she said, her voice catching.

      She led him to the bedroom where they laid down together.

      “How did I ever deserve this? Deserve you?” he whispered into her ear.

      “You’re the only one I want, I’ll ever want,” she answered…

      In the end, they giggled, covered with sweat. They held each other tightly. Micah looked up with her dark brown eyes, heavy lashes blinking away a drop of sweat.

      “From here forward, I will always protect you,” Micah whispered.

      “And I you. I never knew I could feel like this. It’s like I feel with G-War, but even better.” Micah raised her eyebrows at him, as he thought about what he said. “No, I’m sorry. You’re not like the ‘cat at all, but the feeling, like when we first bonded, mindlinked. An incredible feeling. I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      He looked at her and knew what he felt, but as a man, he was hesitant to say it. “Am I in love with you, Micah?”

      “Yes. We are in love. And we are the same partners we were two sleeps ago. The same we’ll be two sleeps from now. But, from here on, we’ll only need one bed, one roof over our heads.” Braden nodded. He was good with that. He felt different from the second he met her. Now he knew why.

      In Micah’s village, a wedding vow was sealed by the swearing of mutual protection. In her mind, they were now married.

      ‘About time,’ came a ‘cat voice from seemingly far away...
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      Braden didn’t know how to act. He woke up next to Micah, not knowing whether it was day or night. Had a full sleep passed? He carefully worked his way out of bed, trying not to disturb the incredible young woman sleeping comfortably cocooned in blankets and pillows.

      It was too far to go outside, so he stood in the shower and let the water run while he relieved himself. The water briefly turned yellow as it swirled around his feet and disappeared down the drain. He adjusted the water a bit hotter and let it run over his head as he undid his braid to let the warmth flow through his long, blonde hair.

      The door opened and Micah entered. She smiled at him as she sat on the shiny white throne. When she was done, she pushed a button on the side and the water washed everything away, refilling the bowl.

      “How’d you learn to do that?”

      “It’s natural, I’m a human.” She cocked her head playfully at him.

      “Not that!” He pointed to the throne. “That.”

      “The hologram told me.”

      “When?” Braden was confused.

      “While you were sleeping. You didn’t feel me get up? How are you supposed to protect me if you sleep like a dead man?”

      “I, well, I-I don’t know,” he stammered. She laughed as she joined him in the shower. They washed each other thoroughly.

      Once dry, they went to the open area in search of their clothes. They found them cleaned and neatly lying on the couch. Micah stopped, instantly alert. Braden was unaffected.

      “I guess the Server Bot stopped by to help.” The dirty brownie plates and wine glasses were gone, too.

      “Mr. Fabricator. What would you recommend for a hearty breakfast, something to put meat on your bones?”

      “A nice omelet with plenty of cheese, fresh vegetables, and a healthy serving of salsa. Hash browns on the side. I suggest a glass of orange-passionfruit juice, too.”

      “Fresh vegetables and cheese on whatever you suggested will probably be great. We’ll take two.”

      Braden’s mouth started watering as he thought about the delightful ding that would signal breakfast was ready.

      Ding. Almost drooling, Braden opened the door to the fabricator and pulled out two dishes with steaming food piled high. It looked like fried eggs with some tomato sauce, then maybe sliced up potatoes on the side? When it came to food, sometimes it was better not to look at things too closely.

      “This is incredible!” Micah exclaimed, mouth stuffed with melted cheese and vegetables. She hurried through her omelet and gulped down her juice.

      “What’s your hurry?”

      “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

      “Well. We did work hard yesterday, and we didn’t have a proper meal, unless you consider lady-flesh, dinner, and dessert wrapped into one.”

      Micah looked sideways at him. “Really? I’ve heard you do better when you were trying to work a trade with someone you didn’t like. How about you try again.”

      Braden absentmindedly braided his hair as he thought. This partnership was going to be interesting. “Master President, I beg you to savor your meal. Every bite is a feast unto itself.” He bowed when he finished.

      “That’s better, partner mine. Sooo, yesterday turned out to be a full day. What about today?”

      “I’d like to talk to Aadi, G, and Ess. They were listening when we were in the Command Center. I expect they saw something we missed, which could be a great deal. I hardly remember anything from yesterday, but then again, I remember the important stuff.” He smiled and shook his head. Why was it so hard to have a conversation? Weren’t they the same people they were yesterday?

      No. They weren’t. They had become less and more at the same time. Braden and Micah went from half of what they were to become more than they could ever be by themselves. And there came the revelation and acceptance.

      “I don’t think I want to take any Old Tech back north to trade. I don’t think they can handle the Old Tech that we’ve seen. A Security Bot? In the hands of that rich guy who ripped me off in Whitehorse? I don’t think so.” Accepting his new role, it was no longer a finished trade when he made a decision. There were two of them now.

      “What do you want to do, you know, with our lives?” he asked Micah.

      “Now that’s a good question. I think it’s good to say what we don’t want. I don’t want to go back to Trent, but understand that we may have to if we’re successful building trade routes. I think I want to see the north, but don’t want to die crossing the Barren. Maybe we can get the Lizard Men to trade with the good people of Village McCullough. Wouldn’t that be something?” Micah had thought about those things before, but didn’t mention them to Braden. She didn’t want to distract him, not before anyway.

      “I think I want to see that ship in the sky. I can’t even imagine…” Braden’s mind had gone back to the New Command Center.

      “Whaddya say we go rally the boys?” Braden said. Micah took his hand as they walked the corridor, side by side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10 - Insight

          

        

      

    

    
      Master Aadi’s face remained unreadable as he blinked slowly. If the ‘cat was trying to look smug, he was successful. Skirill was on a low branch, bobbing peacefully just over their heads.

      Micah’s face flashed red. Braden understood a heartbeat later. With their mindlink, the companions shared everything the humans did.

      Everything.

      There was a lot to be said for the peace of darkness.

      “Ass! Can’t you shut it off?” Braden scolded the ‘cat.

      ‘Why would I want to?’ G-War responded calmly.

      “What’s a good kitty want?” Micah asked, still red from embarrassment. She started stroking the ‘cat’s ears, scratching behind them, under his chin. “How about the good kitty stops the mindlink every now and then?” She continued scratching him, getting under his legs and along his sides.

      ‘No. I will never leave Braden to himself. If something happened to him when I wasn’t listening, I would die. That’s how our mindlink works.’

      That was sobering. Micah stood up and pursed her lips. “Wow. I guess we’re all partners then. I will protect all of you, to my last breath.” She committed herself.

      Skirill stopped bobbing. He focused his Hawkoid gaze on Micah, proud that he had joined the caravan and the companions. This was what he sought. This was the foundation of a community that he wanted to build for the Hawkoids, and they shunned him for it.

      Aadi stopped blinking and stared. Braden felt the same way about his companions but he wasn’t as good at saying it, so he shook his finger at the Tortoid. “You’re old enough! You should know better than to peek in the windows.”

      Master Aadi blinked rapidly and slowly bobbed his head. ‘Yes. I know better, but it’s fascinating. Tortoids don’t do that. We procreate by ourselves.’

      “We weren’t procreating,” Braden blurted out.

      ‘What were you doing then?’ the Tortoid asked innocently.

      “Umm…” Micah’s face blushed a bright shade of red.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11 – The Next Move

          

        

      

    

    
      “Our next move. I suggest we go back to Village McCullough and find their first trading partner. Any other ideas?” Braden asked the group.

      G-War gave a ‘cat shrug. He was indifferent to tomorrow.

      “I would like to talk with the Lizard Men. I feel they’re misunderstood by the humans in the border villages. Maybe they would be willing to trade,” Braden said, thinking out loud. “The keys to trade, Master Aadi. What do they have and what do they want? Do we know?”

      ‘We do not. I do not. That’s why I want to talk with them. I wonder if the special material they weave in McCullough would help protect the legs of the Lizard warriors as they travel through the swamps? Would they protect against a cold-water croc bite?’

      “I don’t know about that, but I’m sure I don’t want to be the one to test your idea. Then again, maybe we do want to test that idea. If we can lure a croc with something and he bites it, we can see if it works. If it does, then they will want it. Want is the key ingredient to any successful trade. Need is better, but I doubt the Lizard Men really need anything. They’ve made do with what they have for as long as they’ve been around.”

      Skirill wanted to limit the time they spent in the Amazon. He was barely able to fly in the tight confines of the jungle environment, so he couldn’t help the companions like in more open areas. He felt good about what he’d done for the caravan as they crossed the Great Desert. He was scorched every time he flew in the sun, but didn’t share that with Braden. It was only pain. If he didn’t do it, then they might not have made it. He saw the work Braden did every time he set up their camp for the day. He saw the human dig in the heat of the sun while the rest of the companions watched. He knew they all felt bad not being able to help, even the ‘cat, although he would never share that.

      “I think we’ve made good progress with the villages. If we keep visiting, they’ll get used to visitors, while we make sure no new strong man rises from the ashes of those who have gone before.”

      “I only want them to not be afraid,” Braden said while staring into space. To him, simple was best. Soon the villagers would trust them and that was the foundation of trade.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12 – Leave the Soft Life Behind

          

        

      

    

    
      Staying underground was disorienting for the humans. There were no visual cues as to the time. Their newly discovered interest in each other made time pass in an incalculable way. Braden surrendered and simply asked G-War to wake them up as sunrise approached.

      Which he did, in a less than diplomatic way, by calling Braden names until he woke.

      They stopped by the office on their way out so Micah could instruct the hologram to keep their room ready for their return.

      “It is the Presidential Suite, after all. No one else will be allowed to use it. Are you expecting people to arrive in your absence?” the hologram asked.

      “No. But just in case. We like that room. It opened many doors for us, and we have fond memories of it.” She winked at Braden. He quickly turned away, smiling. “Thank you and we will return when the communications system is operational.”

      As they walked out, Braden said, “Spoken like one in charge. I think you like being in charge.” They climbed the stairs together, each to their own thoughts, both happy. It was still dark outside, but hints of dawn shone through the trees.

      The ‘cat waited for them as they emerged from the building. “Blaster,” was all Braden said to Micah, and she headed toward the repair shed. “Water,” he said for himself as he made sure all their flasks were filled. They hadn’t smoked any additional meat, but from the fabricator, they loaded up on dried fruit and other things that would keep. It didn’t have to taste good, it only had to give them enough energy to make it to a place where they could hunt.

      G-War and Skirill had reduced the rabbit population of New Sanctuary. The ‘cat could probably make it back to McCullough before he needed to eat again. Not so for the Hawkoid. He quickly burned through whatever he ate, so eating was a constant state. They had enough in a blanket pack to keep him from starving to death at least, but maybe the Lizard Men could help find game in the rainforest to keep Skirill fit.

      Max and Pack had enjoyed their stay. They seemed to have gained weight. The two horses also relished the attention from the humans. They welcomed getting saddled and the patting and stroking that came with it.

      Once ready, both humans mounted their rides and urged them through the trees of the oasis toward the sparse grasses of the rolling hills as the sun peeked above the horizon.

      “Next time, I’d like to get a closer look at old Sanctuary. Maybe we can take a Security Bot with us to make sure we don’t have any trouble,” Braden offered.

      “Knowing what I know now, I think I’d like to get a closer look, too. I can’t believe everything they built. And then they destroyed it all.”

      “It’s our responsibility to not let that happen again. C’mon, G! Hop up.” The ‘cat didn’t respond. He loped alongside the horses as they trotted through the dry grasses. The morning sun shone lightly on the patch of burned grass that dominated one of the small hills. “Sorry about that,” Braden called out to the wounded land.

      ‘Need some exercise.’ The ‘cat wasn’t used to a soft life. On the journey from the north, he had spent more time in a cart or on a horse than he liked. He knew there was no other way, but finally decided that when he didn’t have to ride, he wouldn’t. He liked his body hard and ready to fight. He stretched his legs as he accelerated forward.

      Max and Pack kicked themselves into a gallop, but they couldn’t keep up with the fleet Hillcat. Master Aadi bounced along behind Braden, holding the rope in his beak-like mouth. He looked less than comfortable with the speed.

      Skirill outdistanced all of them, circling back to let the earth-bound catch up. He loved the feeling of the breeze through his chest feathers. It was warm already, but not hot. He tucked his wings along his body, using only his wing tips to adjust his flight as he sped toward the ground. He whipped past the horses, barely over their heads, and stayed even with the ground as he shot toward G-War. He dropped dangerously close to the ground as he sped past the ‘cat, then beat strongly to gain altitude.

      When Braden saw that, it made him think. If G-War was able to ride on Skirill, the way they fought an enemy could drastically change. He shared that idea with them via their mindlink. Skirill was willing to give it a try, but G-War was hesitant. Since he was able to share the Hawkoid’s view, he understood what it would be like to be so far above the ground.

      He finally agreed to try it.

      The Hawkoid was barely larger than the ‘cat, so with his front legs wrapped around Skirill’s neck and his back legs wrapped tightly in front of the Hawkoid’s tail feathers, they tried to fly. Skirill had to run along the ground as he beat his wings. Finally, struggling mightily, they were up, horse-head high, then higher than a building, then even with the top of a tall tree.

      G-War thought that was high enough. They could all hear him thinking about ways he could survive if he fell, landing on his feet, skipping off tree branches, ripping the Hawkoid’s wings off and trying to use those…

      Skirill had to ask the ‘cat a number of times to loosen his grip around his neck. He couldn’t fly if he couldn’t breathe.

      The ‘cat liked the feeling of power he had while flying high above the ground. He felt almost invincible. Until he slipped just a little, then the thought of plunging to his death took over. He tightened his grip and let Skirill know that it was time to get back on the ground. They worked out a method where Skirill would back wing just before touching down and G-War would leap in the air. He would land running forward. If they had to fly into the attack, Skirill didn’t want to land where he was most vulnerable.

      It was almost perfect, but G-War slipped a little to the side as Skirill flared short of the ground. If he hadn’t been a ‘cat, he probably would have landed on his side. But ‘cats always land on their feet. With a deft twist, he landed, running quickly to keep from planting his ‘cat face into the dirt.

      G-War was satisfied to be in one piece and was breathing heavily from his exertions. Skirill was also spent. Flying with the ‘cat on his back was as hard as flying in a storm’s wind. They would save that for dire situations only.

      G-War sat and waited for the horses. When they trotted up, he leapt gracefully to Braden’s lap, who helped steady him as they continued without stopping.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13 – Waiting Productively

          

        

      

    

    
      They made camp at the edge of the rainforest, even though it was only late afternoon. Aadi wanted to go forward and meet with the Lizard Men alone. They all watched him go, not knowing if it was a good idea or not. There had to be creatures in there who thought a Tortoid would make a good meal. Once he was able to find the Lizard Men, though, they would keep him out of harm’s way.

      Until then, they waited. The ‘cat crouched low, watching the Amazon intently. Skirill picked a high branch on a tall tree to sit on, waiting for a call to action.

      Micah and Braden gathered the driest wood they could find and tried to make a fire. It wasn’t cold, but they’d need the fire to cook dinner, assuming Braden was successful. “Maybe you can hunt using your blaster?” he asked. Micah looked at him oddly. “Then you can kill it and cook it at the same time!” She shook her head as he headed toward the trees, recurve bow at the ready.

      With G-War’s help, Braden could narrow his search to a small area. There was a wild boar in there. The rainforest itself teemed with life, but it was strange and elusive. As the barren grasslands transitioned into the rainforest, there was game and the heaviest brush. He saw why villages had established themselves along the northern side of the Amazon. The edge of the rainforest provided for all.

      In short order, Braden was able to bring down a nice boar. He field dressed it and dragged it back to the camp site, where they butchered and smoked it. It took well into the evening to complete their work. This also restocked their meat supply far beyond what they would need for the quick trip back to Village McCullough, assuming that Master Aadi didn’t stir up the Lizard Men.
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      “Have you heard anything from Master Aadi?” Braden asked G-War.

      ‘No. But I would know if anything bad happened. Aadi is simply silent. Maybe he has not yet been successful in his search for the Lizard Men.’

      “I don’t think so. I expect that they saw him the heartbeat he entered the rainforest. I think we’re being watched right now,” Braden said, confident that he was right.

      “I don’t think we should enter until Master Aadi returns,” Micah added.

      He looked at her, then addressed the ‘cat and the Hawkoid, “My thoughts exactly. Get comfortable, boys, it could be a long wait.”

      Night fell. They slept, but didn’t get any rest. Having one of their own missing was upsetting. G-War remained alert through to sunrise. No news.

      “We need to think about how we go in after Master Aadi,” Braden said to Micah. She agreed, but had no ideas. Braden didn’t either. The only thing he could think to do was to walk in and hope to meet a Lizard Man who recognized them.

      Hope was a lousy plan.

      They waited.

      They spent the day taking turns hunting. Micah used string to set snares on game trails. Braden tried to bag a quail, but never got close enough. He was happy that he didn’t. He wasn’t sure how Skirill would react if they ate a bird.

      G-War maintained his silent vigil. It seemed that the ‘cat had formed a close bond with the Tortoid. Well, the rest of them had too.

      As the sun was setting a second time since Master Aadi had departed, G-War spoke. ‘He returns.’
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      Master Aadi found the Lizard Men right away. They led him back to their camp where they shared a small meal of freshly caught fish. The Lizard Men wanted to share their history with the Tortoid in the only way they could. They told it to him. Once started, they could not stop. That took the rest of the night and half the next daylight.

      The Lizard Men were a product of the ancients, just like every mutated animal. The Tortoid, the Hawkoid, and the Hillcats were all examples of engineered creatures. The ancients had designed each animal for a specific purpose. The Lizard Men were created to work within the rainforest where swamp and rain were constant obstacles.

      The Lizard Men built the original roads through the Amazon. They maintained the roads. They held nature at bay so the ancients could travel without any problems. The ancients were masters of the air, but the heavy materials traveled overland. Once the quarries supporting Sanctuary were exhausted, they dug new quarries north of the rainforest. Those ores moved overland to the massive factories around Sanctuary.

      Once the war started, all technology became targets as the ancients fought for control. The Lizard Men retreated deep into the rainforest and waited. One day, there were no more sounds from air vehicles, from the land trains, or from humanity.

      When the Lizard Men left the shelter of the deep rainforest, they found that Sanctuary and the surrounding lands had been destroyed. The first ones to observe the destruction died hideous deaths as their bodies wasted away from the radiation. Only in the last hundred cycles had Lizard Men been able to venture to the southern edge of the Amazon without being affected.

      The Lizard Men flourished over time. There were now thousands of them scattered throughout the rainforest. They had a number of villages and even a rudimentary government. The Lizard Man that they met on the road, Zalastar, was their senior leader. Once he guaranteed their safety, every Lizard Man was obligated to comply. The Lizard Men would protect the companions, because their leader directed them to.

      The Lizard Men told a detailed story of their lineage, which they considered a key element of their history. Aadi listened attentively and remembered the ancestry of the Lizard Men leaders. The companions politely declined hearing the specifics from Master Aadi.

      After Aadi shared his story, Braden only had one question. “What about trade?”

      ‘Yes, of course. They don’t make anything extra, but they could if we found something the humans needed. Do you know what that would be?’ Aadi asked innocently.

      “I have no idea. What do they make?” Braden parried.

      ‘Maybe it’s more like what they grow. They harvest a particular mushroom that they carry when they travel. It sustains them as if it were the best meat.’

      “Do you know what it tastes like?” Micah asked.

      ‘Master Human… I don’t think you want my opinion of how something tastes. I thought it was delightful, but you should judge for yourselves.’

      “Sounds interesting,” Braden replied. “It would be good to have an alternative to meat, especially if it keeps without spoiling. I think that settles it. First thing tomorrow, we’re going north. If you would be so kind as to arrange a meeting with the Lizard Men, Master Aadi, then we’ll talk about what trade with Village McCullough could look like.” Braden was pleased that the Lizard Men had thought about something to trade. It always started with one thing until the people learned more about each other, then it expanded.

      They only needed to get the humans past their distrust of anything mutant. They’d made progress with Village McCullough because of his companions, but would they accept the Lizard Men?

      Micah saw the excitement on Braden’s face as Master Aadi talked about the mushrooms. He had sold her on his vision of a world where all creatures shared the things they produced for the things they wanted. She could see her village drying fish to bring inland for those who had no access to the sea. And from them, they could get greens, vegetables, maybe even fresh red meat. She rubbed Braden’s shoulders as they both thought about the possibilities.

      “Trade. So much better than war to get what you want,” she said. “Why do men choose war?” It was a rhetorical question. No one knew why people chose the road to violence. She put her hand on the blaster. Maybe it was more about power. She wondered how the village of Cornwall was doing without the power of the blaster? Did they go to war with Trent?

      Maybe by taking the blaster, she’d prevented war.
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      Braden and Micah slept close that night. They were both relieved that Aadi was back, and they celebrated as a young couple does.

      G-War and Skirill slept like the dead. They had been successful hunting, although Braden found it hard to believe that the ‘cat was physically capable of eating one more bite after gorging at the oasis.

      Aadi thought nothing of it all. He did what he had to do, as he had done for the past two hundred cycles.

      When the sun rose, they left their camp. The only sign they’d stayed was dirt kicked over the place where their fire had been.

      They set a good pace as they followed the ruins of the ancients’ road north. Once in the Amazon, the air thickened with moisture and rain threatened to fall. The sun disappeared somewhere above the green canopy of tree limbs and vines. On their first trip through the rainforest, Braden and Micah had been consumed by the perpetual gloom and unknown beings that surrounded them.

      Everything was different now. The rainforest was vibrant with innumerable shades of green and brown. Everything was alive. From the vines to the trees to the undergrowth to the animal life. Leaves and bushes rustled as unknown creatures fled from the caravan, forever remaining unseen.

      It was almost mid-day of travel before they met a Lizard Man. Aadi was immediately excited and swam forward when they stopped the horses. They couldn’t hear him when he communicated with the Lizard Men, so they had to wait, but not for long.

      ‘Zalastar gives his warmest greetings to his friends! They have prepared a celebration in your honor.’ Braden and Micah got down from their horses so they could greet the leader of the Lizard Men.

      “Master Aadi, is there any way we can talk with him directly?”

      ‘I’m sorry, no. Even the Golden Warrior cannot talk with the Lizard Men. Odd. I’ll pass on what you say. It is my pleasure to do so.’

      “Thanks, Master Aadi,” Braden said to the Tortoid before turning to the Lizard Man towering over him. “Zalastar. It is good to see you again, my friend. Your offer of a celebration in our honor is humbling. I suggest we make it a celebration of a long future together as friends.”

      It took Aadi much longer to relay that and get a response. Their communication method was frustrating.

      ‘The celebration will be on the road ahead, so all companions may attend. Zalastar appreciates your friendship. With it, he sees a future for his people where they are no longer constrained to the swamps of the rainforest.’

      “Trade it is, my good man. Trade it is.” Braden reached up to slap Zalastar on the shoulder, then thought better of it. “Aadi. What is a way that I can show gratitude directly? I don’t see a hug in our future, but maybe a handshake?”

      After a short pause, Aadi chuckled in his thought voice. ‘Very funny, Master Braden. Zalastar finds the human need for touch quite humorous. The Lizard Men never touch as their skin protects them from the harsh elements where they live. They suspect they are poisonous to pinkies, that is, you and your soft flesh.

      ‘A sign of respect is to simply bow your head. Others will go to one knee, but those are from the lowest order, which you most assuredly are not.’ Braden and Micah both bowed their heads to Zalastar. Braden raised his hand, palm toward the Lizard Man.

      “Tell him this is how we’ll greet him. It shows we have no weapon in our hand and that we place trust in the one to whom we wave.”

      After Aadi shared that with Zalastar, he promptly dropped his spear and raised his hand. Braden and Micah waved back. Zalastar picked up his spear and waved it over his head as he turned and headed down the road.

      Braden and Micah smiled at each other as they returned to their horses, hand in hand. “A leg up, partner mine?” he asked as she stepped into his cupped hands to get back into the saddle.
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      The celebration was more tame than the previous one. Without the cold-water croc episode firing the emotions, it didn’t have the pizzazz. There were fewer Lizard Men around this time, as this was far from their homes, wherever those were, whatever those were.

      There were plenty of fish, even deer, but as the Lizard Men did, all of it was raw. Skirill made the biggest splash by flying around the gathering, then gracefully landing in the middle of the road. One of the children, demonstrating what it meant to be fearless, ran to the Hawkoid with a fish, while his parent chased after him. Skirill gently took the fish from the lad and bowed his head in appreciation. Silent cheers filled the area; the child positively beamed.

      G-War took it all in. It seemed that he was less than amused that he could not talk directly with the Lizard Men. Braden took it for granted the ‘cat could talk with any creature. It was refreshing to see he had limits, although it would have been nice to converse with the Lizard Men without an intermediary.

      Micah appreciated what they had accomplished. She felt that she was a part of something much bigger than herself. She was at the beginning of a movement that, if successful, could mean an era of peace and cooperation. The days of submitting to the strongest needed to be behind them.

      She and her partner were creating an entirely new world.

      Braden’s thoughts were simpler. He liked how trade was conducted in the north. That’s all he wanted. Safe roads leading to market squares filled with people looking to buy. When he left, the north was going in a direction he didn’t like. When he got back there, he would have to make changes. No one could be allowed to destroy trade.

      No one.
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      Micah and Braden each held one of the mushrooms, looking carefully at them. They were dark with specks that looked hideous. Despite rinsing them off with water from a flask, they still did not look very tasty. Zalastar stood patiently, watching the humans. It was good that he didn’t understand human body language.

      “We don’t know if these are poisonous, although I suspect not. No need for both of us to try it. I’ll take a bite and you watch me to see if anything changes.” He hesitated as he tried to decide which side of the mushroom to try. In that moment, Micah calmly lifter the mushroom to her mouth and took a big bite. Braden’s mouth fell open and he sputtered, trying to come up with the words.

      “I swore to protect you,” Micah started. “This is part of that. I swore first, so that means I take the risk. By the way, it tastes a lot better than it looks, maybe like a piece of overcooked quail.” Braden was angry, but he shouldn’t have been. One of them needed to try it. It wasn’t his place to decide for them both. As it was, he made her the President, and maybe that was his last major decision. Some day he would reconcile himself with that. But not today.

      “You shouldn’t have tried it. It was my responsibility.”

      “I’m sorry, lover, too late. For what it’s worth, I feel fine. Why don’t you take a bite?” Not to be outdone, he bit his mushroom in half, filling his mouth completely. It had a texture like leather, and Micah was right, it tasted like overcooked quail. It wasn’t bad. He ate the rest of it, chewing slowly. It was a little dry, so he had to wash it down with a healthy swig of water.

      He handed the flask to Micah. She thanked him for it and chased her mushroom with the remainder of the water.

      “Once you get past how it looks, it’s not bad. This could be something of great value.” He pulled Micah to him for a long hug. He wanted to tell her not to do that again, but knew she wouldn’t listen. She took her role as his protector seriously. He wouldn’t take that lightly, so he settled for, “I don’t want to lose you.”

      Micah knew what he meant. Maybe she had acted rashly, but she trusted Master Aadi. If it hadn’t been poisonous for him, she assumed that it wouldn’t hurt her or Braden.

      She wanted him to know that their relationship was an equal partnership. Besides bringing trade to her world, she wanted to bring equality to his. Half the people weren’t less than the other half. She couldn’t have it that way. Braden’s actions at Village McCullough suggested he thought the same way. Everything revolved around trade. Who conducted the trade was immaterial.

      She couldn’t wait to get back to McCullough and see how Braden was going to work the trade between the village women and the Lizard Men. It would be interesting to say the least. She also wanted to show off their partnership. If those two little girls came sniffing around Braden, she’d slap the snot out of them.

      Now where had that come from?
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      The remainder of the trip to Village McCullough was uneventful. They carried with them double saddle bags filled with mushrooms. They set a date, four sleeps after they left the rainforest, to meet at the point where the road enters the Amazon in the north. They could travel that distance from the village in a single morning.

      Having neutral trade sites was a less common practice in the north because every town or village had a market square. But when trust was lacking, neutral sites provided a way for trade to continue.

      The women of the village rolled out to meet them. Time had treated them well. A number wore swords proudly, while others carried bows. Everyone was armed in some way. Mel-Ash greeted them kindly.

      Braden looked at Micah and nodded for her to go ahead.

      “What do you think about doing a little trading? We found people who have these mushrooms.” She took one from the pack and rinsed it off for the Elder. “It’s safe to eat. Go ahead.” Mel-Ash screwed up her face before taking the tiniest bite. Satisfied it was safe, she ate the whole thing.

      “Who are these people, and where are they?” she asked suspiciously. She knew there weren’t any villages between McCullough and the rainforest road.

      “They are the Lizard Men of the Amazon Rainforest,” Braden replied. “They are our friends and provided this sample to show what they are willing to trade for your special woven material. We hope your material will protect their legs and arms from the dangers they face in the swamps of the rainforest.”

      “Lizard Men, you say?” Elder McCullough looked at Braden and Micah sideways. “Aren’t you two the oddest. Friends with floating turtles and talking birds. And then there’s him.” She pointed at G-War as he bolted toward a group of children, veering away at the last second. They raced after him yelling and howling as the ‘cat led them on a crazy tour of the village.

      Micah took Braden’s hand, holding it as they stood with the Elder.

      “What’s a Lizard Man anyway?” the Elder asked, smiling knowingly at the young couple while they continued to talk. Braden and Micah vouched for the Lizard Men and that was good enough for Mel-Ash. The question now was could they get some tunics and leggings done in time?

      If they didn’t have to hunt, that would free up people to weave. And that was the value of a good trade.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20 – Learn to Hunt

          

        

      

    

    
      If G-War wasn’t playing with the children, Skirill was. Between the two of them, they wore the children down and soon after, they were fast asleep.

      Braden and Micah regaled them with their adventures in the rainforest. The attack of the killer cold-water crocs and the amazing Lizard Man celebration. The rain, the endless rain.

      Before arriving at the village, they agreed not to tell them about New Sanctuary. That would have to remain secret. Even a hint of its existence could be destructive. They shared that the grasses in the rolling hills between the rainforest and the destroyed city were returning and nothing else.

      Braden learned that the village hunters had only killed one deer during their absence. He committed to taking the two best hunters to show them what they needed to do to be more successful. Micah stayed behind to see how far the others progressed in their sword training. She then talked with the village leaders about ways to run the village. What did their future look like if they were to be a trading hub?

      The two young vixens had seduced the remaining man in the village, so they never saw much of him. It also kept the young ladies from bothering Braden. He wanted to be far away from them. Not because he was tempted, but if he gave the wrong impression, he might get a gentle beat down from Micah. Running away was the better part of valor. Plus the village’s hunters needed to learn to hunt. They couldn’t live on mushrooms alone.

      The next few days went by with the village hard at work weaving custom pieces for the Lizard Men. Aadi was the most helpful in adjusting the sizes. It seemed that he had an eye for girth. No one else had looked that closely. The humans could only say the Lizard Men were larger than they were, but they were wildly different guessing how much bigger.

      The hunting was rejuvenated after Braden taught them the importance of wind direction, stalking, and patience. With their homemade bows, they had to be closer than Braden with his recurve bow. In the end, they were successful, bringing down a number of deer.

      Micah looked at Braden and said, “No matter where we go, they are always celebrating. We must be doing something right.” Braden nodded, smiling.
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      Everyone from the village wanted to go. Braden and Micah weren’t sure, but Master Aadi told them not to worry. Once they determined who would stay behind to protect the village, the rest packed up lunches and fell in behind the horses. Elder McCullough, Mel-Ash, walked for a while, but Micah encouraged her to ride in the cart. She was joined by two women with small children. Pack didn’t mind. The ladies were still thin from the ordeal of their lives before the companions changed it all.

      Skirill flew ahead to make sure the way was clear. G-War rode in the cart, although he could have ridden in the saddle. Braden was beginning to wonder about the ‘cat. He seemed to have taken a great liking to the children and oddly enough, he allowed them to pet him until his hair was ready to come off.

      He thought the kids might be happier if they could find a few dogs for the village.

      ‘Dogs?’ G-War asked sarcastically.

      “Ass!” Braden said out loud. Some of the villagers looked at him oddly. He mumbled a quick apology.

      “Can you hear me thinking?” he asked Micah in a quieter voice.

      “Yes, but I wasn’t paying attention. But I heard G-War. I can only imagine what you were thinking.” She laughed to herself.

      “You and G-War bonded when you were a boy. You had no worries. Your parents took care of you both. Now that you’re both grown up, you don’t play. The children give him that. It’s nothing on you.” He nodded. “When we have our own children, I expect he will be more of a parent to them than us.”

      That shocked Braden. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. Children? “Hang on there. I’m Free Trader Braden…”

      “Not so free anymore, partner mine.” She leaned in close. He had been bewitched, his mind taken over! He pinched himself on the arm. Nope. Still felt that. He looked at Micah. She was watching his antics.

      “I feel funny,” he said to himself, smiling inwardly. “I kind of like it.”

      ‘The area ahead is clear,’ Skirill said over the mindlink, interrupting Braden’s thoughts. ‘I cannot see far into the rainforest, but I don’t see any movement. I do see a ground squirrel that requires my attention, however, if you can take it from here?’

      ‘Of course,’ Braden and Micah answered together.

      ‘G, are you sensing anything up ahead?’ Braden asked in his thought voice.

      ‘Many creatures. It is the rainforest. I think it is safe,’ the ‘cat answered.

      “I think we need to be ready, just in case.” Braden called a halt and gathered the women together. Micah and those with swords would be on the left, close to the rainforest. Those with bows would be on the right. Braden would anchor the far right end of the line as his bow could shoot the farthest. Micah anchored the left side, closest to the rainforest. She was the most powerful warrior among them.

      Mel-Ash would be behind the line in the middle, leading Max. Aadi would be next to her, to protect her.

      G-War was happy to get ready for battle, although he didn’t expect one. He jumped from the cart and disappeared into the edge of the rainforest.

      Skirill, having finished his meal, landed on a high branch overlooking where the ancients’ road entered the rainforest. He still saw no threats, but appreciated Braden’s caution.

      The line moved forward at a brisk walk, because the ladies from the village were anxious and excited. They were ready for a real battle!

      They slowed as the rush wore off.

      They moved to the designated trade location without any problems. They put the horses and the cart in the middle of the open area on the remains of the road. Braden positioned those with swords around the opening and told those with bows to put them down. The first sight of a Lizard Man could be shocking and he didn’t want any accidents.

      “Master Aadi, can you sense if the Lizard Men are near?”

      ‘No. I can only talk with them when I can see them. Which is right about now.’ The Tortoid swam forward as the rainforest seemed to melt. Lizard Men appeared all around them.

      Even the Hawkoid’s sharp eyes had not been able to see the Lizard Men, who had been there the entire time.

      A couple of the women quickly raised their swords. Bows were picked up and pulled. “Hold! McCullough! Hold!” Braden shouted, jumping in front of the bowmen.

      “Hold, ladies. These are our trading partners. Show them some respect!” Mel-Ash shouted in a surprisingly strong voice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22 – Mushrooms for Tunics

          

        

      

    

    
      “Zalastar! It is good to see you once again, my friend.” Zalastar waved as he approached and Braden waved back. He then bowed deeply, as did Micah and Mel-Ash. The Lizard Man also bowed before waving forward a number of Lizard Men carrying bags made from vines and leafy fronds. They were filled with mushrooms.

      Aadi introduced everyone and the humans bowed as Micah had taught them. The Lizard Men waved as Zalastar had taught them. After their initial shock at seeing the strange creatures, the villagers warmed up.

      Elder McCullough signaled to the ladies in the cart. Two of them brought forward the finished tunics and leggings they had. Aadi asked if Zalastar would try them on.

      He handed his spear to Braden, who took it without hesitation. Aadi told him that holding the leader’s weapon was the greatest symbol of trust within the Lizard Man community. Once again, Braden had been honored.

      Zalastar shrugged the tunic over his head. The neck opening was tighter than it should have been, but it still fit. It hung to his waist and could probably have been a little bit longer. The leggings tied on perfectly, covering the front half of his back legs. They had woven only two pieces for the forearms, but these also fit him well.

      Braden handed the spear back to Zalastar. He moved around to get the feel of wearing the armored clothing. Lizard Men didn’t wear clothes so the entire experience was new. Zalastar drew the point of his spear across his chest, then looked underneath the tunic. He went to the edge of the trees and scraped his legs and arms against the bark and the bushes.

      He thrust his spear in the air and barked some short, sharp notes from his wide open mouth. He was very pleased.
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      They talked about what a good trade would be for both. Neither side had any experience, so Braden bartered both ways. He asked a great deal of questions, like how long it took to pick a bag of mushrooms, how long it took to weave one tunic, and so on. He tried to match time and effort with quality. One bag of mushrooms was good for one meal for the village. Was one tunic worth one meal or three meals? Six?

      In the end, they hammered out an agreement based on amount of material woven. Six leg covers equaled one tunic equaled three bags of mushrooms. Micah had warned everyone not to touch a Lizard Man as their skin was poisonous. So they kept their distance, even though the humans were naturally drawn to shake hands.

      The children watched the proceedings in awe for a while. Lizard Men! As children did, they quickly overcame their fears. A very small girl walked up to one of the Lizard Men and grabbed his hand, holding it like she would with any adult.

      “No!” screamed her mother, running in a panic to grab her daughter. She bodily pulled the little girl away, kicking at the Lizard Man. Instinctively, he thrust his spear at her, creasing her side. She fell, losing her grip on her child.

      Braden and Micah were there in a heartbeat, standing between the Lizard Man and the woman on the ground. The humans held up their hands to stave off any further violence. Zalastar stalked forward, his spear at the ready as he approached his fellow Lizard Man. Without any warning, he thrust his spear through the Lizard Man so violently that he was lifted off the ground, before being thrown down. Zalastar stooped over him and barked at his face. This was not the sound of joy.

      Micah was checking the little girl’s hand and didn’t find anything. She was fine. If there had been any poison, there’d be a sign. How much time had passed since they last touched a human?

      “Aadi. What’s going on?”

      ‘The leader is very angry at his warrior for striking a human.’

      “We can see that. But what’s next?”

      ‘I don’t know, Master Human. I can’t talk to him right now. He is very angry.’

      “The young girl is fine. I think their skin is not poisonous to humans. Tell him that. And tell him that the woman is injured, but she will recover. We apologize for this all. What can we do to honor Zalastar’s warrior?” Micah offered.

      Braden walked to Zalastar and without hesitation, wrapped his fingers around the Lizard Man’s arm and helped him stand. Zalastar raised his spear as if to strike, then saw who it was. He dropped his spear to the ground, his rage giving way to sadness. Braden put his open hand on Zalastar’s chest, now covered by the tunic, and held it there. Even through the material, he could feel the fast beating of the Lizard Man’s heart. Zalastar put his hand/claw on Braden’s chest.

      Zalastar’s eyes were difficult to read, but changed when he understood Braden’s gesture and felt the beating of the human heart. Micah approached a Lizard Man by her and placed her hand on his chest. One by one, the humans and the Lizard Men paired up, hands on chests, feeling each other’s heart beating. Aadi, G-War, and Skirill watched the strange proceedings, hoping they turned out well for their humans.

      Aadi was relieved. He had feared the worst. The villagers were no match for the Lizard Men and they would have all died, but for the bravery and commitment of their leaders. Braden, Micah, and Zalastar had built a bridge to the future, a place where all creatures were equal.
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      Back in the village, Mel-Ash berated the young mother for losing control. The young lady held her hand against the new stitches in her side. The pain caused her face to contort, but it was more than the pain of the wound. If it hadn’t been that her daughter’s actions helped to bridge the differences with the Lizard Men, then all would have been lost.

      Mel-Ash was spent. She sat down heavily on the floor of her hut, and told the lady to get out of her sight. Braden and Micah watched silently. They absentmindedly nibbled on mushrooms while they waited.

      “We need to increase the number of fibers we find and grow. If we’re going to outfit the entire Lizard Man nation, we have a lot of work in front of us.” With the first trade behind her, the magnitude of it all dawned on the Elder. “We need more people,” she said simply.

      “What would it take to share the process with the Lizard Men? Maybe they could help harvest the materials you need to produce the fibers. I don’t think they’ll be able to weave. Their hands don’t seem to be shaped for it, although they pick the mushrooms cleanly. I don’t know. You guys have a lot more to talk about with the Lizard Men,” Braden finished. They agreed to meet with the Lizard Men at the same spot in seven sleeps’ time.

      “I think you’re right, Mel-Ash. You need more people, too.” Micah let that sit with them for a bit, then asked, “Where’s the closest village?”

      “To the east, a couple turns journey, but I don’t think so. They are brutes.” The Elder shook her head, unconvinced this was the way to go.

      “I suspect they might say the same thing about Village McCullough,” Braden said. He moved so she would look at him. “Things are different now. Maybe we can help them understand.” The Elder’s eyes brightened at that.

      “And no. I do not intend to kill anyone else,” Braden finished.

      “Whether you intend to or not, I recommend you sharpen your long knife and check your arrows,” the Elder said quietly.

      Micah started to leave, then stopped. “Today was a good day, Elder McCullough. It could have gone all kinds of ways, but it didn’t. I think we’re in a better place. Braden brought us to this point. Trust him to take us further.” With that, she left the hut.

      Braden was again humbled at what they gave him credit for. Aadi deserved the honors. He made conversation with the Lizard Men possible. He needed to find Aadi and thank him for what he’d done to bring the humans and the Lizard Men together.

      Mel-Ash waved him away, so he followed Micah outside.

      “When do you want to go?” she asked abruptly.

      “Probably first thing in the morning if we want to be back in time for the next meeting with the Lizard Men.” Micah nodded. She was thinking the same thing.

      “We better get ready then. What do you think we’ll run into?”

      “Misunderstandings. Bad people in power. Good people repressed. People trying to kill us. You know, the usual…” He laughed as he finished. He had confidence the companions could handle any situation. In the end, they’d win.

      They always did.
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      They decided to ride Max and Pack as they didn’t have enough to fill the cart. G-War rode with Braden while Master Aadi was pulled along behind Micah. Skirill flew ahead and watched until the horses arrived, then flew ahead again.

      On the horses, the trip to Village Dwyer took only the daylight. They would have arrived at nightfall, but with Skirill’s foresight, they were able to find a place to spend the night where they wouldn’t be seen. It would take little time after sunrise to travel the remaining distance.

      G-War watched as he did every night Braden was on the road. The ‘cat reached out with his senses and knew that nothing threatened them. Because nothing knew they were there.

      In the morning, after a good meal of smoked meat and mushrooms, they mounted their horses and headed toward the village.

      As they got close, the uproar of a dog pack began. Braden laughed long and hard as the dogs ran up to them. Max and Pack were uneasy, the dogs incensed.

      “Care to go play, G?” Braden joked. Even with the ‘cat’s speed, there were too many dogs. Braden couldn’t let the ‘cat get hurt. At the same time, Braden didn’t want to hurt any of the dogs. He could feel G-War’s anxiety without the ‘cat having to say anything.

      They decided to wait for a human rather than run the horses through the dogs.

      They didn’t have to wait long. Three dirty men, carrying massive clubs, approached. As they got closer, Braden saw spikes sticking out the end of the clubs. These men meant business. Mel-Ash’s word for them came to mind: brutes.

      With a few words and some kicking, they chased the dogs away, who only moved a short distance before renewing their barking.

      “I am Free Trader Braden, seeking an audience with the leader of Village Dwyer so we may discuss the future of trade through your area.” Braden ended with his usual flair, bowing at the end to the men.

      “Take yur crap and git, you farging craphead!” one of the three bellowed.

      ‘How pleasant,’ Braden said to the companions with his thought voice. Then with his outside voice he added, “Are you the leader? What are you called?”

      “Suck my balls, you stinking ass!” The man raised his club and waved it menacingly. Braden raised his bow and quickly sent an arrow into the club, ripping it from the man’s hand.

      “Git ‘im, boys!” The other two men stepped forward. Braden nocked another arrow while Micah jumped down and pulled out her sword. The two men laughed at her. “A woman?” the gross man said as a question, but not.

      Micah walked toward them, sword raised and back. One man rushed toward her and swung a mighty blow. He may have been trying to knock the sword from her hand, but they would never know. She easily ducked the blow, pivoted and brought the full power of a swing into the man’s midsection, nearly cleaving him in half. He tumbled over backwards, or at least his upper body did. His legs remained upright until finally his still-attached spine pulled them over.

      The second man looked at the entrails spread across the ground. He approached cautiously, then reared back for a wide swing. Micah stepped in quickly and thrust her sword tip into his groin. He dropped his club and bent over, howling in pain as a darkening circle of blood spread across the front of his pants. The first man cursed her and reached for his club on the ground. Micah took the delay to swing overhead toward the bent-over man. She took his head off cleanly and followed through bringing her sword up to face the gross man.

      He roared, eyes wide. Braden sent an arrow into his face. He froze in his threatening pose, then dropped to the ground. The wound bled little.

      “I had him!” Micah growled.

      “I know you did, lover. Look. We have more company,” Braden said calmly.

      The entire village had turned out in the brief time it took to dispatch the rather rude greeting party. She wondered what the villagers were in a hurry to see. Odd to think of that while three dead men littered the ground.

      “Please, please don’t hurt us!” an elderly man pleaded. Braden and Micah looked quickly around. The three men on the ground seemed like the only ones ready to fight. Everyone else looked like farmers, gentle folk.

      ‘G, do you sense anything?’

      ‘Only those stinking dogs. The smell is disgusting. I think I’m going to be sick.’ The ‘cat started gagging.

      “I am Free Trader Braden, come to talk with the free people of Village Dwyer about the possibility of trade.” He bowed only slightly, so he could keep his eyes on everyone. No one moved. No one spoke.

      “Who’s in charge?” Braden asked loudly. A younger person pointed at the men on the ground, where Micah was wiping off her sword on one of them.

      “Not anymore, they aren’t. Why isn’t anyone willing to talk?” Braden was angry and started to yell. Leaving the heaving ‘cat on the saddle, he jumped to the ground. He screamed at the dead bodies, “Why did you make us kill you? Why?” He forced himself to relax. “We only wanted to talk. Now, is there someone here willing to talk with us about trading with Village McCullough?” He looked from face to face.

      “If that’s all you wanted, why didn’t you say so?” the old man said under his breath, but everyone heard.

      “We did!” Braden lunged forward, but Micah grabbed his arm. More calmly, he added, “We did, but these idiots threatened us. We didn’t take that too well.”

      “Neither did they, it seems,” the old man mumbled in response. Braden was beginning to like him.

      “What’s your name, Elder?” Braden asked. Micah stood next to him, sword still in her hand.

      “I am Old Tom. That’s it, Crazy Old Tom.”

      “Well, Tom, I’m pleased to meet you. This is my partner Micah. The Hillcat’s name is Golden Warrior. The Tortoid is Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium. And up there is Skirill, a Hawkoid.” The crowd of people started to grumble. The word “muties” came through.

      “They are our friends. They are a crapload nicer than these idiots.” Braden pointed with his bow at the three corpses. “Assuming these things don’t rise from the dead, who is next in charge?”

      “Probably Gravenin, but he’s hunting right now. Not sure when he and his party will get back.”

      “That’s great,” Micah chimed in. “Am I going to have kill them, too?” The people shied away from her. They had seen the last of the battle, especially the part where she cut off the man’s head, well, both of his heads if you looked at it a certain way.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I expect he won’t like that you killed his brothers,” the old man answered.

      “I hope for his sake that he’s the smart one.” Micah knew that they couldn’t kill their way to a trade deal, but they couldn’t have a blood feud between the villages.

      “When will this Gravenin return and from where?” Braden saw people turn and look in a certain direction.

      ‘Skirill, if you would be so kind. See if you can find who they’re talking about. It would be nice to know where they are, how many, and what they look like. Will we need to run?’ Braden asked over the mindlink.

      Skirill leapt into the air and beat skyward, soon disappearing into the distance in the direction the villagers had looked. He made a lazy S in the sky, widening his search the further he got from the village. He saw a thin tendril of smoke rising. Staying high in the sky, he made a beeline for it.

      Three men stood around while the haunch of a boar hung over a fire pit. They would not return today.

      “I think they’ll be back mid-daylight tomorrow,” Braden said matter-of-factly. “Between now and then, we’d like you to get to know us. We can be great friends to Village Dwyer. You see what can happen if you are our enemy.” Braden said the last part sadly. He didn’t want to threaten them or for them to feel threatened, but this was two villages in a row. When Braden arrived, the men in charge died.

      Micah finally put her sword away. They each led a horse as they walked into the crowd of people. There must have been some forty or fifty there. No warriors in this group. No mutants of any sort, either.

      Once in the middle of the village, Braden and Micah realized it was more extensive than they thought. Maybe the husband trade could be lucrative as Village McCullough was short on men. They were short many men, owing to Braden and Micah.

      “Why are the men such asses in this part of Vii?” Braden asked Micah in a low voice.

      “Are they that different up north?”

      “No. Not really,” he said, exasperated. “You know that if you kill too many men, I’ll have to expand my man duties in each of these villages?” He smiled evilly at Micah.

      “I get your point.” She leaned heavily on the pommel of her sword. “And if you want to get my point, you’ll say something like that again.” She nodded toward the man without a head and a large pool of blood around his groin.

      He couldn’t help but smile at her. They locked eyes. His heart skipped a beat. They heard someone clear his throat. They looked toward the sound. Old Tom stood in front of the rest of the villagers.

      “Tom. So glad you could join us.” Braden clapped the man on the back. “Do you bury your dead?”

      It turned out they did, so Braden offered to help dig the graves. They made quick work of it, and dropped the men unceremoniously in. Braden waited to see if they would say something, but they didn’t. They simply threw dirt on top of the bodies, then tamped it down firmly and walked away without emotion.

      ‘G, I need you. I can’t figure these people out.’
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      The Hillcat couldn’t deal with so many dogs clamoring for a piece of him, so Skirill helped out by flying above the dogs’ heads and getting them to follow him. He flew low and slow. Incensed, they ran and nipped at his tail feathers. He kept going as long as they followed.

      This lightened G-War’s burden. And Braden’s too since he had been carrying the ‘cat to keep him out of the dogs’ reach. Once on the ground, G-War shook himself and sneezed a couple times. He looked up at Braden and Micah with a dismal expression on his ‘cat face. The ground must reek of dog.

      It was hard for them not to laugh, but they restrained themselves.

      They discovered that Old Tom wasn’t crazy at all. He was sharp, using sarcastic wit to keep himself sane. At one time, Tom thought he had a future in the village, a future where he could invent tools and things to make their lives better. But then the brute brothers grew up and took over. They wouldn’t allow anything they didn’t understand, so that’s how they ended up armed with clubs.

      Tom hated them for dumbing down the village, for taking out their ignorance on him.

      Micah was disgusted at the displays of brute force throughout her land. Some humans were the worst example of humanity, and she was embarrassed for her people. She had seen things might not be right, but she hadn’t considered how wrong they could be.

      And she was proud to be at Braden’s side, trying to reclaim humanity’s place. The companions showed her what was possible when creatures of different types banded together for a single cause. At times, they each showed their vulnerabilities, but when one was weak, another was strong. They carried each other until they could stand on their own again.

      That showed what was possible for them all. That showed what Micah wanted for the south. Braden called it trade. Micah called it civilization.

      Braden looked at the newly liberated village. No one wanted to take charge, for they were still afraid as long as one of the brothers lived. They looked to Braden to lead them.

      He knew he had to, until he and Micah could talk with the remaining brother and his two hunting partners. Those three would have to see reason.

      “When killing becomes easy, we will go to the oasis and live out the rest of our lives. Deal?” he asked Micah.

      “I enjoyed killing those men, I’m not sorry to say. At the time, anyway.” She hesitated and hung her head. “It doesn’t make sense. We have to be ready and willing to kill, but opposed to it at the same time. All in the name of free trade.” The warrior in her stood proudly, but the human in her deplored the killing. She was torn, but in the end agreed.

      “Deal. Killing is never the first choice.”

      “Everyone in the square! I want to see everyone out there. Right now!” Braden yelled, not in anger, but like a trader setting up for an auction.

      There was nothing to stand on to rise above the crowd, so he climbed into the saddle. Max stood peacefully. G-War was nowhere to be seen. Aadi and Micah stayed close to Pack. Skirill watched from a high branch, having only recently returned from leading the dogs deep into the wilderness.

      “Good people of Village Dwyer! I want you to take pride in your village and yourselves. Here is what we’re going to do…” Braden laid out a plan for everyone to clean the village, then clean themselves. They would restock their water supplies, dig a hole for an outhouse, tear down the shacks that looked ready to fall, and then put things in order. Where Max stood now would be the market square. They would bring logs to build the vendor stalls. He was going to drag them kicking and screaming into a world where people traded freely. Where people trusted first.

      The villagers got to work under the watchful eyes of their liberators. These people weren’t afraid of hard work. There was hope for them.
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      While Micah stayed behind with Aadi to ensure work got done, Braden took two youngsters, G-War, and Skirill hunting. From the size of the village, they needed at least one deer for a single meal. Braden knew the power of a good celebration, and he wanted to reward the village for embracing a new way to treat visitors.

      G-War gave them the direction to go. Then, Skirill scouted ahead, easily finding both deer and wild boar.

      Braden decided to go with the boar as it was big enough. Plus he’d grown accustomed to pork, preferring it over venison.

      With G-War’s help to scare the boar into the open, Braden took a long shot, wounding the animal. It led to an unfortunately lengthy chase until he was successful in bringing it down with a second, better placed arrow.

      They cleaned it and then hurried to drag it back to the village. As they approached, G-War grew anxious. He could feel that the dog pack had returned. Skirill flew ahead to try his trick again, but the dogs were tired and wouldn’t chase him.

      G-War refused to go any further. He ran off perpendicular to the return route, to head upwind to avoid the unpleasantness of dog smell. He’d find a tree and wait for Braden and Micah to leave, even if it took a few turns for them to finish with the villagers.

      Braden let him go without question. G-War would show up if things got bad. He had his intuition of imminent danger. Although with all the dogs, Braden couldn’t be sure that the ‘cat could do anything.

      The sun was setting when they arrived at the village. The change was dramatic. The village looked warm and like a place one would enjoy being. The people were clean and cheering as he and the two lads pulled the boar into the market square.

      “Let’s get this pig on a spit with a roaring fire. For you, Village Dwyer! A celebration of life,” Braden bellowed in his best trader voice. Micah welcomed him back with a hug and fierce kiss. He liked coming home to that.

      During the day, she’d discovered that the villagers were rather good at growing. Their fields produced a variety of crops, as they rotated the crops so there was always something ripe to pick.

      Old Tom, it seemed, had the potential to be a master blacksmith. Metal was lacking in this village, but Tom had already bricked out a furnace that he would use as a rudimentary smelter. He had more work to do to build a bellows and other things he needed to start his smithy. It would take a long time before he could produce anything, but after that, there was a limitless number of metal items that would vault this village forward technologically. He would help them closer to the technology level in the north.

      Micah let Tom work on his smithy, even asking a few hearty souls to join him. It appeared that few people thought of him as crazy now that the brothers’ influence was gone.

      More people wanted to be like Tom, and Micah encouraged them to come forward with their ideas to help the village grow into a better place.

      Two middle-aged women took over the boar roasting duties, chasing Braden away, probably with some urging from Micah. They let the fire burn the skin, before they skillfully carved it away with old, small knives. Braden couldn’t wait until Tom’s smithy was operational. There was so much he could do to help these poor souls.

      As the meat on the outside cooked, they trimmed it away, letting the fire get to the inside before peeling another layer away. They piled it into a mound on wood trays. The people lined up as the women offered the first helping to Braden and Micah.

      Braden stood up, holding his hands high for silence. “From here forward, the young and the weakest of you shall eat first, then the others. We--” He indicated Micah and himself. “--will eat last.” Some villagers cheered, while others looked confused. Braden asked the women to put the trays next to the fresh vegetables and greens put out for the celebration.

      Braden and Micah picked up the serving utensils themselves. “Children first! Come on, bring your bowls!” And they started serving. A hearty cheer resounded through the market square. It took so little for people to start believing again. Maybe Braden would post the minimum standards for anyone who would lead a village. First, he’d have to teach them to read.

      So many hurdles stood between where they were and the place they wanted to be.

      As with all journeys, it started with a single step.

      Now that they were walking, he hoped the surviving brother would be reasonable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28 – The Last Brother

          

        

      

    

    
      In the morning, people woke to bright sunshine. Braden and Micah helped clean up the remnants from the celebration, while wishing people well as they went to their work in the fields or at the river. Everyone’s job was important to the village.

      The villagers’ attitudes had changed significantly from the turn before. Even if the last brother tried to reassert a brutish form of control over these people, they wouldn’t have it. Braden decided to let them take the lead.

      He and Micah stood in the background as the last brother and his fellow hunters walked into the village.

      Their reception instantly alerted them. The whole village had turned out. The three men stopped as soon as they saw the people in the new market square. They saw the two horses, a creature unknown in the south. They saw the Hawkoid in the tree, but thought it was a rare eagle. They saw Braden and Micah in the back.

      “Where are my brothers?” one man shouted. He looked around and saw only hostile faces looking back. The crowd slowly pressed inward toward him. He lifted his spear.

      “Who dies first?” His threat stopped the throng.

      Braden and Micah elbowed their way into the crowd, and the villagers allowed them to pass to the front.

      Micah drew her sword while Braden nocked an arrow. The three men looked at the weapons.

      “There’s no reason to resort to threats, don’t you think?” Braden stated in a low voice.

      “Who the crap are you?” the man continued shouting. Maybe that was his speaking voice, Braden wondered.

      “I’m Free Trader Braden. This is my partner Micah. We’re here to talk about trade with Village McCullough and any other village willing to trade.”

      “You’re not from Village McCullough,” he said, finally lowering his voice to a reasonable level. “Where are you from?” The two hunters who arrived with the brother starting moving to the sides. Here we go, Micah thought.

      “Micah, if you would be so kind, that man needs his spear cut in half.” Micah angled to Braden’s right, the villagers giving way. The man hefted his spear and tightened his grip. She continued to move toward him, rushing the last few feet. He jabbed quickly, but was off balance. Micah swung and lopped off the spear tip. She continued spinning in a complete circle, bringing more power into her follow-through. She hacked through the spear, just above the man’s hand.

      His eyes went wide as she continued with a side kick to his groin. He went down like a sack of potatoes.

      The man to their left raised his spear as if to throw it. Braden let fly his arrow at the man’s arm, breaking the bone in half as the arrow drove through it. The spear fell from nerveless fingers.

      “Would you be willing to talk to us, or do we have to kill you, like we had to kill your brothers?”

      “They’re dead? All of them?” The man looked at his two companions, so easily felled by the strangers.

      “All your filthy brothers!” Old Tom yelled from the crowd.

      “Well now, that changes things, doesn’t it? I had to act this way otherwise my brothers would beat me senseless.” The man threw his spear down and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Why do you people think I was the one to go hunting? I always left in search of one thing or another. I couldn’t stand those three. They gave the family a bad name.” He leaned his head back and gave a full belly laugh. He held up his hands, palms forward to the villagers.

      “I’m not your enemy,” he continued. “They were.” He looked around. “I like what you’ve done to the village. How can I help?”

      Old Tom rushed forward, stopping in front of the last brother. He pointed his finger, almost touching the man’s face. “Don’t believe him! Don’t believe him! Kill him now!” he shouted hysterically.

      “Let it go, Tom,” Micah said as she moved next to him.

      “Yeah, Tom. Let it go,” the man said sarcastically. Braden didn’t like the way he changed from big and loud to just another hard-working member of the village in the space of a few heartbeats. The brother angled closed to Micah. In a quick movement, he had his arm around her neck, the other on the hilt of her sword.

      But she was lower to the ground and ready for the move. She pulled her head under his arm and pushed him forward, pulling back on his arm at the same time. He flipped onto his back, landing hard. Micah pulled his arm and twisted it viciously, ripping the muscles and tendons in his shoulder. He howled in pain.

      “Micah!” Braden yelled when she raised her foot to stomp on his throat. She looked angry, but calmed at the pleading look in Braden’s eyes. She put her foot on his throat and held it there to control him, not kill him.

      “You!” Braden yelled to a villager near the man who had been kicked in the groin. “Bring him here.” Three of the villagers responded by grabbing the man’s arms and dragging him across the ground. They threw him in a heap at Braden’s feet. The man surged forward.

      Right into Braden’s knee as he drove it forward, breaking the man’s nose. “So this is how you want it, huh?” Braden asked in a normal voice, but he was seething mad. “Is this what you want?” he screamed as he kicked the man in the side of the head.

      Braden got down so he could get close to the brother’s face. He wrapped an arm around Micah’s leg, for his support, and hers.

      “Say the word and we’ll kill all three of you, right now. Can’t you see you’ve lost? Your way of leading this village is done. You’re done, unless you agree to our way.” He paused for effect. “I told these people I didn’t want to kill you. That was true then, but not now. If I don’t kill you, I’ll have to watch my back, won’t I?” Braden pinched the brother’s mouth and nose closed. “Won’t I?” The man started to panic, his eyes shooting wide as he tried to shake Braden off so he could breathe.

      Braden let go. The man gasped for breath. Braden reared back and punched the brother in the middle of his forehead, smacking his head into the ground. His eyes crossed as he tried to stay conscious.

      Braden waved at Micah to let him go. His arm dropped to the ground, causing fresh anguished cries. The three men were down, incapacitated in one way or another. The question was, what to do with them?

      ‘G, Master Aadi, any ideas?’ Micah nodded at him. G could look into the men’s minds. Their lives depended on what the ‘cat saw.

      ‘Master Human. I fear they have sealed their own fate.’ Master Aadi was the first to respond.

      ‘Yes. Even now, as they are, they plot the demise of our humans,’ G-War provided.

      ‘Our humans? So unlike you, G. You must still be swimming through a cloud of dog breath.’

      “Old Tom. These men are plotting their revenge, even as they lie here in their own blood. Fools. How do you deliver justice in Village Dwyer?”

      “We kill them!” Old Tom screamed. Maybe he wasn’t the best one to ask, Braden thought. He looked for someone else.

      “You, what’s your name?” he asked an older lady. He always trusted older ladies as they reminded him of his mother, not afraid to speak their mind and wisdom, brought by a life of listening and watching men do stupid things.

      “I’m Betty Dwyer,” she said softly. The crowd moved away from her.

      “What’s your relation to that?” Braden said a little more caustically than he meant as he pointed to the last brother.

      “He’s my son. My last son.” The breeze could be heard rustling the leaves. Skirill ruffled his wings to balance on the branch. A dog barked in the distance. Someone shuffled their feet. A child sniffled.

      “What do you recommend we do with him and these other two?” Braden asked as he moved closer to her.

      “They aren’t bad boys. They’ve only lost their way. They only need a firm hand, but they can be good members of the village again if we give them a chance.”

      “How do we do that without them turning on us? We can’t watch them every heartbeat. I know a way we can be sure they don’t hurt anyone ever again.” The crowd started to grumble, calling for the men’s heads. But Betty stood firm.

      “I’ll be responsible! I’ll keep them under control!” she cried above the calls for their heads.

      “Should you fail, your life is forfeit along with theirs.” Braden said, pointing at the men.

      ‘G-War! What are they thinking now?’ Braden asked over the mindlink.

      ‘They are in a great deal of pain. They seem to be receptive to anything that spares their lives,’ the ‘cat answered.

      Braden moved close to the last brother, leaning close so he could speak only to him. “If you ruin this deal, I will let her cut you up into little pieces. The last thing you’ll remember is your head falling off your body. If you betray your mother, great pain will come to you all. Now nod to let me know you understand.” The man nodded obediently.

      “Everyone listen to me!” Braden stood tall to address the crowd. “Betty Dwyer is responsible for these men. She will personally ensure you are safe from them. Then she will put them to work, beside you in the fields, in the woods, on the river. The trade is made!” Braden smacked his fist into his open hand. That was the sign of a completed deal.

      “I need three people to lead Village Dwyer, to help set us up for trade, to help us grow…” He continued his speech on leadership, on turning excess into items for trade, on defending themselves while still welcoming strangers, on everything it took to be a civilized society.

      Braden and Micah walked hand in hand to a hut with the three people selected to lead the village. They had many details to discuss. There was much work to do. Betty Dwyer gathered her three charges and ushered them to her hut. She believed that the odd strangers would kill them all, but that these very strangers wanted Village Dwyer to be a better place. They didn’t want the power for themselves.

      She started to see the wisdom. She'd had no control over the boys as they grew. Once they were old enough, they killed their father. Only now did she have the authority over them she had needed all along. She gripped her son’s injured shoulder until he winced in pain. “You’ll do as your told or I’ll kill you myself,” she growled. He recoiled, and for the first time in his life, he was afraid of his mother.
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      Two turns of the sun later found Micah and Braden on the horses with Master Aadi, G-War, and Skirill in their usual places. They were pleased with the progress they made. Once the villagers learned they could take pride in their home and themselves, they embraced what Braden and Micah tried to teach them.

      For trade, they would start with vegetables, but they had no way to move large quantities over long distances. They wanted Pack’s help, but Braden would never give up the horses. They needed to find a work animal, like the water buffalo he’d used in the north.

      “How do you think that all went, Master Aadi?” Micah asked.

      ‘You two are getting better at finding ways to not kill people. I feel the pain it causes you both.’

      “How did we get to this point, Master Aadi? Humans once relied on the power of their minds; they now rely on physical strength. Where have we gone wrong?” She had been born into this world, but refused to accept that the way things always were was the way things had to be.

      ‘You saw Sanctuary. They used the power of their minds to overwhelm their enemies. The goal remains unchanged, to have the most power. Only the methods have changed. Until the power of the mind returns, physical strength will matter. You will fight this everywhere you go, Master Humans.’ Master Aadi spoke with passion.

      ‘I have to add that you two are different. You were the first humans I met. I see now that you are not the norm. You use your strength to help others. Your hearts are pure. Please do not call me master anymore. I don’t deserve it, compared to all you’ve done in such a short time. You are the masters of a new world.’

      “Master Aadi, you’re kind, but...” Braden began, but was interrupted.

      ‘No! I am just Aadi, Master Braden, Master Micah. Please. You have shown me a new world where I want to live.’ Aadi’s thought voice had a begging tone to it.

      “As you wish, Aadi. How about A-Dog? Everyone gets a nickname here,” Braden joked.

      ‘I’m not sure I like that,’ the Tortoid responded. G-War snickered in the back of their minds. Skirill screeched in delight from a distant tree.

      “We’ll work on it. What about pack animals and carts? Anyone have any ideas? Trade is not going to go well if people have to travel two turns one way with only what they can carry on their backs.”

      “I heard stories of large creatures, south of Cornwall, but I never saw one for myself. Maybe we can take a look,” Micah offered reservedly. Braden knew it was difficult for Micah to suggest going near her home village.

      “Maybe we can find something closer to here. Skirill, how big were the biggest boars you saw?”

      ‘Big. Their backs were higher than the horse’s belly.’

      “Hmmm. And they are close, too. I think boars of burden could be the future of Village Dwyer trades. We only have to find a few people who believe and then turn them loose.” Braden looked around. Max and Pack were guiding themselves and they seemed to be going in the right direction. “Next time we go back, we can float the idea. They have good woodworkers there. We’ll take the cart and show it to them. I expect they’ll be churning out carts and trained boars before too long.

      “Until then, we’ll help them. Mushrooms for vegetables. It looked like more men than women at Dwyer. We’ll see if that goes anywhere.” He looked at Micah. She was smiling at him.

      “How did we get so busy?” he asked.

      “If we weren’t busy, then we wouldn’t be making a difference. It’s an incredible feeling having a purpose that’s bigger than just us.” She reined Pack in close to him. Her competence in handling the horse had vastly improved. “We don’t have to make it back today, do we?” She looked at him, a sparkle in her eye.

      No. They didn’t need to get back today. A little time to themselves would do them both good. They stopped by a stream where soon, their clothes were abandoned on the bank, while the rest of the companions watched over them, patiently waiting.
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      “We have been able to double the amount of material we can weave!” Mel-Ash said proudly. “Since we have to hunt less, we’re able to put more manpower, ha ha, womanpower into our trade items.” She was pleased and her joy was infectious. Everyone around her smiled broadly.

      Braden pulled the Elder into a bear hug. He could not have been more pleased. They already grasped the significance of trade and how it helped them get better at what they did. They were accelerating toward their place in the bigger trading world.

      On the next turn, they would take their wares to the meeting spot with the Lizard Men and trade. The ladies of Village McCullough looked forward to it. No children could come. The woman injured on the last trip would not be coming either. They weren’t sure when Mel-Ash would stop being angry with her, although Braden and Micah said that her actions, although unintentional, vaulted the groups together.

      After sunrise, they loaded the tunics, leggings, and forearm covers into the cart and they headed out. The trip seemed to get shorter each time they made it. They rolled into the clearing without hesitation. Braden and Micah dismounted and they waited for the Lizard Men to appear.

      Which they did, not by materializing from the trees, but by approaching as a group from within the rainforest. They traveled in the open, without using their chameleon powers to hide. Zalastar’s village-woven coverings were unique, and he stood out as he approached. Maybe they were trading stealth for the safety that the tunic material provided. The Lizard Men couldn’t have both.

      Before Zalastar and his people entered the open area, they stacked their spears against a tree. They then walked independently toward the humans. As each met a human, they put out their hands. Everyone paired off, hands on chests.

      This gesture put them at ease and each side showed what they had. The Lizard Men had great sacks of mushrooms, in addition to braided vines that looked like a thin rope. They hoped the humans would accept it in trade.

      Braden checked out the vines. They were strong and lighter than what he carried. Through Aadi, he asked what they wanted for them. For one deer, they would give him that and as much more as he could carry.

      Always the trader, Braden asked if they would be willing to wait, while he, G-War, and Skirill went hunting.  When they agreed, he jumped on Max’s back and bolted for the edge of the rainforest. With the ‘cat’s guidance and the Hawkoid’s incredible vision, they tracked down their prey in short order. He downed it with one shot. Knowing what the Lizard Men liked, he didn’t clean it but hurriedly threw it on Max’s back, turning the horse back to where the Lizard Men waited.

      Braden had a hard time telling the mood of the Lizard Men. Aadi assured him that they were pleased with the speed of the kill. They took the deer and handed over a great quantity of rope.

      Braden would have gotten a deer for the Lizard Men even if they had nothing to trade. He was always happy to hunt with his friends. They made hunting almost too easy. Maybe he’d come up with some kind of contest to keep them all sharp, including Micah. Aadi seemed disinterested in the hunt, but always happy to enjoy the fruits of their success. Then again, no one else in the caravan could knock down six people in one heartbeat like Aadi could.

      Braden asked Aadi if the Lizard Men could tell them about any other human villages they knew of or any animals that could work, like the horses. In this, the Lizard Men turned out to be a wealth of knowledge. Braden felt like giving their rope back, but he promised himself that he would bring them a fresh-killed deer next time to thank them for the information.

      A number of small villages followed the edge of the rainforest to the west. In the far west, there were strange creatures, bigger than the horses. Braden looked at Micah and she nodded. She preferred going west into the unknown rather than anywhere near Trent. Braden also preferred the Lizard Men’s facts to fishermen stories.

      Without further conversation, they parted with the Lizard Men, as friends, having traded to the benefit of both parties. Braden was pleased with the trust that the villagers and the Lizard Men shared. It was simple, but too many people found it difficult. Say what you are going to do, then do it. That’s what trust was all about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31 – Going West, No, East

          

        

      

    

    
      The group returned to Village McCullough, where Braden and Micah prepared to go west. They needed those animals to pull carts, wagons even. They needed more villages on the trade circuit.

      Traders driving big animals pulling magnificent wagons overflowing with both exotic and routine trade goods. People filling the square, traders shouting. Braden found it intoxicating.

      Braden still had his saffrimander. He still had platinum, gold, and silver. He wondered what kind of value saffrimander had here. He suspected none, as no one knew what it was. Plus, he had yet to run into anyone he would consider wealthy. As he thought about it, he and Micah could be the wealthiest couple in the entire south.

      That wasn’t what he had expected when he set out from the north. He figured he’d find some Old Tech trinkets and take them back for a big profit, then retire comfortably.

      Instead, he was here, with a partner, teaching the people about the basics of trade. In other words, he was saving the world.

      He stopped unloading the rope from the cart. “I think we need to make a quick run back to Dwyer and check up on them. We can take some mushrooms and rope. I’m pretty sure they aren’t ready to stand on their own feet yet.”

      Micah was anxious to go west, but she understood the burden that Braden carried. She recommended that they take Mel-Ash with them and maybe one of the younger women. If Village McCullough wanted to grow, they needed more men, or at least the opportunity to decide whether they wanted to invite men into their village. The opportunity, she thought, and smiled to herself.
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      Braden loaded the cart quickly, hurrying Mel-Ash and Ipso-Ter, the younger woman, to their positions inside with the trade goods. Micah was concerned that he was angry at something.

      “Slow down,” she said, trying to calm him. He looked at her, his face showing near panic. She pulled him into a hug and whispered in his ear, “It’s going to be okay. Wherever we go, that’s where we were meant to be.”

      He relaxed in her arms. He pulled back a little so he could look into her big brown eyes. Yes. Everything was okay.

      He smiled. “What would I do without you?”

      “I don’t know. Make bad decisions? Do stupid things? Be bored out of your mind?”

      He slapped her firm butt cheek, lingering and thinking how good she felt. Shaking those thoughts from his mind, he knew that getting to the west would wait. He had other trades to complete.

      It was time to get back to work.

      “You ready?” he asked, pointing at the two women in the cart. They waved back, smiling. They sat among bags of mushrooms, a great deal of the Lizard Man rope, and a small sampling of McCullough’s special material.

      As Braden resigned himself with the trip to Village Dwyer, he became curious about many things. He looked forward to seeing Tom’s progress on the smithy, Betty Dwyer’s progress with the three miscreants, and if there were any trade stalls completed. That would show the villagers on both sides what trade was all about. They’d set up the rope in one stall and the mushrooms in another. And then start hawking their wares.

      Micah saw the change in Braden’s demeanor. He was happy and looking forward to a trip that moments before he was dreading. ‘What changed with Braden, Golden Warrior?’ Micah asked with her thought voice.

      ‘My human is excited about the prospect of normal trade. Arriving in a town, as we used to. Setting up in a trade stall, like we used to. Calling all near or far to trade, as he loved to do. This is less about saving the world and more about normalcy.’

      ‘Am I good for him, G?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes,’ the ‘cat replied simply, then added, ‘Hungry.’

      “Yes, G, I know you’re hungry. Go on ahead, we’ll be on our way shortly. You know the route we’ll take.” Braden watched as the ‘cat jumped from the cart and bolted away. “Good hunting, my friend.”

      Micah wondered if Braden heard the rest of her conversation with G-War. No matter. Between them, there were no secrets. The companions guaranteed that.
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      As they pulled in to Village Dwyer, Braden and Micah both let out sighs of relief. A number of trade stalls had been completed. The village and the people looked clean.

      A cheer went up from those who saw the caravan arrive. Others rushed to the square. The three village leaders--Mick, Destiny, and Fen--pushed to the front of the group to welcome the visitors from Village McCullough.

      This trip was good for them all. It reinforced what Braden was trying to teach them. This is what good trade was all about. Trust, not fear.

      Braden asked for a little time to get set up in the stalls and asked people to bring the items they were willing to trade. In the meantime, he introduced Mel-Ash and Ipso-Ter to the leaders of Village Dwyer. They talked as they unloaded and prepared to trade.

      People looked curiously at the rope, but the mushrooms drew furled brows. Micah strolled up next to Mel-Ash. “We may have to give out samples. Once they try them, they’ll be hooked,” she said confidently.

      Micah stood back and watched her partner as he turned into Free Trader Braden. He moved with a purpose, set up, always watching for customers. G-War’s observations were perfect. This is what he loved.

      When they were set up, Braden climbed into the back of the cart to stand taller than the growing crowd. “Come one, come all! See these magnificent products, fresh from the Lizard Men of the Amazon Rainforest! Free Trader Braden’s Caravan knows no limits to the trade! We bring you treasures from across Vii! Come! Look! Rope, stronger and lighter than you’ve ever seen before! Look! Mushrooms that take the place of meat. They last longer, an easy meal to keep up your strength while you work away from the village. You’ve never seen anything like them! What do you have to trade? Come one, come all!” Braden projected his voice and waved his arms, entertaining more than driving trades.

      The villagers had limited items, although Ipso-Ter eyed a number of the men. She picked out potential ‘volunteers’ to move to McCullough.

      Braden hawked and cajoled, but most importantly, he taught them that nothing is free. Trade had a price, even if it was only time. In some cases, he traded things now for promises of items in the future. That wasn’t the best trade, but it was the right thing to do by Village Dwyer.

      Old Tom stopped by, delighted with the prospect of the ropes. He needed something strong to help him build his bellows. Braden traded him a few spans of the rope for an axe head, nails, and a hammer that Tom would produce at some time in the future. These were necessary if Braden ever wanted to build a home. It also showed the villagers that Braden placed a high level of importance on building.

      Tom had plans to produce weapons, swords and spear tips, but those would take time. Braden wanted him to work on more important items like the metal parts necessary to build carts and wagons. Many in Village Dwyer saw how such vehicles would help them, even something as simple as making their lives easier moving vegetables from the fields to the village. Braden assured them that he had a good lead on getting beasts of burden. When they left, they’d begin that quest.

      Braden had earned their trust. They believed he would deliver for them, so they could help him expand the trade, build routes that the Free Traders would use.

      Some children stood around, mimicking what Braden was doing. “We want to be Free Traders!” they cried as they bargained among themselves, for rocks and sticks. Micah ruffled their hair and traded a mushroom each for a good rock, which all the children were able to produce.

      The other children spent their time playing with G-War. The villagers took mercy on the cat and made sure that the dogs were under control. They were either closed in the huts, or away from the village with the workers.

      Aadi and Skirill watched from afar. They weren’t fully accepted by the village, but they weren’t shunned. They wanted to give Braden his moment.

      After the trades were complete, they loaded the cart with vegetables, various wood items, and promissory notes that Braden drew up. He read them back to the villagers, one by one. They giggled at their words as they were memorialized  in charcoal on stripped bark.

      With one last wave, the caravan rode from Village Dwyer.
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      They welcomed the vegetables, the wood plates, and the utensils. But the best thing that came back were the stories that Mel-Ash and Ipso-Ter told about Village Dwyer’s friendliness. They felt welcome and had already made friends. They looked forward to returning. They knew they could make it on foot, without Braden, they assured him. They could trade with the Lizard Men without Aadi as well.

      Micah knew what they were doing. They were helping Braden be free. To do what he felt he needed to do, find more villages and bring back creatures that could pull the wagons and carts that Dwyer committed to building.

      They weren’t sure what the terrain was like for the trip west, so they decided to leave the cart behind. By traveling light, they could go further faster.

      They decided to leave when the sun rose. As the villagers were getting accustomed to, whenever the caravan returned from a successful trade, they celebrated. This turn was no different. They celebrated together and then Micah and Braden celebrated in private, with the minds of their companions keeping them company.

      ‘Don’t you feel bad listening in?’ Micah asked over the mindlink after they were finished. She had thrown off their blanket as she was covered in sweat. Braden was already drifting off to sleep.

      ‘We’ve already had this conversation,’ the ‘cat answered.

      ‘Sorry, just thinking.’

      ‘That is how you are afterwards. Your mind is excited and difficult to follow.’ G-War had grown friendlier after their interactions with Village Dwyer. He was almost personable.

      She still felt like he looked down on her as he talked, like a parent talking to a child. ‘Are you and I bonded, G?’

      ‘Yes. When you partnered with my human, you became my human too.’

      ‘But we didn’t partner for a long time after we met, and you talked with me right away,’ she said, a bit surprised.

      ‘In your minds, you did, the moment you met. It was very Hillcat-like. I was impressed.’

      ‘I didn’t know. How could you feel what I couldn’t?’ she asked, confused.

      ‘Because humans are stupid,’ the ‘cat said without hesitation.

      “I guess we are, compared to the all-knowing ass, I mean ‘cat. At least I didn’t get sick at the smell of dog,” she countered out loud.

      ‘Despite the size of human noses, they are poor at what they do. I can’t imagine the meaningless existence of humans who don’t have a ‘cat to tell them what’s important.’ Micah felt Aadi in the background of her mind, laughing the slow, full laugh of a Tortoid. Skirill’s quick chirps of laughter were there, too.

      When Skirill saw her fishing all those moons ago, karma took over and brought her to this point in her life.

      And she wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.
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      They left as the sun rose. Braden felt lighter than he had in many turns. He galloped ahead, Micah raced to catch up while G-War crouched low, hanging on during the wild ride. Aadi bounced along happily behind Micah. Skirill soared overhead.

      Things were as they were meant to be.

      They passed the rainforest road quickly and kept going, keeping the edge of the Amazon in their view to the left. They took a break at mid-daylight so each could hunt. Even Aadi was successful in his hunt, when he found grubs infesting a sodden tree trunk. The daylight was perfect. Not too hot, not too cold. The sun shone brightly.

      They should have known that perfect wasn’t meant for them.

      ‘They come,’ was the first warning they received from G-War. ‘From the north, coming fast.’ They looked, but couldn’t see anything.

      ‘The sky,’ Skirill added, panic in his thought voice. They looked up and saw a cloud that wasn’t a cloud. Black birds packed a spot in the sky so densely, light couldn’t get through. The dark spot in the sky bobbed and weaved as it approached.

      “Skirill, I think you should get down here.” The Hawkoid agreed and made a turn to come back, flying as hard as he could.

      Suddenly, the cloud of birds stopped their dance in the sky and headed directly for them, cutting Skirill off.

      “Find cover!” Braden yelled as he and Micah jumped on the horses and raced for the tree line. Aadi was already there and G-War was under a tree, safe from any attack from above.

      The cloud of birds arrived as Braden and Micah reached the edge of the rainforest. Sharp claws hit, but their tunics protected their backs. Their exposed arms and heads were raked, as were the horses’ flanks. Max and Pack plunged into the woods, crazed from the pain. The humans jumped off. Micah pulled her sword and started waving it in a circle around her. Braden had his recurve bow out, swinging it like a club, knocking down some of the grisly creatures.

      A thunderclap sounded in the opening before them, knocking a great number of birds from the air. The rest flew out of the rainforest, but circled for another attack. The humans stomped the birds on the ground to kill them. These weren’t normal birds.

      Mutants.

      Their wings had some feathers, but were mostly fibrous skin. Their claws were oversized and sharp. They had faces with mouths, not beaks. They looked like bats, but with the bodies of ravens. Braden thought this in an instant before the mutants were back. He pulled his long knife and swung it, trying to cut their wings. Micah was jabbing fiercely and rapidly with her sword. The ‘cat prowled the ground, dispatching wounded mutants. The scratches on his back and bite out of his ear suggested he was less than successful in avoiding their attacks.

      Skirill screeched as he attacked the cloud from behind. He was far bigger than the mutie birds, but he was vastly outnumbered. Skirill used his speed and size to crash against them, knocking many out of the sky, before trying to fly away for another attack. The smaller mutie birds were on him in a heartbeat. He rolled, attempting to shake them off, but failed. They went down in a heap.

      Braden’s long knife was a blur as he sliced his way through the biting and scratching cloud. Micah stopped their attack as her sword danced in a tight circle around her, too fast for the eye to follow.

      Another thunderclap and a large hole was punched into the cloud. The attack let up as the mutie birds quickly flew from the woods to regroup.

      Braden ran toward Skirill, using his long knife to peel two of the mutants off the Hawkoid. Skirill raised his head and a dead mutie bird dropped from his beak. A mutant struggled in each claw as he shook one to death and bit the head off the other. He staggered a few steps and flopped over.

      Braden stood over him, ready to face a new attack.

      The remaining mutie birds had no stomach for more. They left their injured fellows behind as they flew away to the north.

      The companions made quick work of the survivors. Aadi was the only one not bleeding. He swam after the horses so Braden and Micah could tend to the ‘cat and Hawkoid, as well as to their own wounds. They needed Aadi to come back quickly with the horses because their numbweed was in the saddle packs. They had some in their belt pouches, but not enough. Even with that on the horses, there wouldn’t be enough to treat all the wounds.

      G-War was in pain, but his wounds weren’t bad. The bite out of his ear wouldn’t grow back. He was scarred for life. It added personality, made him look mean.

      Skirill had the worst of it. His feathers were pulled out and he bled from numerous bite marks. It would be a while before he would fly again. They rubbed numbweed on the bites at his wingroots. These were the most important to heal properly. They used almost all the numbweed on those wounds, which left the ones on his neck and chest. They needed their flasks to wash the injuries. Where was Aadi?

      Micah tried to rub the last of her numbweed on a deep scratch on Braden’s neck. He winced and pulled her hand away. If anyone was going to get the last of it, he wanted it to be Micah. She adamantly refused, so they settled on using the last of what they had on a deep cut in G-War’s side.
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      Micah stood guard over the Hawkoid and ‘cat as Braden jogged into the woods in search of Aadi and the horses.

      The Lizard Men found him first, surprising him as they materialized out of a tree. The Lizard Men looked alike to him, so he wasn’t sure if he had met this one before. It wore no leggings, so maybe he hadn’t. They stood there looking at each other. Braden realized that he still had his long knife in his hand. He put it into the sheath on his belt, then reached forward to touch the Lizard Man’s chest. The Lizard Man raised his spear in a flash and knocked Braden’s arm away, then thrust toward him. Braden twisted just enough so the spear hit him at an angle and slid off the firm fibers of his tunic.

      Braden grabbed the spear with one hand and the wrestling match began as they each tried to throw the other off. Braden would have liked to take his long knife back out, but feared he couldn’t hold the spear with one hand. They pushed and pulled, trying to knock the other from his feet. Braden was starting to weaken, the Lizard Man gaining the upper hand.

      Micah’s sword chopped through both of the Lizard Man’s forearms in one mighty downswing. He looked at her, confused, before running off into the rainforest, dark red blood spurting from the stumps of his arms.

      “What the crap was that about?” Micah blurted out. “Aadi!”

      Aadi finally showed back up with the horses in tow. They told him what had happened with the Lizard Man. Aadi was not surprised. Not all of the Lizard Men believed in Zalastar. There were some renegades, but they were very few, Aadi assured them.

      “You couldn’t have told us this before?” Braden asked incredulously.

      ‘How would you have acted if I did?’ The Tortoid answered the question with a question.

      “We would have been more careful!” Braden exclaimed.

      ‘Exactly. You would not have trusted all of the Lizard Men because of the beliefs of very few,’ the Tortoid responded. He was right, they thought. The Lizard Men as a whole did not hold the actions of the young mother against her when she kicked at one of them. The humans should show the same level of trust.

      “You continue to be wise, Master Aadi, I mean Aadi. Thank you for that, but next time, please be wise before I get a spear through my heart, not after.” He patted the Tortoid’s shell, before stroking his neck a few times.

      They used the remainder of the numbweed on Pack and Max, who had significant rips across their flanks. Braden and Micah would do without. They used all their water washing out their wounds. They put Skirill into one saddle, using some of the light Lizard Man rope to hold him in place, and put G-War on the other. Braden and Micah walked to keep the load light on the injured animals.

      “Creatures like that exist? They’re horrible,” Micah offered. It was still the same daylight from when they left Village McCullough earlier. Braden absentmindedly turned back the way they’d come.

      “The world conspires against us. I guess we’re not allowed to be too happy.” Braden rested his hand on her shoulder. She winced as claw gashes criss-crossed what had been milky smooth skin. Her wounds would leave scars. The scars on his back from G-War were far worse than the scratches from the mutie birds. What’s one more scar, he thought.

      “Should we go back?” he asked, holding her face in his hands.

      “To do what?” she asked. She was leading to something. Braden didn’t answer her, only waved his hand, motioning her to keep talking. “I say we go on. We could slink back to the village where they might see us as weak. Or we go on, injured, damaged, sore, but we go on. We show them what real strength is.

      “Our goal hasn’t changed, Braden. We continue to the first village and show them how being a trading partner will benefit them. Then the next village and the next until we find these land creatures, bigger than a horse. And we do what we can to bring a couple back. By then, we’ll be healed and ready to rip the heads off sharks.”

      “Sharks?” Braden asked. He didn’t know the word.

      “Sharks! They are the predators of the ocean. They are shaped like this.” She drew the shape in the dirt on the ground. “Their mouths are filled with sharp teeth. I saw a dead one on the beach once; it was twice the size of Max. They would swim by our boats when we were cleaning fish. They’re drawn to blood.”

      “That’s pretty scary. I think that confirms I’ll never go out on the ocean.”

      “What? My big tough man afraid of a little fish?”

      “Yes, I am,” he said, proudly defiant. “And I’d smack you, but I’m too sore. I think I finally scabbed over. I don’t want to start leaking again.” He smiled. “Well, then. I think we’re going the wrong way,” he said as he turned back west, moving deliberately and slowly.

      Aadi floated barely above the ground behind Pack. Skirill squeaked in the way that Hawkoid’s express pain. G-War’s pain was funneled directly into their brains via the mindlink. Their own injuries probably projected back to the companions as well. Even Max and Pack were skittish.

      The caravan stopped when they came to a stream. Ice cold water ran rapidly through the shallows. Braden and Micah helped Skirill into the water and washed out his wounds. No numbweed remained to redress the Hawkoid’s injuries, so the cold of the stream was all the help he’d get to take away any of the pain. The cool stream was so soothing that Skirill fell asleep as the water ran over him.

      G-War avoided the water, preferring to lick his wounds. He kept his tongue away from the ones with numbweed on them, for now anyway. He was already healing. His wounds looked bad because of his cat hair, but they weren’t deep below the skin. He’d be back to hunting by the next daylight.

      Braden and Micah led the horses into the stream. The cold water numbed their cuts and helped calm them. The horses were tough animals, but later they needed to trade with Village McCullough for horse blankets made from their woven armor. It hurt the humans to see the injuries to the horses. Max and Pack had been with Braden longer than anyone except for the ‘cat. They were the foundation of the caravan. Without them, it would be the companions walking across the world.

      That would take all the fun out of it, Braden thought.

      Aadi only needed rest. After a good sleep, he’d be able to protect them again. With his second thunderclap, he had broken the back of the attackers. After that, they couldn’t regroup. He saved Skirill’s life, maybe even all of their lives.

      They camped at the stream, everyone licking their wounds in their own way.

      “We need more numbweed,” Braden said, breaking the silence.

      “I don’t know what it looks like wild.” Braden drew an outline of the leaves in the dirt. He stood up, holding his hand mid-thigh--they were about that tall. About this big around--he held his hands wide apart. He drew a picture of the branch, with bunches of leaves on it. She shook her head.

      They would look in earnest starting in the morning. They stayed closer to the rainforest. It seemed like everything grew within a hundred strides of the big trees. Braden didn’t say that if the mutie birds came back, they’d be closer to shelter. If a cloud that size attacked again… Braden shuddered. Maybe they should have gone back to McCullough. They were vulnerable like this.

      And he didn’t like being vulnerable.

      “Micah. Next time, don’t hesitate to use your blaster, for all our sakes.” She had completely forgotten about the weapon. It would not have been effective in close as she would have risked hitting one of the companions, but as the mutie birds approached, she might have been able to kill them all with a single blast.

      She hung her head in shame. “I don’t think of it as a weapon. I’ve carried it all this time, but never used it against an enemy. I’m sorry, Braden. I could have gotten us all killed.”

      “Stop it, partner mine. I didn’t think of it until just now. Ha! Does that make me the smart one?” He threw his head back and laughed, ending with a choking cough. “Oh, that hurt.” He winced as he stretched against his injuries.

      “Serves you right, smart one.” Carefully, she snuggled close to him, checking in with G-War. He was with them and watching. They were safe. For now, anyway.

      With daylight came fresh pain as each of them worked sore muscles and healing skin. They all had wounds that oozed. A fresh dip in the stream was both refreshing and cleansing. Everyone got a thorough washing before they walked, the morning sun at their backs. Their destiny lay to the west.
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      They stayed close to the rainforest as they spent the day leading the horses. G-War was almost himself as he rode on a blanket across the saddle. Skirill had to be tied down to keep him on Pack. He was still in bad shape, but he’d started to heal. If they could find numbweed, then they could greatly accelerate the Hawkoid’s return to health.

      Braden was angry at himself for not looking for numbweed earlier. Maybe he had started to think they were invincible. They would all suffer their wounds that much longer because of his arrogance.

      Micah noticed Braden digging a hole for himself. She didn’t know what it was about and it didn’t matter. He carried the responsibility for their security and health on his shoulders.

      Always.

      “Stop it,” she said, trying break him from his reverie. “I’m adding this to the list. You’re up to three gut punches and one head punch as soon as I’m well enough to give them to you.”

      “Like crap you are,” he shot back. He stopped and looked at her. She stood calmly, looking at him with her big brown eyes. There was no reason to be angry with her. She was right. Maybe not about the gut punches, though. If she tried, that would lead to an exciting wrestling match where he would win, even if she said he lost.

      “G-War, my friend, is there any game around? Maybe a rabbit or squirrel, something for Ess to eat?” In response, the ‘cat jumped off the horse, landing softly. He stretched right, then left, then dashed into the undergrowth.

      Soon there was a brief skirmish, and G-War returned with a small squirrel. ‘That felt good. This little guy was quick.’ The ‘cat was proud of himself. Braden took the squirrel and held it up for the Hawkoid. He couldn’t move his neck all that well, so they cut the squirrel in smaller pieces for him. His metabolism demanded that he eat often, so they needed to keep him fed so he could heal.

      Aadi was back to himself, floating gracefully along. Since they were walking, he kept up by swimming along next to the humans. Each of them took responsibility to look out for the others. Aadi felt as if he were the most powerful among the companions as he was the only one uninjured. He wanted to put himself in a position to react if needed. He was obvious in his movements, even though he was trying not to be.

      “Aadi, are you trying to protect us?” Micah asked. “That’s so nice of you. But if they get past you, I have my blaster handy and we won’t let anything bad happen.” She patted the butt of the ancients’ weapon for emphasis.

      G-War bolted into the brush again, this time returning with a rather plump rabbit.

      “Let me guess. This one wasn’t so quick.” The ‘cat held up his furry paw to Braden. “I learned to be an ass from you, G. I learned from the best.”

      G-War disemboweled the rabbit, a little messier than usual in order to make a statement. The ‘cat wanted Braden to know that he could kill him any time he wanted, so every day he let Braden live was a free day. Braden was immune to the ‘cat’s jibes, because this had gone on for nearly eleven cycles.

      They kept walking, knowing that G-War would eat quickly and catch up. They weren’t traveling very fast, as no one was in shape for it. Without Skirill flying overhead, they couldn’t see ahead. They’d gotten used to having few surprises, things that were normal for the rest of humanity.

      So they pressed ahead slowly, taking care not to rush headlong into trouble.

      But nothing threatened them that turn or the next. By the third turn after the mutie bird attack, they arrived at a small village.
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      They stopped on a small rise outside the village, watching, waiting for someone to see them. That would tell them what they wanted to know. Would they raise the alarm and get their weapons or would they be curious, maybe prepare to defend themselves.

      The companions waited a long time. The sun approached mid-daylight before someone made an appearance. A person came from the rainforest. First one, then another, then a few more and finally, what looked like the whole village streamed back to their thatch-roofed huts. They looked exhausted. Tired people were less alarmed.

      Braden and Micah mounted the horses, taking care not to scrape the scabs on the horses’ backs and flanks. Micah had G-War in front of her and Braden held Skirill in his lap.

      They slowly walked into the village, stopping where all the huts were still in front of them. Micah loosened her sword in its scabbard, just in case. Braden put a hand on her leg. He had high hopes that they wouldn’t have to kill anyone.

      “Hello! I’m Free Trader Braden and I’d like to talk to your Village Elder!” Braden projected confidently in his trading voice. An older couple stumbled out of their hut, then others young and old came into the open.

      “What do you want?” the old man asked simply.

      “We wish to trade with this village. I am Braden. This is my partner Micah. The Tortoid is Master Aadi. The Hillcat is Golden Warrior. The Hawkoid is Skirill. What is the name of your village?”

      “We are the Village of Greentree. I fear we have nothing to trade, though.” The old man looked sincere.

      ‘He tells the truth as he believes it to be,’ G-War offered. ‘They are in anguish.’

      ‘Ask them, Master Human,’ Aadi chimed in.

      “I see a great darkness hanging over you. What troubles the people of Greentree?”

      “You are very wise to see how distraught we are. One of our children has disappeared in the rainforest. We fear she was taken by the shadow people. Our search has been fruitless,” the old man answered.

      Braden looked at Micah. She nodded almost imperceptibly. They would join the search.

      “My friends and I have some experience in tracking within the rainforest. We’ve run across these shadow people before.” The Lizard Men, no doubt.

      “Who are you?” the old man asked with renewed interest.

      “Travelers. Traders. Trying to make tomorrow just a little bit better than today for the people of this world. I want to thank you for not attacking us when we rode in. You are kind and for that, you’ve earned our gratitude and our help.”

      “I’ll stay with Skirill and the horses, maybe even look around a bit. They may have plenty to trade and don’t know it. Do what you do best. Find the child; save the village.” Micah leaned sideways, almost falling out of the saddle in order to give her partner a good luck kiss. Braden obliged her, holding her head with one head, letting the kiss linger.

      “Time to go, G, Aadi. We have a child to find.” G-War was first to jump off, then Braden got out of the saddle. Aadi swam forward to join them. The villagers parted to let them through. Braden stopped before the old man.

      “A little girl, ten cycles old,” was all he said, hope welling up in his tired eyes. They grasped hands, briefly, then Braden was off. He jogged into the trees. Aadi struggled to keep up as G-War raced ahead, found a perch in a tree, and sat there, watching.
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      ‘Any ideas, G?’ Braden tried to read the signs, but it looked like the entire village had been through there.

      ‘Joy. I sense her joy. She is not afraid.’

      “Joy? How odd. She’s alive, though. We just need to find her. Do you feel anything, Aadi?” Braden asked.

      ‘Nothing, Master Human. I must be able to see the Lizard Men to talk with them and I don’t see any at present.’

      Braden stepped carefully through the underbrush as he moved deeper into the rainforest. It became darker, hotter, and more humid with each step. G-War indicated a rough direction and they set out. Braden fought his way through the puddles and the undergrowth, while Aadi floated majestically above it all. The ‘cat acted more like a squirrel, using the dense lower tree branches as his road.

      An untold number of villagers attempted to follow. Braden didn’t care if they followed, but expected he would do better without them. He didn’t know the forest-sense of the villagers, if they would slow him down or not. He ignored them and forged ahead. They soon fell far behind.

      The ‘cat came to a stop, crouched on a branch, and listened. ‘Not far now,’ he said. Braden waited as he wasn’t sure what direction they needed to go. The Tortoid swam forward, gently bumping Braden aside. He floated upward and faced a tree.

      Braden looked closely. A Lizard Man leaned against the tree, perfectly blending into it. Braden had been a mere arm-span away and never saw him.

      ‘She is with the Lizard Men,’ Aadi said.

      “That’s good. Thanks, Aadi. I’m here to take her home.” Braden said aloud to the Lizard Man. Braden was careful not to expose his chest to the spear. One act and he lost his ability to trust them freely. He fought with himself, but could move no closer to sharing his heartbeat.

      ‘She is with the Lizard Men because she can talk with them. She sees them when no one else can.’

      “I’d like to talk with her if I can. She sounds like a gifted little girl.” Aadi took a long time before answering.

      ‘Yes. Follow Akhmiyar. He will guide us.’ The Lizard Man stepped away from the tree, leaning his spear against it before turning back to the human. Braden breathed a sigh of relief, as they reached out at the same time to put their hands on the other’s chest.

      Akhmiyar grabbed his spear and set off, jogging lightly through the swamp. Braden rushed to keep up. G-War bounded from limb to limb, seemingly enjoying the footrace. Aadi struggled to keep up, his thick legs swimming furiously.

      Fortunately they didn’t have far to go. Running into a clearing, Braden saw the child, sitting peacefully among a number of Lizard Men. Akhmiyar waved them away after briefly communicating with the girl. She stood up. The ‘cat vaulted from a branch above, landing soundlessly next to the human. Aadi swam up, blinking rapidly as he joined the group.

      “Oooh, how cute!” she said and leaned down to pet the Hillcat. G-War looked back up at Braden. If a ‘cat could have a smug expression, that was it.

      “Who are you, pretty thing?” she asked the Tortoid.

      “Aadi. What an intelligent name. Mine is Bronwyn. What does your name mean?” she asked. Braden was shocked. She was able to talk with all the companions, but he couldn’t hear her.

      “The One. You are the one, the only one like you I’ve ever seen, but I’m only ten. I haven’t seen that much.”

      “I’m Braden,” he said as he kneeled so that he was on her level. She seemed disinterested. “G-War, can you tell her we need to take her back to her village, please?”

      “Oh, I don’t want to go back,” she answered G-War instantly. “I’m perfectly fine here. The Amazonians will take care of me.”

      The Lizard Men? Has she seen how they eat, Braden thought to himself.

      “G. Please. I need to talk with her. Can you get her to acknowledge that I exist? Aadi, a little help please…” Braden pleaded with his friends.

      Aadi floated upward where he could face Akhmiyar and talk with him. The ‘cat continued to enjoy the child’s attention. Braden shook his head. ‘Skirill, can you hear me?’

      ‘Yes, Braden,’ answered a tired voice over the mindlink.

      ‘Tell Micah we found the child. She is with the Lizard Men and she can talk with them, as well as the companions. The only one she’s not interested in talking with is me. Let the village know that Bronwyn is safe and we’ll return as soon as we can. By the way, the Lizard Men are friendly here.’ Braden figured Micah could hear him as well, although he always felt weird talking with her over the mindlink.

      ‘I don’t know why,’ she answered, having clearly heard everything he said and thought.

      ‘The child is safe, but she wants to stay here. Don’t tell the villagers that. I’ll see what I can do, but maybe it’s time for the Amazonians, as she called the Lizard Men, to introduce themselves. We’re working on it, lover. I’ll let you know when we’re on our way back,’ Braden said in his thought voice.

      ‘These are good people, Braden. They will be partners on the trading circuit. Be safe coming home to me, partner mine,’ Micah answered.
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      Aadi convinced Akhmiyar to introduce himself to Village Greentree. With Bronwyn to interpret, they would quickly have close relations. The Lizard Man said that he would bring a small party and that they could round up a pouch of mushrooms to share.

      Bronwyn had picked up the ‘cat and was holding him awkwardly while still petting him.

      ‘G? There’s no way you’re comfortable, and there’s no way you’re enjoying this. Is there?’ Braden asked.

      ‘Yes. She is delightful. But it grows old. Time to go back to the village where it is dry and warm. Did I mention that I looked forward to being dry?’

      Braden laughed softly. The one constant in the universe was the ‘cat’s ability to hold his own comfort above all things.

      “If we must, Golden Warrior, we’ll go back to the village. I feel my home is here, though. Yes, I know they miss me, but I’m not really like them. I’m more like you. Oh, thank you!” She squealed, smiling from ear to ear. Braden had no idea what the ‘cat told her, but if it enticed her to leave the rainforest, then it was the right thing to say.

      Akhmiyar took the lead, while four Lizard Men fell in behind. Braden stayed beside Bronwyn, although he wasn’t sure that she knew he was there. She was holding Aadi’s shell with one hand, while G-War was draped around her neck like a scarf, his long legs dangling well below her waist. Braden didn’t care as long as they were headed in the right direction.

      It took to the end of the daylight before they reached the border between the Amazon and the Plains of Propiscius where the Village of Greentree sat. Micah let the villagers know when Braden and the others would arrive, so they were waiting. She also talked to them about the Lizard Men, the Amazonians.

      Micah told them that the Amazonians had saved Bronwyn when she got lost. She hoped this would make their appearance less startling.

      It didn’t matter. When Akhmiyar stepped out of the rainforest, he had to cover his eyes. The Lizard Men weren’t accustomed to direct sunlight. His skin looked a sickly green, where in the rainforest it had been a vibrant shade of nature.

      A couple, who Braden assumed were Bronwyn’s parents, ran forward to her. She took their hands and introduced them to the Hillcat, who had gotten down to walk into the village. He looked stiff from his ordeal, and Braden told him that it served him right.  The child then introduced Aadi, and finally Akhmiyar.

      The villagers were relieved at the child’s return. They slapped each other on the back happily and gave approving nods to Braden.

      Bronwyn knew her parents couldn’t hear the other creatures, so she told them what they were saying. Braden urged everyone into the shade, which he knew Akhmiyar had to appreciate. There were too many people crowding around for Braden to be sure.

      Braden shouldered his way to the front, dragging Aadi along with him. When he reached Akhmiyar, he turned around and held his hands up, trying to get the crowd’s attention. Once the villagers settled down, he assumed his best trader voice and projected as he had been taught.

      “Meet Akhmiyar, Amazonian leader. He’s brought a sample of their wares: mushrooms that can take the place of a meal. They aren’t much to look at, but they taste fine and they keep you healthy. He is willing to trade. What do you have that he could use? Any fresh meat?” Braden watched the people carefully. They looked away.

      ‘Micah, what do you think they have to trade?’ he asked using the mindlink.

      ‘Ask about their songs.’

      ‘Songs? Did I hear that right?’ The villagers looked at him as he made faces trying to figure out what Micah said.

      ‘Songs. Music. We know the Lizard Men make their own music. Maybe something new and fresh would be of interest.’

      “Micah! You’re a genius,” Braden shouted above the growing din. “Villagers of Greentree! Would you have music that you could share with Akhmiyar?”

      The old man who talked to them when they first entered the village stepped forward. “They would trade food for music?”

      “I believe they would. They are a very cultured people. Aadi? Bronwyn? What does Akhmiyar think of the offer?”

      “Yes!” shouted the little girl. “We would love to hear the village play!”

      “Get your instruments!” directed the old man. People raced away, returning quickly with odd instruments of all kinds, made from wood, hide, strings, and even stone.

      One young man beat a large hide-bound bowl using a rock tied to the end of a stick. The sound was deep and bold. Other instruments joined in, weaving a sound around the regular beat. More joined until the sound was full. Voices were added, singing notes and dancing within the tune. The players played, the villagers swayed, and if Braden and Micah could put an emotion to the music, they would call it happiness.

      Aadi bobbed his head, slowly, letting Braden and Micah know that the music was well received. The trade had been made and it was a good trade, because everyone was happy with what they received.

      G-War found Bronwyn in the crowd and stood next to her as she stroked his fur, with her eyes closed, completely giving herself over to the music.

      When the playing finally stopped, everyone clapped, even the players themselves. After watching the humans, Akhmiyar tried to mimic their movements, but his clawed hands were not made for clapping. The sound he made was a click, click as his heavy claws rapped against each other.

      Bronwyn let go of G-War and ran to the Lizard Man, wrapping her arms around his waist and giving him a hug. The villagers stopped and watched. The little girl finally released Akhmiyar and waved good-bye as he and his four fellows made to go back into the rainforest. He handed her a bag made of leaves and vines, then turned.

      ‘Aadi, can you ask Akhmiyar if he’s seen numbweed anywhere?’ Braden formed an image of the plant in his mind, hoping that Aadi could share it.

      ‘Yes, yes, it grows everywhere. Look for where the sun shines through the overhead in the rainforest. You’ll find the plants there,’ Aadi said. With that, the Lizard Men faded into the dark interior of the Amazon.

      Bronwyn handed a leafy bag of mushrooms to her parents, who handed the bag to the old man. He looked at Braden and Micah. Micah took one of the mushrooms, rinsed it off, then broke it into pieces. She ate one to show the villagers that they were safe. Soon, all the villagers were eating them.

      “Congratulations. You’ve made your first trade,” Micah said to the old man.
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      His name was Ditarod. He was the Village Elder, although they didn’t seem to have anyone in charge. People did as they always did. No one needed to be told. That made Greentree unique.

      This community was the closest knit that Braden had run across in all his travels. Everyone was equal here. He liked that, but understood that it wouldn’t work in all places. He was happy that he didn’t have to install new leadership, and happiest that he didn’t have to watch Micah kill anyone. She was good at it, and that was disconcerting.

      As Braden looked around, many villagers wore well-tanned hides. Good tanning was not easily come by. He thought they could trade tanned hides, or even the knowledge of the tanning process. They could trade musical instruments. As villages became more civilized, music could become important. The Amazonians were willing to trade for it and maybe others would too, but how did one move twenty villagers and their musical instruments?

      Animals. Big animals pulling wagons. Traveling musicians? What a concept. They could travel the rainforest road, bringing music to thousands of Lizard Men along the way. Braden was concerned that traveling musicians might stumble across New Sanctuary, but that concern was far away. They needed to find animals first.

      One step at a time, he cautioned himself. Relax and enjoy the moment.

      And the company. He looked down at his hand, fingers intertwined with Micah’s.

      Enjoy the moment.

      As soon as I check on Skirill, he thought.
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      The Hawkoid was still in pain, and with the darkness of evening, Braden couldn’t search for numbweed. First thing after sunrise, he’d go into the rainforest and find where the light penetrated to discover the numbweed plant. He’d make the mixture that would return the injured Hawkoid to health.

      Braden’s rescue of the little girl turned into two different tales. Bronwyn told the story of the Golden Warrior, Master Aadi, and Akhmiyar. Braden was nowhere in her version of the tale. She was different and had always been treated differently. She said that she could talk to animals, but no one listened, just like they were barely listening to her now.

      Braden and Micah knew she was exceptional. He once thought G-War could talk with any creature, but not so. Bronwyn could. He wondered if they would allow her to be his Trade Apprentice? But then again, she would have to acknowledge his existence.

      Micah introduced herself to Bronwyn. The little girl waved with one hand while the other continued to stroke G-War’s fur. “Would you like to meet Skirill? He’s a Hawkoid. He’s injured and it would be nice if you could talk with him.” The little girl brightened as she took Micah’s hand and skipped as they walked to where Skirill was standing on a log, covered with a blanket.

      “Hi! My name’s Bronwyn. Can I see where you hurt?” she asked merrily.

      Micah lifted off the blanket. The little girl leaned close, angling away so the firelight could shine through. She put her hands on his wings, very gently. “It’s going to be alright. My! Aren’t you a big bird?” She stroked the feathers along his back, then under his chin and down his chest. The Hawkoid closed his eyes and craned his neck in pleasure. Micah watched, fascinated at the transformation.

      “The ‘ain is gone!” Skirill exclaimed aloud. He stretched his wings. The wounds were there, not leaking, but they still looked painful. Skirill expanded his chest as he took deep breaths.

      “Hang on, Ess,” Micah cautioned. “Don’t go flying anywhere just yet. The pain may be gone, but the wounds remain. You don’t want to tear anything. We’ll find numbweed tomorrow and start you on the path to a real recovery.”

      “I ‘eel good!” Skirill stated.

      “Thank you, Bronwyn. What did you do for him?” Micah asked.

      “I just pushed the pain away. He is such a noble creature. Do you think I can ride him like Golden Warrior did?” Micah was taken aback. She must have abilities like those of the ‘cat to look into a being’s mind.

      “No, sweetie, I think you might be too big. And when Golden Warrior rode on his back, he was afraid and didn’t like it.”

      “I know, but it sounded like fun.” The little girl hung her head for a heartbeat, then skipped away toward the horses. Micah ran after her. She didn’t want the horses to accidentally step on Bronwyn. But, Micah should have guessed.

      Bronwyn could talk to the horses.

      “Hi, Max!” the little girl said in greeting as she approached. “Hi, Speckles!”

      Braden joined Micah as they watched Bronwyn in her element, with the creatures of Vii. “Speckles?” he whispered to Micah.

      The little girl interrupted Micah’s shrug. “You call him Pack, but he prefers Speckles. See the dots all over his body?” Braden took it in stride.

      “Is there anything else we should know about our friends, Max and Speckles? We can’t understand them when they talk to us.”

      “They like you very much. Aadi, Golden Warrior, Skirill. They all like you so I’ve decided it’s okay to like you.” For the first time, she faced Braden directly and looked into his eyes.

      “Thank you, Bronwyn. We will accept your help any time. Do you know anything about flying mutants, birds of all black, with skin like a bat, a face with fangs, not a beak?” Micah looked harshly at Braden for asking a little girl such a question.

      She shivered. “Yes,” she said in a low voice. “My bird friends told me about them. They come from the north, in a cloud, once or twice every moon. Everyone must hide. Is that what happened to these two glorious creatures?” She stomped over to Braden, making a fist, preparing to swing at him.

      “You don’t let them get hurt like that again!” she cried. “You hide like you’re supposed to!”

      Braden and Micah both raised their hands. “To the best of our abilities, we will protect our companions,” Micah said for both of them. Bronwyn calmed immediately.

      “Bronwyn, can you help us? We are looking for big, strong creatures who are able and willing to pull a cart or a wagon. That’s a way for us to move large quantities of trade items between the villages. Max and Pack, I mean Speckles, have helped us so far on our journey. They are the heroes of our caravan, but they need help.”

      “Yes. I’ve heard of large creatures, but they won’t come with you, not unless I’m with you and can talk with them.”

      “Ooh. I’m not sure about that. It’s dangerous where we travel, sweetie.” Micah offered. The little girl stamped her foot and pouted.

      “What if she’s right? If she can talk with the creatures, then this could go much easier.” Braden resigned himself to it. They’d have to talk with her parents and see if Bronwyn could come along. Braden looked at Micah and shrugged. So much for any private time with his partner while plying the trade routes.

      Bronwyn’s parents were fine with her traveling with her saviors, Braden and Micah. The little girl explained it to them as necessary to help the village. She was right, but only in a small way. She would be helping the entire south. All of the villages would grow to depend on these new beasts of burden, and that included the Amazonians.
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      In the morning, Bronwyn was ready to go early, but Braden had to find numbweed first. They all had wounds to heal.

      Braden wanted to go into the rainforest at first light, but Micah convinced him to wait until the sun rose higher in the sky. She wanted his search to be as short as possible. Bronwyn said she would go, too. G-War and Aadi would keep her company. Braden noted that she didn’t consider him to be company.

      “Well, maybe they’ll keep me company, too,” Braden suggested. She shrugged her little shoulders. Even though she decided to like him, she preferred creatures other than humans. Braden felt sorry for her. Such a gifted child, but humans had not treated her well. She was loved, as shown by the way the villagers felt when they thought they lost her to the rainforest.

      “G. Aadi. You guys up for a trip to find some numbweed?” Braden asked.

      “Of course they are, silly!” Bronwyn marched off smartly, Aadi at her side, the Hillcat running ahead. Braden looked back at Micah, holding his hands up in surrender, and jogged after the little girl.

      The first numbweed bush was less than a hundred strides into the rainforest. Braden was embarrassed at how easy it was to find. Bronwyn walked right to it and pointed.

      “Let’s take this back to the village. I’ll start preparing it and then you and Micah can come back and find more. The sooner I get started on it, the sooner we’ll have Skirill back in the air. Is that okay?” She waved him off.

      ‘G. Convince her to come back to the village and then you can come back in to find more. I’ve got work to do for Ess and the horses. Do you need any?’

      ‘I’m fine. Yes. We are going back to the village.’ On cue, the little girl turned and skipped through the underbrush, avoiding puddles as she headed back.

      ‘On our way back with the first batch,’ Braden sent to Micah.

      ‘Already?’ she answered.

      ‘Yeah. It’s a real short story…’ he said. The villagers hadn’t noticed they’d left, so they didn’t get a second glance when they returned. Micah took Bronwyn’s hand as they turned around and immediately went back into the rainforest. Braden and Micah exchanged looks as they passed each other.

      Braden put the small pot over a fire, added a small amount of water, and crushed the numbweed leaves into it, creating a pungent mixture. As the water reduced without boiling, he added water, small amounts at a time. Couldn’t let the leaves get too wet and couldn’t let the water boil. He filled the pot with the first batch. When it was ready, he put it into an oiled pouch that had remained empty of numbweed for far too long.

      He had started working on the second batch when Micah and the companions returned. Aadi didn’t have facial expressions, but his head hung low and if he could look sad, that would be it. Numbweed bushes were piled onto his shell and tied in place. He didn’t seem to relish his role as the group’s cart. Micah and Bronwyn skipped along beside him, hand in hand, singing merrily. G-War was nowhere to be seen, but Braden could feel that he wasn’t far.

      “It’s okay, my shelled friend; we’ll have this off you in a heartbeat.” Braden undid the Lizard Man rope that he grew more fond of with each use. It would be hugely popular in the north, where ropes tended to be dry and stiff, bulky and weak.

      The bushes fell to the ground. Braden decided they’d leave at sunrise. In the interim, he had a great deal of numbweed to process. Maybe he’d show someone in the village how to do it, too. Everyone could use numbweed. This could be one of their trade items, especially since the bushes grew so close. They had a ready resource.

      The power of numbweed was unknown in the south.

      It was time that changed. With enemies like the mutie birds, everyone needed to know about numbweed.

      Micah took the completed first batch to Skirill and applied it liberally to his wounds. To get at the scratches and scabs on the horses, they had to be washed. With Bronwyn’s help, they walked to a nearby stream. The little girl didn’t need to lead them by a rope, Max and Speckles simply followed her and did as she told them.

      When they were washed and while they stood in the stream, Micah applied numbweed to each of the many wounds on their backs and flanks. Micah took the time to wash herself and asked for Bronwyn’s help to put the numbweed on her scratches. The little girl was impressed by the scars.

      “Is this how a real warrior looks?” she asked innocently. Micah flexed her muscles, showing off.

      “Yes. I guess it is. You should see Braden’s scars if you want to know the burden that a warrior carries.”

      “I don’t know,” the little girl answered.

      “He is my mate and I ask that you treat him with respect. He would give his life to protect you or any of the others. He saved the Golden Warrior’s life, many times.”

      “Okay,” she finally said. “He can be my mate, too.” Micah laughed until she choked. The innocence of youth. Yes, they would all be friends, but Braden only had one mate.
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      Bronwyn was a handful and a huge relief at the same time. She wanted to ride with Micah, holding G-War on her lap and pulling Aadi close by. If she could have figured a way to wedge Skirill next to her body, she would have.

      Braden kept Skirill with him. The Hawkoid was healing well. The injuries lessened with each turn, with the most progress since they discovered the new source of numbweed. Skirill had no pain since Bronwyn first touched him. She didn’t heal his wounds, but she made him forget they were there. That could be dangerous if Skirill attempted to fly before he was ready.

      It wouldn’t be long now. Braden figured that within a couple turns, Skirill would be able to take some test flights, maybe they would find a breeze he could fly into to lessen the strain.

      When they approached a new village, Bronwyn reached out and talked with the animals. As they entered, she was greeted by her new furry and feathered friends. That seemed to remove any tension that the villagers had toward the strangers. Nothing like a happy little girl to keep everyone calm. This village, like the last, was a community. No one in charge, everyone going about their business. Nothing unique to trade.

      The same story as Greentree. Village Coldstream was unique in its own way. It was smaller than Greentree, but they favored bright-colored clothing. The colors were so vibrant that Braden felt like squinting when he looked at them.

      The companions were welcomed because Bronwyn would have it no other way. She introduced each of them, with a story. Even Max and Speckles were included. Braden and Micah ended up introducing themselves.

      The Elder couldn’t move like he used to, so his son took care of the business of greeting strangers. Other people did not travel to the village very often. They thought it had been three or four cycles since the last, but no one was sure. People kept to themselves in the south. But they have plenty to offer each other, Braden thought.

      “The colors? Oh, that’s just a little something we do. We never really thought anything about it,” Dantan said. He remained non-committal, but Braden saw the light of potential in his eyes. If they spent more time making and dying fabrics, then they would have to spend less time in the fields or with the animals.

      The pens contained a good number of pigs. Pork was their staple. They treated it with syrup from a nearby stand of unique trees. Braden thought he was in heaven eating the meat. Bronwyn promptly disowned him, informing all present that she did not eat the friendly animals. Someone made a quip that they were only eating the unfriendly ones. Everyone laughed but Bronwyn, who stormed off to talk with the pigs.

      It wasn’t long before she returned and apologized to Braden by giving him a hug. When he looked at her curiously, she answered that the pigs told her that their purpose was to get big and die gloriously to help the humans live. With that, she thanked the pig and bit deeply into the syrup-cured meat. Her eyes lit up.

      “Yup,” Braden said to Micah. “This stuff will change anyone’s life.” Micah couldn’t respond as her mouth was stuffed, sweet juices running down her chin. She nodded instead. Who cares about pretty clothes, Braden thought.

      Braden traded half their rope supply and some mushrooms to get a couple big handfuls of the sweetened, smoked pork. He didn’t care. He even contemplated trading the saffrimander, but they probably wouldn’t appreciate the spice.

      They left Coldstream in high spirits, another village added to the trade route.

      Two more turns and another village. Another addition to the trade route. More fields and vegetables. Village Bliss didn’t quite live up to its namesake, but at least the villagers weren’t hostile.

      Another couple turns and Skirill was flying again. He flew tentatively at first, but Braden kept him on the ground so long that his injuries were fully healed. It was his muscles that needed work. The Hawkoid was at home soaring high above the ground. He raced far ahead, then circled back. Braden cautioned him from getting too far away, in case the mutie birds returned.

      Skirill kept his Hawkoid eyes pointed northward. He wouldn’t let those flying terrors sneak up on them again. He didn’t know what their minds would do to Bronwyn, but he knew uncomfortably well what their claws and fangs could do to flesh.
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      With the Hawkoid watching far in front of them, they were able to pick up the pace. Max and Pack trotted along happily, guided by Bronwyn.

      Braden still couldn’t call him Speckles.

      Had it only been a cycle since he and G-War drove the water buffalo and their wagon on the trade routes west of Cameron? Not even a cycle.

      And now, he was a family man with responsibilities. Although he could look at it as being the best trader in the entire south. He laughed to himself. Change was constant. Change was good. Bronwyn sat in his lap, stroking Max’s mane, humming to herself. With the animals of the world as her companions, she was always in a good mood.

      Micah looked at him as he watched Bronwyn. She caught him smiling. He mouthed the question, ‘What?’

      “You. Tough man.” Her tone was kind. Yes, change was constant.

      “Next stop, big scary animals that can pull a whole village!” he exclaimed, trying to change the subject.

      “They aren’t scary. You just have to love them. You are so mean!” Bronwyn said in her little voice. The ‘cat had been running alongside to get some exercise. He vaulted into a tiny space between the little girl and the horse’s mane. She threw both arms around him, pulling him in tightly.

      He started purring, the sound deep within his chest, shaking him and Bronwyn. Braden wasn’t the only one who changed. The ‘cat was getting soft in his old age.

      ‘I’m still young, in ‘cat years. I just decided to enjoy the finer things in life,’ G-War said.

      “Bronwyn. Do you know Golden Warrior’s true name?”

      “Oh yes,” she answered brightly. “But he told me not to tell you.”

      “Of course he did.” Braden put his hands over the little girl’s ears. “Ass!”

      “Stop that, it tickles.” Bronwyn fought back as much as she could, but her arms were filled with ‘cat and she was wedged in front of Braden. Micah laughed out loud as she rode alone. Skirill was ahead, perched on a high branch of a tall tree, carefully watching the sky.

      Aadi watched them all, pleased with his decision to join the human called Braden. There was never a dull turn for the Tortoid as he contemplated all the things he’d seen and what else he might see. Maybe it was time for him to expand his family. There was much that Tortoids could bring to the good people of the south, as well as the Amazonians. Ambassador Aadi of the Tortoid Nation, he thought. That had a nice ring to it.
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      As Skirill scouted ahead, he spotted a herd of large creatures grazing the western grasslands of the Plains of Propiscius. He swooped in for a closer look, passing the image via the mindlink.

      “Wow,” Braden said. “Those look much bigger than the water buffaloes I used to have.”

      “Let’s hurry. They look wonderful!” Bronwyn exclaimed and immediately Max and Pack broke into a run.

      “Farging crap!” Braden yelled as he almost fell off. Micah glared at him in harsh rebuke, pointing with one hand at the little girl as she held on tightly with the other. They all leaned lower in the saddle as Bronwyn urged the horses on.

      ‘There is a village, not far. I see many people,’ Skirill shared.

      Bronwyn slowed the horses as they approached the grasslands. The creatures towered over them. Bronwyn struggled to get down, but Braden held her back, not knowing why.

      “Let me go!” She continued to struggle until Braden lost his grip, G-War going one way and Bronwyn going the other. She tumbled to the ground, brushed herself off, and ran toward the creatures. Braden’s instinct was to race after her, but G-War stopped him. Aadi stopped him. Micah stopped him.

      Although she was only ten cycles old, this was Bronwyn’s strength. She had nothing to fear from the beasts.

      She reached the closest one, a massive brute with shoulders nearly as wide as Max was long. They looked like water buffaloes, but far larger and their horns were immense, on top of their heads, above their ears, wide at the base, curving gracefully forward to end in sharp points. Braden wondered if the horses would be safe.

      The beast bent down to the little girl who lovingly stroked his head. She patted his forehead, her hand a tiny spot on his thick brownish hair. Other beasts ambled over. They varied in size and color, large to small, thick dark brown hair to light, one color to splotches of dark brown, light brown, and white. They continued to join the large bull until Bronwyn was completely encircled. Braden and Micah could no longer see her.

      “G, a little help please,” Braden asked.

      ‘She is safer there than anywhere else she could be. They call themselves Aurochs,’ the ‘cat said.

      “Aurochs.” Braden looked at Micah and shrugged uncomfortably. “I guess we wait.” He got down from Max, gave him a couple pats on the neck, and turned him loose to graze. Micah followed his lead. Bronwyn must have told the horses that the Aurochs were friends, because no one seemed concerned besides Braden.

      Micah took his hand as they stood watching the Aurochs. “It’s not knowing that bothers you,” she started. “You’ve taken responsibility for all of us and that means you can’t let go.” She squeezed his hand tightly and leaned into him. “Sometimes you have to. What would you have done if she wasn’t here?” Micah nodded toward the circle of Aurochs. They still couldn’t see the girl.

      “Probably screwed things up,” Braden answered. “I think I would have gone to the village first, hoping that they had domesticated these creatures and would be willing to trade for some.” He shook his head. “We still need to go to the village. They might think they own these beasts.”

      “I agree.” Micah put her head on Braden’s shoulder. He wasn’t sure what exactly she agreed with. It didn’t matter. He felt better.

      “Bronwyn!” Braden said in his loud trader voice. “Can you introduce us?” He hoped that she heard him. He was impatient. He expected that if he didn’t help them focus, Bronwyn would spend the day playing with her new friends. But she had heard him and, surprisingly, acknowledged him.

      A couple smaller females, cows, moved aside so Bronwyn could exit the circle. She skipped as she joined Micah and Braden, wedging between them so they each took one of her hands. The Aurochs she first talked with followed her. The others fell in behind.

      “This is Brandt Earthshaker. He’s King of the Aurochs.” Braden and Micah didn’t know what to say. How did one greet a king?

      “I am Free Trader Braden and this is my partner, Micah,” Braden started and both of them bowed deeply. “We are searching for someone who can help us establish trade routes. We need your strength.” Braden didn’t know if Brandt could understand him directly or if Bronwyn was translating what he said, so he waited.

      “Greetings Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs,” Micah said in her own greeting. They bowed a second time.

      Finally, the king bowed back, dipping to one knee, then standing up straight. His horns were bigger than the humans and when he dipped, they were treated to an alarmingly close look. It took all Braden and Micah had not to step away from the King.

      ‘These are intelligent creatures,’ G-War offered, before opening the mindlink with Brandt. The King’s thought voice rivaled his size and boomed within their heads.

      ‘Welcome to our herd, humans.’ Although his voice was loud, it was friendly and filled Braden and Micah with warmth. Their fears melted away.

      “You are magnificent!” Braden blurted out.

      “Do you mind?” Micah said, already beside the creature’s great head, stroking his ears and his neck. His hair was thick and coarse, but not long. She could feel the muscles rippling beneath his skin. His strength had to be incredible just to hold his head up. Micah knew she would be unable to lift even one of his horns.

      ‘Not at all, my lady. I’ve never talked with a human before. I find it exhilarating,’ the King answered.

      Bronwyn stretched as far around Brandt’s nose as she could reach to give him a hug. He raised his head, lifting her into the air. She scrambled over his head, turned, and straddled his thick neck. She sat there, radiating joy.

      “Have you dealt with humans before?” Braden asked.

      ‘Yes. Dealt with, but never talked to. From the edge of our grassland, the villagers think they can control us with fire. We stay away from them. If the grasslands burn, we will all die.’

      “We won’t let that happen, will we, Braden!” cried the little voice from high above the ground.

      “No. We won’t, little sweetheart. Have you talked with Brandt about what we’d like?” Bronwyn shook her head as she leaned down to rub the huge neck with both her hands.

      “King Brandt, we are creating a world of trade here in the south. We’ve gotten a number of villages to believe what is possible. If we had wagons, a great deal of products can be moved between all the villages, helping them become civilized. Good trade can stop conflict, help people be better, be happier…” Braden’s thoughts drifted back to Sanctuary. Good trade can make people envious, destroying the world, he thought. But this time was different. He could influence things the right way.

      ‘We can pull your wagons, but there will be conditions.’ Braden waited, but the King of the Aurochs didn’t explain.

      Never agree to a trade without knowing all the conditions. “What are your conditions, King Brandt?”

      ‘We are never to be tied up. We are equal partners with the traders. We determine how far we go in a day and we determine how much time we need to feed.’

      “Shrewd! Understand that you’ll have to wear some kind of harness to pull the wagons. Outside of that, you will never be tied up. Anyone who tried would be foolish. Those are easy conditions. Now, how do you define equal partner?” Braden asked, now in full trader negotiating mode, despite the fact that he was speaking with an Aurochs.

      ‘If we find something we like, a grass, a vegetable, we will want our fair share as part of the trade.’ The great beast shook his head to chase away a few flies. Braden fell backward trying to get away from the horns. ‘Sorry,’ Brandt said in his booming thought voice. ‘Not used to humans.’

      “Not yet, my friend. I hope you’ll grow to like us. Yes, getting vegetables as part of the trade is certainly possible and a good thing. Try this.” Braden pulled a mushroom from his belt pouch and held it before the King’s great head. The Aurochs looked at it briefly before carefully taking it from Braden’s hand and eating it.

      ‘We usually avoid these kinds of things as they are too often poisonous. But this is good. I’ve not seen its like before. Where did you find it?’

      “This is something that the Lizard Men trade, the Amazonians that is, the people who live in the rainforest.”

      ‘We have seen these creatures, but we don’t go into the rainforest. We don’t fit!’ He started shaking his head. The other Aurochs standing close by were shaking their great heads as well. Were they laughing?

      “As to your other points, I can’t say how far you go and when you eat. If we trade, it is nice to keep to a schedule, but that schedule can be whatever we make it. We’ll need to travel a certain amount each turn. I expect that, as big as you are, you cover a great deal of ground in a very short time. I don’t think it will be a problem, so yes. You determine how far and when you feed. How much do you eat?” Braden asked without thinking.

      ‘That is an ongoing battle, I’m afraid.’ The Aurochs all started shaking their heads.

      ‘That’s it, then, shall we go?’ the King of the Aurochs asked.

      “Now?” Braden was surprised. “How many would come with us?”

      ‘Well, all of us, of course,’ Brandt answered without hesitation.

      “But we probably only need a couple of you...” Braden stammered. Micah stepped up.

      “We have one village where we stay. We travel from there and then return. A couple of you could come with us. The trade route can end here. I’m afraid that if all of you come on all the trades, then there won’t be enough vegetables or mushrooms to go around.”

      ‘Show me,’ Brandt asked cryptically.

      Skirill stepped into the conversation, showing images of the villages and surrounding areas to the Aurochs. The Hawkoid showed broader swaths of land between the villages.

      ‘There. That will be our new home.’ Brandt selected an area with fields and grasslands with streams flowing throughout.

      It was Greentree, Bronwyn’s home village. Braden suspected she influenced Brandt’s decision, but it could not have been better, in his opinion. There would always be someone who could talk with the Aurochs and make sure that they were happy. He didn’t want to think of the damage any of these great creatures could do if they were upset.

      “Yes! I will take care of you all. Mushrooms and cabbages!” the little girl shouted gleefully.

      “I’d like to talk with the villagers near here, if I may, and then we can get going.”
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      The Village of Westerly had few houses and huts, but a lot of people. Braden and Micah wondered where they all slept.

      Although they didn’t raise the alarm and come at Braden and Micah with weapons, the reception was cool. They did not get down from their horses as they waited for someone in charge. An older man finally strolled up, making it clear that he was important.

      “Someone said you wanted to talk with me?” he asked in an imperial voice.

      “I am Free Trader Braden and this is my partner Micah. The Hillcat is G-War. The Tortoid is Master Aadi. The Hawkoid--” He pointed to a tree. “--is Skirill. We are looking to open a trade route, from east to west on the north side of the rainforest. We already have a number of villages with trades ongoing.” Braden left it there, assuming that the man would want to know more information.

      “We already got one of those. No need for more.” He looked skeptically at the companions. He mouthed the word ‘muties’ as he turned away.

      “Wait! You already have a trade route established? What do you trade? Maybe we have a better deal,” Braden offered, not knowing what the old man’s intent was.

      “Trade. Everyone shares a bit of what they grow or make with me and I share my wisdom and leadership with them. That’s our trade.” The old man hesitated. Those standing around seemed interested, others joined them.

      “If there is enough to share, there might be enough to trade. What do you grow that you could expand, grow more of? What do you want that you don’t have?” Braden decided against getting down. He didn’t like this self-proclaimed leader. If he was face to face with him, Braden would probably end up hurting him. He put a restraining hand on Micah’s knee. She was ready to change the village’s leadership.

      He looked at her out of the side of his eye and shook his head, just enough so she would understand. She took a deep breath, trying to force herself to relax.

      “Maybe I can talk with someone who grows the food, who might want to trade?” Braden suggested, knowing that it might make the old man angry. Braden’s anger was rising. He wanted the old man to do something so they would be justified in killing him.

      Braden struggled with his thoughts. He had to talk his way out of this.

      Maybe the old man saw the danger he was in. “Talk to whoever you want. I’ll have no part of it.” He turned and walked away, much more quickly than when he arrived.

      “You, my good man!” Braden called to one individual who seemed ready to burst with excitement. “Are you interested?”

      “Yes! Take me with you!” Choruses of “and me” followed until the whole group pressed in on the two horses.

      “Whoa! Wait a minute. What’s this all about?” Braden tried to regain control.

      A number of people started talking, then talked louder trying to speak over the others.

      “You!” Braden pointed to the first man who spoke up. “Why are you begging to leave?”

      “Look how we live! There has to be something better than this. We sleep in shifts, some during the day, some at night,” the man said.

      “Why don’t you just build more places to live?” Micah asked.

      “He won’t let us,” they answered as one.

      “Why does he have that much power over you?” Braden asked, looking from face to face. People looked down, shrugging. No one answered. “He only has as much power as you give him.”

      “Yes!” the young man shouted, trying to reassert himself. “We can build them ourselves and still provide for him.”

      “We’re not going to take anyone with us,” Braden stated firmly. He held out his hands to calm them down. “But we will be back. I want to see new homes and I want you to be able to tell me what you can trade. I don’t know when we’ll be back, but we will. By the way, the Aurochs are coming with us.” They looked at him. Without being able to talk with the Aurochs, these people didn’t know what they were called.

      “The great beasts roaming the grassland. They have agreed to come with us.”

      “Agreed? How did they do that? They are just beasts. We use their droppings for fertilizer.”

      “We can talk with them,” Micah said.

      A startled cry of ‘Mutants!’ came from someone in the crowd. The people backed away.

      “We’re not mutants,” Micah said coldly. “But they are.” She waved her hand in the direction of the ‘cat and the Tortoid. “And they are good creatures, better than you. The great beasts? They’re mutants, too, and their waste fertilizes your crops. Think about that.” She pulled on Pack/Speckle’s rein, turning his head away from the village. He danced in a half circle, scattering some of the people.

      “We’ll be back and we expect to see changes if you want to join the trade route.” Braden gave Max a light kick and he was off. They urged the horses into a gallop to put as much distance as possible between them and the village.
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      The herd of Aurochs made great traveling companions. Bronwyn refused to ride with Braden and Micah, preferring to sit astride Brandt Earthshaker’s broad neck. Besides Brandt, there were three young bulls and twenty-five cows. As Braden suspected, they didn’t walk fast, but their strides were so long that they moved a great distance in a short amount of time. They stopped often to graze, but not for too long.

      The Aurochs had trouble with obstacles. They spent their lives grazing grasslands, not climbing over rocks or fording streams. The horses, though smaller, negotiated these obstacles without issue, compared to their larger companions.

      One of the younger cows slipped while climbing a rocky slope, and tumbled down the hill, crashing against a tree near the bottom. It left a huge gash in her side.

      Brandt was beside himself. He was responsible to protect the herd and with this, he was helpless.

      “Braden and Micah will help her and I will take away her pain,” Bronwyn said softly to the King of the Aurochs. Braden gave the pouch of numbweed to Micah while he got his needle and the precious bit of remaining thread out of his saddle bag.

      Bronwyn stroked the large cow’s head, singing happily. Even the cows had horns, but these weren’t as big as Brandt’s. Micah cautioned the little girl to be careful that she didn’t get hurt if the cow moved suddenly.

      The numbweed helped stop the bleeding, while Bronwyn took away the cow Aurochs’ pain. Braden asked the cow to remain still while he sewed up the wound. The little girl kept the great beast calm as Braden worked the needle and thread. He ran out of thread, but by putting the stitches further apart, he was able to close the majority of the gash. They cleaned it with water from their flasks, then applied more numbweed. Braden suggested they remain here until the next daylight when he knew the cow would be able to continue.

      Brandt’s gratitude was as big as the Aurochs himself. He showed his affection through nuzzling, which ended up knocking the humans to the ground. Bronwyn, the smallest of them all, was first up and first to nuzzle back, wrapping her small arms as far around the Aurochs’ face as she could reach. He lifted her in the air repeatedly. She squealed in delight each time.

      The herd closed in around the humans, each taking a turn touching them. G-War adeptly danced around the hooves, but once he’d had enough of that, he vaulted onto Brandt’s face and ran up his head and down his neck to the King’s back, where he crouched low, before lying down. Aadi hovered higher to stay above the fray. Skirill perched in the tree that the cow fell into.

      This was a good spot to camp, so they stayed. With the Earthshaker Herd watching over them, there was nothing to fear. Bronwyn slept between Brandt’s front legs, as comfortably as if she were in the finest bed. G-War slept on the King’s neck. Warm and soft, it was a perfect ‘cat bed.

      Sunrise brought rain. Braden thought the horses smelled bad when they got wet, but that didn’t compare to the smell of a wet Aurochs. Bronwyn seemed oblivious to it. They applied more numbweed to the injured cow. The rain would wash it off shortly, but then they’d apply more. Their supply was virtually unlimited.

      Brandt continued to be effusive in his praise of the humans and their ability to heal such a fearsome wound. Braden explained that it was because humans were so frail that they had developed the techniques for better healing.

      Bronwyn turned out to be the one who got the herd moving, including the horses.

      Braden leaned close to Micah. “Did you ever think that we’re simply watching events as they unfold?”

      “Watching? I’m not sure you were watching when the three of you went into the rainforest after Bronwyn. Remember the part where she wanted to stay with the Lizard Men, the Amazonians?” Micah reminded him.

      “Okay, maybe we pushed this raft into the river and we’re hanging on for the ride. Is that better?”

      Micah nodded. “Yes. We are hanging on, watching a beautiful world go by. We stop here and there to clean up the shore, make sure things are right, then we push back into the rapids.”

      “Maybe we can stop at Coldstream for some of their sweetened smoked pork? I think I like that better than the brownies, although I have some incredible memories that go with the brownies.”

      Micah blushed. Those were a few of many great memories.

      “We don’t have anything left. Maybe the Aurochs can knock down a few trees for them?”

      “That’s a reach! If the Aurochs work for them, wouldn’t that be their trade?” Micah suggested.

      “You got me there. But Brandt feels like he owes us for working on the cow’s wound.”

      “Listen here, my lover. As long as I’m your partner, you will never trade doing the right thing. The villagers didn’t owe you for going after Bronwyn, and Brandt doesn’t owe you for sewing up a cut.” She lifted her eyebrows to solidify her point.

      Braden raised his hands in surrender. “And since you’ll be my partner until you die, I guess it’s settled,” she said ominously.

      “Since you’ll be my partner until YOU die,” Braden started, but he didn’t have anything else, so he ended with a shrug of his shoulders. Let her wonder about that, he thought.

      ‘There’s nothing to wonder about,’ she replied in her thought voice.

      “Crap! Would you stop doing that?”

      “Can’t you hear me when I think?” she asked. He scowled in response.

      She held his face in her hands, looking deep into his blue eyes. ‘What about now?’

      “Yes. I heard that,” he answered.

      ‘Not with your outside voice,’ she responded. ‘This is without G-War’s help. I think some of his ability to mindlink rubbed off on us.’

      ‘Or maybe he shared it with us because the number of companions has grown rather large. And he is a selfish ass, you know.’ They laughed. The ‘cat’s indomitable spirit loomed large. The Golden Warrior was a stalwart companion, always there in time of need, and by sharing his ability to speak with others, he helped them get where they were.

      Micah stopped thinking about G-War. She looked back over at Braden. ‘I love you,’ she said simply. A thought voice couldn’t lie. It was one’s thoughts after all. He could feel the emotion behind it, too.

      ‘Until we die,’ he responded, realizing that her earlier statement was not a threat. They were bonded to each other. Simple as that.
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      As they rode to the outskirts of Village Greentree, someone raised a cry of welcome. The villagers ran from all directions to meet Braden and Micah. Bronwyn’s parents looked for the little girl, alarmed when they didn’t see her.

      “She’s coming, and she has something to show you.” Micah smiled.

      As the Earthshaker Herd  came into sight, everyone’s eyes went wide, until they saw Bronwyn waving from the great neck of Brandt, King of the Aurochs. She stopped the herd before they got too close and carefully climbed down.

      Brandt stamped his mighty front hooves and shook his head as he looked over his herd and their new grazing lands. ‘On behalf of the Earthshaker Herd, I accept these grasslands as our own,’ Brandt said to his people. The herd spread out to graze.

      Bronwyn’s parents ran to her, sweeping her up in their arms. She wanted down, taking a hand of each and running with them back toward the herd.

      Braden and Micah explained to the villagers that the herd had chosen this area as their new home. They would help pull the wagons on the trade routes. They would be partners in the trade, not beasts of burden, as they were mutants, and like the Amazonians, they were friends. Plus, their droppings made good fertilizer, or so they heard.

      The villagers nodded knowingly. Bronwyn could talk with the Aurochs. At ten cycles, she was going to be in charge of the herd, or more likely, she was the liaison between the herd and the village, between the Amazonians and the village.

      “We would like to set up our trading base here, in Greentree. We can go both east and west. The Aurochs are here. We can swap who pulls the wagons as we pass through,” Braden said.

      “What wagons?” someone asked.

      “At Village Dwyer, they are working on some right now. Maybe they’ll be ready when we get back there. We’ll also need harnesses. The ones we have for Pack, I mean Speckles, won’t fit any of the Aurochs. Do any of your people work with leather?” Maybe the new ropes from the Amazonians would help. Hmmm. All kinds of work to do, Braden thought to himself.

      “Welcome home, Micah. We need to build a house.” Braden gave his partner a hug, then walked toward the grasslands where the villagers were strolling to get a close look at their massive new neighbors.

      Someone clapped him on the back. “They are something, aren’t they,” the villager said with a big smile on his face.

      Yes, they are, Braden thought.

      I couldn’t agree more, he heard Micah think.

      It didn’t take long before the village suggested a celebration of the caravan’s successful return. Music and food.

      Bronwyn suggested they move to the edge of the grasslands so the Aurochs could attend and listen. The village brought all the vegetables and all the mushrooms they had. There wasn’t very much, not enough to feed a single Aurochs, let alone twenty nine of them. But the King of the Aurochs was gracious, refusing to accept anything, until there was enough for all. The villagers still managed to put together a sampler tray, with one small treat for each of the new arrivals.

      Brandt had the Aurochs come up, one at a time, so Bronwyn could introduce them and give them a treat. “This is Ackla,” the little girl said, carefully holding a piece of cabbage in her small hand. The Aurochs cow’s mouth was as big as Bronwyn’s head, but she managed to gingerly relieve the human of her prize. The cow bowed as she left.

      “This is Wen…” Each in their turn greeted the villagers.

      No one saw Aadi leave, but everyone saw him return. As dusk arrived, the Tortoid escorted Akhmiyar and four Amazonians to the celebration. Braden and Akhmiyar greeted in their new way, hands on each other’s chest. Then Bronwyn introduced them to the King of the Aurochs.

      The Lizard Men bowed deeply, which Brandt returned. Then they stood facing each other. Brandt shook his head. Akhmiyar made some signs with his hands/claws.

      “Bronwyn, do you know what they are talking about?” Braden asked.

      “The ancients, old times, survival, I really don’t know what any of it means,” she said before skipping away to scoop up G-War and carry him around.

      “Unfortunately, we do,” Braden said to Micah. “More creatures created by the ancients, and then left behind after the war to fend for themselves. Well, we see who the survivors are. Without the ancients, we wouldn’t have the pleasure of their company. G-War, Aadi, Skirill. I wonder how Bronwyn got her ability to talk with all Vii’s creatures?”

      Micah shook her head. Some questions were better left unasked.

      When the Amazonians finished talking with Brandt, Bronwyn ran up to them. Taking Akhmiyar’s hand in hers, she took him to various villagers, where they conversed briefly. Akhmiyar had an agenda and it probably involved trade.

      Braden was pleased. He wanted to drive trades because that was in his nature, but he was happy making sure that trade happened. Maybe he could start a Guild and be the Guildmaster.

      “Well done, Master Aadi,” Micah said as the Tortoid swam up to them.

      ‘Just Aadi, Master Human. And it was my pleasure. I saw them standing on the edge of the rainforest. They deserve to be a part of this celebration, too.’
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      The King of the Aurochs said he would accompany Braden, Micah, and the companions as they traveled east to McCullough and Dwyer. Brandt brought one cow and one bull along. They would learn the route and when the wagon was ready, they would take turns pulling it.

      Braden wanted to stop at the meeting site with the Amazonians, hoping to work a deal to get more of their rope to help him build a harness for the Aurochs. The Amazon rope was the best until they could have a proper leather harness made.

      It took work to convince Bronwyn to stay behind, but going with three Aurochs while twenty-six remained behind wouldn’t work. No one could talk with them if she left. Reluctantly she agreed.

      She was ten cycles old and they had to get her permission. One never knew who could make or break a trade.

      Also, without Bronwyn, Braden felt less guilty taking down a couple deer to trade with the Amazonians. They left, feeling good about their progress.

      Brandt expressed some reluctance to go into the rainforest. He was comfortable in wide open spaces, not the confines of a narrow road wedged between foreboding trees.

      Once in the Amazon, Brandt realized the road was wide enough for him to turn around. He was much relieved.

      The Amazonians appeared at once. After bowing and showing proper deference. they conversed with both the King and Aadi. Brandt conducted the negotiations for the rope, but since the Amazonians were pleased with his presence, they included a great volume of mushrooms. The Amazonians had no trade goods with them, so the companions waited while they disappeared into the rainforest to get them. Braden told them to take the two deer so they wouldn’t spoil.

      It wasn’t long before Zalastar himself showed up. He greeted Brandt, and they bowed to each other as leaders of their people. Akhmiyar had passed to Zalastar that the Aurochs had joined Braden and Micah. Zalastar was also pleasantly surprised that the Amazonians had been invited to participate in the human celebration at Greentree.

      “We’re all in this together, trying to make tomorrow just a little bit better than today.” The trade route would go from Dwyer to Westerly. He didn’t expect many items would be traded initially, but their exchange of information, sharing of knowledge, and partnership would build a strong foundation on which future trade would flourish.

      The Amazonians wanted to travel on the trade route, but Braden wasn’t sure how they could survive in the dry of the open air. Zalastar said he’d ask his best people to come up with a way.

      Mutants and humans working together. Although in Braden’s mind, they were all mutants. None of the ancients were left. Everyone and everything had changed since the war destroyed the tech.

      Which reminded Braden that it had been a while since he last waxed his bowstring. He always took care of his recurve bow, because it took care of him.

      Skirill grew restless so he flew out of the rainforest and waited in the open.

      Amazonian villages were initially established along the road and edges of the rainforest. Once the war started, the Amazonians moved deep into the Amazon, as far away from humanity as possible. Over the last hundred cycles, as their numbers grew, they spread back toward the edges.

      Zalastar wanted to improve the road through the rainforest. He was currently working with his people to start moving the villages closer to both the road and the northern border. As they moved, they could reestablish regular interaction with humans.

      This time as equals.

      As Brandt and the Aurochs were doing with the humans.

      Braden showed them it was possible for humans and mutants to share equally, although they didn’t consider themselves mutants. They were a different race, that was all. Braden committed to remembering that. They were different races, working the same trade.

      As the conversation wound down, Brandt called to get everyone’s attention. He wanted to discuss the matter of New Sanctuary with the leaders of the peoples of Vii. Micah was the President, with Braden her mate and the Free Trader. Golden Warrior was a prince among his people. Master Aadi was the First Master of the Tortoid Consortium. Skirill was the Hawkoid with a vision for building a community. He had been cast away from his people for that, but he was still the best to represent them.

      How could he refuse? He flew back to the Amazonian’s Market Square, rejoining the others. With Brandt’s permission, he landed gently on one of the King’s great horns, gripping it tightly with his claws.

      Braden tried not to laugh, stifling it with a cough as the ‘cat sat on the Aurochs’ head, Skirill perched near the point of one horn, Aadi floated close by, while Zalastar stood like a statue.

      Once Braden returned to the topic at hand, he sobered quickly. They know about New Sanctuary, he thought. How do we prevent a second human war? The easiest answer was to deny access to the Old Tech.

      Micah assured the others that they set up security when they left. No other humans would be granted access. This gave them some relief, but what was a long-term solution?

      Braden felt like he was over his head. He didn’t think that far ahead. Micah hadn’t either, not to the degree that Brandt and Zalastar had. How could they memorialize their commitment to long-term peace, ensuring that others followed suit? Braden and Micah both were in awe in the presence of real leaders like Brandt and Zalastar.

      The companions wanted future generations to think as Braden and Micah, that the good of all was more important than personal power.

      Braden shared his caravan’s adventures with Zalastar, noting the growing problems with power-hungry individuals in the north. Braden and Micah had greatly reduced the number of strong-men in the south, but the problem would rise again if not carefully watched. The others seemed fascinated by Warren Deep’s civilization. Braden thought it was better than the south, more mature as a civilization, but not fully civilized. When he saw the mob in Binghamton hanging the trader, he didn’t equate that to a good society, but rather the breakdown of civilization.

      Maybe the north was preparing to fight themselves again, but he escaped it when he came south. They needed people of vision to prevent another civil war.

      Well, Micah is the President, Braden thought. Where is that rope? They would have to think about this and talk more. Braden was most comfortable trading. With powerful allies like the Aurochs and Amazonians, he felt that they could maintain a balance of power. No one could be allowed too much.

      He’d seen what power did to people.

      He was Free Trader Braden and always would be. His mate was Micah, a Warrior. He kept repeating this to himself and it helped ground him. When he opened his eyes, not realizing he had closed them, everyone was looking at him.

      “I could really use some of that sweet smoked pork right about now,” he said. He needed time to think.
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      With plenty of rope and the Aurochs well fed with mushrooms, the companions continued their journey.

      Micah wasn’t surprised to see a number of men, formerly of Dwyer, working in and around Village McCullough. Everyone waved happily until they saw the Aurochs, but with Braden and Micah’s assurances, the groups met without reservation and greeted each other.

      Braden asked if they would consider weaving a saddle blanket from their special material that would cover the horses’ back and flanks. When Mel-Ash saw the scars from the mutie bird attack, she committed to helping out, saying that she’d cut Braden a deal.

      After a short stay, they continued to Village Dwyer to check on the status of the wagon. They had both woodworkers and a blacksmith working on it. If they couldn’t build the wagon, then no one could. Braden put the thought out of his head. He needed that wagon, but worrying about it wouldn’t help.

      The changes in the village were monumental. The villagers greeted the caravan as if they were long lost sons. That was the reception. As usual, the villagers were impressed by the Aurochs.

      What wasn’t impressive was the progress they made on the wagon. As in, they had cut a few planks, but nothing else. There were too many distractions. Braden expressed his dismay, probably a little too vocally, until Micah calmed him down. With renewed determination, he brought together those building the wagon and laid out the details, sketching everything thoroughly on the inside walls of Old Tom’s smithy. They measured the Aurochs a number of times. The wagon could be far bigger than what Braden had previously envisioned. The wagon he designed was better than anything they had in the north.

      He couldn’t wait for it to be completed, but he’d have to.

      In the interim, he drew up a drag cart, a very simple design of ropes and poles, that an Aurochs could drag. They could put a great deal of material in one of these. They wore out quickly, but they’d serve the purpose until the wagon was ready.

      In less than a turn, they had their first drag cart ready for testing. They loaded it with vegetables and headed to Village McCullough. The Aurochs wanted to prove themselves, so they powered through. Often, Max and Pack had to trot to keep up.

      They made the trip in record time. Village McCullough took the vegetables and loaded up half their stock of Amazonian mushrooms for a return trip, along with another sample of their protective material.

      With sunrise, the second Aurochs took the cart, trying to outdo the first. It was a little much for the drag cart, which broke halfway there. Micah and Braden were able to fix it, but it took Brandt lifting the cart into the air on the ends of his horns to do so.

      Even with the fix, they made it to Dwyer in the daylight. Old Tom needed more ore. There was very little close to the village, but he knew a spot not far away on the Plains of Propiscius.

      The villagers built a second drag cart and both Aurochs pulled them into the grasslands, with the King and the companions following. Once at the spot, Tom and his workers started digging. The Aurochs spent the day grazing while the companions hunted. Skirill was readily successful, but G-War had to work much harder to corner a ground squirrel and make the kill.

      ‘They come!’ Skirill screeched in his thought voice. Time seemed to slow as Braden and Micah looked northward, seeing the familiar cloud of mutant birds heading toward them.

      There was nowhere to hide.

      The Aurochs stood back to back to back, with the villagers in the middle. Aadi and Micah lined up on either side of Braden. Skirill returned, his wings pounding the air to get more speed. G-War left his kill behind, his paws barely touching the ground as he raced to join his humans.

      Micah unholstered the blaster, held it with both hands, and aimed. Aadi prepared himself. Braden pulled out his long knife, but hoped he wouldn’t need it. The horses were near panic. Brandt attempted to calm them with his powerful thought voice.

      “Now?” Braden asked. Micah nodded and pulled the trigger. A flame of light shot skyward, tearing into the bird cloud. Black shadows fell. The cloud broke apart, then swirled back together, continuing its approach. Micah fired again. The cloud broke apart again, more bodies fell from the sky. They regrouped into smaller clouds.

      ‘You will leave us!’ boomed Brandt’s thought voice.

      ‘You will all die,’ came the response in unison from hundreds of small voices.

      Micah renewed her efforts, firing short bursts at the smaller clouds of birds. They started to fly erratically, making her miss often. But when a strike was successful, many mutant birds died.

      They were getting close, approaching from three directions at once. Braden stepped away to give himself room to swing his long knife. Micah fired relentlessly, at times depressing the trigger and waving the blaster to spread the light of flame across more of the sky.

      But the blaster ran out of power. She threw it to the ground as she pulled her sword.

      A cloud headed for the Aurochs. Aadi delivered a thunderclap into the middle of it and most of the mutant birds fell, flopping on the ground after they hit. The rest swerved away.

      Micah twirled her sword around her as she stepped into a cloud of birds skimming along the ground. She knocked a few down, but the rest flew past her toward the ‘cat, who was flying over the ground to get under the Aurochs.

      Brandt swept his great head from side to side, but the mutant birds were too fast. He wasn’t hurting them, while they dove in, leaving razor thin creases across his back.

      The mutant birds had learned. They were avoiding the humans with the sharp blades and attacking the creatures that couldn’t defend themselves.

      Skirill launched himself and flew hard. None of the mutant birds could stand up to him one on one, so he danced in the sky, staying away from groups, isolating and killing them one by one.

      Golden Warrior climbed to Brandt’s back and kept the birds away. Any that approached were quickly slashed. Once on the ground, Tom and his fellows dispatched them with their shovels.

      The birds stopped their attacks and flew away, where they regrouped into a single cloud.

      “Get back here, Skirill! You! Get on their backs and get ready to fight!” Braden yelled. The men climbed up the Aurochs, backs sticky as they bled from numerous scratches. Their hide was thicker than a horse’s, but they weren’t invulnerable. The horses also bled from a number of new cuts, but Brandt was keeping them close. Braden feared if they bolted, the mutant birds would swarm them and bring them down.

      As the mutant birds headed back toward them, Aadi let loose with his final thunderclap.

      It broke their attack.

      ‘We will hunt you down and kill you all!’ Brandt swore as the remaining mutant birds flew away to the west. There weren’t many, but the villagers from McCullough could suffer if they were caught unaware. Braden couldn’t do anything about that except hope the villagers could get inside.

      ‘And that’s how wars start, my friend,’ Braden said as he dug into their stock of numbweed.

      ‘No. This war was already underway, so that’s how wars end,’ Brandt replied.

      I’m sure that’s what the ancients told themselves, Braden thought. Micah put a hand on his shoulder and hung her head. She retrieved her blaster and put it back on her belt. Then the humans took turns applying numbweed to the numerous wounds on the Aurochs and the horses.

      “Farging crap!” Braden shouted, hands red with Aurochs blood. He sighed and hung his head low. Micah looked at him questioningly. “Bronwyn is going to be so mad at me.”

      Micah laughed, while Brandt bobbed his mighty head.
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      Once the mutant birds were gone, there was no reason they couldn’t continue digging out the ore. They needed ore to make the metal to forge more swords so they could protect themselves while digging ore to make more metal.

      It made sense once Braden stopped thinking about it.

      They worked out a system where the Aurochs could communicate with people who didn’t have the mindlink. Head motions would mean one of a number of things; unhook me, hook the cart up, need to eat, leaving, I’ll stomp you to death if you do that again…

      Things like that.

      The King and the companions returned to Village Dwyer, where they set out planning their return to New Sanctuary. If they were at war with the mutant birds, they wanted to win, without destroying the world.

      If the New Command Center didn’t want to help, then they would take that as a good sign. If they could convince the hologram that nobody won the last war, the ancients destroyed themselves, then maybe it could build in a counterbalance to prevent a recurrence. Braden had the utmost confidence in the intelligence of the hologram and the New Command Center.

      They decided to return to New Sanctuary immediately. They needed help.

      As usual, the companions left at sunrise. Max and Pack carried the humans. Skirill flew ahead. Aadi was towed along behind Pack. G-War took to riding on Brandt, which the Aurochs approved of. He couldn’t protect his back from the fast flying mutant birds. The ‘cat was there and could fight the things off while the King sought shelter. Once in the rainforest, the birds would no longer pose a threat, but Braden expected G-War would remain on the King’s head, perched high above everyone else.

      Who else got to ride on a King?

      Besides Bronwyn, that is, but she didn’t do it for her ego.

      Braden and Micah rode in front, side by side, and even held hands when they could. No one needed to talk. This was a journey where they only had a few questions. Once those were answered, there’d probably be more.

      Then the rain started. The smell of wet Aurochs. The Hillcat looked miserable. Skirill tried to perch on one of the King’s horns, but he slipped too often, using his wings for balance, which blocked Brandt’s view of where he was going. He was polite about it, but he made the Hawkoid get off.

      The humans explained that rain was the nature of the rainforest. That’s why the Amazonians developed as they did. The Aurochs was not relieved to hear that the rain would last only a few turns, as long as they were in the Amazon.

      G-War traded his spot on Brandt’s head to wedging between Braden and Max, where some of the rain didn’t fall directly on him. Skirill rode with Micah while Aadi bobbed along merrily behind. Braden wondered if the Tortoid could smell the wet Aurochs.

      The caravan kept going. They were surprised when they reached the southern edge, having not met any Amazonians. They stopped as soon as they stepped into the daylight, exhausted from traveling without a break once the rain started.

      The humans took off their clothes, laying them in the sun to dry. Those with fur spread out, letting the sun work its celestial magic on them. If anything smelled worse than a wet Aurochs, it was a wet Aurochs as it dried.

      Everyone moved upwind of Brandt. He didn’t take offense. Although he was oversized in many areas, smell wasn’t one of them. He couldn’t tell the difference between a dry or a wet Aurochs.

      Braden and Micah had nowhere to lay as the dry grass was stiff and uncomfortable, so they went to the edge of the rainforest, where they could hold each other while standing, leaning against a tree. They talked quietly, simply enjoying each other’s warmth, but not going further than that. They looked forward to a night in the Presidential Suite, and selfishly, having their clothes cleaned for them while they sampled more of the fabricator’s menu.

      They weren’t far from the oasis if they traveled quickly.

      They’d spend the night here, leaving at sunrise, and go quickly over the hills and grasslands. They’d reach the oasis before nightfall next, and they’d sleep in that comfortable bed while enjoying brownies and wine.

      Maybe they could leave before sunrise…
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      Braden and Micah didn’t have to rouse the others as everyone was ready to go early. They went slowly at first as it was still dark.

      When the false dawn came, it showed the rolling landscape before them. Brandt got excited at the broad expanse and started running, his strides eating away the distance. Braden and Micah spurred the horses to a gallop to keep up.

      The ‘cat ran alongside, but it wasn’t long before he leapt into the saddle and clung to Braden. Skirill flew low to keep the others in sight as the darkness gave way to daylight. Then he flew high overhead, correcting their direction as they had veered too far south. They pulled the horses to the right and slowed.

      They would reach the oasis a little after mid-daylight. Brandt was worn down from not getting a good meal for a number of turns now. Grazing in the rainforest did not suit him. He needed to eat. They’d already given him the rest of their mushrooms for his breakfast. That explained his earlier burst of energy.

      Watching him try to eat the dry grasses was frustrating for the companions, but most of all for Brandt. He ate and ate, but it wasn’t nourishing. It took a lot of work to get a little to eat. If he could get to the oasis, then he would be able to eat his fill. He could graze the extensive growing fields, once they alerted the Security Bots.

      He finally gave up and committed to moving on. He struggled with each step, making progress but painfully slowly. G-War and Skirill stayed with him while the humans rode ahead quickly to get some fodder from the oasis and bring it back.

      As they rode up, one Security Bot greeted them and confirmed who they were. President Micah informed them of the new arrival, the Aurochs. The Security Bot knew of the Aurochs from the before time.

      “Can you take fodder to the Aurochs for us? He is dying of hunger,” Braden asked. The Security Bot would not, but he dispatched a Development Unit, a Mirror Beast, to carry as much fresh pickings as possible.

      They let the horses drink and graze briefly, then they raced back into the rolling grasslands. The Development Unit effortlessly kept up with them as the horses ran. On its top and trailing behind it was a mass of freshly picked vegetables and sweet grass. It reminded Braden of how hungry he was.

      When they reached Brandt, he apologized for not having gone farther. He was almost at a standstill. The others worried, until they saw the Bot loaded down with choice foods.

      Brandt ate slowly at first, but as he built strength, he dug great swaths out of the vegetable pile, until nothing remained. He laid down and was soon fast asleep.

      “It’s not important if we get there today. What matters is that we get there together,” Braden said, more for himself than the others. At least they were dry.

      Brandt was not out long. When he shook himself awake, he stood and bugled into the waning sunshine. He took a few steps, then jogged, then broke into a run, taunting everyone left behind. Braden and Micah vaulted onto the horses’ backs and were off. Aadi barely got the rope in his beak, while G-War ran to catch up. He tried to catch the King, but he had too big of a head start. The ‘cat finally settled for riding with Micah.

      They ran into the welcome green of the oasis before the sun set. Brandt looked around. Many paths weren’t wide enough for him, so he chose his path carefully. He enjoyed the grasses and even some of the bushes that grew throughout. He looked at the fields greedily, but Micah stopped him. She had yet to clear that with the Security Bots.

      The others drank from the lake, G-War even managed to get himself a fish, which Skirill flew by and took from him, thanking him profusely as he carried it away. G-War continued fishing, but wasn’t lucky a second time as the fish shied away from his furry orange body.

      “We’ll be down below. Call if you need anything,” Micah told the companions.
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      The evening was for recovering. Once in the room, Braden and Micah put the thought of everything else out of their minds. They enjoyed the fabricator, their time together, and the divine comfort of that bed.

      In the morning, they explored more of the menu options from the fabricator. Most they liked, some they didn’t. The sun was well up when they made their way back outside.

      Micah gave her blaster to the Security Bot to recharge/repair. Then they went to the New Command Center to talk with the hologram.

      “Holly, are you there?” Micah asked. She led as the hologram recognized her as the President.

      “Master President, I’m so glad you returned. How may I be of assistance?” Holly said in his pleasant voice.

      “Do you know about the mutant birds? All black, like a cross between a bat and a bird,” Micah asked him.

      “Yes. It sounds like one of Professor Warren’s failed experiments. He had many, unfortunately, which is why the war started. The ideas between the north and south were far too different.”

      “But I didn’t see destruction like this in the north, not like what happened to Sanctuary.”

      “That’s because the destruction in the north was far more complete,” Holly answered. “The destruction here was due to last acts of desperation. According to our calculations, the south won the war by a considerable margin.”

      Micah stepped in. “And that’s what we’re here to tell you. No one won. Everyone lost in that war. Now, these mutant birds threaten us. We need to defeat them, keep the peace in the south. Then we need to make sure that war never happens again. Can you help us with all that?” Micah sounded sincere, but sarcastic as well. Holly took it all in stride.

      “Defeating the mutant birds will not be difficult. I can prepare a nerve agent that you can deliver to their nesting grounds.”

      “What’s a nerve agent?” they asked together.

      “A toxin that attacks the living being's nerve center, where they lose the ability to control their muscles and organs. Eventually they beat themselves to death.”

      “What happens to the person who delivers it?” Braden asked, already thinking he would be that person.

      “Unfortunately, they won’t make it, unless they wear full chemical protective equipment, including a supplied air mask. I do not have any missile delivery systems available, so it will have to be delivered in person.”

      “That won’t work for us, Holly. What other options are there?” Micah asked, refusing to accept a suicide attack.

      “We have a number of hand blasters available as well as the capture nets, but I recommend expanding the Tortoid ranks. Tortoids are effective in knocking the birds from the sky, where they can be dealt with by any ground-based creature.” The hologram stood, waiting patiently.

      ‘What do you all think?’ Micah asked over the mindlink.

      ‘Although I’m honored to be considered an answer to the mutant birds, I don’t think creating more of one thing effectively solves problems. Whenever we upset the balance of nature, something else will have to change, too,’ Aadi suggested.

      ‘Blasters for humans we trust to clean out the nest. Then we destroy those blasters. They have too much power. Even the Aurochs would be helpless against them,’ Brandt said.

      “Holly, if we take the blasters, how can we destroy them when we are done?” Micah, looking hopeful, asked the hologram.

      “We can store them here, securely. We have a fully functioning armory guarded by an integrated sensor-response system as well as access to multiple Security Bots. Or we can recycle the blasters, whatever the President wishes.”

      “An armory?” Braden was intrigued. Micah put a hand on his arm and shook her head.

      “Holly, please ensure the following security measures are in place. The armory is to open only when Braden and I are together. No one is to enter the armory alone.”

      “Does that include you, Master President? You can change the protocols at your convenience. If you don’t want Braden to enter alone, that will be logged and enforced. If you want to make sure that you also don’t enter alone, that will require a second executive endorsement.”

      “How do I do that, Holly?”

      “Braden, as the only other human available, is assumed to fill all other roles the President requires. As such, Braden’s concurrence will lock in the desired two-person security protocol.”

      “I agree,” Braden said simply.

      ‘If anything happens to one of us, what do we want to do? Say I die when we go after the mutie birds and then we discover we need more blasters…’ It was a sobering question that Micah posed.

      “Holly, what if something happens to one of us. How would you know?”

      “We can access your neural implant at any time, then this system would know instantly. Authority would revert to the surviving member. You don’t have the neural implants. Would you like them installed?”

      “What is that and what do you mean by installation?” Micah asked, not feeling comfortable with the hologram’s suggestion.

      “It is a device that resides in your brain. It is smaller than a grain of rice, powered by your biological energy. We can access the implants from anywhere due to our satellite monitoring system. Installation is a process completed in the New Command Center’s medical laboratory. A fiber probe is inserted past the eyeball, along the optic nerve, and into the visual cortex. This gives the human the impression that they see the information directly.”

      “You want to shove something into my eyeball?” Braden asked sarcastically.

      “Past the eyeball. There is no incision and no damage to a person’s body. This process is well refined. There will be no complications.”

      “I’ll do it,” Micah said quickly.

      “What the crap are you doing?” Braden grabbed her by both arms to face her.

      “Let go of me,” she said coldly. He released his grip, his fingers white and shaking, his head hung low. “It’ll be okay, Braden. If they can create all of this, they can do a simple procedure. We need to be able to fight these things. And we have to win. We have to win for the world you’re trying to create.” She hesitated. “I want you to get it, too. If the hologram can share information with us over a mindlink, then there’s nothing we won’t be able to accomplish,” she finished, confident and strong.

      “Listen to yourself. The power draws you in. I don’t want it. I don’t want a blaster. I don’t want to see you like this.” Braden started to get frustrated and angry.

      ‘Braden,’ the King of the Aurochs said in his booming thought voice. ‘That is why you are the right person to get it. You get this. You get the information. You carry the blaster, because you don’t want it. Be afraid of a person who wants this, for they will want it for the wrong reasons.’

      ‘A trade then, my friend. If I start to embrace the power, you will spear me with one of your great horns. You will save me from myself?’ Braden had no choice but to get the implant. The balance had to be maintained. As long as no one had the power alone, then there was hope for an uncorrupted future.

      ‘Agreed. We all agree,’ Brandt spoke for the companions. Balance had returned.

      “I’ll get the implant as well. Then we’ll need blasters, Holly. So where is this laboratory and the armory?”
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      “I don’t feel any different,” Braden said to Micah as they looked at each other, trying to see any sign of their implants.

      “What is it supposed to do? Holly, are you there?” Braden and Micah sat in an Old Tech laboratory. Bright white Bots of all shapes and sizes stood about. Many had arms or snake-like tendrils, and all had screens on them to show processes. There were two tables in the middle of the area where Braden and Micah had been directed to lay.

      The next thing they knew, they were awake and looking at each other.

      “The procedure is complete. Please wait while I bring your systems online. Lie down, please, as there may be an initial disorientation.”

      They both felt the sensation. Their right eyes fogged, then the laboratory came back into focus. In one part of their vision, a window opened. Braden reached in front of him, trying to feel if something was physically there. He saw his hand behind the window.

      It was only in their minds. Information started scrolling past. Numbers and letters. Braden could read it. Micah could not. She started scratching at her closed eye. “Please don’t touch your eye, Master President,” Holly said calmly, but firmly.

      A medical Bot moved close and grasped her hand. She kicked it violently. Straps slipped out of the table, wrapped themselves around her flailing limbs, and pulled her down. She heaved against them, arching her back, her muscles straining with the effort.

      “Micah!” Braden shouted. “Micah, what is it? What’s happening?”

      “I can’t understand what it’s showing me. I can’t! It’s frying my brain!” she screamed hysterically.

      “It’s not. It’s not. You see that little window, right? Those are numbers and letters. I will teach you to read. Then you’ll know what it’s trying to tell you.” He switched his attention to the hologram. Micah strained against her bonds, but more weakly.

      “Holly, what’s it showing me?”

      “Those are your medical vitals, Braden. Let me highlight each of them for you.” The numbers stopped scrolling. The first pair of numbers loomed large, taking up the entire window. “This is your blood pressure, systolic and diastolic.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything to me. Just tell me what blood pressure is and what the numbers should be,” Braden directed.

      “Your current blood pressure is 128 over 70. Normal range is 120 over 80, but in your currently excited state, it is well below a norm. Master President’s numbers are 152 over 103.”

      “Micah. Can you see them? I taught you the numbers. Do you see them?” She stopped straining and relaxed back onto the table.

      “Yes. The number now shows one four zero over nine two. It continues to get lower.” She watched, carefully reading off the numbers as they changed.

      “Good, Master President, Braden. Next is your pulse, that is, how many times a minute your heart beats. Normal is fifty to seventy for you, Braden, and sixty to eighty for the President.”

      “Why is hers higher?” Braden asked suspiciously.

      “Women have higher blood pressure and pulse rates by a small margin. Please understand that these are averages. It appears that you both are well better than the average.” Holly finished and waited.

      “Yes, I see mine is fifty-nine,” Braden said.

      “Mine is also fifty-nine,” Micah added.

      “Please release Micah’s restraints, Holly.” The straps quickly receded into the table. Micah tentatively sat up.

      “Will the window always be there?” she asked.

      “The neural implant will respond to your commands. It will disappear on the command ‘Sleep,’ or shrink to a dot on the command “Minimize.’ It will reappear on the command ‘Wake.’ It will fill your entire field of view on the command, ‘Expand’.” Holly continued through the ways to control their implants. He told them about requesting information, but they had no reference to work with, not knowing what a database was.

      “Holly, at Oasis Zero One, the hologram there told me she could download maps of Vii directly to my implant. Can you do that for me, please?” The maps that Braden had diligently copied from the computer screens appeared before his eye. He scrolled through them as Holly directed. Micah followed along, not knowing exactly what she was looking at but realizing the full potential of having so much information.

      “Can I add things that I know to these maps?” Braden asked the hologram.

      “Yes, Braden…”

      When they finally tried to stand, they couldn’t. Their heads were swimming, nothing seemed steady. “Sleep!” Braden commanded. His normal vision returned and he started to orient himself. Micah followed his lead.

      Braden shook his head. Where once he sought out the Old Tech, he was now uncomfortable. The ancients were permanently in his head. And Micah’s, too. He knew she regretted her decision, but wouldn’t admit it. They’d use this tech to rid themselves of the mutie birds, then they’d return the blasters.

      Then maybe the ancients in their minds would sleep. It’s about the trade, to help people live better lives, be something more, Braden thought to himself. He looked at Micah as she rubbed her temples. I already have my reward. Once the trade routes are established, we’ll move away from all this, live by ourselves. Raise our children.

      ‘That is the best thing I’ve heard all day,’ Micah thought.

      “To the armory, Master Holly!” Braden commanded loudly. Micah punched his arm and they both gasped with the sudden pain in their heads. If it was going to be like this, they would let the ancient beast sleep.

      “Once in the elevators, tell it to go to the Armory Level.”

      “Besides the New Command Center, how many levels are there?” Braden thought the elevator only went to one place, but learned that it went there when it was not told one of the other destinations. There was the medical level, the armory, storage and distribution, the factory level, and finally raw materials processing. The bottom two levels were the most extensive with the factory level appearing to be endless, massive machines and systems to move materials. The factory level built everything that was used throughout New Sanctuary, including the Bots that did the building.

      The armory was big. When Braden and Micah walked in, they were instantly afraid. Weapons of all types were in racks and on shelves. There were even wagons, which Holly called armored vehicles. When everyone has power like this, everyone loses. No wonder the destruction from the ancients’ war was so complete.

      “Just the blasters, Holly. Two for each of us. When one runs out, we’ll have a backup. If we had four of these, we would have been able to kill all the mutie birds at one time.” Braden was certain of it. Micah had done a great deal of damage with only one blaster.

      “May I recommend you take a field charging unit as well.” Holly pointed them to the wall where the hand blasters were neatly arranged. Next to them was a small unit with an attached pack. It had a place where a blaster could be plugged in.

      “How does this work?” he asked.

      “Open the pack and spread the solar collector to face the sun. Plug in your blaster and it will be recharged. The solar collector will also recharge its own battery so you can charge your blasters when the sun is not available.” The hologram waited while they took two blasters each and belts that were nearby. They were specifically made for carrying two blasters, with additional pouches for other equipment.

      Holly talked them through their new equipment until they were comfortable with how everything worked. The blasters had a wide setting that would be most effective at close range against the birds. Each blaster could also be programmed to only work in the hand of the owner. Once they learned of this feature, Braden and Micah insisted on activating it. Braden tested it by trying to fire one of Micah’s blasters. Nothing.

      Perfect. Power to the good guys only.

      Holly recommended a form fitting body armor, along with special boots that could increase a person’s jumping height. They took the boots, but declined on the armor as they wanted to fit in when they visited the villages.

      If they took the armored vehicle, then they’d be completely protected, but everyone would run away. They needed people to accept them, to trust them. The people wouldn’t do that if they were armored in Old Tech. They could hide the belts under their tunics, covering the blasters as well. The boots would soon be dirty and muddy. No one would notice them.

      As they were preparing to leave, Braden had a thought. “Can you do anything for our friends? You know, give them a little extra kick or something.”

      “No. Engineered creatures take generations to change. If we took a sample of each of their DNA, we’d be able to build clones within a couple cycles. This facility has not been set up for cloning, but could be configured if the President requested it.”

      “I don’t know what any of that means, but I don’t think I like it.” Micah crossed her arms, waiting for the expected unacceptable answer.

      “Cloning is a way to make an exact copy of a living creature.”

      “I knew I wouldn’t like it. The answer is no. We won’t sample our friends. We don’t need any copies; we’re satisfied with the originals.”

      They stepped into the elevator and Braden said, “New Command Center, please.”

      When they entered the Command Center level, Holly instantly appeared, waiting for direction. “Have you reestablished communication with Cygnus VI? And the ship in the sky?”

      “Your timing is impeccable. The system is going through its final function checks now. We should be able to attempt communication later this evening.” Holly seemed to brighten with the good news.

      “Can you let us know when you’re ready to try? We’d like to be here.” Braden was infinitely curious. Once he heard of humans living on another planet, he wanted to know. He wanted to see how they lived, how they traded. He wanted good news about the ancients.

      “Yes, I will notify you via your neural implants.”

      With that, they needed to get back into the sunlight.

      “Let’s go for a swim,” Braden suggested.

      “I don’t want to go back inside, lover, not yet anyway,” Micah said sadly, not wanting to disappoint her mate.

      “No, I meant in the pond. We’ll have to share it with the fish, but at least there aren’t any cold-water crocs!” He ran through the open air, stripping off clothing and dropping it as he went. He kept the belt and the blasters with him, finally dropping them on the beach as he waded, naked, into the pond. Micah followed his lead, leaving everything on the beach. She sauntered toward the water, her bare skin a creamy white, except for her shoulders and arms which now showed the scars from the mutant bird attack. Braden stopped swimming, watching as she slowly and gracefully entered the water.

      She dipped low and dove beneath the surface. He watched as she swam along the bottom toward him, pushed off and grabbed his legs. She pulled his head under, then pushed him away. As he surfaced, sputtering, she splashed his face, then with her feet, pushed off his chest and swam quickly away. He pummeled the water with his hands as he swam after her.
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      Braden and Micah didn’t know how late it was when summoned to the New Command Center. It was dark outside and they’d been asleep, but not for very long.

      When they arrived, Holly escorted them to the wall of screens, where all the images faded out and blended into one massive picture of some kind of drawing. Braden read the words that wrapped around the outside for Micah. “Cygnus VI – A Refuge For Humanity, A Gateway To The Stars.”

      “The signal has reached Cygnus VI and the auto-response sequence has been activated. This is a very good sign!” Holly exclaimed. They watched as the screen changed, showing a room, much smaller than the New Command Center, but of similar configuration with the desks, screens, and raised platform.

      A single human was there, sitting in the chair on the platform, engrossed in the screens that surrounded him.

      “Hello! I’m Free Trader Braden of Plant Vii, I mean, Cygnus Seven.” They waited, but the man didn’t acknowledge they had spoken. “Holly?”

      “There is a delay of nearly four minutes, twenty-three seconds before they will hear you.”

      “I guess we’ll wait.” During the delay, they watched the individual as he never took his eyes from what he was working on.

      “And it will take another four minutes twenty-three seconds before you hear and see his response.”

      “Well, now. That takes all the fun out of it. How did the ancients carry on a conversation like that?” Micah asked.

      “They prepared their information and sent it over the computer. They delivered messages but they didn’t have conversations.”

      “No, I wouldn’t think they did. What about the RV Traveler?” Braden hoped that they would find humans alive on the ship as well. If he had heard correctly, in one more cycle, they could travel to the ship. He wanted to make that trip, with Micah and their companions, too.

      “The delay with the Traveler is only three seconds. I’ve been able to establish only a base communication link. It recognizes the signal, responding with its own code, but it won’t open a telecommunications channel. I’m attempting to query its systems for diagnostic information now.”

      They continued to wait until the young man’s head popped up, looking around. “Hello? Who’s there?”

      His eyes found them. He looked directly at something, Braden and Micah felt like it was them. His mouth was open, working, but no sound came out.

      He did something with the arm of his chair and a red light started flashing. A horn sounded intermittently in the background.

      “That’s the emergency klaxon,” Holly answered before they could ask. Holly continued to interpret what he saw for Braden and Micah, who were still mildly in shock from watching what was happening on another planet.

      An older couple rushed in, disheveled and half-dressed. The younger man pointed at Braden and Micah.

      “Hello!” the older man said before turning to the young man. “Shut that damn thing off!” he barked.

      “I’m Doctor Johns of the Cygnus VI Research Station. Are you the relief convoy from Earth?” He waited, watching, then asked the young man to replay the original message. The three of them looked at a different place on the screen, watching closely.

      Braden and Micah had not yet responded, not knowing what to say.

      “You’re from Cygnus VII? But Cygnus VII was destroyed some four hundred years ago. Are you the relief convoy? Did you land on Cygnus VII first? We could use your help here. Our population is in rapid decline and I’m afraid there aren’t many of us left. I’m a clone, as is my son. My wife is the last surviving natural human. There are only twenty-three total of us. I’m afraid we can’t clone anymore. We don’t have the materials for it. When we die, we’ll be the last. We’ve learned so much since we lost contact with you. We don’t want to lose that. We will transmit all of our information, but that could take months. There is a lot of information.”

      “Only twenty-three left,” Micah said softly. “I’m Micah, President, for what it’s worth. What happened to the others?” She waited impatiently, forgetting about the delay.

      “It’ll be four minutes,” Braden said, parroting the hologram.

      “What is a minute?” she asked. Braden shrugged and shook his head.

      “Holly, can you give them the history of the war and the intervening years after we tell them about the north and the south as we know it?” Braden and Micah started telling their tale, as if they were around a campfire. Holly assured them that he could hold the others’ message until they were ready to hear it. After they finished, Holly started with what he knew, ending with the rebuilding of the Command Center by a single surviving Bot using materials recovered from the destroyed city.

      When they finished, Holly allowed the Cygnus VI message through, where they talked about meteors and environmental leaks, and research into improved propulsion systems resulting in failures that killed a great many of their good people, but in the end, they believed they had vast improvements for in-system transit. They only needed rare elements that were now depleted on Cygnus VI. None of that mattered to the companions. Maybe the Bots who built the New Command Center would someday build a space ship, but that wasn’t going to happen in their lifetime.

      Braden and Micah waved good-bye, wished them well, and told them Holly would be in touch. The matter transfer system would be under construction for almost an entire cycle. Once that was ready, then maybe the people could travel to Cygnus VII and return to humanity.
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      The companions heard everything that was said, but they didn’t see the information from the neural implants. If there was anything that the companions needed to know, Braden and Micah would have to consciously share it.

      As was their new routine, they loaded up on foods from the fabricator for their trip. Brandt, Aadi, G-War, and Skirill ate their fill of grasses, bugs, and javelina as the time of their departure neared.

      Brandt remained uneasy throughout their stay. Any civilization that could build itself up like this, then destroy it, was not to be trusted. He committed to watch over Braden and Micah, to keep them from enforcing their will on others through Old Tech. The Old Tech weighed heavily on them. They needed his broad shoulders to carry some of their burden, even though physically their greatest weight was no bigger than a grain of rice.

      Mentally, it was the size of all Vii.

      And there were people on Cygnus VI.

      Barely. They couldn’t do anything about them, but they could do something about the mutie birds.

      And they needed to do that soon.

      So they left New Sanctuary, with instructions that no humans besides Braden and Micah were allowed into the buildings. No mutants besides the ones already categorized--Golden Warrior, Aadi, Skirill, and finally Brandt--were allowed. Any of the companions could ask questions of the hologram by way of the Security Bots.

      Everything was agreed to. Braden and Micah had clean clothes and plenty to eat. The companions had eaten their fill, although the hologram had asked President Micah to limit Brandt’s forays into the fields as he had eaten nearly all of their monthly production in less than a day. They laughed at the enormity of the King’s appetite.

      Sounded about right. Micah informed the hologram that New Sanctuary needed to expand the fields as the Aurochs would return and maybe next time, they’d have more of the behemoths with them. New Sanctuary needed to be able to provide for them. The hologram sounded contrite as he said that all efforts to expand the fields would begin immediately with the production of three additional Development Units.

      “I think it was pretty simple. Either they grow more or the King of the Aurochs eats less. I am not going to tell him he needs to lose weight!” Micah said to Braden. “Sometimes, it’s good to be the President.”

      They headed out, better than they arrived as they were all healthy. A Development Unit was dispatched to follow them all the way to the rainforest with fodder for Brandt and the horses. Once they entered the Amazon, the Development Unit would return and begin work on the fields.

      Since they knew they could eat, the Aurochs and the horses ran. It wasn’t much of a race. Skirill always won. G-War could outrun any of those stuck on the ground, but only for a short distance. After that, he was comfortable riding, like now, where we crouched on the King’s head. Skirill circled lazily not far ahead of them.

      Braden brought up his neural implant window, showing healthy vitals, as the hologram called them. He queried Holly, to see if he could hear. He could. Holly informed him that they could talk anywhere Braden was. Braden asked if the factory could make metal hubs so the wagons would roll better. Holly asked a few questions, which Braden answered. Holly said that eight of them would be ready when Braden returned. He asked for a spare for each wagon, but Holly said that a spare wasn’t needed. These would hold up under any circumstances.

      Braden told the window in his eye to sleep. Wasn’t that convenient, he thought.

      He looked around him to see his growing caravan. He started with two water buffalo and a ‘cat. With the Aurochs running ahead and a Mirror Beast skimming along behind, his group looked nothing like a traditional caravan.

      In this case, he saw the group as a war party with the singular purpose of finding the nest of the mutie birds and wiping them out. For that goal, they were well suited.

      They reached the southern edge of the rainforest just after mid-daylight. The Development Unit unceremoniously dumped the fodder and departed toward the oasis at a high rate of speed.

      Good, Braden thought. You have a lot of work to do if you want to be ready for our return. Brandt is going to be hungry.

      After eating, they continued into the rainforest as fast as they dared. Toward nightfall, Zalastar was waiting for them in the road. The King of the Aurochs and Aadi went ahead to meet him. Braden and Micah stayed on the horses with G-War and Skirill. They rode slowly to give the others time to talk. When they reached the others, they stopped and waited.

      When they finished, it was dark. At least it wasn’t raining. They were able to start a fire, so they could see when the Amazonians prepared to take their leave. Zalastar stepped into the firelight for quick greetings with both humans, before hurrying away.

      “So, Brandt, what did you guys talk him out of?” Braden was naturally curious. He couldn’t read the body language of any of the companions, so he was forced to ask.

      ‘There seems to be a rift forming between the various Amazonian clans. The villages are starting to choose sides--those who want to come into the open and those who wish to remain in the depths of the Amazon.’ Aadi was narrating a story, probably as he understood it from Zalastar.

      ‘It seems there are more Lizard Men who don’t wish to follow Zalastar than we were led to believe.’

      “As long as they don’t try to kill us, they can hide all they want. It’s when they raise their spears against us that I get concerned. And I don’t want an accident that hurts one of Zalastar’s warriors. I’m still sorry over the one that struck the McCullough woman. I feel like I should have prevented that.”

      “No. There’s nothing you could have done. We were all there. We all let it happen. In the end, it turned out for the best. Maybe that warrior wasn’t loyal to Zalastar and was trying to interfere with the trade?” Micah wouldn’t allow Braden to wallow in self-pity.

      He knew she was right.

      “Does Zalastar think we’ll have any problems on our way north through the rainforest?”

      ‘No. His people, the loyalists he calls them, are already moving. They will create new villages close to the road. He said that within a moon, they will start clearing the road of undergrowth, filling in holes to allow passage of human carts pulled by the Aurochs,’ Brandt replied.

      “I think we need to make the best time possible. We need to get out of the rainforest while Zalastar holds his position. Once his people line the road, we’ll be safe. Until then, I’m afraid that I’ll be suspicious of any Amazonian.” At times, Micah was more cautious than Braden while a wild risk-taker at other times. He thought he’d never understand her, but he did. She was just like him--fiercely loyal to her companions, doing anything she thought necessary to keep them safe.

      ‘I agree. I am happiest when I am not in the rainforest,’ the ‘cat added.

      “It’s settled then. We do whatever makes the pretty kitty happy.” Braden’s attempts at chiding the ‘cat were usually weak. G-War didn’t respond. Skirill bobbed with laughter. He appreciated the sentiment. He didn’t like it in the rainforest either. With the vines and intertwined overhead branches, he had difficulty flying. He usually rode, being held upright by one of the humans. It wasn’t very dignified for a Hawkoid.

      Just like being wet made G-War miserable.

      Braden was happy they hadn’t fought a battle in the rainforest. The extra weight of being wet would throw off the ‘cat’s delicate balance. Braden wondered how effective he would be in a fight. The best answer was not to find out. The ‘cat was right. They needed to finish this trip quickly.

      When the sunrise lessened the darkness on the road, they set out at a slow jog, running more quickly where they could. Braden activated his neural implant, asking the hologram if he knew where they were and how far they had to go. Holly, with infinite patience, described to both he and Micah how they could activate a map and highlight their position. They could then expand the view to show the entire rainforest.

      Micah almost fell out of the saddle as she intently stared at the map. She shook her head and closed her window. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be comfortable with Old Tech, while Braden seemed right at home. Sometimes that scared her, but she had forced him into getting the implant. Maybe she had made a mistake, but it was done. She would keep him from going too far.

      ‘Yes, I will, because you will,’ he responded in his thought voice.

      “Ahh! You’re getting better at it!” Micah exclaimed. She was a natural at the mindlink, where Braden had to work at it.

      “I’ve only had ten cycles practice, so I think I should be insulted by that.” He smiled at her, his tone playful. His goal in life had always been to do a little bit better tomorrow than today. You can’t get better without knowing you have shortcomings, his mother used to say.

      ‘I like that,’ Micah said. ‘Balance is important, too. I wouldn’t be me without you. I look forward to the day we can go to my village, to Trent, and show them what we’ve accomplished, show them what’s possible.’

      ‘When we go, we’ll be riding in a wagon filled with goods to trade. I think I’d like to try some of your ocean fish.’

      ‘I’m surprised you didn’t ask Holly if you could bring a fabricator along. Besides taking over the world, is there nothing else you think about besides eating?’ Micah replied.

      ‘I asked him about the fabricator. He said it wouldn’t work. Something about raw materials.’ He hesitated for a moment, then continued, ‘And there are other things I think about.’ He grinned at her as she blushed, seeing images that popped into his mind. She had no clothes on in any of them. When she thought of him, he was shooting his bow, talking a villager into a trade, or arguing with G-War. He was leading them. Suddenly, his images of her changed as she fought with her sword, stood with her hand on an Amazonian’s chest, punching Braden.

      And laughter. The images were replaced by feelings of joy.

      ‘It’s giving me a headache. Stop now or I may have to give it a good scratch,’ G-War interjected. Braden and Micah looked at each other.

      “You’re getting much better with our mindlink,” Micah said finally.

      And then the rain started. They had plodded through turns of rain before, but nothing like this. It rained so hard that they couldn’t see more than a few strides ahead of the horse’s nose. G-War sunk into a black pit of despair, despite Braden leaning over him with his body. Wet Aurochs smell would have been bad, but it was washed away instantly in another avalanche of water.

      It only continued like that for a full turn, before lightening to a more normal downpour. They traveled in the daylight and the dark of night. Aadi led during the night, as he was unaffected by the rain and could see in the dark. It helped that the road was straight. Braden used his implant often to track their progress and read. He wanted to know everything there was about the ancients. He found too much information on the animal research, finally settling on a compendium of modifications, as the ancients called it.

      Hundreds of animal species had been modified, their DNA changed to satisfy a particular need that the settlers had. Many of the animals weren’t native to Vii, but were introduced by the settlers, as the ancients called themselves.

      The Hawkoids and the Hillcats were both developed for the same purpose, to limit a growing rat infestation. The rats of Vii were rather voracious, it seemed. Braden thought the ancients’ approach worked because he had never heard of a rat problem during any of his travels.

      The Tortoids were developed because one of the laboratory technicians liked turtles. She increased their intelligence exponentially, but dabbling with their brains delivered the unintended side effect of the focused thunderclap, or sonic blast as it was called in the database. It was generated in their mind! She lightened their shells and gave them the ability to float. That’s why his shell seemed so much larger than needed for his head and body. He could use his mind to keep himself from blowing away.

      The Aurochs were native to Vii. They were bred as a food source, but with the vast grasslands available, they ran wild to feed. The ancients used mechanical craft to harvest the herd when the need arose. The engineers raised their intelligence, which helped their reasoning ability. Previously, they would eat everything in one area, then starve to death. The Aurochs were receptive to the modifications and their intelligence grew quickly until they were sentient. At that point, they were no longer used as a food source, and they were left alone. Braden thought there should have been more, but when he found the entry on the mutie birds, he knew why the numbers were so low.

      The Bat-Ravens, as the ancients called them, represented the first attempt to control the rats. They were naturally intelligent, aggressive, and could be bred in sufficient number. They were hearty and could survive any environment, but they couldn’t be controlled. They would just as readily attack humans as they would rats. The ancients decided to exterminate them. According to Holly’s database, they thought they were successful.

      But the Bat-Ravens survived. Maybe that was why there were so few large creatures in the south. The Bat-Ravens killed the rest. Brandt Earthshaker might lead the last herd of Aurochs on Planet Vii.

      When Braden shared what he found with the companions, Brandt was even more convinced that they were doing the right thing. The Bat-Ravens could not be allowed to exist.

      ‘Vulnerabilities?’ Aadi asked.

      Braden opened his window and asked the question. Now that he knew the right terms, he could get more information. The ancients tried to poison their food supply. The ones that survived may have been immune. Poisoning probably wouldn’t work again.

      They linked their minds when they flew in search of food, but in their nests, they were alone. How do they nest? he asked the database. In the hills, high trees, low branches. Braden pulled up the map and noted where the mutie birds had attacked their group on the two occasions. He noted where they first saw the cloud of birds. He traced a route north on the map until he came to a small range of hills that bordered the Great Desert, Devaney’s Barren. These were far to the west of where he had crossed.

      He looked closer, finding the forest on the west side of the hills, lining ravines, spreading into the Plains of Propiscius. “I know where they are. I’m sorry, Brandt, but it looks like we need to make a big fire and burn down a forest.”

      ‘If it eliminates these evil creatures, then I approve.’

      “We have a ways to go. We know when they last left their nesting ground. We know they leave once or twice a moon to feed. We need to get going if we want to catch them in their nests. And once we get to the plains, we will have to travel at night. They fly both in the daylight and in the dark, although when they hunt, daylight is best for them.” Braden shuddered. If the Bat-Ravens had caught the companions at night, they would not have survived.

      The long conversation about the Bat-Ravens and the way ahead made the time go by quickly. They traveled with few breaks and were soon back in the sunshine north of the rainforest. They found a stream and rested, drinking their fill, grazing, hunting.

      Micah awoke after sunrise, reaching next to her, but Braden was already up. He stood looking north, his thoughts dark. The fire of vengeance burned within him. The Bat-Ravens tried to kill him twice. He knew there would be a third time, but this time, he brought the war to them. The Bat-Ravens had said, ‘You will all die.’ No, he thought, you will. All of you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            58 – The Fires Raged

          

        

      

    

    
      After a turn of rest, they departed in the evening and set a strong pace under the rising full moon. With the humans’ implants, they headed unerringly in the direction of the Bat-Raven’s nesting ground.

      With the mindlink, they planned as they traveled. Brandt and the horses would be the most vulnerable. G-War’s role was undetermined, but he was also vulnerable if they chose to attack him in force. Skirill could be a liability as well as a benefit. It all depended on what they found in how well nature protected the birds.

      Braden and Micah checked and rechecked their blasters. Besides them, Aadi had the only weapon that could affect the Bat-Ravens as they flew. He could use it twice, then he was spent. Braden and Micah knew they would have to split up. They needed to keep the Bat-Ravens from escaping once the attack started. They could use a hundred more people to do it right, but then they’d never be able to surprise the creatures.

      Surprise. Without it, their attack would fail. The muties would spread out and the companions might never get another chance to rid Vii of the threat. How many more would die if they failed? All of the Aurochs? Max and Pack? The deer, wild boar, people…

      ‘Stop it,’ Micah said directly into his mind. ‘We won’t kill them all. Accept that. But we’re going to kill so many that it will be a long time before they can threaten us again. Then we’ll come back, with more people, more fire.

      ‘We’ll treat them like weeds. Whenever they pop up, we’ll rip them out by the roots. And they’ll show up again somewhere else. In between, we live peacefully. Trade.’ Micah finished her speech on a strong note, appealing to Braden’s definition of success--a good trade.

      ‘As usual, you’re right. We will kill them with fire, with our blasters as long as they have power, then we’ll kill them with our blades.’ Braden finished with determination.

      ‘When Aadi knocks them to the ground, I will crush them.’ Brandt wanted to be involved, demanded to be involved.

      A plan took shape in Braden’s mind where Aadi, Brandt, and G-War would be a target on an escape route. When the Bat-Ravens swooped toward the vulnerable Aurochs, Aadi could knock them out of the sky, then Brandt and G-War could dispatch them while they lay vulnerable.

      Once they viewed the terrain, they’d see if this could be part of the plan.

      They hurried through the darkness, crossing the grasslands in great leaps the first two nights. By the third morning, sunrise showed them the forested hills, closer than they expected. As normal, they hid themselves, but today was special. With Skirill’s help, they would get a bird’s eye view of their target.

      Skirill flew low, to the northeast, away from the Bat-Raven nesting area. He then flew high, far to the east, exposing himself only briefly as he kept the hill top between him and the nesting ground. He flew up and down, looking at different areas, but never getting too close. Then he dove to the ground, heading east away from the Bat-Ravens. After flying away, he rose and circled to make sure he wasn’t being followed. Then he dove to the ground again, returning to the copse where the companions were hidden.

      They had seen what he had.

      When he returned, he perched on the lowest branch, overlooking a map that Braden and Micah built on the ground.

      “Thanks, Skirill. Nice flying, by the way.” Braden nodded to the Hawkoid, who bobbed his head in response.

      “Okay. I couldn’t count the number of Bat-Ravens, but I don’t think I’m exaggerating if I say there might be thousands of them. We’ll need one person on this ridge, overlooking their nesting area. That will be me. I’ll start the attack by lighting these trees on fire. If I saw right, Ess, the wind blew in this direction?” Braden asked for confirmation.

      “’esss,” he replied.

      “Okay. That means the fire should travel in this direction.” Braden put a small branch across his map. “I’ll need to be up here.”

      He pointed to a spot high on the ridge. “Micah. You’ll need to be here, to the side, not downwind. The fire should race down and out of the valley.” He placed another branch.

      “Brandt, Aadi, and G-War, you will be here…” They went through their plan, attacking it, looking for weaknesses. At the end, many unknowns remained, but fewer than when they started.

      They slept, as much as they could, but they were worried.

      Too much could go wrong.

      Braden had a long climb, in the dark, without the aid of the horses. The horses! They’d turn them loose when they approached and would hope they ran for their lives. They could worry about collecting them later.

      They gathered their things and rode out after dark. Braden relied almost entirely on his implant while Micah watched for any night flyers. They came in from the hill side to shield their approach, but Micah and the companions would be forced into the open getting into position on both sides of the valley. That couldn’t be helped. If they had more people, the problem would be worse. Micah, crossing the opening by herself, was less likely to be seen. The others would stay close to the hillside.

      As they approached, Aadi and G-War said they couldn’t see anything flying. So they split up. Braden rode hard to the northeast while Micah and Brandt slowed, walking the approach to limit their exposure. No sudden movements.

      Braden jumped off Max after they climbed a short distance. He pointed his nose to the east and smacked his rump, letting him run into the darkness. His hooves made little sound in the dirt.

      Braden started climbing, taking care not to disturb any rocks or dirt. And he climbed, and climbed with grim determination. He tired from lack of sleep, but couldn’t let the others down. At the moment of sunrise, he had to be in place and ready.

      He knew the others would be. If he did what he planned to do, he’d flush a thousand Bat-Ravens directly toward his partner and his friends. It was the best plan they could come up with. He no longer liked the plan and wished that Micah was climbing the hill instead of him.

      After chasing Speckles away, Micah jogged to keep up with Brandt as he walked toward his position. G-War and Skirill rode on him, while Aadi swam close by.

      When the time was right, Micah veered west, while the others continued north, remaining on the eastern side of the valley mouth. Micah walked steadily, deliberately, crouched low. Her legs ached from the effort as the sky started lightening. Dawn approached.

      She let herself smile. And when it got here, they’d unleash the fire. They’d cleanse the world of this evil.

      Braden worried that he wouldn’t make it. The hill got steep quickly with more loose stone and soil. The faster he needed to go, the more he was prevented from doing so. He gritted his teeth and pushed forward.

      The sun was peeking over the horizon as he approached the top of the hill, which crested with a rock parapet. He clambered the last few strides to the top, only to see the valley still bathed in shadowy darkness. His sunrise was earlier than the rest. The forest was dark and silent. In there, the Bat-Ravens nested.

      ‘I’m in place,’ he said using their mindlink.

      ‘As are we,’ Brandt’s loud voice boomed. Braden ducked involuntarily even though the sound was completely within his head.

      ‘Just made it myself; I’m in position. Sunrise looks to be coming soon.’ Micah crouched low behind a bush, the only cover she could find.

      ‘It’s already here where I am. Ten heartbeats, then we fire.’ Braden concentrated to slow his heart down. He opened the window within his eye. Pulse 94. Deep breaths. Pulse 86. Slowly. Pulse 80. Aim. Pulse 76. He closed the window.

      Fire.

      Micah saw a stream of flame erupt from a point on the hill high above the trees. It washed over the trees from her left to her right.

      Aim. Fire. Her blaster launched its own line of flame into the trees, right to left, skimming the tops as Braden was doing. Letting off the trigger, she changed her aim and started again, right to left, just above the base of the trees.

      The trunks blocked much of the blaster’s power from reaching all the way to the hillside.

      ‘FIRE!’ A thousand voices screamed into the companions’ minds. ‘FLY FOR YOUR LIVES!’

      Braden’s blaster ran out of power and the line of fire abruptly stopped. He put it in its holster and pulled the second blaster out, waiting.

      His mind exploded, and death screams overwhelmed him. He redoubled his efforts to pierce the growing fog of pain clouding his mind.

      Micah stopped firing. She couldn’t see through the pain behind her eyes.

      Bat-Ravens started appearing from among the trees, they were unorganized, every bird for itself, until they were clear. They screeched to rally the survivors to them as they hovered beyond the growing smoke of the forest fire.

      More came from below and from within the smoke. Some made it away from the flames, only to succumb to the smoke and fall as they cleared the dark billows.

      Very few Bat-Ravens had escaped. As they died, the volume of screams lessened, the pain in the heads of the humans drifted away. The fires on Braden’s side of the forest had already burned away from him. He saw a route along the trees to the valley below. He vaulted over the rock face in front of him and started running downhill, the blaster ready to fire when needed.

      The Bat-Ravens hovered in a mini-cloud when they saw the King of the Aurochs, standing there snorting loudly, hoof pawing the ground. They saw the Hillcat on his back, but that didn’t concern them. They wanted revenge. They never saw the Tortoid floating motionlessly to the side.

      They dove, nearly as one, toward their target. A line of flame shot toward them from the side, but missed behind them. They were flying too fast.

      A thunderclap slammed into the Bat-Ravens. More than half of them fell, while the others were disoriented, barely able to keep flying.

      The King of the Aurochs charged like the oversized bull he was, ripping up the ground where the stunned Bat-Ravens lay. He turned and twisted, jumped and pranced, turning the ground red and black, blood and feathers.

      More Bat-Ravens appeared out of the forest and joined the others. Their numbers continued to grow. They spread into a long thin line and flew cautiously toward the beast below.

      Aadi loosed his final thunderclap at the line, knocking a pitiful few from the air. The survivors increased speed as they dove toward the Aurochs. Fifty Bat-Ravens raked him at one time, the Hillcat able to only kill two on that pass. They were fast and their numbers overwhelming.

      Skirill had been far above the fray, but he could wait no longer. His friends were in pain.

      A blaster flame reached out and ripped through a number of Bat-Ravens as they turned for another pass. Then another shot from the blaster and another. The shots were short, but came rapidly.

      Then those stopped.

      The remaining Bat-Ravens headed toward Brandt from all directions. They surrounded him. No matter which way he faced, the Bat-Ravens were coming. ‘Good,’ he thought. ‘I swing my horns, evil will die.’

      The Bat-Ravens were unimpressed. They were too quick to be hit by the huge horns. They attacked, again and again, knocking G-War to the ground, and then they swarmed him. Micah was running full speed toward the companions with her sword ready. A couple Bat-Ravens came for her and were sliced in half for their efforts.

      Skirill swooped low and raked three of the Bat-Ravens off G-War in one pass. He climbed sharply, banked and dove again. More Bat-Ravens came out of nowhere to attack the Hillcat. G-War’s claws flashed as he was able to stand and attack. He whirled and slashed. Front and back claws ripping at his enemies. Then they overwhelmed him and dragged him down.

      Skirill was there again, pulling them off. He was knocked down and the Bat-Ravens were on him.

      Braden came down the slope toward them, each step four strides long as his Old Tech boots propelled him downward. He dove the last distance, using his body as a battering ram to drive the Bat-Ravens away from the ‘cat. He crushed many, but others leapt away at the last instant. Micah swung her sword, cleanly slicing away the birds attacking Skirill. As she got close to the Hawkoid, she pulled off a Bat-Raven with one hand, hacked it with the sword, then reached for the next.

      Aadi was there as well, biting with his beak, trying to get his shell between the Bat-Ravens and his friends.

      Micah was bitten and clawed. She kept pulling the vile birds away, until Skirill was able to get his wings under him and fly off toward Braden and G-War.

      Brandt stamped and swung his head. Bat-Ravens lined his back, biting and clawing, but they needed the speed of a dive to dig deeply into his thick hide. He then dropped, pushing himself sideways with his mighty legs until he rolled onto his back, crushing the mutie birds who wouldn’t let go.

      A bloodied and battered Hillcat stood and with two final sweeps of his claws dispatched the remaining Bat-Ravens. Braden staggered a few steps, catching the ‘cat as he toppled. He hugged the ‘cat to his chest, tears filling his eyes. He fumbled at his pouch for the numbweed and started rubbing it into the deepest wounds. The ‘cat hung limp in his arms.

      Braden’s tears fell onto the bloody orange fur. Skirill back winged to a landing next to him and hopped close, rubbing G-War’s head with his beak. Micah ran up and fell to her knees at their side, digging in her pouch for numbweed to add to Braden’s.

      Blood ran down her arms from her own cuts. Braden’s hair was matted with blood from the slashes across his head. They wouldn’t use any of the numbweed on themselves.

      ‘My name is Prince Axial De’atesh. Today is not my day to die, because you, my human, saved me,’ the ‘cat said in a very tired but determined voice.

      Brandt loomed large over them, red streaks on his side as blood trickled from the numerous wounds lining his back. His huge muzzle shoved past Braden to nose the ‘cat. ‘I will carry you, my friend,’ he boomed in his large voice.

      Braden blinked the tears away and looked into the sky, where a few Bat-Ravens circled, then darted to the north past the billowing clouds from the forest fire.

      “Ess?” Braden asked, although he suspected he knew the answer.

      ‘I’m sorry, Master Human. I’m in no shape to catch them.’ Skirill unfolded his wings, showing missing feathers and some small skin tears. ‘I can fly, but not well. I’m off to catch the horses.’

      It took Skirill an agonizingly long time to return with Max and Pack. Probably half the daylight passed. They recovered the rest of their water and numbweed, putting it all to good use, which meant that most of it went to the ‘cat. No one would have it any other way. They used bits of blanket and clothing to bandage their own wounds. Then they climbed into the saddle, carrying G-War and Skirill, and headed home.
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      “What did you do?” screamed the little girl, crying as she rushed from one companion to another, looking at their vicious wounds. Although Braden had expected it, he wasn’t prepared for her near-hysterical rage.

      ‘Ho, little one!’ Brandt thundered. ‘What he did was save us all. The mutie birds that you fear? You may never see another one in your lifetime. That’s what he did.’

      “But look at all of you,” she pleaded, her voice getting smaller. She reached out a tentative hand to touch G-War, held tenderly in Braden’s arms. She looked at the pink streaks along the King’s back and sides, Skirill’s missing feathers.

      ‘Keeping you safe takes sacrifice. It was only our blood and flesh, not our lives. You apologize to Braden, little one. Then you go with me to see my people, yes?’ She shook her head, tears falling freely down her face. Then she wiped them away and stood up straight.

      “I’m sorry, Braden. Thank you for saving me.” She darted off toward the Earthshaker Herd without waiting. Brandt snorted and dipped his head, then strolled after her.

      The Aurochs’ wounds were much better. Once they found a stream and cleaned his back, the skin scabbed over quickly. The scabs peeled away after seeing enough sunlight, leaving bright pink rents through his dark brown hair. It looked like the skin was splitting off his back. He assured them that it was unimportant if the hair grew back or not. They had won a great battle and his legend as King would be forever etched in the minds of the Aurochs. His scars would be a reminder of the epic battle.

      G-War was able to walk but Braden carried him into Village Greentree to make sure that the children didn’t bother him. He had no strength to play. Braden asked Ditarod, the Village Elder, if there was a place they could put the ‘cat where he’d be safe and could rest.

      The Elder seemed to glow as he smiled broadly. A crowd of villagers led Braden and Micah to a new stone, wood, and thatch building, behind a new stall in what they now called the Market Square. In the building were a few things that Braden and Micah had left behind, along with a handcrafted bed. The mattress was made from intertwined vines and a spongy material they knew was unique to the rainforest. They looked at it questioningly.

      “The Amazonians,” he said. “When they learned that you wished to live here, they wanted to contribute. Bronwyn talked with them and made all the arrangements. We built this for you, all of us, Amazonians, humans, Aurochs. All of us.”

      Micah was the first to speak. “We don’t know what to say.” She hugged the Elder until he gasped for air. Braden put the ’cat in the middle of the bed, covering him with a thin sheet, before shaking everyone’s hand and thanking each of them for the incredible gift.

      When the villagers learned of the destruction of the Bat-Raven nesting grounds, they wanted to celebrate, but Braden and Micah asked if they would wait. Braden needed to prepare more numbweed, as much as he could get. Micah would stay with G-War and Skirill.

      Braden took two villagers with him as he hunted for numbweed bushes. They were quickly rewarded. To help the villagers build their trade stock, he showed the two volunteers how to process the numbweed, adding the leaves, adding water, close to a boil but not boiling… The villagers had pots made of stone while Braden’s was iron. Theirs took longer to heat, but the heat wasn’t as intense and for them, easier to keep at a constant temperature.

      The supply of numbweed quickly increased. Braden took what he needed for the companions. Although the wounds had started healing, the numbweed would greatly improve the final stage. He applied it liberally to Skirill and G-War, then he headed to the grasslands where the Aurochs had gathered.

      Brandt nudged Bronwyn toward Braden where he showed her how to apply the numbweed. She took a great interest and committed herself to being a healer. Braden and Micah approved. There were animals throughout Vii who could benefit from her attention. She had the potential to be the best animal healer ever, but she needed to learn about the plants and minerals that could help her. They would address that later with her and her parents.

      “Well. It looks like we have a home,” Micah said as she hugged her partner. “Where does that leave us?”

      “It leaves us looking for a wagon!” During their long, slow trip back to Greentree, Braden thought about the trades. With the Bat-Raven threat eliminated, the trade routes were open. All he needed to do was get out there with goods.

      “We need to go to Dwyer, see if they’ve made progress. And we could use some of those people from Westerly. If they are willing to work, there is going to be plenty of work in all these villages. You will see these places boom!” Micah watched as Braden spoke. His excitement about trading was infectious. His dream became his vision which became their new reality.

      “As soon as the Prince is healthy enough to travel, we leave?” She said it as a question, but it was really a statement. They heard each other’s thoughts, so there were fewer and fewer surprises between them. That didn’t mean their relationship was stale. It was stronger than ever, although it wasn’t a bond between just two people. The six of them shared a bond that was battle-tested; five different species, one family.

      ‘I’m fine to travel. It is exhausting sitting around here, doing nothing, getting fed  whenever I want. Truly. Exhausting.’ The ‘cat was getting back to his old self, although he was more congenial and had stopped referring to the humans as ‘it.’

      Near death experiences have a way of changing a person. Or a ‘cat.

      Brandt came running into the village, alarming a couple villagers who bolted for their huts. ‘I heard we’re leaving. I’m ready.’

      “I guess this is our life now,” Braden said. “Even when we don’t have secrets, our plans run wild. Sorry, Brandt, probably with the sunrise, we’ll head out for McCullough, then Dwyer. I expect you’re curious how your people are doing over there.”

      ‘Yes, curious. If there were any problems, they would have come back here, so things must be going reasonably well.’

      “I hope they have a wagon ready,” Braden mused.

      “We all hope they have a wagon ready, so we don’t have to put up with your pouting,” Micah added.

      “I don’t pout!” Braden stuck out his lower lip. “Do I?”

      Skirill and Aadi shared a laugh at Braden’s expense. The King of the Aurochs went away in good humor.

      “Whaddya think? Fill the cart? Trade our way there? Take Bronwyn with us?” Micah threw the questions at Braden to make him think about the things he liked, with the little girl added at the end to make her presence more palatable.

      Braden wasn’t fooled. “If we take her, you have to watch her, make sure she doesn’t kill me in my sleep.” Braden smiled to himself. Having the gifted little girl along made him more aware of everything he did. Just like Micah, she made him better. Just like all the companions.

      “I’ll talk with her parents, but I’m sure it will be okay. You fill the cart.” Micah walked away in search of Bronwyn’s parents.

      In the end, the cart was filled with tanned hides, dyed material they acquired from Coldstream, leafy-bags of processed numbweed, and three young men with their tools, looking for something to build.

      As well as looking for wives.

      Micah made them ride in the cart. Only Bronwyn and the ‘cat rode on Brandt. Braden and Micah weren’t going to double up on the horses. Braden wouldn’t be comfortable with another man riding with her, as she wouldn’t be. They’d avoid it altogether.

      They committed to make it to McCullough before nightfall. With the horses, the villages were less than one daylight’s travel apart. Brandt helped them travel even more quickly. His walk was a trot for the horses. His trot, their gallop.

      With sunrise, the caravan set out, the companions plus three and a full cart. Braden could not have been happier. His vision was coming true.

      The trip from Greentree to McCullough was pleasantly uneventful. They did not stop to visit the Amazonians. They knew that Zalastar had problems he was working through, so they’d stick with meeting on the arranged schedule. That also would prevent a surprise from the anti-human Lizard Men.

      Skirill flew ahead as usual. When a villager saw him, he waved his wings. She rallied everyone to expect the traders’ arrival. Braden beamed, smiling ear to ear when the ladies of Village McCullough, led by Elder McCullough, were waiting for them and gave a hearty cheer. The companions waved back. Even Brandt bobbed his huge head, happily surprised by the human greeting.

      Micah watched it all. She saw it all, including a few new men in the group. Did they need any more husbands? She hoped the three in the cart wouldn’t be disappointed. The last thing they needed was a battle over the women. They’d already had that once and all the men lost. Micah had seen to that personally.

      She would do it again if she had to. ‘We need to talk with all these men,’ she passed to Braden over their mindlink.

      ‘I think so. We can’t have them fighting or trying to take over from the Elder.’

      Micah looked at the cart behind her. The three men had been expecting eligible women, ready to couple at first sight. What they found was competition. They looked pathetic, almost like slaves in a cage, their faces sad. Micah tried not to laugh. At least there wouldn’t be an uprising from these three.

      Eventually, the men got out of the cart. Bronwyn climbed down from the King of the Aurochs. She passed his greetings to the Elder and the others present who he recognized. Braden unhooked the cart from Speckles. He shook his head. Speckles.

      He rolled the cart back and belted out his oft-stated call to trade. Elder McCullough was first up. The villagers completed one of two blankets that would protect a horse’s back and flanks. He took that and doled out various items that he knew they needed. A few of the skins and some numbweed. A couple of the younger women were already wearing tanned deer hide, and it didn’t cover well. It seemed they enjoyed the attention they got, maybe too much.

      They needed to talk with the men sooner rather than later.

      The blanket fit Speckles nicely and replaced the other blanket they’d been using underneath the saddle. They could keep it themselves, but then they’d miss out on the chance to trade. How many horse blankets did they need?

      So it went into the pile with everything else that could be had. No one needed it. They’d take it and the rest of the items to Village Dwyer and trade afresh. That’s how it worked. Braden couldn’t keep from smiling.

      Micah took charge and rallied the men for a get-together. She was surprised to see that the men outnumbered the women of Village McCullough. She shook her head and started in on them, pointedly addressing each one in turn. Braden watched from behind. He felt bad and he wasn’t the one getting yelled at.

      When Elder McCullough got wind of what was going on, she stormed in. She wasn’t pleased with Micah’s interference. The Elder talked to each man as they arrived, laying down the law for them. They all agreed. She thought Micah’s speech was overkill.

      Braden hesitated to get in the middle of it, but in the end, he had to.

      “Listen!” he shouted to get everyone’s attention. “Everyone’s heart is in the right place. I remember the first time we entered this village. Five men were already dead, the sixth and seventh died right here. I don’t ever want to see something like that again. Neither do you,” he said, pointing to the Elder, then Micah, then to the men. “You either. We need more people, not less. There is a lot of work to do. You’ll help each other and in the end, everyone’s lives will be better. That’s what we want. That’s what we’ll have. Now get back to work.”

      None of the men hesitated. They hustled away, glancing furtively in the direction of Micah and the Elder.

      The two women looked like they wanted to fight, but Braden stepped between them. “Stop it,” he said quietly. “We support you and whatever you need, Mel-Ash. Please.” He stepped closer, then pulled her in for a hug. Micah joined them quickly.

      “I know how to control those boys,” the Elder said in her scratchy voice. “I control all the women and that’s what those boys are here for. I keep them busy. That’s the secret. No matter what they get done, there’s always more to do.” She smiled, conceding Micah’s intentions. The Elder had a way about her, subtle but effective.

      “I’m sorry. I just want all this to work,” Micah started. It looked like she wanted to say more. Braden stopped her.

      “Just like an angry Aurochs in the Market Square! Elder McCullough, if you would be so kind, if you have any issues with any of the men that you can’t resolve yourself, you’ll let us know?” She nodded, still smiling. “Then we’ll stay out of your way.”
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      “I don’t care!” a man screamed at Fen, one of Village Dwyer’s leaders. Destiny ran to support her fellow on the leadership council. “I’m not doing it!”

      “But somebody has to clean the outhouse and it’s your turn!” Fen screamed back, her voice a little shrill. Braden and Micah looked at each other, wondering how long this yelling match had gone on.

      The group stopped arguing when they realized that Braden and Micah were there, watching. Micah climbed down from Speckles. Her ears took on a red hue as she became angry. Braden made sure she didn’t take out her sword, but otherwise let her go.

      “Has it been fair? Everybody takes their turn?” Both Destiny and Fen nodded. The man thrust his nose in the air.

      “I ain’t doing it.”

      With a quick move, Micah drove her hand under the man’s chin, while twisting her leg behind his knee. She pushed forward with her other leg. She drove his chin up, taking his head on a long trip that ended as his body slammed into the ground. With both hands, she pounded his head against the ground two then three more times. As he lay there stunned, she calmly picked herself up, reared back, and punched him in the mouth, splitting his lip and breaking a tooth.

      “Feel like doing it now?” she growled into his face.

      “You farging crap…” There was more that he intended to say, but once Micah smashed her fist into his nose, his words came out as a gurgle. She rolled him onto his face and started twisting his arm behind him.

      “If you break it and he can’t work, then you’ll be the one cleaning the outhouse,” Braden said calmly.

      She added more pressure until he squirmed, but he stopped spewing profanity.

      Mick arrived, the third member of the leadership council. He looked at the man on the ground, only briefly, before smiling and giving Braden and Micah his warmest greetings.

      “Welcome back! It is always so good to see you. I hope you are pleased with the progress that Tom has made with his smithy. Most of all, we’d love to show you your new wagon!”

      Braden let out a whoop of joy. Micah let go of the man so she could give each of them a hug. Braden jumped down to do the same thing.

      “If you’ll do the honors,” the older man said, waving at Fen, “I’ll take care of this.” He helped the man up, before twisting his arm again and dragging him away. Destiny went with them, berating the man with each step.

      “Brandt would like to see his people. Are they near?”

      “They’re at the mine, I think. Not far. Tom had to expand already, so some things have changed, but we’re growing rather rapidly. Everyone needs more people to help them do what they need to do.

      The three men from Greentree decided to try their fortune someplace other than Village McCullough and were in the cart. Braden stepped aside so Fen could see. “Well, aren’t you young men welcome! Come on over and let us take a look at you.”

      The men had seen Micah in action in two different villages. They were certain they didn’t want to get on her bad side, and kept their distance as they approached Fen.

      “We have our tools, ma’am. We’re ready to work,” the group spokesman offered. “We initially thought we’d try our hand in McCullough, but there were too many there already.”

      “Men, you mean?” She looked at them with a knowing glance. “There were too many men. Yes, they left here thinking things would be easier. If you’re here, then maybe they are easy over in McCullough. But there are some available ladies who might appreciate a hard-working man.”

      “No, ma’am! They were working like slaves over there,” one of the others blurted out. Everyone found the good humor in that. Micah threw her hands up in surrender. The others knew that she didn’t let people take it easy. Whether there, here, or in Greentree, people earned their keep. Fen reached out to welcome each of the three.

      Fen waved down a woman passing by with a basket of greens. “Show these nice young men around. They’ve come to find work.” The young woman pulled futilely at her hair, then tried straightening her clothes before introducing herself and leading the men away.

      Micah shook her head. “I suppose she’s one of those available.” Fen nodded and shrugged.

      “If we hadn’t been so quick to mete out punishment of the man who used to not clean outhouses, one of those three might have done it for a price. That is what trade is all about, is it not?” Braden offered as a teaching moment.

      “No, dear,” Fen answered. “He needed to be put in his place. He probably would have cheated the man who took his place.”

      “Was that one of Gravenin’s partners?”

      “Bullseye,” Fen said while nodding.

      Micah had kicked him in the groin and stomped on his head. Maybe his ears were still ringing. She wondered if Gravenin had put him up to refusing work. Braden thought they’d best have a word with Betty Dwyer. She had taken responsibility for the three. Braden had wondered if she could control them.

      As soon as Brandt heard that the Aurochs were at the mine, he took off, Bronwyn still astride his neck. Skirill flew ahead of them to help see the way safely. The ‘cat went with them because he hated the dogs who were numerous and ran freely through the village. Only Aadi stayed behind.

      “Mick said you have a wagon for us?” Braden asked Fen.

      Fen led the way. The Market Square had been almost completely taken over by Old Tom’s smithy. A huge pile of stones filled the square, while additional roofing had been put over the area around the smelter and the forge. They walked around the iron ore pile and behind the forge. A new wagon stood there, wheels on and ready to roll.

      Braden was initially disappointed as he compared it to his old wagon. This one wasn’t covered, the wheels looked like they’d give a rough ride, and the buck board wasn’t high. Micah, who’d never seen his old wagon, was in awe. Her mouth hung open as she looked it. “Isn’t she beautiful!”

      “Yes, she is,” he said, only partly talking about his new wagon. The fact that Tom and the others had been able to build this without having seen one before was a marvel. Braden needed to appreciate that. They could improve over time, but they had to start somewhere and this was far better than the cart.

      “We tested it with the Aurochs and one pulled it without any problem. Look here.” Fen pointed to a harness. They had made it adjustable, because there was a big difference between the cow and the bull Aurochs. “With this, it doesn’t matter who pulls. A perfect fit every time!”

      Braden lightened up, shaking off his initial discontent. The people of Dwyer had done right by him.
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      Brandt was less than pleased with how the other Aurochs had been treated. The cow and the bull tolerated the human’s bad behavior, but only because they knew the King would return and they’d be able to express their dismay. Probably the most disconcerting thing for the men working the mine was that they were getting chewed on by a little girl, while the massive Aurochs stomped and snorted at them.

      The King loomed, putting the point of his horn a finger-width from one of the miner’s eyes until the man peed himself. The King was gratified and more laws were laid down to clarify the Aurochs’ role as a partner.

      The whole truth was usually different from the story one first hears. The King’s initial response may have been more than the situation called for. One man yelled at the cow Aurochs to get out of his way. Once. And when they put them in the harness, the Aurochs thought they were rougher than they needed to be, although once the pulling was done, the men removed the harness quickly.

      Brandt had some choice words for his people, and the language caused Bronwyn to wince. Once he knew he upset the little girl, he let it go. Maybe he’d been spending too much time with Micah. Not everyone needed a beating.

      G-War and Skirill wanted to hunt, so they committed to making their own way back to the village. Brandt took Bronwyn and headed from the mines, leaving a group of miners and Aurochs to make up and get back to work.

      When they returned, they found the Market Square impassable. Braden had set up the cart to the side and was calling all to trade. Brandt squatted until he was lying on the ground so he could watch. He found Braden’s love of trade fascinating. Aurochs were intelligent, but lived far simpler lives. The humans needed their stuff. Since people could not be an expert in everything, trade made it possible to get good things and good food without knowing exactly where it all came from or how it was made. Every individual was good at something. When they found that, then they could produce for trade.

      Brandt saw the wisdom in it all. He also saw how close it brought the villages together. He never thought that possible, because everyone kept to themselves. Everyone lived in fear. Used to, anyway.

      Braden and Micah opened the southerner’s eyes to a whole new world. So the King of the Aurochs watched, fascinated.

      The ‘cat showed up from nowhere and leaped to the top of the Aurochs’ head. He had successfully avoided the dog pack, but was still nauseated by the smell. ‘Don’t puke on me, little friend,’ Brandt cautioned.

      They all settled in to watch Braden ply his wares, trade for goods that he would bring to the other villages. Tom had been productive and there were a few iron items that Braden would be taking with him.

      Braden told Tom how he had seen blacksmiths in the north crush charcoal into their metal to make it stronger. He knew that they added other metals to the iron, which further improved the strength. They called that metal steel. At some point in the past, someone in the south knew the process because there were steel items in the south, like the small carving knives. Those could have been scavenged, but Tom would make them available to everyone.

      Tom accepted the knowledge as part of his trade with Braden. They shook on it and the deal was sealed.

      Once all the trading was complete, Braden transferred some things to the wagon. When they left, they’d have the wagon and the cart with them. With Bronwyn, no one needed to guide any of the animals. She’d tell them what to do and for some reason, they always did it. Even the King would do as she asked.

      “Where to next, fellow traders?” Braden asked the companions. Micah, like Braden, had not thought that far ahead. Brandt didn’t care, but both Aurochs were coming with them. He needed to keep swapping them out so every one of his people got their turn in the mines. Skirill, Aadi, and G-War had nothing to say on the matter. They trusted Braden and Micah. They knew that wherever they went, if they were together, they would be better off.

      “To Westerly and beyond!” Braden exclaimed. “We take the wagon all the way west, then come back, trading the whole way. I’d like to bring some of those people from Westerly. We could use them here. There’s so much to do. We go to the Western Ocean, and then someday, I’d like to see the Eastern Ocean.”

      Micah stiffened, her mouth drawn tightly closed. “Not yet,” she said quietly. Braden put his hand on her arm.

      “We’ll go when you’re ready. Not before.” He leaned back and looked at the others. “Westerly it is, my fellow companions. The caravan rolls at first light!”

      They always left with sunrise. Braden liked getting that last night’s sleep before hitting the road, even though in the south, there weren’t any roads. Not yet anyway. They were wearing down a trail between Dwyer, McCullough, the rainforest, and Greentree. As they grew, they could improve the trail until it became a road. And then they’d widen it so wagons could pass each other going in opposite directions.

      With the construction of the first wagon, the eventuality of a robust trading network was that much closer.

      In the meantime, they needed to talk with Betty Dwyer.

      No one was in the hut, but they eventually found her tending one of the fields. When Braden and Micah walked up to her, she hung her head.

      “I heard. Are you going to beat me, too?” she said it as if she both expected and deserved punishment. Micah instantly felt bad, although the man seemed to need the beat-down.

      “We can’t have them acting up,” Braden said, physically lifting Betty’s face so she’d look at him. “Can you control them or not?”

      “We have our moments.” She would commit no further.

      “Where are they?” Micah asked.

      “The river. My boy’s arm still hasn’t healed right. And the other boy’s arm is ruined. Fishing is the only thing they can do with one arm.” Betty started to get defiant.

      “Better than dead,” Micah snapped and stormed off. Braden gave Betty a harsh look before turning away.

      The men were at the river, but seemed to be spending more time lamenting their misfortunes than fishing. They stopped completely when they saw Braden and Micah. She added an extra swing to her step as she sauntered toward them.

      “He cleaned it so leave him alone!” Gravenin said, his arm held stiffly at his side. But it wasn’t bandaged like his companion’s, which was wrapped tightly against his body. The third man already had two black eyes from his broken nose. Both his lips were split and puffy. He backed away involuntarily, glaring at Micah.

      She put her hand on the hilt of her sword, any pretense of a smile gone.

      “Gravenin!” Braden shouted to break the stare-down. Everyone looked at him. “Even your mother won’t protect you. What do you have to say about that?

      “I didn’t do anything!” His good hand flexed and his eyes darted from face to face.

      “We can see that you don’t do anything,” Braden started. “Maybe you should think about contributing more than the next person. Make yourself welcome in this village. Instead of being here with all your friends. Why aren’t you trying to make your mother proud?”

      “Not much I can do with this arm,” he grumbled.

      “Instead of crying about it, why don’t you figure out how you can contribute?” Micah asked.

      “I’m not talking with you,” he said pointedly. Micah responded by pulling her sword out.

      “I think you understand that we would prefer to kill you all, rather than babysit. Here’s the deal. You bring back a basket of fish for everyone’s dinner, or don’t come back at all.” Braden wasn’t serious, but he wanted them to provide something for the village.

      “You can’t do that. We wouldn’t survive out here like this.”

      “Of course we can because we don’t care if you survive or not. Since you know you can’t survive out here, maybe you ought to look at ways you can survive in the village. Now, fill that basket with fish. We’ll be waiting.” Braden nodded to Micah, who backed away from the men, her sword in front of her. When they were far enough, she put the sword away.

      “I don’t know about them. We’ll see if they can catch anything. I think having them hobbled keeps them relatively harmless.” He looked at Micah. Her face was hard. “I know, I know. You still want to kill them.” He pulled her close.

      “We can’t. That’s the easy answer but it won’t solve our problem, which is we need more people, not less. Let it go, lover. It seems like Mick, Fen, and Destiny had things under control. They didn’t back down. Isn’t that what we wanted? Good people to take control and keep control?”

      “I guess so,” she muttered. Braden knew she had a problem with men. If she hadn’t then he would have never met her. She was supposed to be a dutiful wife in a loveless marriage.

      “We make great companions,” he finally said. He hoped Gravenin and his witless friends came through with the fish. Otherwise, maybe they would have to kill them.
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      The village’s celebration was a feast, headlined by Gravenin’s banner catch. This was a huge weight off Braden’s shoulders. Braden led the way in congratulating Gravenin and his friends on their catch. Others followed suit and the men looked like they appreciated it. Maybe they could contribute. Braden had a quick word with Mick about keeping a closer eye. If they were capable of catching this much fish, then the village should welcome them, appreciate what they provided.

      The companions set out from Village Dwyer at sunrise with a fully loaded wagon. Braden felt odd not riding the buckboard, but that’s how it had to be. The young bull Aurochs was first to pull the wagon. He made it look effortless.

      Bronwyn sat astride Brandt’s huge neck with G-War, as usual. She directed all the companions, so Braden and Micah rode without holding the reins.

      Braden rode Max, as usual, while Micah rode Speckles, who pulled the cart with a Dwyer couple who wanted to learn the trade business. Braden could not have been more pleased. They needed traders to ply the routes.

      Braden thought they needed a Caravan Guild to enforce the trade standards, but he didn’t want to run it. Maybe this couple could trade for a cycle or two and then move into an oversight role. There could even be a training center for any trader.

      Micah looked at him. “We aren’t ready for that here. Maybe we can just have open trade. Anyone can trade. Village leaders can enforce the trade standards. You establish those. You dictate. They’ll follow.”

      Braden stroked his braid as he thought. Micah had good points. People in the south had lost the ability to read. He was teaching Micah so that she could better use her neural implant, but it was taking time. He conceded that none of the village leaders would be able to read, ever.

      So the trade rules had to be simple. They had to be spoken and correctly repeated. People remembered in threes.

      “One. Two parties negotiate the terms of the trade.

      “Two. Both agree to the terms and finish with a handshake.

      “Three. If a deal fails, both parties return their part of the trade. No exceptions.”

      Micah thought it over. Was it simple enough? “How about this. One: Negotiate. Two: Agree. Three: Trade and be done. I’m not sure I like the failed deal. Don’t negotiate if you can’t follow through. Delivery is king, which means you have to know that you can deliver to start negotiating.”

      “Well, now. Isn’t my partner the queen of the trade?” He gave her an approving look. “You’re right. Negotiate, agree, and deliver. Even Gravenin can remember that!”

      “After a couple more head stomps maybe.” Braden could feel that in a certain way, Micah wasn’t proud of the beatings she delivered. She took pride in her physical abilities and her superiority as a warrior, but knew that she disappointed Braden when she chose to fight.

      “A head stomp may be in order, but as a last resort. We’ll give the villagers a chance first and see if they can embrace it. Aadi, how do you think the Amazonians will feel about the Three Laws of Trade?” Braden called.

      ‘It would be most convenient as they have three talons. Negotiate, agree, deliver. Yes. I will be able to share that with them. Does this mean we’re stopping in the rainforest?’

      “Yes, Aadi, we’ll stop there. We’ll stop at every trading square all the way to Westerly. What do you think about that?” Braden let Max fall back until he was even with the cart where the couple looked wide-eyed at the world as it passed.

      ‘How about you Skirill, what do you think?’ Braden asked over their mindlink while the Hawkoid flew far ahead.

      ‘Wherever my friends go, I will follow.’ Skirill didn’t participate in the trades. He kept his eyes open, like G-War, and protected the companions as they traded. They owed each other their lives. If only there were Hawkoids in the south. He missed his people, even though had he remained in the north, he would be an outcast. Maybe he was better off here.

      “What do you two think about the Three Laws of Trade?”

      The young couple looked surprised. “We were trying not to listen as you talked with your mate. We know that you are used to traveling alone,” the man, Tanner, said softly. “Can you tell us again?” Braden repeated the Three Laws.

      “Negotiate, Agree, Deliver. It makes sense. You trade that way,” the young lady, Candela, said with more confidence than her partner showed. “We’ll trade that way, too. What other secrets can you share, you know, to help get our feet under us?”

      Braden was in his element, regaling the young couple with stories of his trades in the north, gold for swords, swords for saffrimander, saffrimander and his wagon for the horses. How to trade each time for just a little bit more, cutting yourself a slice out of the trade as your profit. Trade could never be a completely even exchange. Without improving on the terms, you’d end with nothing.

      Plus, here in the south, the Aurochs got an equal share of the profit for their part in pulling the wagon. So far that meant food, but it was a start. Later it could mean more.

      As Braden thought about it, the miners owed the Aurochs for their work hauling the ore to the village. No, that wasn’t right. The trade was for the labor to build the wagon.

      They were all in this together. They all had a wagon and they all had nothing else.

      Village McCullough welcomed them back. Braden told them that Tanner and Candela would be leading the trade, which meant he let them set up the trade stall while he and Micah went elsewhere and goofed off.

      When they returned, a few trades had been made, with most having gotten more than they cost. Braden would not have made all the trades the same way, but that wasn’t important. The young couple was off to a good start.

      At the next stop, Tanner and Candela saw their first Amazonians. With Aadi, Brandt, and Bronwyn, they handled the trade well. Braden encouraged them to get as much rope as they could. It helped that Braden had brought down a couple fattened bucks to sweeten the deal.

      After their second trade stop, the wagon and cart had more in them than when they started.

      It was coming together nicely. But they would never realize their full potential if they couldn’t document the trades. They needed to learn how to read.

      When they arrived at Greentree, Braden started their lessons in the alphabet and basic math. After seven turns, Micah had improved greatly. Her neural implant showed her the letters and words as she asked for them so she had a constant source of reinforcement. Her head hurt at the end of the day, but her learning speed had increased exponentially.

      The young couple had no such advantage. They learned the hard way, through repetition. Braden scratched the numbers on tree bark for them so they could review.

      His determination in teaching them to read and write was driven by the fact that they weren’t coming to Westerly. They would go as far as Coldstream, then return to Dwyer with the Aurochs and the wagon. That would be their route until Braden and Micah could open trade all the way to the far west.

      Bronwyn would have to travel with them so they could communicate with the Aurochs. Brandt insisted on this. He also suggested that two cows accompany the team back to Dwyer where they would help the miners. As long as Bronwyn was with them, no one would get out of line.

      Brandt seemed to swell with pride and pranced into the grasslands like a puppy as he joined the Earthshaker Herd. Braden thought it was because he was happy to be with his people, even if only for a short time. Until it became clear that an untold number of cows were in heat. Braden and Micah left him alone at that point, figuring he’d show up when his affairs were concluded.

      This delayed their departure, but allowed Braden to spend more time teaching. Micah wasn’t surprised that he was an excellent teacher. He inspired the students. If only he had a way to make paper. He wondered if New Sanctuary could print books to teach reading, writing, and basic math. He still carried his rudder and updated it as a way to show Tanner and Candela both how to do it and why it was important.

      Whenever they made it back to New Sanctuary, he’d have to remember to check. Then he remembered that he didn’t have to remember.

      He brought up his neural implant window and asked the question regarding paper and books. The database showed a limitless spectrum of material. He asked Holly if they could print certain ones into books as well as create some blank books. Of course they could. Using wood pulp, they had a fabricator that could create almost anything. These items would be prepared and ready for him when next he returned.

      “What?” Micah asked. When she couldn’t hear him think, she knew he had the interface active. It blocked their mindlink, and she didn’t like it.

      “Just asking Holly if he could print some books to help people learn how to read and write. He’ll include blank ones too that they can use as rudders.”

      “Oh,” was all she said. Of course Braden would think like that. He wasn’t bothered to think two or three turns ahead for himself, but he always took care of other people. This was another example of something she would have never thought of.

      And that was why they made good partners. She was feeling amorous, but expected that was from Brandt’s emotions overflowing into all of the companions. G-War had started to yowl. Skirill was flying high and fast in circles around the village and far above the rainforest. Only Aadi seemed immune, floating and blinking slowly, keeping his thoughts to himself.

      Braden was getting overly adventurous with his hands, so they retired to their house to see if they could forget about the King of the Aurochs.
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      The trip to Coldstream was uneventful. The village welcome was unspectacular. The trades were marginal as few items were available, although it was far more than what they’d previously offered. The new traders secured tanned hides and a gourd of colored dye, and Braden worked a side deal for their special sweetened pork. He took as much as he could carry in two leaf bags. Micah suggested he’d make himself sick eating that much. He said he’d share. She knew he wouldn’t.

      They didn’t stay long. Bronwyn was sad to part ways with Brandt. He considered her one of his own. When he talked with her, he would lie on the ground and she’d sit on his horn, her back against his head. Braden and Micah didn’t know what they talked about, but sometimes their conversations went on for a long time.

      Brandt helped the little girl climb onto the back of an older cow Aurochs who had assumed responsibility for pulling the wagon. He wanted an elder member of the herd to take care of his little girl. Tanner and Candela vowed to take good care of her, too. Micah convinced her parents to join the caravan when it passed back through. Having them along would help both Braden and Micah sleep better at night. If you asked Bronwyn, she was fine without other humans.

      The companions knew this to be true, but adults had responsibilities, even for children who were protected by the world’s creatures.

      Braden’s caravan watched Candela’s caravan leave on the trade route to the west. Even G-War looked sad.

      “When did I stop being fun?” Braden asked the companions. Micah shrugged.

      “The innocence of youth. You and I carry all the burdens of Vii on our shoulders. It’s not that we stopped being fun. She doesn’t carry that weight. It doesn’t darken her thoughts. Her mind is pure, refreshing to touch,” Micah answered.

      ‘We have news to share,’ Brandt said in his overly loud thought voice. Braden raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Yes, we have news,’ Aadi added. ‘We wanted to wait until Bronwyn was gone. The news would upset her. Zalastar said that the Amazonian tribes have broken into factions. Zalastar controls the area from Greentree east, or so we were able to gather. The way they reference directions and locations has me befuddled.

      ‘In any case, the other tribes have taken over the areas to the west. Zalastar thought they’d moved inland to avoid contact with humans or other intelligent creatures. If we run into any Lizard Men, I mean Amazonians, from here west, they may not be friendly.’

      Brandt shook his head, swinging his massive horns through the air. They were right, telling by how agitated the Aurochs was, that Bronwyn would have been upset, possibly even inconsolable.

      “What changes for us?” Braden asked, concern clouding his face. He wanted to continue west, but didn’t want to fight his way there.

      ‘We go to Westerly and beyond, of course,’ Brandt said. The King of the Aurochs wasn’t to be dissuaded.

      “Simple as that?” Braden shrugged as he looked from face to face. This reinforced what he already knew.

      He knew that he could not read the body language of his companions.

      “Maybe we don’t have to travel so close to the rainforest, but yes, off to Westerly!” Micah added with a dramatic smile and hand wave.

      So they pressed on.

      They traveled more slowly than they had before because they pulled the cart this time and they also marked the trail for future traders. It was just a path of travel at present, but at some point, it would become a real road.

      Brandt was exceptional at removing obstacles to the cart’s travel. He could plow up any size rock and roll it aside. He even ran back and forth a few times to better mark a trail. When they looked back, it was easy to see where they’d passed. With Skirill flying ahead, they did not have to backtrack. They chose the best way ahead the first time, every time.

      With their neural implants, Braden and Micah were able to track progress on maps shown directly in their minds. They updated details on the maps with what they saw, helping Holly to build a real-life view of the trade route.

      Micah used the travel time to practice reading. As she learned, she was able to open up more and more areas of the database. After Braden guided her to the school books, she was unleashed. She learned in the course of turns what it took children cycles to do.

      Braden kept his window closed to watch over them while Micah studied. By teaching her to read, he opened a vast part of his world to her. She could read his rudders. For him, that was the ultimate expression of trust. That was how he was raised.

      She could hear his thoughts and finally, he could hear hers. Maybe reading the rudders was only symbolic, but it was important to him. He looked at the watch he wore. Old Tech. He could finally read the time and know what it meant, thanks to a short lesson from the database. With his neural implant, he could always check the time, which rendered the watch unnecessary.

      Like his rudders, the watch, the bracelet they called it, was a physical part of his story. It gave him access and authority with the first hologram. It gave him a title that he liked. Caretaker. Maybe it was time to change from Free Trader to Caretaker Braden. As Micah kept telling him, he took responsibility for the well-being of humanity’s current and future generations.

      Skirill squawked an alarm, alerting all the companions. Braden and Micah shook off their individual distractions and looked about. “Ess?”

      ‘Fighting. At the edge of the rainforest.’ He flew slowly past to show everyone what he saw. Amazonians were engaged with each other. Braden and Micah couldn’t tell them apart. It looked like every creature fought for himself.

      ‘They are killing each other, Master Human. We must stop them.’ Aadi said, his thought voice pleading.

      ‘I agree. We cannot allow this to go on,’ Brandt decided for them as he snorted once and ran toward the trees. Max and Pack followed in his wake at a full gallop. Braden and Micah held on for the ride, hoping the cart wouldn’t be damaged as it bounced along.

      Ears flat, G-War crouched low as he clung to the King’s head. Aadi bounced along behind Speckles as they raced over uneven ground.

      Brandt skidded to a stop at the very edge of the rainforest, raised his head and bellowed into the mass of Amazonians.

      Braden learned how loud the King’s voice could really be.

      Braden and Micah rode up to the Aurochs, stopping abruptly to jump off. They each pulled a blaster.

      “Stop!” Braden yelled, pointing his blaster haphazardly toward the Amazonians.

      A spear appeared out of nowhere. Braden dodged it. Micah fired a short burst at a point above where the spear originated. It scorched the bark of a tree, but didn’t start a fire. Braden looked at her in alarm, but she was calm.

      A second spear flew from the trees, this time at Brandt. Then a third. Brandt knocked the second spear away with a sweep of his horns, but the third spear hit his side and stuck there. He shook with fury. The spear flipped away from him as did G-War, who landed gracefully in the middle of surprised Amazonians. He bolted in an orange flash up the nearest tree.

      The King pawed the ground once and surged forward into a smaller tree, his back legs driving hard. As the tree cracked and went down, Amazonians scattered. Others weren’t impressed.

      Spears flew from both sides, peppering the Aurochs’ sides.

      “Get out of there!” Braden yelled as he unleashed the power of the blaster. Micah followed his lead less than a heartbeat later. Braden held the trigger down, sending a line of fire through the Amazonians he could see. Micah was firing single shots, short bursts, picking her targets carefully.

      But they were both on one side of the King of the Aurochs. The Amazonians on the other side were safe.

      Brandt’s eyes shot wide as the pain finally registered. He stumbled and pulled backwards trying to pull himself from the confines of the rainforest. The Amazonians moved forward tentatively to drive their spears into the Aurochs.

      The enraged Amazonians wanted to kill the great beast.

      Aadi floated upward quickly and once he saw the attackers, he let loose with his focused thunderclap. The Amazonians staggered, many fell, but others did not. A second group of Amazonians raced forward. Aadi wasn’t ready for a second thunderclap. He watched helplessly.

      But the second group wasn’t trying to attack Brandt. They speared the Amazonians who were helpless from Aadi’s attack.

      ‘They are friends! Help them!’ Aadi shouted over the mindlink. Braden stopped firing. The power of his blaster was dangerously low. Micah had conserved her power, so she ran, trying to get to the other side of the Aurochs. She swung wide behind him as he kept backing up.

      The attack from Brandt’s left side had been shattered, although if there were any friends, they counted among the dead as readily as their enemies. Braden ran forward, knowing he would have a shot as soon as Brandt cleared the trees.

      Braden was behind the Amazonians when Brandt was finally free. Turning his great head, his hooves ripped the ground as he ran back toward the grasslands.

      One Amazonian turned, saw Braden, and immediately thrust his spear at him. The human had been looking past this group toward their enemies. He was surprised and the spear jammed him in the chest, his tunic deflecting some of the blow. The speartip ripped through the special material and creased along his ribs, tearing his flesh as it passed.

      He went down, pulling the spear from the Amazonian’s hand.

      Two others joined the fight against the human, stepping forward to add more power to their spear thrust. G-War landed between the Amazonians and the human, then jumped into the face of the closest enemy. The surprise made the group hesitate. Braden snapped a quick shot with his blaster at the second attacker, blowing a ragged hole into his chest. He fell backward.

      G-War shredded the creature’s face, but the Amazonian was able to get a grip and throw the ‘cat to the side. But he could no longer see, his face covered in blood, one eye missing. G-War turned and leapt high. As he landed on the Amazonian’s shoulder, he slashed its throat and jumped away.

      “Aadi!” Micah yelled as she barreled into the rainforest to get between the Amazonians and her mate. She fired a few shots toward the Amazonians hovering at the edge of light within the rainforest. They lost their stomach for the fight and disappeared into the murkiness beyond.

      That left four Amazonians with clearly mixed loyalties.

      Braden stayed down. His chest hurt too much to move. As he looked at the Amazonians, he realized they weren’t friends at all. The enemy of my enemy is still my enemy. I only hate him a little bit less, Braden thought. After they dispatched their enemy Amazonians, they probably would have resumed the attack on Brandt.

      “Aadi?” Micah asked, her blaster pointed at the remaining Amazonians. They remained still, but their spears were leveled, at the ready.

      Aadi floated forward until he was in front of the group. He stayed there. As a fellow reptile, the Amazonians had an innate respect for him. As soon as they saw him, they stood their spears on end. Micah didn’t relax. She used the time to get into a better position to shoot them.

      Aadi spoke with the creatures. Micah stayed where she was, getting more and more anxious as time went by. Braden had not yet gotten up and his blood was spreading into a greater pool around him.

      A bleeding Brandt returned, probably summoned by the ‘cat, who had moved himself behind the Amazonians. Skirill flew in and perched on a branch directly over their heads. Micah finally put her blaster away and ran to her partner.

      “Sorry, lover. I was too slow,” Braden said weakly. He let her sit him upright so she could get his ruined tunic and shirt off. She was shocked by the wound. The cut wasn’t clean. It was a long gash that needed to be stitched, something she’d never done before. She pulled all the numbweed from her pouch and started packing it into the wound, helping Braden press down on it, which slowed the blood flow.

      She turned red with rage. Braden grabbed her arm and shook his head. “Two of those three are dead. These four might follow them into the great beyond, but not yet. Aadi, can you tell us something which might save their lives?”

      Micah looked at the group. One stood there without his spear. He was the one. Micah stood and pulled her sword.

      “Aadi?” Braden asked again.

      ‘Hold, Micah,’ Brandt’s thought voice boomed. She stopped moving toward the Amazonian, who stood his ground, head up. ‘They are telling Aadi about the war. We need to hear this and then we need to let these four go.’

      Micah looked at the Aurochs as if he had grown a third horn from the middle of his forehead.

      ‘We have fewer allies than you realize. If you consider New Sanctuary important and you want to see it again, you’ll let these four go.’

      “I look forward to hearing more of that story, don’t you, Micah?” Braden asked, voice barely above a whisper. She took a deep breath and made a show of putting her sword away. “Help me up and let’s get out of here. Brandt needs some attention, too. Hey! Grab that numbweed bush, too.” Braden pointed with his right hand, still holding his side tightly with his left.

      That’s when Micah knew that Braden would be all right. He left a great deal of blood behind, but none of it was the dark blood of a deep wound. She got down on a knee so Braden could get his arm over her shoulder. They stood up together, Braden grimacing in pain, gasping for breath

      She kept him from falling down. She dropped the bush at the edge of the rainforest as she needed both hands to steady Braden. He seemed to be getting weaker with each step. ‘Skirill, can you bring the horses back?’ she asked in her thought voice. They’d run off during the fight. Skirill immediately took wing and flew toward the grasslands. Speckles was pulling the cart, so he wouldn’t be far.

      She put Braden against a lone tree away from the rainforest. G-War settled in next to his nearly unconscious human. Micah wanted to get him further away from the rainforest and their potential enemies. She needed the cart.

      Brandt stopped menacing the Amazonians and joined the humans by the tree. The Aurochs bled from numerous wounds on his sides, but none of them were deep. Some painful, but not life-threatening.

      Her neural implant pinged incessantly. While she waited for the cart, she maintained pressure on Braden’s wounds and opened the window. Holly sent a note saying that Braden’s life signs were alarming. She responded to him sarcastically, then simplified it to say that she was doing what she could.

      Holly used her view to assess the wound. He then recommended giving Braden water, as much as he could hold, then lay him down and keep him that way. Then she could close the wound. Holly recommended firing short bursts from her blaster at her sword, then use the heated metal on the cut. After that, she wouldn’t need to sew. She remembered that Braden had run out of thread earlier, sewing up the cow Aurochs. She couldn’t sew up the wound, no matter how much she wanted or needed to.

      She had to clean the numbweed out of the wound and that meant more water.

      Skirill finally arrived with Max and Pack. She muscled Braden into the cart. He was unconscious and starting to get cold and clammy. She washed the wound; the numbweed was already working and it bled little.

      Holding her sword upward, she fired short bursts from her blaster. The beams of light brazed the metal and continued into the sky. Soon the blade shimmered from the heat.

      “Forgive me,” she said as she rolled the blade across the terrible cut that creased his chest. Braden lurched upright and screamed, then dropped, limp.

      She threw the sword out of the cart and held him. He was alive. She gave him water, but he couldn’t swallow. She pulled on his braid, stroking it, even though it was matted with blood. “Come on back. Come on back to me.” She rocked with him in her arms, tears flowed down her cheeks. A big Aurochs muzzle reached into the cart and nudged them both. She patted his nose, while one of his horns got caught on the side board. He had to work to extricate himself without upsetting the cart.

      Aadi reappeared. ‘Is there anything I can do, Master Micah?’

      “Let’s get away from the rainforest. As far as we can go.”

      Brandt nudged the horses and the cart bounced once as Speckles pulled it toward the north. Braden woke, but only for a few moments. Micah forced water on him. He was in and out, but every time he could, she gave him more water.

      The Golden Warrior, Prince Axial De’atesh, wouldn’t leave Braden’s side. He leaned against his chest, purring constantly. Micah wondered about that, but the ‘cat let her know it would be soothing for him, help Braden calm himself. From there, he could start to recover.

      She didn’t realize that the cart had stopped moving. Skirill was perched at her side, Aadi hovered overhead, and Brandt stood alongside.

      “I smell sweet pork,” Braden said groggily, mumbling the words.

      “What?” Micah asked. Of all things to think about when he came to…

      “Sweet pork. I smell it. Not hungry.” Each word was an effort for him.

      “Shhh.” Micah held up the flask. He nodded. This time, he drank deeply before lying back.

      She saw that Braden’s pillow was his supply of the special meat from Coldstream. If anything could urge him back to health, it was his favorite food. She covered him with a blanket and climbed out of the cart.

      “Now let’s take a look at you,” she told Brandt.
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      It was three turns later before Braden was able to move around on his own. Micah set up camp where they stopped and that’s where they stayed. The companions kept them safe as Braden recovered his strength.

      Micah had also recharged the blasters, making sure all four were out and ready for use.

      Micah used all their numbweed supply on Brandt. He’d been hurt more badly than he let on. Two of the spear tips had bitten deeply between his ribs, although they didn’t penetrate his lungs. She still needed him to not move around so much. Aadi went back for the numbweed bush so she could process more. She’d seen Braden do it a few times, but that wasn't the same as doing it yourself.

      She had to throw out the first batch.

      The second batch was marginal, and finally, the third batch was normal.

      Brandt was a powerful creature and wouldn’t let his injuries hold him back. He grazed with vigor, acting like the mass quantities of grass he ingested would help him heal.

      He was probably right.

      Following Braden’s lead, he also drank a great deal of water.

      Skirill flew a long way both east and west, watching for signs of the Amazonians. He saw many of the Lizard Men, but they moved quickly, not lingering near the Plains of Propiscius. He did not believe they intended to attack the companions.

      Aadi once again proved to be their secret weapon. He told Micah what the Amazonians had shared, and then repeated it all when Braden was strong enough to listen. As Zalastar had told them, there were multiple factions. The battle they had the misfortune of joining was between three groups vying for supremacy in this area. Braden and Micah killed all the warriors from one group and most of the members from the second. Brandt’s charge was into the middle of the second group, which put the remnants between Brandt and the third group. By not killing those last four, Aadi extracted a right to pass from them. This group, although a long way from the ancients' road, had allies who seized part of the south side of the Amazon.

      Zalastar and his people were forced out of the depths of the rainforest. They held the road, most of the way through the Amazon, and all the area to the east where there were far fewer Amazonians. Although Zalastar led the largest of the factions, it wasn’t a majority of all Amazonians. If the others could unite, then they could overwhelm him.

      “But why?” Braden asked. Micah hung her head. She’d already heard the answer.

      ‘Us, I’m afraid.’ Aadi floated close to Braden. ‘Many Amazonians consider themselves to be still at war with the humans. When we made contact with Zalastar and started trading, too many others could not live with it. They remembered the stories they were told of doing the ancients’ work, only to be abandoned when the war started.

      ‘Those who shared the croc that night with us have tried to convince the others that you aren’t like the ancients. You are a new breed of human, willing to partner as equals with any creature who sees a better world, one free of conflict.’

      “Judging by the ongoing war, I believe they weren’t successful.” Braden laughed, ending with a wince. His side hurt. The burn didn’t help, but Micah had stopped the bleeding.

      He’d eaten all the sweetened pork, which made him feel as good as he was going to feel, under the conditions.

      Micah told him she needed to learn how to shoot the recurve bow. She couldn’t hunt deer with a sword and a blaster.

      Braden realized that she probably hadn’t eaten in quite some time. “When’s the last time you ate?” She shrugged him away.

      G-War and Skirill set out without another word. Over the next hour, as her neural implant told her, Skirill flew back three times, dropping a freshly-killed rabbit each time.

      She cleaned them and started a fire. Brandt rooted up wild vegetables that he found, bringing a mouthful to her. She cleaned off the Aurochs spit in the stream and added the vegetables to the pot. She sliced the meat, adding it as well. She also dug into Braden’s pack as he watched, pulling out the vial of saffrimander. She raised her eyebrows and he nodded once. She tapped a minute portion into the pot. Rabbit stew was good for the soul and there was going to be a lot of it.

      When G-War returned, he looked as if he’d already eaten his fill, as had Skirill. Game was plentiful on the edge of the rainforest. For that, she was thankful, but it also made her wary. Their enemy lurked in the shadows. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to enter the rainforest again without having both blasters in hand.

      Micah was thankful for the companions. As the stew cooked, she went to each of them, touching them on their heads and letting them know how much she appreciated their help. Braden watched her, knowing she was much better at that stuff than he’d ever be.

      ‘Not true, partner mine. You’re pretty good, too, although that’s probably Free Trader Braden and not you at all,’ she said over their mindlink.

      ‘If I could, I’d make you pay for that!’

      ‘By “if I could,” you mean that even if you were healthy, you wouldn’t be able to. I’ll take that as a compliment.’

      He looked at her, desire rising within him. She saw it and stepped back from him, dropping her clothing on the ground one piece at a time until she wore nothing.

      “Gentle, lover,” Braden said softly. He was certain this would help him heal more quickly. Micah was past her initial scare that Braden would die. Now it was time to celebrate, even if only gently, then they’d try the saffrimander-infused rabbit stew. It was shaping up to be a perfect turn.
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      “Horsehair,” Braden said out of the blue. “All this time. We don’t need thread. We have the finest horsehair in all the south!”

      “What are you talking about?” Micah had just woken from a long night of sound sleep. Braden’s good arm was wrapped around her.

      “To sew up wounds. Hairs from a horse’s tail. They are thinner than the finest thread and probably strong enough. I’ll have to ask Max if I can liberate a few to add to my kit. The next one of us that needs sewn up is going to get a little help from Max.” Braden wondered why he hadn’t thought of that before. He’d ridden mindlessly for incredible distances and all of a sudden, it came to him.

      He couldn’t help what had passed. At least they didn’t need thread and for this, he was thankful. He hoped they didn’t need the horsehair either. He had enough of sewing up wounds.

      Micah stood, stretching in front of Braden before putting her clothes on. Ahh, he thought, the little things that make life worth living. Micah smiled back at him, having heard what he thought.

      He got up, slowly, still sore but able to move. He then tried to repair his shirt and tunic using one of his own hairs, but it was too brittle. Then he used one from Max’s tail, and it held.

      Max didn’t complain. He had a long tail.

      Finally, they started traveling again.

      Skirill flew ahead. They wanted to be sure everything was normal before entering the village. Ideally, they would get a number of the villagers to emigrate to Greentree and Dwyer.

      They could make it to Westerly before mid-daylight on the second turn. That would give them plenty of time to talk with the villagers. If things got hot, they could leave and put a good distance between them.

      The village looked active and normal as Skirill flew high overhead. No one seemed to notice the Hawkoid fly by casually, then turn for another pass. Braden wanted to know if the old man was around, the one who gave them grief last time. Skirill didn’t see him. He saw the young man who spoke before. He seemed to be going about his business without a concern.

      “Looks like we could get a warm welcome,” Braden said. “Shall we?”

      He still needed Micah’s help to get into the saddle, although he was feeling much better. G-War joined him. Micah climbed aboard Speckles, threw the rope for Aadi to grab, and they were off, with Brandt leading the way.

      They topped the final rise before the village. Last time, they stopped to make sure they were noticed before entering. This time they strolled directly into the village. They waved, like old friends.

      The villagers waved back. Many cheered. The young man who wanted to build homes was the first to come up to them. He held out his hand for Braden to take.

      Braden hesitated. If it was a trick, he was in no condition to fight back. Micah knew what he felt and she edged close, ready to engage. G-War crouched, but he didn’t appear alarmed.

      Braden grasped the young man’s hand firmly. He gave Braden a big smile.

      “We stopped giving part of our food to the old man and he stopped sharing his leadership with us. Guess what?” The crowd hooted and cheered. “Things got better!”

      “So where’s the old man now,” Braden asked.

      “In the fields, fending for himself.” Another cheer.

      “What’s your name?” Braden asked after the crowd calmed down.

      “I’m Felip, Felip of Westerly. And you, Free Trader Braden, and your companions are always welcome in our village.”
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      “Is anyone still interested in going with us?” Far fewer hands than he expected went up. Sometimes a change in leadership could work wonders. And no one had to die. Braden nodded to Micah. She smiled back.

      “You can go with us if you don’t mind walking. There’s plenty of work, good homes, villagers who will welcome you and work beside you. You won’t be sorry. Get your things ready. We’ll leave in a couple turns. First, we want to see the Western Ocean. Then we’ll be back.” Braden finished his speech. They shook hands and slapped people on the back good-naturedly as the crowd broke up. They spoke to Felip alone for a while to make sure the village was okay.

      Braden also wanted to show trade items from the east: rope, woodwork, a few metal items, tanned hides, dye, special tunics.

      The villagers from Westerly had never seen anything besides what they themselves made. When Braden and Micah showed the wares in the cart, the villagers were wowed. They saw the power of possibility. Braden smiled at the want in their eyes. He’d set the hook. Westerly would anchor the trade route.

      They said that they could fill wagons with vegetables from their fields. Braden told them that the artisans needed to eat and food for items like wood and metal made for a good trade. They left Felip with much to think about.

      They celebrated heartily that evening. The next morning, with the sun rising behind them, they rode out.

      Skirill showed them the way while they dutifully updated the maps in the database. The terrain started to get rougher as the extensive Plains of Propiscius gave way to the ocean approaches. Hills, cliffs, ravines, and other weather-savaged lands lay before them. They stopped early, well before sunset. They unhooked the cart and hid it. They couldn’t drag it further without risking damage to it.

      They had no intention of delaying things. They could taste the change in the air as the wind pushed toward them from the yet unseen ocean. Micah breathed deeply, closing her eyes. It smells like home, she thought. She missed that smell, the comforting sound of the ocean, but not her village.

      ‘Hungry and many choice meals are close by,’ G-War said as he sat, watching them. Braden dropped everything except his recurve bow and made to leave with the ‘cat.

      “Ahem.” Micah stood there, arms crossed. She didn’t look happy.

      “What?” He didn’t know he’d done. She sighed and shook her head.

      “Give me the bow. I’m going, and I’ll do the shooting.”

      “But you haven’t used the bow,” Braden started, still confused.

      “Exactly. Remember when I told you I needed to learn to use your bow?” She looked at him, hand still out as she waited for him to give her the bow.

      “It’s still a little foggy. Maybe…” Micah cut him off by snapping her fingers and waving once more for him to hand over the bow.

      G-War stood and started walking away. Humans…

      Braden surrendered, handing her the bow and one arrow, and then put his hands up. She was right, of course. This was a partnership and in reality, his side still hurt. The muscles were stitching themselves back together.

      She started to walk past him, following the ‘cat, when he grabbed her with his right arm and pulled her toward him. Their noses touched as he locked his eyes on her. “I love you.” She pushed him away, blushing and smiling. It was nice when arguments could end like this.

      He stopped smiling very shortly thereafter.

      Micah’s first three shots were woefully off target, resulting in three broken arrows and no prey. Braden did not have many arrows left. He was down to his last few, when she decided that this wasn’t the best way to practice. Her arm pull was shorter than Braden’s, but she was physically stronger. She had a tendency to jerk the bowstring back, muscling it into position. When she let go of the arrow, she pushed her arm holding the bow forward, almost like she was trying to throw the arrow at the target. It didn’t work. He tried talking with her as she aimed, but that scared the game and made her take a snap shot at a running animal.

      She gave the bow back so they could have something to supplement their gracious amount of Westerly vegetables. Braden tested the pull. He tried not to flinch as pain stabbed his side. He’d pull once, when they saw their next target.

      G-War guided them impatiently to a smallish boar. Braden figured G-War could probably take it down himself if he wanted. If Braden missed, he felt that was exactly what would happen.

      He refused to give the ‘cat the satisfaction and dropped the boar with a single clean shot, from which he recovered the intact arrow. They smoked the boar in entirety. They had time and wanted a reserve of meat. They spent the evening with the camaraderie of all the companions.

      Micah wanted to hear the story of how G-War and Braden bonded. G-War’s version was significantly different from Braden’s, but entertaining regardless. Braden reveled in the joy of the road, of the trade. This was how he grew up.

      There were no expectations. They traded, they moved on. People welcomed them when they arrived. As they talked, it was easy to forget for that short period of time that the Amazonians had started a war. The least he could do was keep the humans out of it.

      These thoughts soured his mood. But the humans started it and then got into the middle of it too. They’d have to think and figure out what to do next, even if the answer was to move the trade routes north, away from the rainforest.

      Micah punched him gently in the arm, bringing him back to the moment. Enjoy right now. It’s what we have, she thought. It was hard to argue with that logic. He hoisted his flask of water and took a deep drink as if it were the finest wine from the best fabricator.

      With sunrise, the companions stood on the hill, watching, waiting while Skirill flew ahead. He went all the way to the ocean and was surprised by the number of huts. They stood above the water line, up and down the shore as far as he could see. He didn’t find anything that looked like a village, just huts and few people. There seemed to be fewer people than places to live. The companions wondered.

      Only one way to find out.

      They chose their path, easier without the cart, and headed into the hills and down a ravine. By mid-daylight, the companions stood on the beach. The King of the Aurochs learned the hard way that he couldn’t drink the ocean. He was less than pleased that no one stopped him before getting a mouthful of saltwater. They looked at each other. Aadi didn’t drink like that and Micah had told Braden and G-War at some point that they couldn’t drink the water. Skirill could sense the salt, plus the constant movement of the water kept him from landing anywhere near it.

      “Sorry about that, Brandt,” they mumbled in apology. They had reached the Western Ocean. They could return to Westerly, but the companions knew there were people here. Braden always wanted to talk with new people.

      Which wasn’t easy as the villagers scattered when they saw the menagerie of creatures that made up the caravan. They finally enlisted Skirill’s aid to see which huts people ran to so they could find them.

      Leaving the other companions on the beach, Braden and Micah walked up some shaky stairs to one hut, which looked unremarkably like all the rest.

      They looked abandoned. But thanks to Skirill’s keen Hawkoid eyes, they knew this one was not.

      “Hello! I’m Free Trader Braden and we’d like to talk with you. We mean you no harm.” He waited. They listened carefully but didn’t hear a sound. “We know you’re in there. Please don’t make us come in. We do not wish to get hurt.” What he meant was that he didn’t want to hurt them.

      “Go away! We don’t want your kind around here,” a gruff voice shouted from inside.

      “What? What problem do you have with humans?” Micah said calmly, a little taken aback by their fear.

      “Not you, you farging lunkhead, those other beasts.” Micah looked at Braden, then held her hands up, offering that he take over.

      “They are our friends. They are kind souls who wish no harm upon their fellow creatures. We are honored that they travel with us. Now that that is settled, we’re coming in.” Braden pushed on the door, it moved, but something was blocking it from opening all the way. He gave it an angry shove and it slid open. He almost fell. Micah was right behind him, ready to act.

      A man and a boy cowered under a table. The man pointed a three-pronged spear at them, but they noted that he wasn’t in a position to fight. The only way they’d get hurt is if they fell on the trident. She relaxed.

      “Please,” she said in a soothing voice. “We don’t want anything from you except to talk. What happened here? Why so many empty huts?” She sat down, encouraging Braden to do the same. Micah watched the boy closely. He seemed less afraid than the man, who didn’t appear to be much older than Braden. The boy couldn’t have been his son, could he?

      They hesitated. She continued, “There’s no one else coming. It’s just us and our friends. We’ll soon leave and go back to Westerly, Coldstream, and Greentree. We’ve established a trade route between the villages from here, I mean Westerly, all the way to Dwyer in the east.”

      The man started to talk, as if telling a story. Micah was sure he hadn’t heard what she’d said.

      “They’re all gone. The ocean terrors got ‘em,” the man said quietly. “They came out of the sea, creaking and belching fire. Light shining from their eyes. No one’s seen ‘em still alive.”

      “You sound like you’ve seen them?” Braden asked, skeptical of what was shaping up as a fish story.

      “Up close, no. When they broke the surf yonder--” He pointed at an arbitrary spot on the wall of the hut. “I ran. From up there--” Another wild point of a rough finger. “I seen ‘em sweeping up our people, before dragging backwards into the surf.”

      “Daylight or night?”

      “They only come at night,” he said so quietly they almost didn’t hear him.

      ‘G, Brandt, Ess, and Aadi, are you hearing this? Does any of it make sense?’ Braden asked over the mindlink.

      ‘Sounds like Old Tech. Have him describe the light shining from the eyes better,’ Aadi said. Braden and Micah could feel the curiosity in the others.

      “Tell me more about the shining eyes,” Micah asked, while Braden accessed his implant.

      “The light came out of them and brightened the area in front as if it were daylight. I saw that and ducked. If it shined on me, I’d die!”

      Holly suggested it was a research vessel that was used before the war. There were two ocean research facilities, one in the Eastern Ocean and one in the Western. The vessels traveled along the ocean bottom and could drive directly onto the beach. It wasn’t capable of driving in the hills.

      Holly spent enough time with Braden and Micah that he was starting to understand the technology of their world. He agreed with Braden’s mental characterization. A wagon without a horse, but more like the armored vehicle they saw in the armory, just much larger.

      “When did these attacks on the people start?” Braden asked.

      “A couple cycles ago. Rare at first. Now, it seems like the terrors are cleaning out the rest of us.”

      “You can come with us. Right now, we have no way of stopping this vehicle, I mean, the ocean terrors. We believe that it can’t climb the hills. Come with us and we’ll take you away from here.”

      The man thought about it for a heartbeat or three. Then nodded.

      “Your son?” Micah asked.

      “No, not my son, not my relation. We’re the only two left from our families. Better take care o’ each other.”

      “What are your names?” Braden asked. They needed to hurry if they were going to sweep the surviving humans off the beach and get them to the hills before nightfall. Braden and Micah needed these two to help. They probably knew which humans survived.

      “I’m Sand Crab, they call me Crabby, and this is Yellowfin.”

      “I’m from the Eastern Ocean,” Micah said to establish herself. “Aren’t those fish and such that you catch?”

      “Sure, but over the years, we gave up on the old names. I knew a Bill once and a Devon. But they were really old. They died when I was young.”

      “If that’s your names, then that’s what we’ll call you. Crabby? Yellowfin? If you’re ready, let’s go save some lives!” Braden had a way about him that Micah adored. He made this simple task of running to the high ground a noble quest, a great adventure. She wondered why they hadn’t run away before, but people do what they know. From the smell and the look of the man’s trident, the three-pronged fishing spear, they were fishermen. Always were. They didn’t know any other way to survive.

      The people of White Beach had lost their way. Sometimes you have to give up what you do to save what you love.

      They had devolved into anarchy. Braden would fill their leadership void. They would teach these people how to survive in the grasslands of the Plains of Propiscius. They would join villages and have new lives.

      Micah took Yellowfin with her on Pack and Braden took Crabby. They each rode a different direction along the beach. They shouted. Crabby knew everyone’s name and called as they passed. They stopped and talked with quite a few people. By the time Braden and Crabby reached the end of the occupied huts, there was a stream of people on the beach walking toward the King of the Aurochs. He stood as a marker for all to see. There was a great deal of trepidation because of the so-called muties, but the hope of salvation won the day.

      Micah had the same luck. Although Yellowfin didn’t remember the people’s names, they knew him. Micah and the boy were persuasive, sending people with their meager belongings down the beach toward the huge beast who was to guide them to the ravine. And their freedom.

      It seemed to be taking forever. Many would end up climbing the slope in the dark, but there were more people than they originally thought. They couldn’t count the numbers who joined the march from the sea.

      Micah led the way behind the King of the Aurochs. G-War rode and Aadi swam by himself. The crowd was moving slowly enough that he could keep up without any trouble. Braden waited at the bottom for the last of the people to enter the ravine. He had to keep them from straying. They had a little bit of everything--young, old, tall, short, strong, weak, mothers with babies, and the frail--but they walked with determination, even though the look on their faces was that of defeat.

      As darkness fell, people continued to travel away from the beach and up the ravine. Crabby had long since joined those walking and Braden was left alone. He watched as the last walked off the beach. It had gotten dark and the climb would be tough. He watched the sea for any sign of the ocean terrors, as the villagers called them.

      The surf started to churn and Braden’s head buzzed. Old Tech trying to communicate with Old Tech. He opened his implant and asked Holly for help. The vehicle continued to climb out of the surf. Holly wasn’t having any luck reaching out.

      Braden pulled out his blaster and fired a number of short bursts into the sand in front of the vehicle. It stopped, then settled into a gentle rocking motion as the surf pushed and pulled.

      ‘Anything yet, Holly?’ Braden thought within the open window.

      ‘Yes, I have it now. These are automated. Inside are a number of Development Units. They have expanded their undersea laboratory and the people of White Beach are being used to repopulate it.’ Holly scrolled the information through his open window.

      ‘These Bots are programmed to not harm humans. According to the laboratory, it estimated that the people on White Beach will die out within two generations if not tended to.’

      ‘Can you tell them to leave these people alone? We’re going to take them inland to Coldstream, Greentree, McCullough, Dwyer, and anywhere in between where they want to build homes. Will that keep them from dying off?’ Braden asked, hoping he could get a look inside the ancients' vehicle that could travel on the ocean floor.

      He forgot that Micah couldn’t hear him while he was talking with Holly. He closed the window.

      ‘That thing showed up,’ he said in his thought voice. ‘Holly was able to talk with it. Old Tech taking the villagers to repopulate an ancients' outpost on the bottom of the ocean! I’m going to try to get a look inside.’

      ‘You better not go inside that thing!’ If one could shout over a thought voice, it was clear she just had. Getting trapped under the ocean was not something she wanted to risk. He needed to tell the villagers of White Beach that if their loved ones were taken, they were still alive. He’d have to have that conversation before they went too far inland. For that, he needed to navigate the ravines and climb the hills.

      Micah was right. He couldn’t risk getting a look inside. He’d leave it alone.

      With a last glance at the ancients’ sea vehicle, he spurred Max into the ravine.
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      They did the best they could getting people settled, but there were too many. They slept on the ground. With the sunrise, they could take all the food they had, vegetables and smoked boar, and share it with villagers of White Beach. What seemed like a great deal of food the turn before was pathetically small as their numbers grew.

      After they ate what would be meager portions, he’d tell them what he learned. If they wanted to go back, that would make things more manageable for him, but they needed the people inland, where there was more work than people.

      The power of trade.

      When the sun rose, it showed a large and ragged group of refugees wondering if there was anything to eat.

      Braden and Micah had gotten themselves in deep.

      They called everyone together. Braden stood on a rock and waited until they were quiet. “People of White Beach! I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’ll just say it. The ocean terror is Old Tech. It’s not a living creature.

      “The ancients, with their technology and their intelligence, built a village on the floor of the ocean. The ocean terror is a vehicle that has taken your people to that village. I believe they are all alive, just living beyond your reach. To go to them, you have to wait for the Old Tech to appear and go with it.” That’s when the grumbling started.

      “You and your mutie bunch are with them!” screamed an ugly voice. “Let’s get ‘em!” The people crowded together and started surging forward. The fire from a blaster erupted, drawing a line on the ground in front of the crowd. Many flinched, toes slightly singed. Micah held a blaster in each hand and glared at the crowd.

      “We’re not with them. Settle down!” Braden roared. “The one thing we guarantee you is your freedom to choose. It’s light, go back if you want. Come with us. Go your own way. That’s your business. We brought you all here so you could figure out what you want to do. Cowering in fear is no way to live. We offer you the opportunity to do more with your lives. If you want to go back to the beach and wait for the ocean terror, do that. If you come with us, you’ll see new and different things. There will be some hardship. We have a long way to travel, but once we get there, you can start your lives fresh, with new people. You’ll learn new skills, become more than you are.”

      “I’m a fisherman. It’s all I know. Too old to turn my hand different.” It was the initial instigator, speaking in a loud voice but not screaming, not inciting the crowd. “I’m going home. If it takes me, it takes me, but one thing I know for sure… I’ll have fish for dinner tonight!” He started to elbow others aside as he pushed his way toward the downhill path.

      More cries and others followed.

      “I’m hungry. I’m going.”

      “Me, too.”

      “My partner’s alive! I have to see him.”

      After the initial wave of people flooded down the hill, others trickled after them. Micah put her blasters away.

      G-War never moved from the King of the Auroch’s great head. Brandt had been ready to storm through the crowd if the people got too close to Braden.

      Micah moved next to her partner. “At least they aren’t afraid anymore,” she said blandly. Braden snorted and shook his head.

      Crabby and Yellowfin were among those who remained. “We have nothing back there. Even if our families are alive, not sure we want to live under the ocean. We’ll try our hand in the dirt instead.”

      “And we’ll make sure you get that opportunity,” Braden said and stuck out his hand. They shook warmly.

      When the dust settled, only about twenty people remained. Braden and Micah both thought the same thing: that was a manageable number. These were the younger ones, those who were willing to change, maybe even those who sought adventure. Everyone who had nothing to live for went back to the beach. Micah was right, though. At least they weren’t afraid.

      They’d embrace that as the victory and then celebrate when the good people of White Beach joined the eastern villages.
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      There was no reason to wait. Braden hooked the cart behind Pack and told the people the next stop was the Village of Westerly.

      ‘You’ll have to slow your pace, my friend. The good people with us won’t be able to keep up,’ Braden said to Brandt over their mindlink.

      ‘You lead, I will follow,’ the King of the Aurochs answered.

      Without fanfare, the group set off at a slow walk. Braden opened the map in his neural interface and did the calculations. We’ll make it before dark, he thought. Holly confirmed it. Braden quickly closed the window by telling it to Sleep.

      Did I need to use Old Tech to figure that out?  He was instantly angry with himself. The easy way lured him in and trapped him. Micah listened as he struggled with his thoughts. She peeked at him, to make sure that he wasn’t getting too depressed. He needed to wean himself off the Old Tech.

      ‘What do you think of going back to New Sanctuary? Maybe we can take a couple turns to ourselves in the luxury of the Presidential Suite? And then we can have them take these things out of our heads?’ Micah wrestled with the Old Tech, too. It was too easy to pull up something, read something else, get completely lost.

      Sometimes the real world didn’t exist. She had to drag herself back, remind herself that she was riding a horse. She needed to wean herself off it, too.

      ‘I think we need to do something. When we get back, let’s turn all four blasters in to the armory. Maybe you can get a recurve bow for yourself. I’d like that better. No Bat-Ravens, no need for the blasters,’ Braden responded. To Micah, it sounded like he was talking himself through a problem, not discussing it with her.

      ‘The Amazonians. Could we have stopped them from hurting Brandt without our blasters? Look at the Old Tech vehicle that came from the sea. Would it have stopped if you didn’t have your blaster?’

      ‘That’s the easy answer, Micah. I could have simply ridden into the ravine. It could not have followed. The Amazonians? We’ll need the companions to better control themselves. If Brandt and Aadi hadn’t rushed in, we wouldn’t have been in that situation. Brandt and I wouldn’t have been speared. Life would have been better. Unless the Amazonians are wearing McCullough tunics or leggings, we stay away from them. Brandt? Can I get you to agree?’ Braden thought through the battle again and again while he recovered. He always came to the same conclusion. The only way to win was not to fight.

      ‘Yes, my friends. I made a mistake that I shall not make again. We cannot save the Amazonians from themselves. Only if they ask, will I try to help.’ Brandt was determined. His mistake almost cost Braden his life. The King of the Aurochs was harder on himself than anyone else could ever be. His run into the rainforest caused him many sleepless nights.

      ‘And me, too, Master Humans. I shall be far more judicious when assisting the Lizard Men,’ Aadi added.

      “I have an idea!” Braden blurted out loud. White Beach villagers walking nearby were startled. They looked oddly at him.

      ‘I have an idea,’ Braden said, switching back to his thought voice. ‘In order to help us help ourselves, why don’t we train those who travel with us as an army? I’ve seen a couple demonstrations in the north. I’ve often thought how an army should fight. We can train as we walk, you know, attack formations, defensive formations. We’ve seen how the Amazonians fight. We have enough people. They all have spears or tridents. We can fight back in a better way, where we won’t have to rely on the Old Tech.’

      Micah was having a hard time keeping up as Braden’s thoughts flowed. She watched him stroke his braid as he continued.

      ‘Two ranks…low and high… a line of spear points that no one can get through…’ Braden imagined how the fishermen could hold back the larger Amazonians. ‘If the enemy didn’t have too many warriors, then the fishermen could win.’

      ‘They can also win if they don’t go anywhere near the rainforest,’ Micah interjected. ‘Do you really want to play with their lives?’

      ‘You’re right, lover. We can’t play, but we need to be ready. The alternative is that we count on Old Tech to keep us safe.’ Braden reached under his tunic to feel the scar across his ribs. Max was ambling, but the villagers were keeping up. Those who left White Beach behind were hearty.

      He looked at the individual faces, forcing himself to take in each person’s details. Tall and thin, a scar on his forehead. Crabby, bow legged and sturdy, face tanned like leather. The young boy, Yellowfin, ready with a smile. Hope brought him a new happiness.

      No, Braden thought, he couldn’t play with these people’s lives. Maybe they could practice a spear wall as they got closer to the Village of Bliss. Bliss, Coldstream, and Greentree were close to the rainforest. Braden didn’t know if the Amazonians would attack. The least they could do is help the people to help themselves.

      He couldn’t let anything happen to these villagers. They put their trust in him and the companions. They left their homes because of him.

      ‘We won’t let anything happen to them!’ Brandt’s thought voice boomed in his head. The ground trembled as Brandt snorted and ran a wide circle around the group. ‘See? Is there anything that can get past me? I’m the King of the Aurochs!’ Brandt launched himself into the air, shaking his mighty head.

      ‘If you don’t want a Hillcat clawing your ear to shreds, you’ll settle down.’ G-War’s voice came through the mindlink clearly, cutting Brandt’s playfulness short. Braden and Micah looked closer. The ‘cat was sprawled across Brandt’s head. His orange ears were back, his tail puffed out as he readied himself to be thrown to the ground.

      Brandt snorted in laughter and stopped. He held his head high, then bowed gracefully to the group of humans.

      “Brandt, King of the Aurochs, is showing you that he is here to protect you all,” Micah said in a loud voice. The villagers recovered from their initial alarm at the great beast’s antics. They returned his courtesy by bowing as they passed.

      “Thank you, my friend! We can ask for no one of greater stature to take responsibility for us,” Micah said as she bowed in her saddle.

      Skirill stopped circling high above the group and dove toward the Aurochs. As he accelerated toward the ground, he banked sharply, cutting a tight corner around the group. He completed his circle, then back winged to a soft landing on one of Brandt’s horns.

      ‘What fun!’ Aadi exclaimed as he swam serenely alongside Max. Age and wisdom kept him from any masterful displays of physical prowess.

      Plus, he was a Tortoid, and they didn’t do those things.

      Braden spurred Max forward for a quick gallop to the top of the next rolling hill, where he turned back, the sun shining brightly behind him. The villagers squinted as they looked at the man on his horse, the one who was leading them to new lives, lives filled with the promise of a bright future.
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      The people of Westerly welcomed the villagers of White Beach with food and friendship. There was no better reception as the villagers had eaten little since they left their homes. The two groups shared laughs as well as harrowing stories of adventure.

      Braden and Micah were the consistent theme throughout all conversations. Strangers with strange creatures came out of nowhere to show them how life could be. As evening approached, the people from two villages gave a hearty cheer for the Traders from Warren Deep. Braden was humbled. Micah felt his discomfort. The crowd grew silent as they waited.

      They wanted him to talk.

      ‘Go ahead, lover. Tell them what their future looks like,’ Micah encouraged him.

      He nodded to her, then found a stump to stand on.

      “Great people of Westerly and White Beach. I thank you both for your kind words and for your willingness to share with each other. Micah and I only opened the door. You walked through it and only you can make your futures.

      “As a trader, I’ve seen that people who work together get further in life. Everyone is good at something. When you trade, you take what you’re good at and share with someone who’s good at something else. Trade is the way we get the most from everyone. Maybe someone makes more or better. That doesn’t matter. What you do and how you do it does.

      “Trust is at the heart of every trade. In the north, we have the Caravan Guild that guarantees trade. We don’t need that in the south, because here, when we put our hand to something, we stand behind it. When we shake on the deal, it’s done.

      “There are three Trade Laws: Negotiate, Agree, Deliver. It’s as simple as that. But how do we find others to trade with?

      “The King of the Aurochs has partnered with us. His people are pulling a wagon right now from Dwyer to Coldstream. Soon, the wagons will come all the way here. Westerly will anchor this end of the trade route. You’ll see woodwork like you’ve never seen before. You’ll trade for rope, light and strong, for metal shovels and axes. You don’t even know you need something until you see it. Bring your best. Get the best.

      “We’ve come a long way already. The villages--Dwyer in the east, then McCullough, the Amazonians, Greentree, Coldstream, Bliss, and now Westerly--are all committed to the trade route. We’ve been marking a road for future traders to follow.

      “What does that mean for you? Soon, there will be more wagons and regular trade. I see a wagon coming through every ten turns. I see people learning more about each other. I see you, working, making the most of yourselves, making things better for your families. I see some of you riding in the wagons, being the links that hold this world together.

      “And I see friends, friends at every stop, smiles and greetings when we enter a village. That’s what was missing. Visitors aren’t to be feared, but embraced. We’ve lived with too much fear. I say no more.” Braden ended quietly. No one made a sound. The speech was long for Braden, but everyone listened. The silence continued for a few heartbeats, then the crowd broke into applause. They stood and cheered, moving closer to him.

      ‘Nice speech. I think you have admirers,’ Micah thought, giving Braden a big smile. He nodded to her. They’d be traveling with a large number of people. They’d have to have regular food, water, and bathroom stops. They’d have to find food each day.

      ‘We’ll share the duties, with the villagers, too. Everyone will contribute. You can hunt for us all because no one does it better than you and G-War. Ten turns is all we’ll need. Don’t worry, we have a lot of smart people with us. I think we’re going to learn a lot on this trip,’ Micah added with a final nod.

      “We leave at sunrise. Bring what you have to. Try to carry enough food for the day.” Braden ended awkwardly, waving as he finished. He got down from the stump, but wasn’t able to escape. He was intercepted by the throng, everyone asking questions at the same time. He calmed them down, then went through one by one.

      It was well into the night when he freed himself from the last of the villagers. Many changed their minds back to going with Braden and Micah. According to Braden’s tired mind, he counted forty people, give or take, that would travel east with them. He’d count them at sunrise and then they’d see who was ready to walk across the Plains of Propiscius.

      ‘Hungry…’ was the last voice Braden heard before he drifted off to sleep.
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      Only thirty-seven stalwart souls stood in the dawn. A few others turned out to wave good-bye. Not good-bye, but good luck. They’d be back. Braden and Micah didn’t wait. They mounted Max and Speckles and turned their noses toward the sun.

      Skirill flew ahead, Aadi swam alongside, and G-War, having hunted during the night, was plump and resting on the King’s head.

      “Why do you let him do that?” Braden asked.

      ‘My friend stood on my back to fight off the Bat-Ravens. He also makes it possible for me to talk with all the companions,’ Brandt replied. ‘Most of the time, I forget he’s up there. He weighs as much as the morning fog.’

      Braden and Micah both looked at the great horns towering over them. Compared to those, everything else was insignificant.

      They looked back at the cart where two new mothers and their three small children rode. There was a limited amount of food and some personal items that would have been too heavy to carry on people’s backs. The villagers from White Beach carried all of their own gear. They had already traveled two days by foot. They had nothing left to put in the cart.

      Braden and Micah determined that routine would serve the group best. They hiked at a steady pace for half the morning, then they’d take a break, shift things about. They’d hike until mid-daylight when they would break again. Then they powered through until early evening. Braden and the companions would race ahead to hunt and build a fire. When the villagers arrived, their meal was cooking.

      Skirill flew back and forth to keep everyone going in the right direction. The King of the Aurochs ensured that the road was passable for their cart.

      Braden and Micah let the children ride with them, in turns. Maybe that was a necessary import from the north to the south. They needed horses for personal travel and for small caravans. They didn’t want to break up the Earthshaker Herd. Braden saw a time in the near future where all of them could be plying the routes at the same time.

      Yes, horses. They had to return north. Braden wasn’t ready, like Micah wasn’t ready to return to Trent. Braden knew for sure that he didn’t want to bring Old Tech, unless he could have New Sanctuary manufacture something that didn’t look like Old Tech but would fetch a good price. He’d need it to trade for a herd of horses and a tent big enough to cover them all as they traveled through the Great Desert.

      ‘Whatcha thinking about?’ Micah asked. Braden looked at her in surprise. She knew what he was thinking about, unless his thoughts were too jumbled to make sense. They rambled, even for him. He laughed to himself. So much to do.

      ‘What do the next couple cycles hold for us, Micah?’

      ‘More than you know, lover. They hold change. Many changes, while much will also remain the same.’

      ‘I’m not following you. I want to go to the Traveler, once Holly says we can. We need to go north, get horses and bring them back. I would like to see your village, and maybe others in the east to join the trade routes. The people with us will help build up Greentree and maybe even Dwyer. We’ll have a smithy and then as young men and women learn, they’ll set up more metalworks, woodworks, and the towns will grow. Maybe the Amazonians can resolve their differences, end their war. That bothers me the most. I’m not worried about the Bat-Ravens. It’ll be generations before they’re a threat again.’ Braden’s thoughts started coming together. He was learning to think far into the future.

      ‘Sounds like a good plan,’ Brandt added. Braden thought he was just talking with Micah, but he never knew for sure. She was good at the thought voice. He used it, but didn’t think about it.

      ‘Clearly,’ the ‘cat said. ‘Maybe you need to listen better.’

      ‘Hey! Can’t a man think to himself?’ Braden smiled, knowing the answer to his question was no, he couldn’t think to himself. Those days were long past. What did G-War mean with that last quip?

      ‘Braden. I’m pregnant.’

      Braden stopped Max and sat there. Sparks appeared in front of his eyes. A loud roaring filled his ears. He felt hot.

      If Micah was a normal woman, she may have worried, but she had the benefit of the companions. She had the benefit of the mindlink. She could see and feel her partner. He had to think through it and then he’d be fine. She knew that a part of him was ecstatic. The part that was confused was his planning side. To him, this changed everything. To her, this changed very little. Hadn’t he been raised on the trade routes?

      ‘When,’ was all he managed to say. She threw back her head and laughed. Villagers nearby looked at her, but their spirits were high and they joined her, not knowing what she found funny.

      ‘I think our first time,’ she answered.

      ‘So you were procreating.’ Aadi had finally joined the conversation.

      ‘I guess so, Master Aadi, I mean Aadi. I guess so.’

      Brandt thundered up to Max and stood with his horns dangerously close to Braden. The Villagers stopped, not knowing why.

      The King of the Aurochs locked eyes with Braden. ‘We shall raise our bulls to be strong, lead this world into the future!’ he bellowed in his thought voice.

      ‘You, too, huh?’ Braden mumbled. Micah was starting to get angry with him. She wasn’t going to allow the men to sit around the campfire lamenting the misfortune of their families.

      Micah spurred Speckles forward. The cart bounced along and the people inside clung tightly. She pulled up next to him. He still hadn’t moved.

      She made a fist and reared back.

      ‘This will be fun to watch,’ G-War announced over the mindlink.

      ‘What? Oh, hey! What are you doing?’ Braden leaned away from her. He heard the companions laughing. Micah pursed her lips. If she hadn’t been pulling the cart, she would have been able to get closer to him and he probably would have already been punched.

      ‘If I may extend my hearty congratulations to you both and you, great King, on your incredible news, on the new additions to our family!’ Aadi said. He was the wise one.

      Braden finally internalized the message. He was going to be a father and they were going to be parents. The child would be raised by all the companions. What child wouldn’t want that? He smiled, thinking back on the joys of his childhood. He jumped off Max and pulled Micah off Pack into his arms. Her eyes sparkled as they embraced each other and their future.

      He let her go and looked at the gathered villagers. “We’re pregnant!” he shouted. The villagers cheered and pressed in to hug and shake hands. Then they quieted down and stood there, looking at each other.

      “Well, shall we continue? We have a great deal of daylight left. I think we’ll reach Village Bliss in another two turns?” He avoided the Old Tech. One turn or three turns, it didn’t matter. He urged everyone forward and the group started walking again, slowly at first, but then with a purpose.

      ‘Will he have his mother’s ability to mindlink?’ Braden asked G-War, who seemed to know most about these things.

      ‘Thank the heavens they both will. More like Bronwyn and less like you.’

      “Both?” Braden and Micah exclaimed out loud.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” Micah asked G-War sharply.

      ‘It was unimportant. Before you ask, a boy and a girl, both are already quite loud with their thought voices. It’s getting to be a great deal of noise, so if you would, please get your children under control. Hungry. Tired. Hungry. Warm. It’s incessant.’

      “Ass!” Micah said aloud. ‘Those are my children!’

      ‘OUR children,’ came five voices in unison. The warmth of their commitment washed over her.

      ‘We approach the area of the Amazonian attack. Be sharp!’ Skirill cautioned.

      Instantly, they were alert. Brandt ran forward under Skirill’s direction to leave a trail further north than the last time they passed. Braden urged the villagers to quicken their pace. They needed to prepare defenses, just in case.

      He gave Micah a proud smile, and then bolted ahead. He had to hunt and find a place they could defend. Brandt joined him, jogging easily to keep pace with a galloping Max.
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      Skirill suggested the edge of a stream, not far away, but due north. They changed direction under the Hawkoid’s guidance and soon arrived. It wasn’t a stream at all, but a wide river. It came from the north and turned east where Braden and Brandt stood, before splitting into multiple branches that headed south into the rainforest. They had crossed those on previous trips without issue. If they had to cross at this point, it may not be possible. The river’s flow was strong. Max and Brandt waded side by side into an eddy pool where they both drank deeply.

      Sparkles from the sun reflected from fish scales. Braden shaded his eyes. There were fish and plenty of them. There were twenty fishermen who would soon arrive, and they would get their chance to provide for the group and to teach a little about fishing to the rest.

      The riverbanks were heavy with trees and bushes. G-War, perched on Brandt’s head, confirmed that there was game to be had. With that thought, the ‘cat ran down the Aurochs’ back and jumped onto dry land. He quickly disappeared into the undergrowth.

      “This looks like the place, my friend. Can you dig a hole for the outhouse? There will be no house, of course…” Braden laughed at his own joke. Life on the road was rough. Women and men traveled together. They enforced personal space, and no one was allowed to look while others relieved themselves. It was important in keeping the peace. When they arrived at the end of this journey, everyone needed their dignity intact.

      Braden hobbled Max on the riverbank where he could graze on the thick, green grass. With his bow in hand, he joined G-War where he enjoyed flushing a pair of wild boar. He took one with a close shot, but the second he took down while it was running and some distance away. He was proud of that shot. The wound on his chest had finally healed to where he felt no pain, felt no limit to his draw on his recurve bow.

      Braden was still cleaning the first hog when the villagers arrived. Two from Westerly immediately relieved him of the cleaning duties. Others went to work finding deadfall for the fire. But the villagers from White Beach, they watched the river flow, mesmerized by the sight of fish. Once they decided, they lined up along the beach and turned to using their tridents to spear the fish.

      Micah had to stop them once they landed more than the group needed.

      “We’ll smoke the hogs to give us a supply of meat to take with us.” Braden told those preparing the spit. The fishermen said that their catch could also be smoked. They’d show the land-locked folk how.

      The competition for best meal commenced. A number of the farmers headed into the woods to look for edible tubers and plants. They returned shortly after finding success.

      Pots materialized and they started two smaller fires for stew.

      The only thing they lacked was bread, but they didn’t miss it. They celebrated Braden and Micah’s announcement and they celebrated the opportunity to fish.

      Braden didn’t want to spoil things, so he waited until after they ate. He gathered everyone together.

      “Just south of here, we were attacked by the Amazonians.” Braden lifted his tunic and shirt, turning so everyone could see the ugly scar. “I don’t think they’ll come this far north, but they could move through the woods. I think we need to post a watch. Everyone have your spears ready. Micah and I will have our weapons ready, too. I don’t think we’ll need them, but better to have them and not need them than to need them and be caught unaware.”

      The villagers nodded, almost indifferently. Those from White Beach had lived through the night terrors. Watching for a flesh and blood enemy was not too much to ask. They accepted it and started mapping out the watches.

      Braden was happy that he didn’t have to say anything else. After they worked out the details between all the villagers, a few people came to Braden and Micah.

      Crabby led the group, mostly White Beach villagers, but a couple from Westerly. “Good place here. We want to stay,” Crabby said.

      “How long? We need to keep moving to get to safer areas, Bliss, Coldstream, and Greentree.” Braden was okay with a longer break. The villagers from White Beach had traveled four long turns on foot, although they didn’t seem worn out.

      They weren’t.

      “No. I mean we stay, build a village. We have fisherfolk and farmers, everything we need. This’ll be a good trading stop. By foot, it’s barely more than three turns from Westerly and another couple to Bliss?” Braden nodded. Crabby continued, “Imagine fields over there, with grain for bread. Right here, we catch and process fish. The woods on both sides of the river for game. There are fifteen of us ready to settle right now.”

      Braden and Micah looked at each other. There was no reason not to start a new village. They hoped the people would help out the already established villages, but freedom of opportunity was what they had promised.

      “I can’t think of a better place to build a new village,” Micah said, not waiting for Braden to answer.

      “Congratulations,” Braden said with a smile, offering his hand to Crabby. They shook, firmly. “Sleep on it and after sunrise, maybe you can give it a name. We’ll proudly add it to the trade route maps.”

      Braden and Micah finally had time to themselves. “How could I not have noticed?” he asked simply. “How long have you known? Never mind. The ‘cat knew, didn’t he?”

      “Yes. You’ve been busy. You always notice me, but the change has been gradual. What, did you think I was eating too much?” she said without accusing Braden.

      “I didn’t notice. I don’t care about that!” He was defensive. She punched him softly in the arm.

      Sleep, then they’d come up with a new plan over the next few turns. Everything was changing, yet nothing changed. Ever since he met Micah, he simply hung on as the raft of life rushed down the whitewater rapids. Things used to be so calm.

      ‘G?’ Braden asked as an afterthought.

      ‘Aadi moved into the forest to watch over us all. The Amazonians won’t harm him,’ the ‘cat answered.

      ‘Sleep well, friends. I’ve got this,’ Aadi assured them.
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      With the departure of so many from the caravan, they didn’t leave with the sunrise. They waited to make sure things were sorted out. Braden gave them his trusty shovel that had helped them cross the Great Desert. He also gave them all of the remaining Amazonian rope.

      Their excitement grew as the two groups intermingled and said their goodbyes. Braden assured them that with the trade routes, someone would always be coming through. They’d left a good trail from Westerly for anyone to follow. They were going to continue building the road to Village Bliss, then to the rest of the villages on their new trade route.

      Soon, someone would be back, and maybe with a wagon load of implements--plows, axes, maybe even a saw blade. Braden was most proud that these people saw the possibilities and seized them. Crabby was going to be a great leader. He watched as the settlers looked over their new home and made plans.

      Braden cautioned them to set up a watch each night, and keep their spears close.

      Aadi told the companions that there had been no movement in the woods along the river. He even looked for signs that the Lizard Men had been there, but couldn’t find anything. Braden didn’t share this with Crabby. He wanted them to stay alert. Maybe someday soon, the Amazonian war would end and people could sleep soundly. Until then, he wanted them ready to keep themselves safe.

      The settlers stood back as the remaining villagers shouldered their burdens and prepared for the morning’s hike. Braden and Micah sat on their horses, while G-War curled up in his usual spot on Brandt’s head. Skirill watched from a distant tree limb. Aadi stayed close to the cart.

      Traders did not like saying goodbye. Successful trades needed to be repeated. They vowed to return. The best traders always found a way to make it back, bringing more or better of what the people wanted.  As Braden waved, Crabby came up to him for one last handshake.

      “River Crook is the name. It’s where there’s a crook in the river before it divides into the five streams. White Beach? The beach is white. I’m afraid we’re not very imaginative.”

      “River Crook is what it shall be. What matters is that you named it and you will make it what it will be. We will see you again and soon.”

      They waved and set off at their regular pace. Twenty-two villagers remained with the caravan, which included the two women and three children in the cart. It wasn’t as many as they planned for, but more than the villages had.

      ‘It’ll be what it is. These are good people. They’ll be welcomed wherever they decide to settle,’ Micah said simply over their mindlink.

      “Of course you are right, partner mine.” Braden nodded and gave Max a nudge forward. They trotted ahead of the people as he looked for the best way across the streams ahead.

      Skirill helped, but he couldn’t judge the depth. Brandt jogged ahead and tried a number of crossing sites before Braden arrived. They picked the best ones and marked them with boulders and freshly scored earth. They continued until the route across the streams was easily followed.

      Skirill flew ahead to check on Village Bliss. Braden thought they were less than a full turn away. He didn’t verify that with the Old Tech, because he refused to open his neural implant. The Old Tech didn’t scare him, but his reliance on it did.

      The companions made sure that he knew what he needed to know.

      ‘I see no people at Bliss. It looks like the village is abandoned,’ Skirill told him. He hadn’t been flying long, so maybe they were less than a turn away. But if the people were gone, Braden didn’t need to rush in. He was afraid to ask, but he had to.

      ‘Do you see any bodies, Ess?’

      ‘No. I see no one. Let me get closer.’

      ‘Be careful, Ess! Don’t get too close to the rainforest,’ Braden cautioned.

      ‘Master Human, if I may. Zalastar or Akhmiyar would have warned the humans away if it looked like the fighting would get close. They may have contacted Bronwyn so she could tell the humans to run.’ The Tortoid’s logic was sound. Zalastar was a good friend to the humans and wouldn’t let them get in the middle of a battle.

      ‘Nothing. It looks like they simply left and not even in a hurry. I think Aadi is right,’ the Hawkoid agreed. He didn’t see anything that suggested the Amazonians had attacked Village Bliss.

      ‘Let’s head straight for Coldstream. We can be there in three turns if we don’t dally,’ Micah agreed and encouraged the seventeen people walking to move more quickly. They obliged her when she explained that Bliss had been abandoned, and they were on their way to Coldstream. She shared the good news that Bliss wasn’t a victim of the Amazonian war.

      For the next three turns, they limited their stops, slept briefly at night, and always stayed alert.

      Their arrival at Coldstream wasn’t what they expected.

      Amazonians were standing guard, just inside the rainforest. They lined the heavier trees, but they faced inward. The villagers welcomed the group, not with cheers but questions.

      “Did you see them? Are you the people from Bliss?”

      Once Braden got the people to make sense, he discovered a grim truth. Their guess at what happened to the villagers from Bliss was wrong. They’d been taken by hostile Amazonians. Akhmiyar and his people were standing guard to guarantee the safety of Coldstream. Bronwyn had come through with Tanner and Candela. That’s when Akhmiyar showed up. The little girl was shocked at the turn of events. If she only had the chance to talk with all the Amazonians, she was sure she could have changed their minds. Akhmiyar tried to convince her that she would not have made a difference.

      Only the Amazonians could resolve their differences.

      Bronwyn had left only two turns prior with the older cow Aurochs and the trader couple. They hurried away to inform the Greentree villagers of current events. Akhmiyar assured her that Greentree and the other villages were well within the area that Zalastar controlled.

      The good people of Westerly and the few that remained from White Beach committed to staying in Coldstream, to help them should a hostile force of Amazonians arrive. The extra people were welcomed by Coldstream.

      Braden and Micah looked to Aadi, who led them to Akhmiyar. After talking with the Amazonian leader, they were convinced what needed to be done. They had to go after the villagers. Braden didn’t want Micah to come along.

      That earned him a hard punch in the chest. It was lucky he was healed.

      She negotiated some sweetened pork and with that, they committed to leaving at first light. Skirill and Brandt would travel to Greentree, catch up with Bronwyn, and rally the Aurochs. Max and Speckles would remain in Coldstream and await the companions’ return. Aadi and G-War would accompany Braden and Micah, with Akhmiyar and a band of his warriors leading the way into the Amazon.

      They prepared to travel light, carrying the absolute minimum. Akhmiyar assured them that they didn’t have to travel far, although the Amazonian way of measuring distance was lost on the humans. They simply agreed. They’d get there when they got there.
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      It was still dark when Akhmiyar roused them from their sleep. Braden wasn’t sure if it was past the middle of the night. The Amazonian told them that he’d received a report that the enemy was moving, so they needed to hurry before they got too far into the depths of the rainforest.

      They put their weapons on, Braden with his recurve bow across his back, his remaining hardwood arrows in the quiver, two blasters, and a long knife on his belt. He filled his pouch with numbweed and mushrooms. He was ready.

      The scabbard for Micah’s sword wasn’t made for running, so she slung it across her back instead. This freed her hands in case she needed her blasters. They were fully charged. She did not bring the recharger. If they couldn’t rescue them with what they had, then they couldn’t be rescued.

      Braden heard her grim thoughts, but didn’t comment. He agreed with them. There was only one chance to get this right.

      They were ready quickly. Akhmiyar and his warriors set off at a brisk pace. The humans struggled to keep up as their feet weren’t made for slopping through the tree roots, underbrush, and muck. Aadi grasped a roped that one of the Amazonians carried. He floated as he was pulled along. He often bounced off trees, but his shell protected him.

      G-War raced through the tree branches. Judging by what little they could see, Braden revised his opinion of how well the ‘cat could see in the dark. He had no problems keeping up and on occasion raced ahead.

      Akhmiyar stopped so the humans could catch their breath. Each time, Akhmiyar told Aadi that the humans needed to be quiet. Braden and Micah felt bad, but they couldn’t see and the footing was treacherous. Aadi suggested the Amazonians carry them, which they reluctantly agreed to. Braden told Micah to protect the babies, but she was already ahead of him on that.

      When their human eyes didn’t have to look at the ground, they saw the rainforest in amazing detail. When they were running, they missed much of what the rainforest was.

      As sunrise approached, Akhmiyar told them that they were close. Braden wanted as much detail as they could give him so he could best devise a plan of attack. Micah knew that his plan would be good. He was gifted at tactics, even though he detested fighting.

      The villagers were holding the Amazonian enemy back. The Bliss villagers couldn’t and wouldn’t move quickly through the trees and swamps.

      Akhmiyar didn’t have a way to see the enemy. He knew the villagers were there because of his keen hearing and sensing the rainforest around him. That didn’t prevent G-War from going ahead. With the sunrise, he ran, flitting from branch to branch as quick as a bird.

      Braden and Micah got down from the Amazonians who’d been carrying them.

      Not many heartbeats later, G-War shared his view of the villagers, huddled together in a mass with the larger Amazonians circling them. The Lizard Men used their spears as prods on the people, but they refused to move. They were too tired, too sore, maybe even too fed up. As Akhmiyar and his warriors stealthily moved forward, Braden and Micah had time to think.

      ‘They are too close to the villagers for us to use our blasters. I can use my bow, but can’t shoot fast enough. There are too many. We can’t let Akhmiyar and his warriors engage. They are outnumbered. As long as they’re fighting, we can’t use our blasters. Aadi, can you ask Akhmiyar to wait? We don’t have a plan.’

      ‘I’m afraid it’s too late,’ Aadi replied.

      They had cleared a final row of trees when they were spotted. Those closest turned and readied to throw their spears.

      Aadi swam forward to get in between the two groups of Amazonians. A hurled spear bounced off his shell and ricocheted harmlessly into the trees. Akhmiyar and his warriors crouched, preparing to thrust their spears. Behind the enemy, the villagers cowered.

      Braden jumped to the side until he had a clear line of sight in front of the villagers. He could fire across the front of the group. He pulled the trigger and instantly let go. A tight beam of light hit an enemy warrior in the chest.

      He went down.

      The others turned and threw their spears as one, at Braden.

      He stepped behind the tree he’d used to brace the blaster for his first shot.

      Akhmiyar and his warriors rushed forward into the unarmed enemy. Each spear found a target and five Amazonian enemy wriggled on the points as they died. Others stepped from around the villagers.

      “Get down!” Braden yelled. The villagers went to their knees and huddled over top each other.

      A spear thrust forward and Akhmiyar went down. The point had driven through his back leg. He lost his spear, but held the shaft of his enemy’s weapon to keep him from pulling it out.

      Braden picked another target and dropped him with a short beam from his blaster. Micah had moved to the other side, to the left of Akhmiyar, which gave her a good angle to shoot without endangering the villagers. She aimed at the Amazonian who wrestled with Akhmiyar and pulled the trigger. The enemy toppled over.

      Akhmiyar pulled the spear from his leg and crouched, ready for another attacker. His warriors were bunched up, parrying and thrusting with the enemy, neither gaining an advantage.

      Braden moved to find a clean shot. He took it and another Amazonian died. One of Akhmiyar’s warriors was stabbed in the throat and he went down. Then another. Then one of the enemy.

      Micah took two more shots, wounding two of the enemy. Braden kept moving, trying to clear his targets.

      Akhmiyar and another were wounded. Two of his warriors were dead. The enemy still had double their number in the fight. When they rushed Akhmiyar, Braden and Micah each shot one.

      The enemy Amazonians decided that if they were to die, they’d take the humans with them. Not the ones with the deadly Old Tech, but the unarmed villagers.

      G-War flew from a tree, landing on the Amazonian furthest from Braden and Micah. He attacked with a Hillcat scream, shredding before leaping away. Braden and Micah ran forward, shooting at a range of only an arm-span, killing one, then another. The last Amazonian turned and dashed into the shadows, but was tripped up by a flying orange fur ball. Braden continued around the villagers until he was over the Amazonian, who lay stunned from his fall.

      Aadi rushed forward and hovered finger widths from the creature’s face.

      He tried to push the Tortoid away, but Aadi swam back, time and time again. Then he delivered a focused thunderclap, from that close, directly into the Amazonian’s head, which cracked from the force of the blow.

      “Aadi!” Micah exclaimed.

      ‘Sorry, sorry. He wasn’t very cooperative, I’m afraid.’

      “It’s over. It’s over.” Braden put his hand on their arms and shoulders as he urged the villagers to stand. Two didn’t. Blood ran from spear wounds that the desperate enemy had delivered at the last moment.

      “How many others?” Micah asked.

      “Two more, right after they herded us into the rainforest. We lost four total,” an elder lamented. “But we would have all been lost if you hadn’t come for us.”

      “You can thank Akhmiyar and his warriors. If it wasn’t for them, we wouldn’t be here.” Braden nodded to Akhmiyar, who was on one knee. Braden had forgotten about his horrific wound.

      He rushed over and pulled numbweed from his pouch. He applied it to ease the pain. Then he pulled the numbweed out and sewed up the wound using hairs from Max’s tail. And he reapplied numbweed. Akhmiyar never flinched through the entire process.

      ‘These Amazonians are tough! I’m glad they’re on our side,’ Braden told Micah in his thought voice. ‘How about you? Are you okay?’

      ‘We’re just fine.’ She smiled at him as he stitched a shallow wound on the other warrior’s front arm. G-War sat and watched them both, while Aadi talked with Akhmiyar.

      ‘Master Humans, with the war, Akhmiyar is very interested in your medical skills. Could you teach him how you repaired their wounds?’

      “Yes, no problem. I can teach him, but I’m afraid they won’t be able to make the numbweed. You need fire for that. But we can make it for them, especially if they can bring us the bushes. You can show them which ones I’m talking about.”

      Braden and Micah looked over the villagers. Some scratches and plenty of bruises, but nothing that would keep them from making the journey to freedom.

      Akhmiyar limped slightly, but led them on a shorter route out of the rainforest. They were far to the west of Coldstream, but not quite to Bliss. They decided to continue walking to Coldstream. Village Bliss remained in contested territory. Until it was safe, they couldn’t go back.

      Akhmiyar said that he and his two warriors would travel inside the rainforest and meet them in Coldstream. They said their good-byes and watched as the Amazonians faded into the dark of the rainforest day.

      Braden felt bad making Micah walk all that way. Skirill and Brandt were too far away to be any help, so he held her hand as they strolled. She said it was refreshing and she should do more of it. She felt like she sat too much. Braden looked closely at her and he could see that she was showing. How had he missed that?

      Maybe he didn’t look at her with such a critical eye. He didn’t care that she had scars down both arms and on her neck. He didn’t care if she had a thin waist. She was his partner, an equal who challenged him.

      He liked to think that he was a far better man than the one who rode from the north, seeking fame and fortune. He looked at the villagers walking along quietly. Before, they wouldn’t have been rescued because no one would have known they were taken. They had a place to go because the trade route had been established and people were introduced by way of their trade goods.

      Although the Amazonians blamed him for the war, he suspected that it was there all along. If it weren’t for him, then something else would have been the catalyst. The war was inevitable, he realized. And he hoped that he was helping to bring it to a swift and sound conclusion. He hated taking lives, but they gave him no choice. Kill or be killed. He wasn’t about to be killed. There was too much to do.

      He had children on the way and he wanted more than anything that they grow up in a world free from conflict, where people made their lives better by working with others.

      He’d gone a long way toward creating that world. He and Micah, that was. He couldn’t have done any of it without her.

      She gripped his hand tightly, knowing that the future was going to be okay. She felt a furry body run into her from behind. G-War rubbed against her leg, almost tripping her.

      ‘I have so much to teach my kittens, so you take care of them. It won’t be too much longer now before we get a look. What’s with the humans and their hairless kittens? Maybe we don’t want a look until they are more presentable.’ G-War contemplated life with little ones around. He decided that it would be okay. If they pulled his tail, he’d give Braden a good scratch. There’s wasn’t much of the human’s body left unscratched. In that, he and Braden were alike. They both looked rough.

      ‘One too many battles, my friend,’ Braden said over their mindlink.

      As Braden didn’t care how Micah looked, she didn’t care how he looked. She knew where nearly every one of his scars came from. She was there, cleaning them for him as he cleaned her wounds.

      “Crap, Braden! If you would have told me what dangerous business trading was, I would have never let you take me away from that lake!”
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      After the rescue of the Bliss villagers, Coldstream was overwhelmed with people. The new additions from White Beach and Westerly readily packed up for the trip to Greentree and McCullough. Even some people from Bliss joined them. Leaving Coldstream and the sweetened pork behind, Braden and Micah rode on Max and Speckles as they continued leading the caravan of refugees east.

      Brandt and Skirill found Bronwyn and the new traders. They had taken good care of the wagon. All was well. Everyone made progress, although the smithy was still working on a formula for the strongest metal. They had not produced much, but expected over the next few moons to leap forward. Tom thought they were close to success. Maybe Braden and Micah would take some of the metal to New Sanctuary and have it analyzed to see exactly what Tom needed to do.

      With his growing family, he was more inclined to find an Old Tech solution. He only wanted the best world for his children. He also learned that they could not have recovered the villagers without the blasters, or freed Brandt, or destroyed the Bat-Ravens.

      The good guys needed Old Tech weapons. If they didn’t use them for the right purpose, the King of the Aurochs would run them over. Braden shuddered at the thought. The King was a magnificently large creature.

      With Micah at his side, for the first time in a long time, he opened his neural implant. Holly immediately greeted him.

      Braden requested that a number of saw blades be manufactured that they could pick up the next time they were in New Sanctuary. Holly said the wheel hubs for the wagons were ready, and the printed books had been manufactured and were ready for pick up as well.

      Braden asked about Cygnus VI. Holly said that the data had been transmitting nonstop since they last talked with the outpost, although it wouldn’t be analyzed until after the download was complete. The humans seemed to be in good spirits knowing that the last four hundred cycles of work was not wasted, and they looked forward to transporting to Cygnus VII when the matter transfer equipment was functional.

      He wasn’t comfortable with ancients and the Old Tech at New Sanctuary. Not until they had the failsafe in place. Since they didn’t know what the war prevention failsafe looked like, it could be quite some time before the last remaining humans from the before time could return home.

      “Stop worrying, lover. It will be okay.” She couldn’t hear his thoughts when he used his neural implant, but she guessed. The troubled look on his face told her all she needed. He agreed, wished Holly a good night, and closed the window. “Let’s take some time, let other people lead for a while.”

      He looked at her and sighed. If he could only do that.
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      During Braden and Micah’s trip to the west coast, Candela and Tanner made two complete passes through the villages from Dwyer to Coldstream. Each time, they improved their trades. They traveled with a full wagon, trading all the food while it was still fresh. The Aurochs made the trips go quickly.

      Bronwyn made sure they had no problems with any creature they came across. She kept the Aurochs happy and they made her happy. She spent most of her time riding on the older cow, stroking her ears and rubbing her neck.

      They even successfully traded with the Amazonians. Bronwyn shared that many warriors were fighting and it disturbed her. Zalastar personally assured them that the road was safe and would always remain so. Trade with the humans was critical as they needed all the tunics and limb protection they could get. These identified Zalastar and his loyalists to the average human. The friendly Amazonians were committed to keeping the humans out of the war.

      The raid on Village Bliss had not yet happened, but it wouldn’t change his commitment, only the reality of the situation. Akhmiyar took action to protect Coldstream, to ensure the conservative Amazonians came no farther east.

      Having completed their trades, Candela and Tanner wished everyone well, packed up, and in the spirit of tradition, they left at sunrise for Village McCullough. The trip was less than a single daylight thanks to the Aurochs. The younger cow pulled the wagon, while the older cow led the way, with Bronwyn safely astride her wide neck.

      The wagon was filled with vegetables and meats, but most significantly, two new shovels made from Tom’s latest metal. These were sturdy and his best products yet. He said he could produce many of these in a single day. He celebrated with his crew as they had worked relentlessly for moons to produce one functional shovel. Everything else paled in comparison.

      The traders knew that Tom’s smithy would be the single most influential trading stop in the south. They made sure he received the choicest crops and extra tidbits whenever they passed through.

      As the Canavan, as Candela and Tanner called their caravan, approached McCullough, a familiar figure flew overhead.

      “Skirill!” yelled the little girl, waving her arms furiously. Skirill swooped low to pass over them then circled and with the cow’s permission, landed on one of her horns.

      “Good to see you, ‘ronwyn!” the Hawkoid said in his best human speech. Bronwyn crawled forward until she perched on top of the Aurochs’ head where she could scratch Skirill’s chest and neck.

      ‘Your feathers have grown in very well! You are the most magnificent bird in all the land,’ she exclaimed in her thought voice.

      ‘You are also too kind, precious one. The others are in McCullough and await your arrival. They have much to share.’

      ‘I know of the war. I know it’s terrible.’ She hesitated. Skirill knew that she was deep in his mind, looking at the images of their travels. ‘Oh no! My Brandt…more scars. Even Braden.’ She sat up straight, surprise on her face.

      ‘Micah?’ she asked. The Hawkoid bobbed his head happily as the Aurochs broke into a run. Skirill jumped from the bouncing horn before he was thrown off. The young cow pulling the wagon also started running. The trader couple was alarmed. They thought something was wrong and kept yelling for Bronwyn to explain.

      She didn’t hear them. She crouched low over the Aurochs’ head as the great creature raced forward. Bronwyn was going to be a big sister to others just like her and she couldn’t wait to talk with them.
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      “They are so precious! I love them!” Bronwyn exclaimed to Micah’s belly.

      “Am I the only one who can’t talk to my children?” Micah asked.

      ‘Appears so,’ G-War interjected.

      “Ass!” Micah blurted out. Bronwyn gave her a sharp look so she mumbled a quick apology.

      ‘Although you don’t think you can talk with them, you are closer to them than any of us will ever be.’ Aadi always knew the right thing to say. Tears welled up in her eyes.

      Braden watched everything. Silence was his key to survival. He’d never traveled with a pregnant woman before, but he’d heard stories. He maintained a certain level of fear-based respect as his partner went through her changes.

      “You are more beautiful than ever,” was what he settled for. Safe, but true. He was proud of her, of them.

      “Enough with the baby stuff. How’d the trades go?” Braden asked Candela and Tanner. Micah was interested, too. They had shed blood and invested a great deal of themselves in getting the trade route set up. She most wanted to hear that it was successful without Braden. She didn’t want to live on the road.

      She wasn’t disappointed. The young couple’s excitement was infectious. As Braden listened, he was both excited and saddened.

      ‘Give them the wagon, lover. Trade them something for it. Then they can own it and go about their business, the business you made possible for them,’ Micah told Braden over their mindlink. Braden nodded. Then he made the offer.

      The young couple could not have been happier. They agreed to a percentage of the goods over the next cycle. All that meant was that Braden and Micah would get vegetables and mushrooms, which was no different than their current situation, but he had done the right thing. If he wanted trade to flourish, then he had to help new traders get established. It didn’t hurt that Tom was building another wagon.

      He’d be surprised when they brought the Old Tech wheel hubs. Which begged the question, when were they going back to New Sanctuary?

      “We can go in the next turn or so?” Micah offered, once they were alone.

      “Are you okay to travel?” Braden asked, unsure of what was different.

      “Of course. Let’s take the cart and I’ll ride in that, sitting using the leather strap. That may be a little easier on my backside. As long as the Prince is with us, I’ll know that the babies are okay.” Braden nodded.

      “And sooner is better. We know that Zalastar controls the road. Let’s go while that remains true. I wonder if the Medical Lab can check you out, make sure everything is okay?”

      “And maybe we can get the neural implants removed?” Micah suggested noncommittally. Braden was ready for that, but not ready. He liked having the maps in his head. Until they could get them down on paper, he didn’t want to lose his hard-gained knowledge.

      They also needed the implants to control the Old Tech in New Sanctuary. As long as they had it, no one else could get it. By carrying it inside them, they protected the world.

      “I don’t know,” Braden finally said. Micah knew that meant they wouldn’t. They’d keep the Old Tech and she’d watch closely, making sure that it didn’t take over their lives. For now, they had resisted its call. She was convinced they used the Old Tech for good. Braden’s trade of his coveted wagon demonstrated once again that his personal power wasn’t a goal. He was a rarity in the south and from what she understood, in all of Planet Vii.
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      “I think that’s the best decision, Brandt,” Braden told the King of the Aurochs. They had discussed who would go to New Sanctuary. In the end, only Braden, Micah, G-War, and Aadi would travel together. If Brandt went, then Bronwyn would insist on going. Skirill couldn’t fly in the rainforest and if they spent any time at New Sanctuary, he would have nothing to do. By staying, he could watch over Bronwyn and all the villages.

      Bronwyn knew about New Sanctuary because she had seen it in their minds, but she didn’t talk about it. First-hand knowledge was different. They didn’t think she was ready for that.

      She was the first of a new generation who didn’t need the Old Tech to be superior. They wanted her to thrive on her own. Braden also saw the darkness that the Old Tech could bring. He and Micah carried it with them, but they had each other for support, to fight its seductive draw.

      They left at first light, Max in the lead and Pack behind with Micah holding the reins from her position across the leather strap at the front of the cart. G-War was in the cart on a soft blanket, while Aadi held a small length of Amazonian rope tied to Braden’s saddle. For this trip, Braden insisted on a cover for the cart, to keep the interior dry. If they were to carry a load of books, those wouldn’t fit in a case like the one he used to carry his rudder. If rain got to them, they’d be ruined. G-War agreed. He was looking forward to a trip through the rainforest that didn’t end with a wet ‘cat.

      Braden brought an oiled deerskin with him, hoping that he could stay dry, too. Max and Pack unfortunately were left to the weather. But if they were attacked, the special material from Village McCullough covered them from their ears to their tails and down below their bellies. Micah expected Bronwyn had something to do with the extensive coverings for Max and Speckles, as she called him.

      Having traveled this route before, they were well prepared. What they didn’t expect was the work the Amazonians had done on the road. Zalastar had told them moons ago that his people would repair the road, but that was before the war. They were surprised that he could fight a war and fix the road. Maybe the war wasn’t as extensive as they believed. Or Zalastar had more Amazonians at his command than they knew of.

      It made the travel easy and quick. The horses trotted much of the time. The cart was light as they carried no load, and it rolled along the surface smoothly. The Amazonians even improved the crowning of the road so the nonstop rain ran off, leaving the middle of the road firm.

      They still traveled for three turns in the rain. G-War never left the cart. Aadi remained indifferent. Max and Pack were only slightly miserable. The protective material kept off most of the rain.

      Everyone appreciated seeing the sunlight peeking through the Amazon’s southern border. Without Skirill flying ahead, leaving the rainforest was less exuberant than usual. They missed him and the King. During their trip, they discovered that they could talk over their mindlink until they were most of a turn distant from their friends. Then they couldn’t hear them anymore.

      There was nothing to worry about. The trade route had been established and Brandt suggested that before the moon was out, he’d lead the caravan back to Westerly. They were all curious to see how Crabby and the village of River Crook was progressing. They also wanted to know if the rest of the people from White Beach had gone to the village under the water.

      So many questions.

      They’d see what Holly knew, but in person, not through their neural implants.

      As they approached New Sanctuary, the Security Bot hovered out to greet them. When they asked why he did that, he said that was in his programming. Their close proximity to the Bot helped confirm their identities through something it called DNA sampling. The President was welcomed back, as were her companions.

      They left the cart in the open area by the buildings, and they turned the horses loose to graze. Work expanding the fields was well underway, so Max and Pack could eat to their hearts’ content. G-War helped himself to a fresh meal of rabbit upon their arrival, then settled on the beach to sleep in the warm shade. Aadi floated around, doing as he did. The humans expected he waited for them to engage the Old Tech, so he could continue to learn and study. If anyone could design the failsafe against war, they expected it was the Tortoid. They hoped he would find an answer.

      The first thing Braden wanted to do was visit the Medical Laboratory. They climbed aboard the elevator and told it where to take them.

      Micah dutifully climbed on the table in the lab, while various Bots and other equipment moved around her. Holly stood nearby explaining what diagnostic procedures were underway, but Braden still watched carefully, not sure what many of the words meant.

      Holly pointed to the screen which showed a black and white image of the two babies, curled against each other. The final verdict was that they were healthy and they would be born in four to five moons, months as Holly called them.

      But then Holly suggested something they hadn’t thought of: have the babies at New Sanctuary where the medical equipment could guarantee that both mother and children would survive the process with the least amount of pain. In fact, Holly insisted that the President not risk her life by giving birth in the wild.

      “We’re going to have to think about that, Holly. As long as the decision is ours, we will consider it. If we feel pressured, we’ll have this whole facility dismantled. Do you understand?” Braden asked.

      “I shall only offer options,” Holly conceded.

      “It’s not you, Holly. We don’t want any Old Tech to make us like the ancients, where they decided a war was the best course of action. Whatever they did to get there, we don’t want to repeat. Can you understand that?” Braden tried to reason with Holly, thinking of him as a human who lived somewhere else.

      “Can you talk with our Tortoid friend, Aadi?” Micah asked Holly. “If not, what would it take so you could? I want you two to talk about the failsafe, the procedures we have to follow where war cannot happen. That is my number one priority.”

      “I will explore options and will return to you with them.” Holly seemed firm in his commitment. Micah reclined on the laboratory examination bed. The relief of hearing that the babies were healthy combined with the warmth of the room was making her drowsy.

      “Let’s go to our room so you can get some rest.”
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      They decided to stay, with conditions of course. The south could do without books and Old Tech wheel hubs for another six or seven moons. He wondered if Skirill could fly over the rainforest if he needed to talk with them.

      Braden used the Command Center to look in on the villages. With Holly’s help, he watched each village go about their business. The view was from far above, as if Skirill flew high. He even found River Crook and dedicated a monitor to them. With the Old Tech, he could watch everything and know that the world moved on without him and Micah.

      He never saw a human on the monitors showing White Beach. The people were all gone. Holly tried to contact the underwater vehicle, but once it had gathered the last of the humans, it disappeared. Thanks to Braden and Micah, the villagers were willing to go, and it expedited the process.

      Braden hadn’t intended that to happen. He wasn’t sure if he liked being obsolete as a trader either. He sat in the New Command Center by himself, his unhappy thoughts poor company.

      He also watched the villages and towns in the north. It was hard to tell if things were normal or not. He didn’t see anything that looked like war, but the market squares were less crowded than he thought they should be.

      The elevator arrived and Micah stepped out. She walked with a purpose, a scowl on her face. The babies were growing well. They were at a size where she could no longer walk like a warrior. He stood, scolding himself for looking at another world, when everything he needed was walking toward him.

      She brightened as she heard his thoughts.

      “There’s no need for me to be down here. Let’s go outside and enjoy the sun.” Braden took her hand, but she led him to the wall of monitors instead.

      “Tell me what’s going on in all the trade villages, then we’ll go outside.” He hesitated. She was showing him that if it was important to him, it was important to her, so he talked through each monitor. Holly blew up the pictures for each village, where nine monitors showed one view. They panned the view until they could see the Aurochs herd. They saw the wagon in Coldstream’s market square. River Crook had its first two buildings. New buildings had appeared in Westerly. The smoke from Tom’s forge obscured much of Dwyer.

      “We might have to move the village or move Tom.” They both saw the humor in trying to root Tom out of his smithy. It would probably be easiest to move the village. They were sure there were plenty of engaging conversation between Tom and his nearest neighbors.

      Braden even dedicated monitors to Trent and Cornwall. Both villages looked normal, people doing what they do. They looked peaceful from the view Holly provided.

      The rainforest was impenetrable. They wouldn’t know how the Amazonian war went until they returned through the rainforest.

      “What did the lab say?” Braden asked.

      “It said any day now. I have to keep my neural implant open for it, so I made it small and stuffed it in the corner.”

      They went outside and walked. They stripped naked and swam. Micah’s back hurt. Swimming helped, so she was in the lake or in their suite’s pool whenever she got the chance. Her fingers seemed to be permanently shriveled. They floated by the shore, teasing fish that came too close.

      “A little more than a cycle ago, G-War and I planned to cross the Great Desert. Look at us now.” The ‘cat sat upright in the shade on the beach, watching his humans carefully. “What are they saying, G?”

      ‘They are ready to greet their parents. The time has come. Aadi and I will be with you, down below. We expect you need a great deal of help.’

      Braden helped Micah out of the water and into the robe she’d been wearing, while he threw on his clothes without drying off. “I don’t know what you’re worried about. Micah will be fine,” he told the ‘cat as they waddled toward the building with the elevator.

      ‘You are correct. Micah will be fine. It’s you who will need help.’ G-War padded after them and Aadi met them at the door. In order to fit, the humans crouched while Aadi floated over their heads. Micah started to get uncomfortable. She hadn’t had her freedom of movement for a couple moons, but this was different. The children were taking over her body and the contractions were painful.

      They made it to the Medical Laboratory, where the Bots took charge of making Micah comfortable. Braden was surprised at how quickly it was happening. After moons of waiting, all of a sudden, it was time.

      He wasn’t ready.

      Micah started screaming at him. “You better be ready!” She followed that with a long howl of pain. Braden stood still, his mouth open, eyes wide, heart pounding. The color left his face. Darkness crowded the edges of his vision until he only saw two pinpoints of light. There was no sound.

      Micah watched as the Tortoid, perfectly positioned thanks to G-War, let Braden fall on him. Aadi slowly dropped until the human rolled gently to the floor.

      “You didn’t!” she yelled at Braden’s unconscious form. Then she laughed as G-War appeared at her side, finishing the laugh with a contortion and a gasp as another contraction came.

      ‘I told you,’ was all the ‘cat said. He purred and nuzzled her cheek as the Bots took over. She drifted as they injected her with something. She felt the pain, but it didn’t hurt. She watched dispassionately as first one baby, then the other appeared. Bots with arms held them securely as the babies were cleaned and swaddled.

      The table moved itself to where Micah was sitting upright. The Bots handed her the babies and for the first time, she heard their voices in her head.

      Aadi banged against Braden once again and he finally shook himself awake. “What happened?”

      ‘Go see your family, Master Braden. They require your presence. And yes, before you ask, you missed it.’

      He hurried to his feet, clearing the cobwebs from his mind. He staggered to the table where Micah looked tired, but refreshed. She held a small bundle in each arm while the ‘cat lay curled on her chest. Aadi followed him.

      “I’m so sorry,” he mumbled as he tried to look at his children. They were both sleeping peacefully. She smiled at him.

      “Moons ago, G-War told me you’d do that. He even suggested you wouldn’t last thirty heartbeats. Holly checked. From the time I got on the table until you hit the floor was thirty-seven heartbeats.” Braden snorted and shook his head. There was nothing he could do about it now. The ‘cat knew him better than he knew himself.

      “We never decided on names.” They had talked, but hadn’t been able to agree.

      “I think they’ve made that decision for us. The Golden Warrior and Bronwyn have been talking with them for ages. They’ve picked their own names.”

      Braden brightened. “You can hear them now?”

      “The second they were born.” She beamed up at him. They both felt as new parents should feel.

      Then it hit him, his smile faded from his face. “No. Please,” he pleaded.

      She threw her head back and laughed. “Meet your son Axial.”

      “No,” he said weakly.

      “And your daughter, De’atesh.” G-War purred louder, until Braden swore it shook the whole room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.
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      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.
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      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.’
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      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.
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      “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.
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      ‘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.
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      ‘…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.
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      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.
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      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?
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      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.
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      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.
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      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?”
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      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…’
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      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.
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      “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.
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      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.
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      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.’
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      “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.
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      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 when 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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.”
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      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.”
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      “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.
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      ‘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 the horse 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!”
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      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 retched, 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.”
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      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 boar. 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.
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      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.”
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      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.
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      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.
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      “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.’
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      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.’
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      “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 retched, 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.
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      “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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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…’
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      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.”
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      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.
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      “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.’
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      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 retched, 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.
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      “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.
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      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 Holly had not shared with the President or Braden. He didn’t think they were 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.
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      “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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.”
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      “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.
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      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.
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      “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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.

      The End of Free Trader 3
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            Humans and the Intelligent Creatures

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hillcat

      The Golden Warrior – also called G, G-War, and Prince Axial De’atesh, can share his mindlink with others

      

      The Humans

      Braden – The Free Trader

      Micah  – The Warrior, Partnered with Braden

      Axial & De’atesh – Braden and Micah’s twin children

      Bronwyn – Gifted child, able to speak with all creatures

      Dr. Johns – a clone, leader of the survivors from Cygnus VI

      Chrysalis – Dr. John’s son and budding leader

      Candela & Tanner – the first Free Traders born in the south

      Dantan – Elder from Village Coldstream

      Ditarod – Elder from Village Greentree

      Mick, Destiny, & Fen – Elders from Village Dwyer

      Ipso-Ter – Elder from Village McCullough

      

      The Hawkoids

      Skirill – also called Ess

      Zyena – mated with Skirill

      

      The Tortoid

      Aadi – First Master of the Tortoise Consortium

      

      The Aurochs

      Brandt Earthshaker – King of the Aurochs

      Lomen – young bull, taken by Brandt from Toromont’s Run

      Denon – young bull, taken by Brandt from Toromont’s Run

      Malo – young bull, taken by Brandt from Toromont’s Run

      

      The Lizard Men (Amazonians)

      Zalastar – Leader of the Amazonians

      Akhmiyar – one of Zalastar’s best warriors and leader in his own right

      Pik Ha’ar – Lizard Man from the ship RV Traveler and friend

      Tup Dal – Lizard Man from the ship RV Traveler, supporter of Pik

      

      The Rabbits

      Ferrer & Brigitte – a Rabbit couple moved from the ship to Vii

      Patrice & Delavigne – a Rabbit couple moved from the ship to Vii
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        Hand drawn map of the southern region of Planet Vii.

      


    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Line Is Drawn

          

        

      

    

    
      “Another attack?” Braden kicked the dirt in anger. Bronwyn hung her head. She was only twelve cycles old, and they asked too much of her. Being able to speak with all creatures, she was the group’s interpreter and had just shared what the Lizard Man had told her.

      The Amazonian called Akhmiyar stood before them, showing no emotion while Braden continued his tirade.

      “How much longer will this go on?” he asked no one in particular. Micah, his life partner, let him rant. She knew that he had to get past his initial anger so they could rationally discuss what needed to happen next. What could they do about it?

      Braden was leading the Council of Elders, a new group started after the companions returned from the RV Traveler. They initially thought about calling it the Council of Leaders, but Elder was the term that the leaders themselves preferred and what their people understood best. When additional intelligent creatures joined the group, the humans needed a way for all to have a voice, to have equal say in what happened in the world they shared.

      The Wolfoids bounced, their hackles raised as they embraced the anger at an enemy they’d only seen once but despised with a special canine ferocity. The Hillcat, Golden Warrior, laid on a tree branch outside the circle, but he was in almost everyone’s head. He was one of the most critical participants. The other was Bronwyn, but he could do what she could not. He opened the minds of most creatures so they could talk with each other using their thought voices.

      G-War saw humor in the Wolfoids’ rage. He knew it would be short-lived. After the meeting, they’d run down a deer and be sated, but the war with the Lizard Men Overlords had only just begun. With each day, the attacks came, punch and run attacks to destroy a hut, kill a pig, kill a human. A little here and there, but over time, it built up. And the attacks were getting closer. The village of Bliss had long been abandoned because it was too close to the front lines. The rescue of its inhabitants was legendary, but the people were refugees, surviving on the charity of others until they could build new homes farther from the fighting.

      How far away was far enough? Would all of the villages along the northern boundary of the Amazon Rainforest have to move? Coldstream? Greentree? McCullough or Dwyer?

      Hearing Braden’s thoughts, Micah stepped forward. “Where do we draw the line?”

      The Rabbits hopped from foot to foot, anxious from the seething emotions within the group. They usually provided a calming effect, but not this day. Two people had died in the latest attack, a couple new to trading who tried to spend the night a little too close to the rainforest. The Aurochs pulling their cart was injured, but managed to run to safety and then made her way back to the Earthshaker Herd. Brandt, King of the Aurochs, along with Akhmiyar of the Amazonians, delivered the report to the Council the next day.

      The humans had yet to recover the bodies, a task no one looked forward to. Braden was torn, furious at the loss of life and afraid for their future. He turned to the Rabbits, kneeled down, and stroked Brigitte’s neck fur as he tried to calm himself. The Rabbit leaned into his hand and flicked her ears.

      Skirill and Zyena watched from a tree branch not far from G-War. They wanted to add something to the conversation but could only volunteer to fly over the attack site and try to find the victims. Braden nodded, agreeing that would be the best and quickest way to recover the bodies of the new traders.

      Besides Braden and Micah, the other humans represented the four villages on the edge of the rainforest. They didn’t want to fight a war, but they didn’t want to move either. That meant they wanted and needed someone to solve the problem for them.

      Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium and Braden’s mentor in diplomacy and negotiation, floated at the perimeter of the group. He asked politely if he could speak. Braden waved the Tortoid forward as he squeezed between two of the four Rabbits and buried his hands in their soft neck fur.

      ‘Distinguished group of the intelligent species of Planet Vii, I bid you welcome amid these turbulent times.’ Aadi paused while Bronwyn passed his thoughts directly to Akhmiyar. Aadi could talk with the Amazonians, but in a different way than the gifted young girl.

      ‘I think it’s clear what our goal must be. How we get there will take time and commitment. Our choice has been made for us, although saying the word ‘choice’ implies we had more than one. We did not. Whether we like it or not…’ Aadi stopped mid-sentence and swam in the air in a small circle so he could look everyone in the face, whether it was furred, feathered, human, snorting, or green. ‘This is a life and death struggle none of us asked for, but it is ours to finish. War has been thrust upon us, a war that we must win if we are to survive!’
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      Brandt stamped and bobbed his head, slashing the air with his great horns. The other Council members moved aside to give him room. His thought voice boomed, ‘We will make them pay for destroying the peace of this world!’

      Braden went to the King of the Aurochs and put his hand in the middle of the broad forehead, hoping to calm the massive creature. “They will pay, my friend. When we are ready, they’ll pay,” Braden said calmly. The Council of intelligent creatures didn’t need a fanatic leading them. They needed someone who would make the Lizard Men Overlords pay for every life they had taken.

      Braden called for quiet both aloud and in his thought voice. He signaled for Aadi to continue. The Tortoid turned around, once again looking at the assembled faces, the leaders of the free south.

      ‘Esteemed members of the Council, I think we need to formalize a declaration of war. We need everyone to agree with what we want to accomplish.’ Aadi ended his speech by swimming to a spot outside the circle and taking his place as one of the Council members.

      ‘Our goal has to be to eliminate the enemy!’ Bounder offered to get the conversation started. Many shuffled uncomfortably. The Rabbits froze in place, shocked at the direction of their future.

      “No, my fearless friend. I think we’re better than that, better than them,” Braden intoned. “Who is the enemy? I suggest that it is the Overlords and the Overlords alone. We eliminate them, and the others will lose the stomach for a fight.”

      Zalastar, leader of the Amazonians, stood in the shade of the tree, having let Akhmiyar talk for them. Until now. Bronwyn’s head turned as the Lizard Man ‘talked’ with her and her alone. She started speaking without taking her eyes from Zalastar’s. “Honorable members of the Council of Elders, I wish for peace as much as I demand to remain free. I won’t trade the freedom of my people for peace with the Overlords. On them, we must make war. The Amazonians that they use for their army don’t know they are being manipulated. I must insist that we kill as few of my fellows as possible. They are not our enemy, although they fight against us. We must find and destroy the Overlords.” The strong and thoughtful words sounded odd in the little girl’s voice, but no one gave them less weight because of how those words were shared.

      Aadi nodded slowly, agreeing completely with the leader of the Amazonians. The Rabbits started hopping excitedly from foot to foot. A war where they were saving the lives of the enemy was one the Rabbits could get behind. Even the Wolfoids agreed with Zalastar.

      G-War appeared to be watching attentively, but was thinking about the last time he’d seen a lady cat. There don’t appear to be any in the south, and that is the real tragedy, is it not, he thought to himself.

      The Hawkoids agreed with Zalastar as well. They wanted the war to end quickly so they could get back to their nest and start expanding their family.

      The humans were relieved as well. They didn’t have enough people or supplies for a war against half the creatures living in the rainforest.

      Braden walked back to the middle of the group, thanking Aadi and Zalastar for their wisdom before trying to articulate the goal of the war and maybe a way to achieve it.

      “The goal is to preserve as much life as possible while finding and destroying the Overlords. I suggest the following. First, we secure the people by moving them to a location where they can be protected, like to Villages McCullough and Dwyer. Second, we use all the resources available to us to find the Overlords. Third, we take a small, select team into the rainforest to destroy them. Part of that is we’ll need our own Overlord to help us gain passage through areas held by the enemy,” he said. Many didn’t understand, but Aadi did, instantly taken back to the spaceship and Pik Ha’ar. They needed him, but he was dead.

      The Androids cloned people. The Artificial Intelligence at New Sanctuary known as Holly directed the Androids.

      Micah was one step ahead of Braden and was already talking with Holly via her neural implant. Holly considered the date of his death and the manner of his burial. The fact that he was put in moist ground was to their benefit, or so Holly thought. He contacted the Androids on the ship and in less time than it took to blink, had redirected a work party to collect the material necessary and start the process of cloning their Lizard Man friend.

      Braden watched as Micah’s eyes refocused. “Holly has already started the process. We won’t know if they’re going to be successful for a few days. If not, we’ll have to think of something else,” she said conversationally.

      “Successful at what?” Ditarod, Greentree’s Elder, asked.

      They hadn’t shared with the humans that the spaceship, or even New Sanctuary, even existed, although the strange conversations that Braden and Micah had with the invisible Holly were making them wonder. If Braden wanted their complete buy-in to a war, he had to tell them the truth.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s time for you to know.” He shuffled his feet, seeking the words that would help them understand without making them angry. Only the truth mattered. “We didn’t want anyone trying to find the Old Tech, take it and set the world on a new path of destruction. I know, it was selfish, but if people saw what it could do, they’d be afraid and envious. The wrong people would try to get it and we’d be at war with ourselves once again. That’s not what we want. No one can know that New Sanctuary exists and that it is thriving with ancients and Old Tech. The people aren’t ready.”

      Braden looked for confirmation from the humans that they understood. Dantan, the youngest of the Elders, spoke.

      “I understand, and I take no offense. Most people aren’t like you, selfless, with your companions to help keep you that way. We can barely be trusted with this revelation, but we know what it would do if others became aware. No creature will hear from me anything you say. I challenge the other human members of the Council to do the same!” He looked deliberately from face to face, waiting for a nod before moving on to the next.

      Once he was satisfied that the others agreed, he sat down and motioned for Braden to continue.

      “Thank you, Dantan. It started in the north after a short conversation with the Golden Warrior.” Braden tipped his head in the direction of the tree where G-War looked asleep. Braden resisted giving the finger as most eyes were on him and not the ‘cat. He smiled and looked at the eager faces waiting for the rest of the story. “It seems the ‘cats knew there was Old Tech down here. All we had to do was cross the Great Desert, something no one had ever done before. You know what we found there, besides our Tortoid friend, of course? An Old Tech oasis!” Braden felt his story flow as the others leaned forward, giving him their full attention.
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      Once the story was told and everyone understood the critical information that Holly provided, the Council agreed on the strategic goals of the war and their roles. The humans solemnly departed, going their separate ways to prepare their villages for the road ahead. They had to discuss a war already underway with their people and help them understand. They had to move the people from a state of fear to one of support, while preparing them to flee to a place of safety.

      It was asking much, but they’d learned what it was to trust again since Braden and Micah’s arrival. The surprising strangers who gave of themselves so others could live free, live better. Everything they had was because of the two humans traveling with an ever-growing odd group of intelligent creatures. Once the wheels started turning, the move went quickly.

      Brandt sent members of his herd to each of the villages pulling carts, wagons, and contraptions that dragged behind, anything to help the villagers move. From Coldstream to Greentree to Village McCullough, the wave of people, livestock, and things flowed. Half the people were to stay at McCullough  and the other half would go all the way to Dwyer.

      Braden, Micah, and their children moved with the others, their home in Greentree left behind. The King of the Aurochs pulled the wagon while their horses trotted along behind. They traveled comfortably with their companions riding. Sometimes, the Wolfoids would run for long stretches, keeping pace with the Aurochs. Along with G-War, Bounder and Brandt became fast friends. Three of the most dangerous creatures on all Planet Vii had banded together to help humanity.

      With the twins, Axial and De’atesh, in their arms, Braden and Micah watched the group. G-War rode on Brandt’s head as usual, while Bounder and Gray Strider loped along on each side of the great creature, well clear of his massive horns. The Aurochs’ hair was growing in, leaving his numerous scars as faint memories on the landscape of his life. From the Bat-Ravens to Lizard Men spears. Brandt had been attacked on too many occasions. He shrugged it off, never showing that it bothered him.

      Bronwyn would know if it did as she could see more deeply into his mind than they could, and she hadn’t said anything. They shrugged it off.

      “Look at this,” Braden started, waving his arm from one side to the other, taking in the expanse of the Plains of Propiscius before them. “Did you ever think we’d be here, doing this?”

      “I know you don’t mean riding in a wagon, although before I met you, I never knew such things existed,” Micah answered while she caught the back of Ax’s shirt to keep him from falling over the edge of the buckboard. “No. How could we? Your goal was always to establish trade. Negotiate, agree, deliver!” she recited the Three Laws of Trade.

      “In my home village of Trent, we learned to count on ourselves, no one else. We did without because we couldn’t trade. You’ve shown us all how backwards that is. Trading makes us all stronger, better. But there’s always something in the way, isn’t there? First, the villagers themselves were afraid, then it was the distance between the villages, then the Overlords sent their minions. Each time, we’ve found a way to get past the obstacle. This is just another obstacle, but it’ll take all of us and then some, won’t it?” Micah ended with a question, but she knew the answer.

      They’d moved far ahead of the walking villagers so they could set up a camp, maybe kill a deer or two, and be ready for when the tired people arrived. Ditarod walked with the villagers. As the village Elder, he wanted to make sure all his people arrived. They followed the now well-worn tracks of the trade route between the villages and could make it without having to be shown the way.

      Braden smiled as he looked at the ground before and behind him. The well-worn track showed that trade was becoming commonplace. More than two cycles ago, the road hadn’t existed. It was a constant reminder of how far they’d come, a literal reminder of the distance traveled. He wanted to make a sign where they camped showing it was one day’s walk to Greentree or McCullough. It would be nice for people to know.

      Bronwyn’s scream shocked him from his reverie. Micah jumped over the buckboard to join the little girl in the bed of the wagon where the Rabbits huddled, looking with concern at their new best friend.

      “What is it, Bronwyn? What do you hear?” Micah spoke loudly as she held the girl firmly by her shoulders.

      “The Bat-Ravens! They’ve returned,” she gasped through waves of pain splashing through her mind. Braden pushed the twins into the back to help Bronwyn. The Rabbits looked confused. Aadi let go of the rope he held in his beak-like mouth. He floated to a position above the horses, Max and Speckles, and looked skyward.

      He didn’t see anything there. ‘Skirill, Zyena, can you see them?’ Braden asked the Hawkoids perched in a tree far ahead. He watched as they took to the sky and circled around the wagon, gaining altitude with each pass.

      ‘We see nothing, not clouds of Bat-Ravens, not even single birds. Where are they, Bronwyn? Where are they hiding?’ The last question terrified Braden. The Bat-Ravens had never hidden themselves before and that was the only reason the companions survived any of their encounters. Without the ability to blast hundreds from the sky at one time, the blaster-armed humans lost their edge. There had never been a doubt about the intelligence of the Bat-Ravens, but this was an improvement orders-of-magnitude greater than what they demonstrated before.

      “They hide at the edge of the rainforest. They’re waiting, and their thoughts are black, horrible visions of shredding our flesh,” Bronwyn sobbed.

      “The Overlords have a new ally,” Micah whispered.

      ‘The trees, Skirill, be careful. They aren’t aware that we know about their trap,’ Braden said in his thought voice. Brandt started moving again, the wagon creaking as it lurched forward. G-War was crouched on the King’s head, facing the rainforest’s edge, ready to slash should one of the mutant birds come too close.

      The Wolfoids were lost until G-War shared images of the Bat-Ravens and memories of their battles with them. Bounder and Gray Strider fell back so they could better see the scars on the King of the Aurochs’ sides. They had wondered about the innumerable thin streaks across his back. Now they knew as they saw the images for themselves. Braden, Micah, G-War, and the horses all had scars from their battles with the mutant birds. The Wolfoids hefted their spears. They’d call the lightning down on the Bat-Ravens if they came too close to their new friends. Bounder and Gray Strider ran together, putting themselves between Brandt and the rainforest.

      The Rabbits checked their laser pistols, finding them charged and ready. Micah helped roll up the cover over the wagon but only part way. She wanted the Rabbits to have a clear line of sight to shoot, but not give the Bat-Ravens easy access to the children.

      Braden and Micah hefted their blasters, preparing to battle their greatest enemy. Skirill soared high above, sending the companions mental images of the trees where the Bat-Ravens perched. He watched with his Hawkoid eyes focused on where the evil creatures hid. He counted less than one hundred of them, tensing as his loathing bubbled within him. Zyena was overwhelmed by his feelings and started to screech as a Hawkoid does when arrowing in for the kill.

      The Bat-Ravens sensed something was wrong, and they grew agitated, hopping on their branches. A couple even took flight, circling through the trees and vines of the rainforest to shortly return.

      ‘Calm, Zyena, calm,’ Braden urged over their mindlink as the companions carefully moved into position to ambush the ambushers. Brandt pulled the wagon off the road and casually, deliberately closer to the rainforest. Braden and Micah climbed from the wagon and walked alongside the Aurochs, close enough to protect him, far enough to shoot without hitting him.

      In his thought voice, Braden ran through their impromptu plan one last time. Without another word, everyone who could turned as one and fired into the rainforest, creating an avalanche of flaming branches.

      Bronwyn started to sob again as the birds’ death screams rang in her head. Zyena and Skirill dove for the rainforest, staying out of the raging flames, laser beams, and lightning bolts.

      A Bat-Raven appeared in the open and Zyena attacked it with a vengeance, repulsed at its appearance which fueled her furor. The Bat-Raven was dead in an instant as she caught it in her talons and twisted, ripping it in half. She dropped it and looked for her next prey.

      Skirill dove into the trees as the survivors fled into the rainforest. He chased them, but they were quicker. He picked a spot where the canopy was open to the sky, giving up his chase and leaving the rainforest before they trapped him where he couldn’t maneuver.

      “Bronwyn! Find in their minds where the Overlords are. Find the Overlords!” Braden shouted, not knowing if the little girl heard him or could get the information he begged for.

      The Rabbits unleashed bolts from their lasers into the rainforest, but their beams were narrow and as the humans had learned, the Rabbits weren’t very good shots since they never practiced shooting, generally abhorring violence. They would defend themselves and that was the only role Braden could ask of them. Everyone had their fundamental nature. Rooting them out of that would scar their very souls.

      Braden and Micah kept continuous lines of flame streaking from their blasters toward the area they’d last seen the Bat-Ravens. Lightning bolts sparked from the Wolfoid spears at regular intervals. Aadi sent a thunderclap into the trees, but he was a long way from the action. He stayed close to the horses, just in case any of the hellspawn returned. If nothing else, he could use his shell to protect their exposed backs.

      But nothing emerged from the Amazon. Skirill circled high overhead while Zyena danced at the edges. G-War sat calmly on the King’s head, despite the Aurochs swinging his horns back and forth, taunting the mutant birds.

      Braden called for everyone to stop firing. He checked on Bronwyn and the children while Micah watched the rainforest. The young girl was starting to relax. The twins both cried because they had heard the Bat-Ravens, too, and they were afraid, even though the threat was gone.

      G-War leapt from Brandt’s head and with the Wolfoids, raced into the trees to look for any survivors, thinking they would tear them apart. Skirill and Zyena flew in the area between the wagon and the rainforest, keeping a close watch, to give early warning should the evil return.

      “Bronwyn, did you see anything?” Braden asked, keeping his voice quiet and calm. The young girl nodded as she rubbed her eyes.

      “They are such horrible creatures! I can’t believe anything like them exists,” her small voice cried even as she powered through the pain in her head and in her heart. The twins snuggled under Braden’s arms and quickly stopped crying. They snuffled and wiped their little noses on their sleeves. The Rabbits moved in close to put furry paws on the children. The twins let go of their father and buried their heads deep in the belly fur of the oversized Rabbits. Bronwyn embraced Patrice and Delavigne. Their pink noses twitched rapidly as they helped her out of the dark hole of the Bat-Ravens.

      “We’ll use what you saw, Bronwyn, to find the Overlords, the masters of the evil ones, and we’ll stop them from hurting you ever again.” Braden looked to the four Rabbits, who nodded in return. The children were in good paws.
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      Village McCullough had always been hard-pressed for food, but with the Amazonian War at a critical stage, they had even less time to hunt and work their fields. At least they were loaded with mushrooms, but the trading with the Amazonians was irregular at best. They could only plan future meetings when Bronwyn was around to talk with Zalastar or Akhmiyar.

      They were afraid to go into the Amazon to their normal trading point, especially since the attack on Braden, Micah, and their companions. If that group wasn’t safe, then average villagers stood no chance, even though they were armed with swords and bows.

      When the tired villagers arrived, Mel-Ash, McCullough’s Elder, met them on the road. She warmly greeted the large group and directed them to an area that had been prepared north of the village, with a stream running nearby and a pit useful for a toilet.

      Braden and Micah unhooked Brandt from his harness, and he led the Earthshaker Herd farther north where they could graze the Plains of Propiscius. It was near there that Braden and Micah had first approached Village McCullough. Even traveling with intelligent animals, they were quickly welcomed since they had purged the evil that had befallen the village in the form of its tyrant bloodline.

      The new Village McCullough under the sage leadership of Elder Mel-Ash prospered because of trade, sound leadership, and the addition of many people. The village was larger than it had ever been. They produced more protective material than ever, but less food, because they traded for what they needed. Their Market Square was a place where people conducted the business of trade, something they had never contemplated a mere two cycles before.

      As a favor to Braden and as leaders in building a new world in the south, the villagers of McCullough, both new and old, welcomed the refugees from Coldstream and Greentree.

      The stalls in Market Square became temporary shelters for families. Open spaces were filled with people and the belongings of those designated to remain in McCullough. The rest would continue to Village Dwyer.

      Mel-Ash wasn’t shy about telling the newcomers what needed to be done. She arranged work parties for the fields, for scavenging edibles from the nearby rainforest, for hunting. Braden and Micah would have liked to see the refugees rest before starting to work, but the village needed the food if they were to survive.

      Braden, G-War, and the Wolfoids led the group of Coldstream hunters toward the rainforest. After listening to them crash through the brush, Braden halted the group and instructed them to wait.

      With G-War’s help, Braden downed a young buck and the Wolfoids were able to catch two does. Braden called the hunters to him and turned over the fresh kills for cleaning and return to the village.

      Braden didn’t have enough time to teach these newcomers to hunt. Village McCullough had three women and two men who excelled with the bow and had reasonable woodcraft. They’d have to do the hunting for the whole group. Braden was disappointed in the hunters from Coldstream, but then again, they maintained livestock in the form of a herd of pigs while also working extensive fields.

      The group bringing the hogs from Coldstream had fallen far behind, so Braden had guided them to the north, away from the rainforest. They traveled slowly, but when they arrived in the next turn or two, the pigs would be a nice addition to the diet of the expanded Village McCullough.

      Until then, the hunters would have to find ways to bring home more game.
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      When the last of the refugees from Coldstream and Greentree arrived in McCullough, Braden and Micah built a bonfire. Bounder and Gray Strider were bringing back two deer that they’d caught. G-War and the Hawkoids had gone with the Wolfoids to watch for threats while they hunted.

      From when Braden first arrived, the group he now traveled with was probably the single most powerful force on all of Vii. Blasters, lightning spears, and laser pistols gave them a technological edge, but their real power came in working as a tight-knit group. They executed Braden’s plans flawlessly and with intense violence when the situation demanded it.

      That was nothing any of them wanted. But to realize a world living in peace, they had to make war better than the enemy. They knew they had to cut off the enemy’s head. Without the Overlords, the other creatures would disappear into the shadows and leave the civilized world alone.

      To make that happen, the companions had to be in two places at once. They had to defend the humans, the refugees, and they had to travel deep into the rainforest to find the Overlords.

      The first order of business was in getting the refugees settled and the second was to draft some of them to serve as guards because Braden and his companions couldn’t be in two places at once. They only needed to appear like they were in one place, while being someplace the Overlords didn’t expect.

      “I think it’s time,” Micah offered out of the blue. Braden looked at her oddly and shrugged. He didn’t know what she meant. She took a deep breath.

      “It’s time to visit Trent,” she said abruptly. “They have food they can trade. They have people who are willing to work. They have men who know how to fight. I think we add them to the trade route as well as Cornwall, the village to the south. I’m ready to go back home, see my parents. There is a lot to fear on Vii, and they aren’t in that group.” She heard the warm caress of G-War’s purr over the mindlink. The other companions added their warmest feelings, too. They understood the magnitude of Micah’s revelation. They also knew that they wouldn’t let anything happen to her, no matter how the villagers from her former home reacted.

      The most protective of the companions was Braden. He’d been ready to see the Eastern Ocean for quite some time, but hadn’t wanted to push Micah before she was ready.

      “Once we get everyone settled in Dwyer and McCullough, we’ll continue east. I’d like to meet your parents, ask your father’s permission to be your forever partner!” He smiled and they both laughed. “Or maybe they’d just like to meet their grandchildren.”

      He hesitated and looked at the ground. Turning, he met the eyes of each of their companions, who paused their eating. He didn’t say it, but Micah heard his thoughts.

      “How will the villagers feel about them? How will my parents feel? You’re thinking they’ll try to run us off as freaks.”

      “But I didn’t say it,” he countered weakly. “It’s what you thought before G-War opened your eyes.”

      “Then that’s on them. Look at these two.” Micah reached for ‘Tesh. “How can they not fall in love with them? Maybe we can go in first, on horseback with G-War, Skirill, and Zyena close by. The others can join us later. Someone has to protect us, watch our backs. The Lizard Men can’t touch us in Trent, but there might be other threats. With this group, I don’t think anyone will be stupid enough to try something.” They looked to their stalwart companions and closest friends.

      Brandt stopped grazing and looked back at them, grasses and weeds falling from his open mouth. Bounder’s tongue lolled out of his mouth as he was falling asleep while eating, and his mate Gray Strider looked at the fire with unfocused eyes as she digested her huge meal. G-War licked his paw to scrub his face clean from the fresh deer heart he’d just consumed. Skirill and Zyena perched on a branch above the fire, looking statuesque and regal. They were probably both asleep. The Rabbits were curled in a pile of fur. You couldn’t tell one from the other. Bronwyn and the twins were in among them, only evidenced by their heads sticking out so they could breathe. Aadi floated above, watching and blinking slowly, the fire reflecting in his eyes while the Android repairs on his shell glistened as if wet.

      “They strike fear into the hearts of the stoutest men, you said?” Braden parroted his mate, then turned serious. “Will we be able to kill the Overlords?”

      ‘Depends,’ G-War interrupted without elaborating.

      “And there you have it. We’ll give it our best,” Micah said softly. “Because we don’t know any other way to do it.”

      Peace couldn’t come soon enough for Braden and Micah, so they could spend more nights like this and fewer bandaging wounds, healing from the last fight, preparing for the next, or worse, burying the dead as they had done with their friend Pik Ha’ar.
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      Something Old Tom never wanted came too soon, his forge had been turned into a weapons factory. He made steel tips for arrows, sword and knife blades. He wanted to make plows and tools for farming, trade, but the war enveloped them all. They had to be ready.

      People were everywhere. The final count found close to one hundred and fifty people packed into the confines of Village Dwyer. The resources would be taxed to breaking. The Council of Elder humans exerted control, establishing dictates so the disparate villages could live in harmony.

      By accepting the Council mandates, the various villagers gave up some of their freedoms for security, the first step down the slippery slope. The grumbling began and people like Gravenin of Village Dwyer, the sole remaining brother of the militant clan that ruled before Braden arrived, took advantage and fomented discontent.

      Braden and Micah watched closely to keep things from getting out of hand, but they had the help of the three leaders of Dwyer: Destiny, Fen, and Mick. Braden and Micah couldn’t see the village leaders through the smoke of Old Tom’s forge, but there was something else they wanted to see first: G-War’s triumphant return.

      Before the refugees arrived, G-War planned a special treat for the dog population of Village Dwyer. Flanked by Bounder and Gray Strider, he strolled into the heart of the village, his ‘cat tail held high, flicking slightly as he looked back and forth. It didn’t take long before the pack raced to greet the newcomers. G-War was sickened by the overpowering smell of wet dog, but refused to puke as he was making the statement to end all statements.

      The dogs raced around the rock pile that dominated Dwyer’s Market Square. Out of control, they fell over each as they tried to stop, incensed by the brazen presence of the ‘cat. Many growled as they were confused by the smells and the appearance of the strange canines who walked upright.

      Bounder and Gray Strider dropped to all fours, showed their fangs, and growled back at their diminutive cousins. Their sound originated deep, vibrating the ground as they slowly stalked forward. They barked and yipped in the Wolfoid language. G-War stood proudly between Bounder and Gray Strider, watching. Ears flattened against the dogs’ heads. One, bolder than the others, bolted forward with bared fangs. Almost too fast to follow, Bounder swiped one paw, slapping the challenger into a rolling ball of fur. Bounder jumped to the prostrate dog and lowered his muzzle to bark and spit a mere finger’s-breadth from the challenger’s eyes.

      The other dogs backed away. More Wolfoid barks, and the dogs barked back with wagging tails and bowed heads.

      ‘You will have no more problems with them, my friend,’ Bounder said over the mindlink. The ‘cat strolled forward to test the Wolfoid’s claim. One dog growled, but Gray Strider stared him to silence. The dogs let the ‘cat walk through the middle of their pack. G-War coughed twice and hacked up part of last night’s meal onto the head of a cowering dog.

      ‘All is right with the world, again. And now, I’ll be on my way. I simply can’t stand the smell in here.’ G-War wanted to run away, but having just won his imperial status over the dog population, he wasn’t about to squander it by running. He showed plenty of ‘cat butt as he took his time walking away. The Wolfoids watched him go, chuckling.

      Braden and Micah had unhooked Brandt and settled their wagon by the time the remaining refugees arrived. The group stayed outside the town as Tom’s forge was working overtime making the weapons they’d need to defend themselves. The smoke from his fires blackened the air.

      Mick, Destiny, and Fen joined them at the edge of the village, their hands and faces smudged black from being near the forge.

      “We’re sorry about the smoke, but the Council left us little choice. Old Tom is working himself to exhaustion. Is there something you can do, maybe get him to slow down?” Destiny spoke for them all, before the three of them waved and continued past to meet the refugees.

      “I’ll talk with him,” Braden said to their backs, then turned to his partner. “What do they expect me to say?”

      “How about ‘slow down,’ or maybe, ‘we have all the weapons we need, so take a break’?” Micah offered, raising one eyebrow to emphasize her point. Ax started squealing about something and Micah was off like a shot. Then ‘Tesh chimed in. Bronwyn tried to separate them as they fought over something unseen.

      Once the Rabbits got involved, the twins calmed instantly. The Rabbits didn’t tolerate fighting among the children, as each couple had dozens of little ones back on the Resettlement Vessel Traveler and were professionals when it came to breaking up fights. The Rabbits planned on having many more children, once the war was over. Unless the war took too long, of course, because they were still Rabbits at heart, and their genetics gave them certain gifts when it came to procreation.

      The twins were more like Bronwyn than they were like their parents. They could talk with any creature, although they were still only a cycle old.

      When Micah arrived, the wagon was completely silent, but she could hear the conversation as Ferrer and Brigitte, one of the Rabbit couples, scolded the twins.

      ‘Why fight? If there is only one then neither will have it. I think we need to find some nice vegetables and discuss how we want to play our next game. That is important. The rock you both seem to want, doesn’t matter,’ Ferrer said with nose and whiskers twitching. He nodded to Bronwyn who picked up the contested item and threw it from the wagon. Ax tried to reach for it, but Brigitte’s furry paw quickly, but gently. tapped his hand down.

      ‘No one can have the rock. That is our answer when you fight over something. As soon as you figure that out, then you’ll realize fighting will guarantee that you don’t get what you are so willing to fight for. You must learn to share,’ she said in her dainty Rabbit thought voice.

      Patrice wiggled her ears at Micah, letting her know that everything was okay. She called to her children, who both jumped up and toddled toward her, their baby thought voices squealing in delight.

      Micah heard G-War in the background trying to shush them. Bronwyn talked with the Rabbits, while the Wolfoids were asking Braden about where they might be able to hunt. Once food had been mentioned, the Rabbits became singularly focused on visiting the fields. The Hawkoids had already gone to hunt ground squirrels in the open fields. Micah was amazed she could keep all the conversations straight, but she’d never been alone with her thoughts since she met Braden. She’d gotten used to the voices in her head, and as any person can do, she tuned out the background conversations and listened to one at a time.

      “Okay, you two, come here. Let’s see what trouble you can get into,” Micah said aloud. She lifted each toddler out of the wagon and put them on the ground. Bronwyn jumped down. Although the Rabbits could leap into the wagon easily, they had a hard time getting down. They lined up and put their arms out like the children had just done so they could be lifted out of the wagon, too. This wasn’t as easy as it sounded since the Rabbits were all muscle beneath the soft fur and their heads were just above Micah’s waist. She braced her legs and kept her elbows in as she lifted them out, one by one, lifting with her legs and not her back to deposit them all on the ground. They hop-walked after the children.

      Micah watched the seven of them disappear toward the fields. As long as Bronwyn was with them, everyone would leave the Rabbits alone. They wore harnesses and carried laser pistols, but shooting someone was the last thought in their minds.

      “I have no control of my own children,” she lamented as Braden joined her. They unhooked Brandt so he could run to the quarry and check on his people, grazing along the way. He thanked them in his booming thought voice and jogged away.

      The Wolfoids were headed in the same the direction as the children and Rabbits because deer stayed in the trees near the fields to sneak fresh vegetables when no one was looking. Braden and Micah sauntered away from the crowd of newcomers as Mick, Fen, and Destiny had things well in hand, directing the refugees to various locations around Dwyer where they could make themselves at home, even if only for a short while.

      Braden pulled his recurve bow and flexed it. He hoped to bring down a deer or two to help the village with their food supply.
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      Bronwyn led the parade into the fields, walking between the rows of beans and tomatoes. The Rabbits chattered excitedly, talking about how to improve yields with spacing and better soil. They took turns sniffing the ground and nodding to each other.

      Braden and Micah had no doubt that with their help, the crops would greatly increase in size and quantity. They stood at the edge and watched as the Rabbits shared their knowledge with the children, showing Ax and ‘Tesh how to pick a ripe vegetable without harming the plant. All of them sampled a number of beans.

      In the distance, the Wolfoids ran on all fours, disappearing into the woods. Braden had his bow and arrow ready in case a deer running from the Wolfoids came into range. It had been a while since he made a good shot at a running animal. He liked to keep his skills sharp. Micah watched all of them, listening to the wind rustle the trees.

      A dark shape crept through the field, barely visible.

      “What’s that?” Braden asked as Micah squinted and then Bronwyn screamed.

      The shape stood. A man reared back with one arm and launched a three-pointed spear. An ear-piercing scream came from one of the Rabbits. The man ducked, but Braden’s arrow still found him, burying itself deep in his body. He stood up straight for only a heartbeat as Braden’s second arrow ripped into his throat. Braden was afraid that his missing fingers would prevent him from shooting well, but he was still able to make the shots. War cries came from the woods as two men jumped into the field and high-stepped their way through the rows toward the Rabbits and the children.

      Three Rabbits fired their laser pistols together at the man in the lead and he staggered. They fired again, and he fell.

      Two furry shapes bounded from the forest and overtook the third man who had hesitated after the other went down. He stopped and raised his hands.

      His act meant nothing to Bounder who crashed bodily into him, locking his jaws on the man’s throat and shaking violently as they went down. Braden lowered his bow and jogged down the row toward the Rabbits and his children. Micah was close behind, keeping her eyes on the field in case another threat appeared.

      The last man thrashed a final time as Bounder continued to shake him while Gray Strider ripped off one of his arms.

      Brandt bugled in the distance, his hooves could be heard pounding the ground as he raced to join the battle. ‘Calm, my friend, the battle is over, but one of the Rabbits is hurt,’ Braden said over the mindlink as he ran forward.

      Ferrer was on the ground, writhing in pain. The trident had not embedded in his body, but it tore a gash along his side. His white fur was clotted with blood. Braden pulled a wad of numbweed from his pouch and placed it gently on the wound. Ferrer winced. Braden felt the Rabbit’s rib cage. One of the ribs had been broken and was out of place.

      Brigitte shivered and hopped as she helplessly looked on. Braden stroked Ferrer’s head and ears as the numbweed started to work. The Rabbit’s breathing slowed and his pink eyes lost their wild look. “You’re going to be just fine, Ferrer. We’ll get you back, but no hopping for you anytime soon. It’ll be a moon before you’re back on your feet.

      The twins hugged Brigitte and she almost collapsed into their small arms. Bronwyn helped hold them all up. Delavigne’s and Patrice’s ears were back as they seethed with anger. Braden looked at them. “Me, too,” he snarled. Micah remained while Braden plowed through the field to discover who did this, although he already knew.

      “Gravenin!” he spit at the first corpse. “Give me my arrows.” Without any trace of respect, he ripped his arrows from the dead body, using Gravenin’s own clothes to wipe off the blood. He continued to the next body. The Rabbit laser pistols had left small holes in the man’s abdomen and chest, but it was plenty to kill him.

      The Wolfoids stood over the third man who was unrecognizable, their muzzles dripping with blood. They stood and howled as their ancestors used to. Braden put his hand on them both and thanked them for watching over his children and all the companions. Bounder looked down at Braden and put a fingered paw on his shoulder. Gray Strider followed suit. The three of them stood as Delavigne and Patrice elbowed in but quickly turned away when they saw the torn flesh of the last attacker.

      ‘How is the Rabbit Ferrer?’ Bounder asked. Braden smiled and nodded.

      Micah answered, ‘He needs special care, but I think he will be fine. Between Bronwyn and the numbweed, he is no longer in pain. I think we’ll need to sew up this wound. Braden?’

      “We need to get these bodies out of the field. We still need the vegetables to grow and we don’t want scavengers coming after the bodies. Well, not here anyway.”

      ‘We will take care of it,’ Bounder said, waving Braden away so he could attend to Ferrer. Braden had tried to teach others how to stitch a wound, but they had no stomach for it. He was the resident wound seamstress, a responsibility he took seriously.

      Brandt arrived in a cloud of dust as he slid to a stop just outside the last row of plants. G-War jumped from the King’s head and wove his way between the plants to get to the children. Braden and Micah were surprised at how well the two youngsters held up during and after the attack. They only seemed upset seeing their friend in pain.

      Aadi was on the other side of the village watching the forge work and enjoying the heat. Since leaving the Great Desert, he’d found that it was always cooler than he liked. Tom’s fires warmed him up nicely. Although he heard the Rabbit’s distress and the companions’ call to action, there was nothing he could do. He felt helpless in how slow he was, but he sent positive thoughts to all involved. The others had things well in hand only a few heartbeats after Gravenin’s attack.

      As Braden carefully sewed up Ferrer’s wound, the twins’ little voices caressed the minds of the others present, in the way that Bronwyn did to help people forget about their pain. Then they tottered off in search of more beans to pick. Micah shrugged as G-War joined his namesakes, Axial and De’atesh. They could hear him talking with the two, but it was faint, as if from far away.

      The Hawkoids dove over the fields and flew past the humans working with Ferrer, then climbed and flared, landing on a branch overhanging the field. They stayed there and watched, deciding that they shouldn’t hunt together. One of them must always be near the companions to watch for enemies.

      With nearly all of the conversations taking place over the companions’ mindlink, no one from the village knew of Gravenin’s treachery. When a crew showed up to work the field, all they saw were the Wolfoids dragging bodies into the forest. Their screams could be heard clearly as they ran back to the village.

      “Oh, no!” Micah yelled and ran after them. But it was too late. When she arrived, men with spears were already lining up to go after the Wolfoids. Micah had to pull her sword and stand between the men and the field to keep them from charging forward.

      “Listen, all of you! Gravenin and his two evil friends attacked the Rabbits and my children! We killed Gravenin and the other. That was long past due and your misunderstanding is Gravenin’s last stab at us. One of the Rabbits is hurt. Maybe that will convince you that we didn’t start this. The Wolfoids were only doing as we asked. We didn’t want to leave their bodies in the field,” she pleaded in her loudest voice.

      “Of course that’s what you’d say. Those beasts are with you!” someone shouted.

      “Who said that?” Micah shot back, looking into the crowd for the malcontent.

      “Everyone calm down, let’s see what’s going on here,” Destiny said as she pushed to the front. Everyone started talking at once. Micah tried to make her point, but the women who’d seen the Wolfoids dragging the bodies away were closer and yelling more loudly.

      Micah clanged her sword on a rock and everyone grew quiet. “Where’s Betty Dwyer? She vouched for them. Those men attacked my children. Her life is forfeit,” Micah said with authority.

      No one moved. Micah screamed, “Give me Betty Dwyer!”

      And that had the desired effect of changing the people’s attitude. If Micah was so determined to make Betty Dwyer pay, then Gravenin was responsible. No one knew what caused the people to think poorly of Braden, Micah, and their companions while giving any credibility to Gravenin. Apologies rained from the crowd as they bodily dragged Betty forward. They threw her at Micah’s feet.

      “You said you’d be responsible for them?” Micah asked in a low, dangerous tone. “You failed, but you don’t have to fail the village. There’s too much work to do for us to lose any more people. Don’t you realize that we’re going to fight a war?” Micah rested the blade of her sword on Betty’s shoulder. “The evil hanging over you in the form of your son and his partners is gone. I give you back your life.”

      Betty rolled forward and sobbed. Micah sheathed her sword and waved at two strong looking young men to help them carry Ferrer from the field. The crowd broke up and people drifted away, back to what they were doing before the human deaths damaged the village’s calm.

      Braden watched from the field, pleased that Micah hadn’t killed anyone, although no one would have blamed her. She was right, they couldn’t afford to lose anyone else, no matter the reason.
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      Destiny agreed to take Ferrer and Brigitte into her home, which meant that Bronwyn had to stay there, too, for as long as it took Ferrer to heal. The broken rib hadn’t caused any damage within the Rabbit’s body, and the only way to keep him from hurting himself was to keep him comfortable and still.

      Bronwyn was torn because she wanted to go to Trent with the others. If she left, then no one would be able to talk with the Rabbits. Bronwyn’s parents were at McCullough because Bronwyn was supposed to spend time there to help the humans communicate with the Amazonians. Aadi could talk with them, too, but without Bronwyn or G-War, he couldn’t talk to the villagers. Poor Bronwyn. Twelve cycles old and the fate of humanity in the south rested on her small shoulders because of her gift.

      Two cycles ago, she was treated as if she was crazy because she heard voices that no one else could hear. Until Braden and Micah arrived and discovered her gifts, that she was special, more so than any other.

      Braden and Micah felt like they were abandoning the young girl, but they had no choice. They couldn’t wait for a full cycle of the moon before going to Trent where they wanted to find food for trade, maybe even recruit workers and soldiers.

      Once the refugees were settled and the relationships established to best keep the peace, Braden, Micah, and the companions prepared to leave. Bronwyn was sad to see them go, but Brigitte said she had work to do and needed Bronwyn’s help. The Rabbit had a number of recommendations for the farmers to improve the fields.

      ‘There is too much work to dawdle with long goodbyes!’ Brigitte told them all over the mindlink in her soft Rabbit voice. She waved one furry paw, and then held Bronwyn’s hand as they skipped toward the fields. Delavigne and Patrice waved back, then helped the twins to sit in the back as Brandt leaned forward to get the wagon rolling. G-War crouched on the King’s head, looking for any signs of someone who intended to harm the companions. The Hawkoids flew circles around the group, keeping a close watch and refusing to hunt until Braden assured them that they were safe. Aadi had wedged himself into the back of the wagon where the twins took turns trying to climb on him.

      The Rabbits were helping the toddlers hang on as Aadi floated within the wagon, giving the children the smoothest ride of all. The Wolfoids chose to run alongside Brandt when they had the wide open spaces that they liked so much. They asked Braden when they could bring the rest of their people from the ship. He told them soon and that was all he could commit to.

      Max and Speckles were almost an afterthought. When Bronwyn was along, they did whatever she told them. Without her, they had to tie their leads to the wagon, and they trotted along behind.

      Micah knew the people from Trent would be actively hostile if she and Braden rolled in with all the companions in tow, so she came up with a plan. Although not happy about it, the others agreed to wait while she and Braden rode the horses to the village, carrying the twins and G-War. The Hawkoids would not be far off, but Brandt, Aadi, the Wolfoids, and the Rabbits had to wait behind and not be in a position to help should anything happen. Even with G-War’s foresight, they would be too far away to make a difference.

      Micah assured them that she could keep the villagers from attacking. If nothing else, she and Braden were armed with fully charged blasters and as she’d seen, the villagers were easily cowed by the power of the Old Tech.

      Braden watched his partner closely. He knew she was anxious about returning home. She hadn’t left on the best of terms, but in the past two cycles, everything had changed, for her, for the south. She was not afraid. All she wanted was her parent’s approval. She wanted them to be happy for her, because she was happy with what they accomplished.

      It took three uneventful turns to make it to the hills overlooking Trent on the Eastern Ocean. There was no road, but with Skirill and Zyena’s help, they found the best route for the wagon. The first tracks had been made, and the road to Trent had been blazed. Braden looked at the ocean and breathed deeply of the salty air. They’d reached both coasts and now had a trade route that spanned the width of the southern land.

      The Free Trader had made an indelible mark on this country. Had his parents been alive, they would have been proud of him. He hoped that Micah’s parents accepted him and what he was trying to do. They could find no better protector of his daughter than Braden and the companions, just as she protected them.

      They had to see that, didn’t they?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hi, Mom

          

        

      

    

    
      They stashed the wagon within a stand of trees, where the companions would anxiously wait. Skirill and Zyena flew ahead, sharing what they saw, the path to the village and its people. Micah was sure she spotted her mother, but didn’t see her father. It looked like a couple of the boats were at sea, and that probably explained why there were so few men.

      Then Micah thought more and asked Skirill to fly south along the coast until he saw the next village. She wondered what the Hawkoid would see there.

      Braden didn’t understand the hold up, but it was Micah’s village and her decision when they entered. So they waited while Skirill gained altitude and winged away toward Cornwall.

      Despite Micah’s trepidation, Skirill didn’t see anything between the two villages. When he showed them what he saw of Cornwall, it looked the same. The ships were gone and there were few men in the open.

      Skirill turned back north to join the others. Zyena remained perched in a high tree where she could see all of Village Trent. Since everything seemed peaceful, Micah said it was time to go. They dismounted and walked the horses toward the village, hoping that someone would see them before too long. G-War walked at their side, watching carefully and reaching out with his senses.

      They were at the edge of the village before anyone noticed their approach. One cry from a child led to a muffled scream from his mother. Braden and Micah stopped the horses and waited. Women peered from around corners while one older man finally ran up, brandishing a trident that he jabbed toward them menacingly.

      “Put that away, Alton!” Micah said in a commanding voice as she stepped forward, holding her son firmly with her left arm. The old man remained frozen in place. “Don’t you recognize me?”

      He squinted. “These old eyes aren’t what they used to be, young lady. I may not recognize your blurry face, but I recognize the voice. That is the voice of the chief’s daughter. Is that you, Micah?”

      “Yes, Alton, it’s me, and I’ve brought company,” she said calmly. “Is my father here or my mother? I wish to see them again.”

      The old man leaned his head to the side and yelled, “Mattie! Someone here to see you.” He turned back, raised the trident, and stepped forward with his arms wide to embrace Micah. As he got close, he stopped once he saw the child balanced on her hip. “Hey! Now who would you be?” Alton said as he leaned toward Axial  with a big smile on his face.

      ‘I’m Ax. You know my mom?’ he asked using his thought voice. Braden and Micah both looked shocked.

      “Wow! That sounded like it was right in my head. Micah, have you been gone that long that you have children this old?” Alton asked, assuming he’d heard Ax’s voice with his ears. Braden and Micah breathed a sigh of relief.

      While Micah answered Alton, Braden talked to the children over the mindlink, letting them know that these people weren’t used to the way they talked. “Why” was all they asked in their little voices. Braden didn’t have the heart to tell them that people might be afraid. They might not be accepting of those who were special as they were.

      Micah’s mother rushed forward, elbowing her way through the others who started to gather around. She stopped when she saw Micah, her expression torn between joy and sadness. Micah didn’t know what to think.

      “Hi, Mom,” she said simply. “Meet your grandson, Axial.” Mattie looked at him in wonder.

      “Have you been gone that long?” she asked, sounding like the old man.

      ‘Me! Me!’ ‘Tesh cried using the mindlink. Braden joined Micah, turning ‘Tesh around to see her grandmother. Mattie looked from ‘Tesh to Braden and back to Ax.

      “Mother, meet my life partner, Braden. And this little girl is De’atesh. We call her ‘Tesh. These are our children.” She waited for her mother to get over her initial shock at seeing her daughter and her family. G-War stood between Braden and Micah, tail held high, rubbing his head on Micah’s thigh.

      ‘G, can you tell what’s going on?’ Braden asked using his thought voice.

      ‘Of course I can,’ the ‘cat replied.

      ‘Ass! Maybe you can tell me?’

      ‘Or maybe I won’t. There’s nothing to worry about. She’ll come around. I like that they don’t have any dogs here, but I smell fresh fish.’ Without another word, G-War worked his way through the crowd as surprised shouts followed his passing. He bolted for a cleaning rack and hopped onto it, burying his face in a fresh-caught, half-cleaned fish.

      “Hey! Get that cat off there,” someone shouted. G-War’s ears perked up.

      ‘They know about ‘cats? Ask them! Ask them now where they’ve seen other ‘cats,’ G-War insisted.

      ‘Yes, but first, tell me, what is Micah’s mom thinking,’ Braden replied, blackmailing the ‘cat.

      The Golden Warrior jumped down and ran behind a barrel as an older woman chased him with a broom. Braden smirked as the ‘cat deftly dodged and climbed to the roof. ‘She’s happy and afraid, afraid of what her husband will say when he returns from the sea. But she wants to hold the twins, very badly.’

      Micah must have heard the exchange between Braden and G-War as she smiled and held a squirming Ax out. “Hold your grandson, Mom.” Mattie dropped all pretense of anger and hugged him to her, then little ‘Tesh squeezed in. The twins looked like two squashed bugs as their grandmother hugged them to her chest.

      Braden leaned to the person who shouted about the cat. “You’ve seen other cats? Hillcats or normal cats? And where?”

      “None are as big as that mangy creature. Cornwall down the coast has a bunch of ‘em. I never could stand the creatures. They’re so dirty,” the man said, convinced he was right. G-War harrumphed in disgust at the people who smelled of fish and sweat. The ‘cat took extra care in grooming himself while sitting on the roof, looking down on the crush of humanity. The scars on his sides prevented his hair from laying smooth like it used to, and the bite mark out of his ear added to the impression of a homeless scavenger. Braden sobered thinking of the pain the ‘cat had endured.

      G-War was undeterred and singularly focused. ‘Sounds like we’re going to Cornwall,’ he told all of them over the mindlink.

      “Come! Come on inside and let us get a good look at you,” Mattie told them, nodding for them to follow as her arms were filled with toddlers. Pulling Max and Speckles by their reins, Braden and Micah followed. The villagers looked at the horses, but with Mattie’s acceptance of her daughter’s return, the villagers welcomed all of them, even the horses.

      I hope you’re as welcoming to the rest of our friends, Braden thought to himself.
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      They were quickly settled into the largest hut in the village where Micah’s parents lived. Two of her four brothers had taken wives and moved out. Her father and brothers were currently at sea fishing.

      Micah was relieved that there hadn’t been a war with Cornwall.

      Her mother was taken with the grandchildren. Braden and Micah sat, holding hands as they watched her mother carry on a full conversation with them without realizing how they were talking.

      “Have you been gone that long?” she asked a second time.

      “Just two cycles, mother, but the world out there is different and better and the same. I have so many stories of my life since I left, how I met Braden, fell in love with him, with our companions and how we’ve set up a trade route that crosses all the way to the Western Ocean,” Micah shared excitedly. She wanted her mother’s approval, wanted her to be proud of what Micah had accomplished.

      “Companions? Western Ocean? Tell me more,” Mattie started, but then looked sternly at the children. “You shouldn’t interrupt your mother. I’m sure you love your pets, like that cat you brought. What? Not pets, but friends? Of course, you two little sweethearts, whatever you want to call them…” Micah’s mother cooed.

      “I think it best if we show you what they were talking about. By the way, you realize that they aren’t talking out loud, right?” Micah asked. Her mother looked shocked, but quickly decided that she didn’t care. Mattie’s daughter had always been special, and she was proud, proud that her daughter had stood up to an arranged marriage.

      Braden called for the others. Brandt had been unhooked, so they left the wagon where it was. He was tired of waiting so he ran. The Wolfoids could keep up, but it was too far for the Rabbits, so they traveled more slowly, pushing Aadi in front of them.

      The twins each grabbed one of their grandmother’s hands and reached for their parents as they pulled them all toward the door. “What’s this? You want to show me your friends? Okay. Let’s go see them.” They all walked to the open space in the middle of the village where villagers cleaned fish and worked the drying racks. In the short amount of time they’d been inside, life had returned to normal. People were going about their business. G-War was taunting the old lady with the broom who continued to chase after him.

      “Would you stop that!” Braden said aloud. G-War made a sharp turn and the older woman almost fell. “I’ve got him. Thank you,” he called to her.

      Everyone stopped as they heard the sound of Brandt’s hooves pounding toward the village. People threw themselves out of his way as he slid to a stop, throwing dirt and dust over Braden Micah, Mattie, and the children.

      After coughing and spitting out a mouthful of dirt, Braden said, “This is Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs. And these two are Bounder, Alpha of the Wolfoids, and his partner, Gray Strider. This is my bonded Hillcat. He is the Golden Warrior, a prince among his people.”

      Micah put her arm around her mother as the twins pulled the older woman forward. She let go of their little hands so they gave up and ran to Brandt, who dipped his head for them to climb on his face and swing from his horns.

      ‘We are pleased to meet the mother of the ones who have given our people hope,’ Bounder said over the mindlink. Braden looked down at G-War, who shrugged. He’d made it possible for all of the companions to talk with Mattie. The twins didn’t need his help to talk with anyone, but the others did. Braden nodded his approval.

      Mattie’s mouth hung open, a stunned look on her face. She winced when Brandt spoke.

      ‘Our human companions have saved our lives more times than we can count. They’ve given us our freedom and brought equality to all the intelligent creatures of this planet.’ Brandt bowed as much as he could without throwing the twins from his horns.

      ‘You need to be proud of your daughter,’ G-War said in his most polite thought voice. ‘She is unequalled as a warrior and strong in her convictions. I suspect she gets both those traits from you.’

      “I would have never known such creatures existed. And you can all talk!” Mattie said in surprise, then she laughed. “I guess we live a sheltered life here. Oh! And who are you?” she said as Aadi and the Rabbits arrived.

      ‘I am Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium, and I, like the others, cannot express how much Braden and Micah have enriched our lives. We all live because of them,’ the Tortoid stated smoothly.

      ‘I am Delavigne and this is my mate, Patrice. We have come from the great ship in the sky to live in the open air and help this world learn better farming skills,’ the Rabbit said in her dainty voice. Mattie reached out to scratch her behind her ears. The Rabbit’s pink nose wiggled in pleasure.

      “Ship in the sky? Well, now, what can I say to all this?” she chuckled with the enormity of everything she’d just seen and heard.

      “You can make them all feel welcome. They are intelligent creatures, our equals, and they are all leaders of their people. There are two more and I promise that’s it.” Micah pointed to the Hawkoids. On cue, they leapt from a high branch and soared toward the village, flaring and landing on a nearby roof.

      ‘I am Skirill of the Hawkoid Nation and this is my mate Zyena. We are pleased to meet you, mother of our favorite humans.’

      Micah glowed as her mother embraced what she’d become. Even though she didn’t completely understand, she’d seen enough. As Micah had quickly accepted G-War, Skirill, and Aadi, so did her mother. There was never a doubt that G-War was right. He sensed emotions and thoughts at a deeper level than the rest.

      The ‘cat rubbed against Braden’s leg. He reached down to scratch him behind his ears.

      ‘Cornwall,’ he projected to all present in his most emphatic ‘cat voice.
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      Mattie introduced the companions to everyone in the village of Trent. People shied away from Brandt because of his size and the Wolfoids because of their fearsome appearance. G-War came to the rescue by playing ‘catch the ‘cat’ where he led them to the Wolfoids, who sat like big dogs. The children quickly grew comfortable and started climbing on the Wolfoids, who were the right size to be ridden by toddlers.

      Braden thought they wouldn’t but they did. Mothers walked alongside keeping their toddlers steady as Bounder walked in a big circle, a miserable expression on his face. Micah stepped in and suggested that the Wolfoids shouldn’t be ridden, but simply petted and loved. Gray Strider smirked as Wolfoids do, tongue lolling while children mobbed her mate, grabbing and holding hands full of hair.

      The twins played on Brandt’s horns and everyone loved the Rabbits. Aadi stayed near Braden as the diplomacy had not yet begun. They had two goals for their visit: establish Trent’s place on the trade route and recruit warriors to help with the war. Once there, they realized that those were both secondary. The main reason for their visit was simple: reacquaint Micah with her family.

      The village dropped everything they had been doing and prepared a feast. The fishing season had been a good one. The hills didn’t have their best growing season, but there was enough for all. Braden asked the Hawkoids to scout other areas in the hills to the west and north looking for more edible plants and vegetables. They immediately flew away to help the village find more food sources. The villagers watched them go as Braden told them what they were looking for.

      Once the tables were set and the center of the village prepared for the feast, the villagers waited for the men to come home. Mattie pulled everyone into a group, telling them that she wouldn’t tolerate anyone who didn’t welcome her daughter and the friends she’d brought with her. They all agreed, having met the group and seen how friendly they were, including how protective they were of Micah. She wished everyone had such friends protecting their children and grandchildren.

      Many of the women smirked at the thought of the upcoming battle between Micah’s mother and father. So they waited and talked with the companions while Mattie, Micah, and Braden told the people what was said. When the boat sails appeared in the distance, people started jockeying for positions closer to the water, leaving plenty of space for Mattie to greet the fishermen.

      “Is there going to be a fight?” Braden asked, expecting more of a lively argument, but this was shaping up to be a physical contest.

      “Oh, yeah it is!” Micah smiled. Braden started inching away until she grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Where do you think I get it from?” she asked. “But my mother has never been this open before. She usually deferred to my father before it came to this.”

      “I’m glad we got ours out of the way early in our relationship,” Braden said with a smile, leaning in for a kiss. She had put him in his place early to demonstrate what she could do, how she could fight. They never touched each other in anger, that would be something completely different. By sharing their thoughts, things didn’t get out of control before they could get resolved. Usually partners didn’t communicate well. They didn’t have that problem. Braden couldn’t remember being angry with her.

      “Me neither,” she said, listening in to his thoughts as she did. Despite the cycles of trying to improve his skill, it still took an effort. He knew that he was never alone with his thoughts, but didn’t let it bother him. Surrounded by his friends and family, he was well taken care of and appreciated their presence, even if it was deep inside his head.

      The men lined the prow of the small boats as they raced toward the shore. They knew something was different by the reception waiting for them. People lined the small slope that led from the beach to their village. Mattie stood in the middle of a horseshoe of people with her hands on her hips.

      The fisherman looked to Caleb, Mattie’s husband.

      “What the hell? What’d I do?” he asked the man holding the tiller, keeping their heading true.

      “I don’t know, Chief, but she looks mad. It must have been a whale of a good one!” Caleb pushed the man until he almost fell out of the boat. The man murmured apologies as they hit the soft sand and continued onto the beach. The four men in the front jumped out and pulled the boat further until it was firmly beached.

      “What?” Caleb yelled from the deck of the boat. Fish flopped around his feet as the others started gathering woven baskets to carry them ashore.

      “You come down here this heartbeat!” Mattie ordered.

      He jumped over the side, landing in the soft sand. He hitched up his trousers, thrust out his chest, and strutted up to her. The entire village watched in rapt attention. Caleb hadn’t noticed any of the newcomers as his eyes were solely focused on his wife.

      He stepped up to her and mirrored her pose, hands on hips, feet spread wide.

      “Your daughter has returned…” she started saying. Caleb instantly looked around for Micah and once he saw he saw her standing on the bank, he made to storm up the beach after her. He took one step before Mattie tripped him. Micah innocently waved by wiggling her fingers at her father and smiling.

      He was furious. “Let me go!” he howled, trying to get up, but Mattie put her foot in the middle of his back and drove him back into the sand. He rolled sideways, grabbing her foot and twisting. She pirouetted in the air as she fell heavily into the sand.

      Caleb sat and then dug deeply as he tried to stand and resume his run up the bank. Mattie hit him behind his knees as she drove her shoulder into him. He collapsed and fell forward. She scrabbled up his body, trying to get him into a chokehold. He flailed his arms, trying to throw her off.

      “Isn’t this great fun?” Micah asked with an odd look of satisfaction on her face. Braden could only laugh. G-War was bored and yawned. He nodded to the south.

      “What have I gotten myself into?” Braden asked no one in particular. The villagers were getting into the fight. No one chose one over the other, but they cheered the moves and counter moves, appreciating the footwork and leverage that Mattie used to keep her much larger husband on the defensive. Finally, they were both standing and circling each other warily.

      Mattie faked a jab, and he ducked. He tried to bull rush her, and she dodged.

      “Your grandchildren are up there, too, and they are delightful,” she panted through a sneer. He hesitated, but stayed in his fighting stance. “She also has a war party like none you’ve ever seen before to protect her, her partner, and them. If you best me, you will not beat them.” She stood up and put her hands on her hips.

      “Now go up there, say you’re sorry, and meet your family, you big clod!” she shouted.

      He looked from his wife to Micah and back. He saw the two toddlers waving at him. “Oh, hell,” he said as he took his wife’s hand and they climbed the bank together.
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      The twins talked him through any reluctance about meeting the companions. G-War helped him to talk with them all, which settled things quickly. He shook Braden’s hand as a father did with the man who wanted to marry his daughter. He tried to crush it. Although Braden was smaller in stature, he had the strength to resist but not overcome the older man. They called it a draw as Micah’s father slapped him on the shoulder.

      Caleb wanted to know about the blasters. He knew that his daughter had liberated the one from the chief of Cornwall, but not that others existed. Braden assured him that there were no others available in the south, or anywhere on Vii.

      “All kinds of firsts today,” the large man said. “I’ve never met anyone from the north before. Didn’t even realize people lived up there. I never met anyone who’d seen the Western Ocean. I never met animals that could talk, and look here, you can’t shake a stick without hitting one. And I have grandchildren!” he exclaimed loudly. Another toast and more cheers.

      Micah could not have been happier with the reception that her mother made possible. She thanked her in her thought voice. Mattie looked around, brushing past her ear as if a mosquito buzzed nearby. ‘It’s me, Mother. The Golden Warrior makes it possible for us to talk using only our minds. That’s how you’re able to talk with our companions. Our children? Well, they’re special, and they can talk with you directly at any time. No matter, I appreciate what you did for me. We have much to talk about regarding the future of this world.’ Micah was successful in sharing her somber tone in her last statement.

      Mattie hurried everyone up, and then just the family retreated to the chief’s hut where they could talk about the war and trade. Aadi joined them as he always enjoyed negotiations and talks of strategy. G-War joined them as he was tired of playing hit the ‘cat with a broom that the old lady insisted on continuing.

      Braden stood in the middle of the opening as Micah’s brothers entered and took their seats. Micah stared them all down and then laughed. Braden wondered if she’d always been the happiest child among them. Mattie and Caleb held their grandchildren, nodding at the brothers, hinting at why they weren’t holding up their end like their younger sister. They hung their heads until Micah launched herself into her brothers and all five went tumbling. There was pushing and arm-twisting and then a howl of pain as someone got bitten.

      Braden was appalled at how quickly his partner had reverted to her younger self. “Hey!” he yelled. “Your children are watching.” The twins took that as their cue to jump on the pile of adults. Braden rescued ‘Tesh before someone rolled on her, and Mattie saved Ax from the same fate.

      Despite Caleb’s rough exterior, the fact that he had a family like this suggested that he was a good, caring father.

      “There’s a war in the Amazon for control of the south. We didn’t start it, but we have to finish it. The ancients engineered creatures to work for them. At least one of the original Lizard Men is still around, at least one anyway, and he’s giving the orders, making them fight, telling them to kill humans. They tried to kill us, but we had the companions to help and protect us. Aadi, here, is some kind of legend to them. He’s helped us out of quite a few scrapes with the hostile Lizard Men.” Aadi bowed his head slightly and blinked slowly.

      “To help us fight this war, we need to strengthen trade with Dwyer and McCullough. We have a couple hundred refugees and they need to eat. Anything you could supply would be greatly appreciated. If you had a few warriors, that would be a great help, too,” Braden said.

      “If we spare the men, we won’t be able to catch extra fish. No, we have no one to spare, but this year’s harvest is more than we need and we’ll keep fishing. You can never have too much. We’ve traded with some of the people from the hills, but we never know how that will go. So, how does free trade work?”

      Braden brightened and went into a long explanation, including the history of the Caravan Guild including the establishment of the Free Traders. Micah’s eyes glazed over. Had they only arrived that morning? She didn’t realize how tired she was and yawned. Braden saw her and smiled. He wrapped up his lecture and wished Mattie and Caleb a good evening. They went outside where their companions were relaxing in the open air. Mattie had offered a bed within the hut, but the twins wanted to sleep wherever the Rabbits were. They threw out their blankets beneath a tree behind the chief’s hut, and they all settled in for the evening.

      Braden heard a crash from within the hut and more thumping as if furniture was being thrown around.

      “Are they fighting again?” he asked.

      “Oh no, that is something completely different. Just cover your ears and go to sleep,” she said and nestled into his shoulder with a big smile on her face.

      It was easier to sleep when one’s mind was at peace. Both Braden and Micah slept well that night.
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      The agreement to provide dried fish in a quantity to fill the wagon was made. Deer hides and woven material would be greatly appreciated. And if they could swing new metal tridents, then those alone would be worth a wagon load of fish.

      Braden said that they would try to return in one cycle of the moon with what Caleb asked for. In the meantime, they had to go south to Cornwall and have the same conversation with them. “They aren’t friendly like us,” Caleb quipped.

      “I think we may have to strong-arm them a bit, but we’re not afraid to use as much force as necessary, even if it breaks an arm or two,” Braden stated conspiratorially. He shook hands with Micah’s father as they climbed into the wagon. Brandt leaned forward to tighten the harness and pulled away from the ocean toward the hills where the terrain was better for the wagon’s wheels.

      This was one of the new wagons rolling with Holly’s hubs on the axle. It turned as smoothly as they could hope, but it did nothing to soften the ride over rough ground. Skirill and Zyena scouted a route ahead and soon, they turned south. Less than a turn away stood Micah’s nemesis, but she felt no fear, no trepidation. They had a mission to set up trade. If the village chief didn’t like it, then too bad. If they stayed off the trade route, that would be their loss.

      Braden had given Caleb half their small stock of the Amazonian rope, saving the other half to show Cornwall what was out there. Caleb said he’d seen nothing finer and would put it to the test when they sailed that day.

      The rope was the only item they had for trade, unless they were able to kill a deer on the way. Venison helped people be more open to conversation.

      The Wolfoids ran into the hills, scouring them for any sign of wildlife. Besides ground squirrels and wild rabbits, they saw and sniffed nothing else. There would be no deer. In the late afternoon, they topped a small hill to see Cornwall before them. They intended to wait, but their sudden appearance was seen and people started running around. The boats were stowed on the beach, so all the men were there. This wasn’t what Braden wanted.

      Braden was hoping to make a more subtle entrance. “Well, I guess we go in now, huh?” he said. Zyena was closest of the two Hawkoids and flew over the village, giving them a view of men with weapons getting into position.

      “Maybe we’ll have to fight our way in,” Micah said in a dangerous tone, her hand on her sword. Patrice and Delavigne held the children in the back of the wagon while Braden and Micah rode the horses.

      “I didn’t see any blasters or bows, only spears. We’ll unhook Brandt, close the distance, and see if they’ll be willing to talk,” Braden told them as he climbed off Max to help Brandt out of his harness.

      Once ready, he returned to the saddle, made sure the rope was held tightly in Aadi’s beak-like mouth, and they headed downhill. G-War and the Wolfoids walked to the sides. They stopped when Micah thought they were beyond the range of a Cornwall attack. The Wolfoids had their spears leveled, ready to fire lightning into the village if they had to. Aadi floated to the side, ready to deliver a thunderclap if warranted. Micah held her blaster in her left hand and had her right hand on the pommel of her sheathed sword.

      Braden was the only one who didn’t seem ready to fight. He carried his bow across his back and his blaster was in its holster on his hip. He held both reins as he leaned forward. “I’m Free Trader Braden, and I’ve come to talk about trading with your village! Who speaks for you?” He watched people shuffle uncomfortably, but no one came forward.

      Braden climbed down and walked forward a few paces. A spear sailed from beyond a hastily erected barricade. It flew fast and much farther than Braden thought possible. He rotated his torso, twisting to let the spear pass a mere finger’s-breadth from his chest. It thudded into the ground and stuck. He crouched as he looked back.

      He pulled his blaster and took aim, then thought better of it, holstering it.

      “My blaster!” a man yelled and stepped forward. He appeared to be about the same age as Micah’s father. “They don’t have the recharger. They can’t shoot us,” he said as he continued forward. Three men joined him, carrying their spears at the ready.

      ‘I wonder how his broken arm healed,’ Braden told Micah using his thought voice.

      ‘I don’t know, but let’s see how his legs work,’ Micah answered. She aimed and pulled the trigger, tracing a line of fire in front of the men and instantly stopping their advance. Two turned and ran. The old man and one other stood their ground.

      “So you figured out how to charge it,” the chief said flatly. “I didn’t think we’d ever see you again. You know your life is forfeit, so come on down here and let’s take care of that. We have some rope…”

      Aadi swam forward. They looked at him oddly, but didn’t understand what they were seeing. When the Tortoid got as close as he dared, he delivered his focused thunderclap on the two men. They staggered, and the old man fell. The younger man held his hands over his bleeding ears.

      The Wolfoids dropped to all fours and started to run, parallel to the hasty barricade behind which the villagers crouched. They circled wide and turned to run into the village from the undefended side. Brandt pawed the ground and shook his head, showing his great horns. G-War was nowhere to be seen, but Braden expected he’d be wreaking havoc shortly.

      Micah jumped down from her horse and put her blaster away. She drew her sword and held it before her as she advanced toward the man on the ground. As she approached him, another spear whistled from the launching contraption of a man behind the barrier. She parried it with her blade, and the spear ricocheted harmlessly to the side.

      Braden jogged forward with his blaster out so he could cover Micah while she did what she had to.

      “I should have killed you, too, old man. But this is where we can fix the mistakes of our past.” She kicked him in the chest with a great deal of pent-up rage. He curled in a ball and started whimpering. She put her sword tip against his throat. A man, holding a spear with a thin block of wood in his hand, stood up to throw. Braden tried to aim, but there were other people in the way. The man reared back to throw, and a large gray-furred streak crashed into him. He fell to the ground and rolled to his back. He tried to sit up but Bounder straddled him, fangs bared.

      Two other men stood from behind their barricade and rushed toward the Wolfoid. Gray Strider jumped between them, aiming her spear. The first man thrust at her, and she fired a lightning bolt into his chest, then aimed at the second man. He threw his spear down and put his hands up. The other men behind the barricade put their weapons down and hands up.

      “Looks like your men have abandoned you,” Micah said as she slowly pushed the tip of her sword harder against his throat. The second man, still standing and holding his ears, dropped to his knees and pleaded for Micah not to take the old man’s life.

      “Now why would you beg for his life? He’s scum,” Micah responded, lessening the pressure from her sword point.

      “He hasn’t been the same since you killed his son, I mean, since his son died. He still wanted the best for us, that’s why he wanted the marriage in the first place. Cornwall and Trent need to merge so that we can grow. As it is, we’re both barely surviving,” the man said from his knees, bowing his head in deference to Micah. Braden looked back and forth between his partner and the two men on the ground.

      “And that’s why we’re here, to talk about trade. But craphole here wanted to fight. That’s not how you establish relations, set up trade. I tell you what I’m going to do. You can talk to us like adults who want something better for your village, or I kill him and we’ll find another adult to talk with. We’re going to talk with someone and establish trade between here and Trent, to Dwyer, McCullough and all the way to the Western Ocean. You can be a part of it, or you can get run over by it.” Micah finished on a strong note as the old man started to nod, but the sword tip made him turn it into an agreement that he was willing to talk.

      ‘G-War, if you’d be so kind. Is he telling the truth?’ Braden asked.

      ‘Yes, yes, you shouldn’t have any more trouble with him. Oh, look at you, my pretty, come say ‘hi’ to your Prince…’ Braden and Micah both bolted upright as the Golden Warrior started his mating ritual with a village cat.
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      Braden and Micah helped the old man to his feet and held him between them. The companions corralled his people in the town square around the village well. Braden climbed on the rocks and held on to the well’s roof.

      “All we wanted to do was talk,” Braden said in his Free Trader voice. He didn’t want to come across as commanding them or angry at them. Braden wasn’t happy that they had to use force, although things could have been a lot worse. “We’re sorry someone had to die to prove that all we wanted to do was talk. Here,” he said as he tossed the remaining length of Amazonian rope to the chief.

      While all eyes were on Braden, Micah and Brandt went for the wagon where the Rabbits waited with the twins.

      “This is an example of what we can provide in trade, along with a special mushroom that can sustain you when you’re at sea for a long time, or you have no other food. We can provide venison and more. How, you ask?” Braden was in full trader mode, using his hand with the missing fingers to gesture, while holding on with the other. He looked at the crowd and worked them, more an actor than the leader of an ongoing war.

      “Because we’ve set up a trade route from here all the way to the Western Ocean! Maybe one day you’ll get to see it, because you could travel in one of the Free Trader wagons, like this one!” he emphasized, pointing as Brandt pulled the wagon toward the village. The people responded with “oohs” and “ahs” of wonder.

      “That’s right! There are more wagons just like this, pulled by our friends the Aurochs, intelligent creatures who advise us in how best to move throughout the south. They are our equals, just like the Wolfoids, the Hillcat, the Tortoid, the Hawkoids, and the Rabbits. Planet Vii is blessed with a variety of intelligent creatures, including humans. We have to work together if we are to survive. Look at yourselves. Are your numbers greater or fewer than a generation ago?  What if you met people from other villages and shared lives with them? You tried that, two cycles ago, but more as a form of slavery and not a real partnership. When you try to force something, it doesn’t work, does it?” Braden yelled, glaring at the village chief. The man looked at his feet, refusing to meet Braden’s gaze.

      Braden looked from face to face. Some nodded, no one shook their heads. He’d set the hook. He continued in a lower tone, still projecting as only a Trader could. “Do you enjoy living in fear? We don’t either, but we were able to do something about it. When the Free Trader enters a village now, people gather to see what goods are in the wagon, what there is to trade. They run to their huts and bring out their crafts, their homemade goods – a tanned deer hide, leather laces, woven armor, those things that they like to make. If you don’t like to farm, hunt, or fish, then all you have to do is trade with the people who do!” Braden hesitated as G-War’s romantic flashes briefly overwhelmed him. Micah almost fell from the wagon. She hadn’t been exposed to G-War’s interludes before. Braden recovered quicker than she did, stifling a laugh with a cough before continuing.

      “That’s all we’re offering. A regular stop on the trade route where people and goods can come and go in peace.” Braden climbed down and offered his hand to the old man, who took it without looking up.

      “What do you think of that rope?” Braden asked, giving the man something to do that didn’t involve admitting that he’d been wrong for most of his adult life.

      “It’s good. Strong and light. Where’d you get it?” he asked with renewed spark in his eyes.

      “That was made by the people who live in the rainforest, the Lizard Men who call themselves the Amazonians.” The chief called over a couple other weathered fishermen, judging by their clothes and calloused hands. They each examined the rope carefully before giving their nod of approval.

      “We could use more of your rope, mister. A lot more. We’d break fewer lines when hauling in a big catch if we had something like this,” he lisped through the gaps in his missing teeth.

      “Exactly, my friend. That’s what trade is all about. We have three laws of trade: negotiate, agree, and deliver. It’s as simple as that. Nothing is taken, nothing is given. The trade is paramount.” Braden wanted to leave the influential men before him with one last thought, so he continued.

      “Keep your spears sharp for hunting and fishing, but don’t use them to make war. There aren’t enough intelligent creatures for us to kill each other.” Braden shook each of their hands and walked away to let the elder members of the village talk. No one else left the square.

      ‘G, are you there?’ Braden asked.

      Even Braden could feel the ‘cat’s sense of satisfaction over the mindlink. Micah giggled. ‘Maybe that’s what we’ve been doing to him,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know.’

      ‘Now you do, humans. And I have no doubt, mine was better. Two cycles it’s been! If you can’t make regular stops here, I’ll slash you while you sleep,’ G-War said with some sincerity.

      ‘Just tell me, oh, Prince, can we let the villagers go? No plots of our destruction in their minds? I’d rather not have to watch my back more than we do already.’

      ‘No threats. It seems that a number of men who support the chief aren’t well-liked. The loss of one has emboldened the others. I think your speech swayed them more than usual. I wouldn’t sleep in the village, but outside that, we’ll be safe.’ G-War finished and closed their mindlink. Braden wanted to get more insight into the chief, but the ‘cat had more important things to do. Braden suspected that his orange friend would take a nap in the sun on one of the hut’s roofs.

      Braden climbed back up the rock and addressed all the villagers. “We’ve said what we came to say. You are free to go about your business. We won’t hold you here or hurt you, but please don’t try to attack us again.” He felt like adding a threat, but thought better of it. He wanted the people to join the trade route because it made sense, not because they were afraid. He wanted to be welcomed to the village each time they arrived, as Free Traders should.
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      Braden and the others enjoyed a sparse, but good meal with the chief and a few of the people from the village. Compared to what Trent had on hand, Cornwall was clearly in decline. Trade couldn’t come soon enough.

      The Hawkoids searched extensively for wildlife and vegetables that could be found nearby. They were successful, but the closest was a turn’s walk into the hills. Taking the horses, Braden and Micah could be there and back during the same daylight. They shared this information with the chief and to show that they were serious, with G-War and the Wolfoids, they’d go hunting and foraging to bring back food to help the village. Plus, they’d break a trail to the area for the villagers to follow after the caravan had gone.

      Braden and Micah were perfectly comfortable leaving the twins in the paws of the Rabbits and under the watchful eyes of the King of the Aurochs and the First Master of the Tortoise Consortium. Aadi and Brandt made excellent babysitters, because they taught the children as they watched. Their conversations were long and involved for children of any age.

      At first light, the horses trotted out of the village.

      The Wolfoids jogged easily alongside. They’d gotten stronger since arriving on the planet. Even with its heavier gravity, they were no longer affected. If they returned to the Traveler, they’d find that they were far different from the Wolfoids they left behind. Which only convinced them to bring all their people to Vii where they could find a home, join the trade route themselves as ranchers, running herds of wild boars and domestic pigs.

      “Did you notice that the villagers weren’t as impressed by Brandt as they should have been?” Micah asked casually as the wind flowed through her hair and she comfortably bobbed in the saddle, melding with Speckles for an easy ride.

      “I think they’ve seen an Aurochs before. We’d heard rumors of large creatures to the south of here, maybe we can find them. We have the best friends in the world if you’re looking for something in a big area!” Braden sent a special thank-you to his friends winging ahead. Skirill and Zyena waved their wings as they continued flying above the hills, directing the horses to the best route.

      Braden led the way on Max with Micah behind. By riding single file, the horses crushed vegetation on a path wide enough for a human. If they follow the same path back, then they hoped that any person could follow it, even if they were fishermen unused to the hills and woods.

      “I think Brandt would love to find more of his people. Being this far south, they would have avoided the Bat-Ravens. Do you know how far south the land goes?” Micah asked.

      “I don’t know but we can find out.” Braden opened his neural implant for the first time since he asked Holly about cloning Pik Ha’ar.

      ‘Holly, how far south does the land go and can you please show me a map.’ Braden found it easier to ask than to dig through the files. After he asked, he thought that he could have just as easily pulled up the map showing their current position and simply expanded and scrolled. It didn’t matter as Holly was instantly responsive, as always.

      ‘The land continues for another three thousand kilometers to the south. The southern continent is the largest on Vii. The northern continent is roughly half the size. Here is a map of the continents of Vii.’ The image appeared before Braden’s eye. He asked Holly to share it with Micah as well.

      They looked together, seeing the north. Braden zoomed in to find the cities that he knew, then expanded out to see where they were in relation to the whole continent. He did the same for the south. They’d only penetrated a third of the way. There was a great deal more to be explored. He scrolled past the area, but couldn’t tell if there were any settlements or not. He also found that there was another continent in the Western Ocean, about half the size of the northern continent. Holly said that a small settlement had been established there, but they hadn’t been heard from in over four-hundred years, or cycles as Braden called them.

      “Wow,” Braden lamented. “The more questions we ask, the more we find out that we don’t know.”

      ‘Master President, the Androids inform me that the cloning process of your friend Pik Ha’ar is progressing normally,’ Holly told them both.

      ‘That is good news, Holly,’ Micah said slowly, furling her brow. ‘What can we expect when we meet the clone? Will he know us? Will he know anything?’

      ‘The cloning process is very advanced. From my understanding of your interactions, although they were brief, they helped him change his very nature. We can only hope those memories survived. If they didn’t, you’ll have to establish a new relationship with the Lizard Man, build your friendship again, but it shouldn’t take as long this time. He was open to new things, more than he let on when leading a Lizard Man squad.’

      ‘Thanks, Holly. I hope that he remembers something of us. He was, he is one of us,’ Micah corrected.

      They continued in silence as both thought of meeting their friend again, after seeing him die in a shower of Android laser beams. They both determined not to give him blasters this time around.

      When the group arrived at the hunting ground, they hobbled the horses and left them to graze the more fertile grasses at the edge of the forest. G-War showed them an area where deer were feeding. Bounder and Gray Strider loved to hunt deer, so they followed G-War’s directions while Braden and Micah took their woven bags and went where the Hawkoids told them they could find wild tubers and a type of green bean that grew near black raspberry bushes. The berries weren’t ripe, but the green beans were coming into their own.

      After a short fight, the Wolfoids informed the group of two kills, and that they were dragging the deer back to where the horses were. Braden and Micah finished with the beans and started on the tubers, a small, red potato that tasted good raw but was better cooked.

      When Bounder and Gray Strider dragged the deer into the clearing, Max and Speckles pranced and tried to move farther away. For as much blood had been shed in their presence, they still shied away from the smell. G-War was pleased as he knew that he’d get the choicest parts. Half the group stayed away from the entrails, while G-War, the Wolfoids, and the Hawkoids readily followed the ‘cat’s blood-fanged lead.

      Braden and Micah returned and quickly gutted the deer and removed their heads and lower legs. The deer were too big to carry on the backs of the horses, so the humans took extra time to cut down a few saplings to make a game drag. They threw the carcasses on that along with the bags of vegetables and headed back to the Village of Cornwall.

      Micah checked in periodically with the companions and Ax and ‘Tesh to make sure everything was fine. It was, but the children missed their parents.

      “Braden, Rabbits are raising our children,” she stated in a way that said it all. He started to laugh and then threw his hands up in surrender.

      “Yes, they are, along with a mammoth who is the King of the Aurochs. How about Hawkoids that look like Eagles? Lizard Men? Let’s not forget the furry orange creature who named them in the first place and a floating Tortoid who understands human philosophy better than humans. And another child who is only twelve. Yes, that’s who’s raising our children, except for the rare occasions when we get to help. I’m sorry about that,” Braden finished, but didn’t mean to end on a sour note.

      “If we don’t bring peace, then who will and would it be the kind of peace that we want? No, we’ve surrounded ourselves with good people, of all shapes and sizes, fur and feathers. Our children are always in good hands, partner mine. I couldn’t ask for better for me and them,” Micah said, easing any tension Braden may have felt.

      They continued the rest of the way in silence. The game drag that Speckles hauled scraped the earth and made a trail for the villagers that would last for the rest of the cycle and maybe even beyond that.

      Max followed to make sure nothing fell off and by dusk, they’d returned to the village. This time, they were greeted without spears. They dropped off the vegetables and deer with the chief, in the hopes that he would join the trade route. The people gave him no choice as they cheered and went away with the food to prepare some for now and save more for later.

      Micah pulled out a small bag that she gave to the Rabbits. They deserved a treat for watching the twins all day, although they said they much preferred that to hunting. They also missed their own children back on the ship, even though they were grown and having their own babies by now. No, the Rabbits had spent a day that was fulfilling for them, although they readily accepted the fresh green beans and ate them all in short order.

      Aadi and Brandt were happy to see the successful return of their humans. They had no issues with the villagers and since they stayed behind, it gave the people of Cornwall confidence that the Free Trader would live up to his word. With the gifts of venison, deer hide, and wild vegetables, the village of Cornwall became a confirmed trading partner.

      Micah would have never believed it. She wanted to kill the chief for how he had treated her, but she still carried his blaster and always would. Without it, the chief was just an average man. Braden and the companions had helped her establish her place as an equal in these societies where men ruled supreme.

      Braden didn’t care about any of that. He looked forward to bringing rope and mushrooms, hoping that the Amazonians had a village closer to the Easter Ocean to shorten the trade route. They knew the Lizard Men liked fish and the villages of Trent and Cornwall could provide for them. Trade could happen without Braden and Micah once they introduced them and taught the people some basic hand and arm signals, like the villagers from McCullough used.

      Braden loved two things – his family and trade.

      His family included all the creatures that traveled with him, too. The Golden Warrior was a completely different ‘cat after having found felines in the south, even though they were smaller domestic cats and not Hillcats. No one was a bigger fan of trading with Cornwall than G-War.

      They slept that night and at daylight, they left, heading south. They followed the maps that Holly provided, which showed an ancient’s road south of the rainforest that led directly to the destroyed city of Sanctuary. They knew that they’d try the road and see if it was passable.

      They needed to go to New Sanctuary for a number of reasons. They wanted to check up on the survivors rescued from Cygnus VI and see if they made any progress on the programming to improve how the sensors looked at the rainforest. The survivors had to find a way to locate the Overlords. Braden and Micah also wanted to find out what they needed to do to get Pik’s clone from the ship to Vii.

      So much to do and so little time, but they’d detour as necessary to do things right, like let the Hawkoids fly south and see if they could find the rumored Aurochs herd. If not Aurochs, then other creatures. Braden and Micah didn’t care as long as there was the thrill of exploration.

      G-War slept in the wagon, out cold from a long night of dawdling with the female cats. They weren’t Hillcats, but it seemed they appreciated the attention that the Golden Warrior lavished upon them. He told them all he’d return, even though they didn’t understand him.

      Even the children playing nearby couldn’t wake him.
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      Braden opened his neural implant so he could find the ancients’ road west. He assumed that it would be overgrown like the one through the Amazon, but after two turns of quick travel on the rolling hills overlooking the Eastern Ocean, they found the road as it was untouched by nature, looking like it must have during the time of the ancients.

      The road was free of weeds and bushes, cutting a smooth line into the hills to the west, the scars of the road’s passing clearly visible after a millennium. It was hard not to marvel at the power the ancients wielded over nature, as they ripped hills in half to force a road through. Marvel, yes, but Braden felt sorry that the ancients chose to dominate nature rather than live in harmony with it.

      They camped on the road as they waited for Skirill and Zyena to return from their trip south. Braden didn’t know how far they would go, but expected that they would try their best to discover if the Aurochs herd was real. They owed it to their friend to give it their best effort. They also looked for anything else that could be of interest, like a settlement, other intelligent creatures, or even beasts of burden.

      With this road, travel south of the Amazon should be easy, Braden thought, an alternate route away from the rain and the fighting.

      ‘How are you two doing out there?’ Micah asked, wanting to hear something besides Braden thinking about trade.

      ‘We have passed two small villages and a herd of creatures that look like your water buffalo from the north,’ Skirill answered.

      Braden told Micah about water buffalo, though she hadn’t seen one for herself. G-War had shared his memory with her, but it included his perception of their smells and small, dense minds. She smiled and shook her head.

      ‘We are now flying away from the rising sun. The hills end and rolling plains begin. It is wide open here, with good grass, very green. It looks like the plains between the human settlements and the mountains where I was hatched,’ Skirill told them. ‘My mate is between me and you, so we can cover more ground.’

      ‘I am here,’ Zyena told them. ‘It is a beautiful land. I see something and need to get closer. Skirill, to me!’ she sent over the mindlink. Despite the words, she didn’t say them as if she was in trouble. Braden and Micah waited anxiously as she flew lower. Skirill dove toward the ground, beating his wings hard. Soon, he could see what she saw and shared that with the companions.

      ‘Ha!’ Brandt yelled in his thought voice, more loudly than usual. The others all winced together as if shocked by thunder. ‘We must go meet them. Look at that! There are hundreds,’ Brandt’s voice drifted away as he focused on what the Hawkoids were seeing. The plains were covered by a vast herd of Aurochs. The King was overjoyed.

      “Well then, it looks like we’re not going to New Sanctuary just yet,” Braden said as they played with the twins. The Rabbits had run toward a patch of trees to find some fresh grass. When they heard Brandt’s call, they hop-walked back. G-War wasn’t happy to be roused from his nap, but he felt for his large friend, knowing what it was like to be in a land away from one’s people.

      Aadi took it in stride, but the Wolfoids had a different goal. They wanted to find the water buffalo, which they saw as a new challenge to their hunting prowess. Since the initial debacle with the buck, they’d improved their skills but knew they had more to learn. They admired how effective the ‘cat was regardless of his small size. They couldn’t mimic his dexterity, but they were learning how he prepared the final attack on his prey.

      The Wolfoids determined that there were three types of creatures: friends, hunters, and prey. Bounder and Gray Strider considered the Rabbits to be friends, ones who would prefer not to hunt, but weren’t prey. They’d seen the Rabbits defend themselves in the fields outside Dwyer. The human attackers? They were prey, deadly but prey nonetheless. The humans Braden and Micah were not just hunters, they were the deadliest creatures the Wolfoids had ever met. Old Tech gave the humans an edge, but it didn’t change how they could best any opponent, any prey. All the companions and even the horses owed their lives to Braden and Micah.

      “I wonder if the water buffalo are domesticated?” Braden said out loud. “If they aren’t, I wonder what it would take to train them to pull a wagon?”

      They put Brandt into his harness, made more difficult by his anxious foot stamping and continuous leaning forward. He wanted to get going, see a herd of his people. They couldn’t calm him down. When they finally got the harness on, he took off, dragging the wagon at a dangerous rate over the open and rough ground.

      The twins and Rabbits were inside! Braden and Micah jumped on the horses and galloped after him.

      ‘I got this,’ G-War shared as he deftly jumped to the buckboard and ran down the harness and up Brandt’s back. He continued until he was on Brandt’s head, then crawled down his face, using his claws extensively to hang on. With one a quick move, he dug one claw deeply into the middle of the King’s nose. With a snort and violent shake of his head, the King of the Aurochs was brought to a violent halt, sliding the wagon sideways as it stopped rolling.

      Brandt bugled in pain. The twins were crying in the furry arms of the Rabbits as the horses raced to catch up.

      ‘Shut up!’ G-War roared in his loudest ‘cat voice. ‘You’re scaring the children.’ He retracted his single claw, much to the King’s relief and calmly walked back up Brandt’s face to sit on his head, licking a paw and grooming his face. ‘And there’s more where that came from if you run off out of control again.’

      ‘We are blessed to be in the orange creature’s presence,’ Bounder said as he arrived at the wagon a few heartbeats ahead of Max and Speckles. G-War started purring while Brandt apologized, ashamed at what he’d done.

      ‘We’re all children at heart, Brandt,’ Micah offered, putting her anger aside and letting the mother in her speak. ‘Please, keep our children safe or let us know you’re going to do something dangerous so we can get them out of the wagon. If the wagon overturns, you could kill them all, and I can’t have that. I wouldn’t survive that.’

      She rode forward so she could touch Brandt’s head but Speckles shied away from the great horns. Micah looked him in the eye instead. ‘We’re here for you. Whatever it takes us to get there, we’ll get there. I suspect they’ve been grazing that land for hundreds of cycles. What’s a few heartbeats more? They’ll still be there when we arrive. I would like us to go at a more reasonable pace, if you don’t mind.’

      She winked at the ‘cat as Brandt leaned forward, setting out at his normal walk, forcing the horses to trot. He looked back often for Micah’s approval of the speed, while simultaneously apologizing.

      ‘Thanks, G,’ she said privately.

      ‘My namesakes! You think I’d let anything happen to them? By the way, I knew we’d be safe, because, well, me,’ he said confidently. Some might consider it arrogance, but the ‘cat could see a short distance into the future, far enough that he could and had saved their lives on previous occasions. On the ship, they would have walked into the middle of an Android patrol without G-War. He also had a special bond with the twins since he’d been talking with them well before they were born. With mental caresses, he calmed them and they settled in for the continued ride south. The Rabbits held them and Aadi counselled them on whatever he determined was the topic of the day.

      Skirill and Zyena continued circling the herd, trying to count the numbers, but they couldn’t beyond believing that it was in the hundreds. From new calves to old bulls, they were all there.

      “Is this what the Earthshaker Herd would have looked like without the Bat-Ravens?” Braden asked.

      Brandt had gone from the peak of excitement to a deep pit of despair in just a few heartbeats. The others were worried that something was bothering him that he hadn’t shared. Their friend had stormed into the rainforest during a Lizard Man battle, so getting emotionally overwhelmed wasn’t beyond him, although they’d seen nothing like that since.

      Aadi and Brandt were usually the wisest among them and led the conversations with Amazonian leader Zalastar. Aadi thought it best that he approach his fellow companion to find out.

      ‘Brandt, my friend. What ails you?’ Aadi asked. The King of the Aurochs didn’t answer, even after Aadi waited. ‘I know there is something wrong and you must share, or we can do nothing for you. You know that is not our way. We don’t let problems fester. We can’t. And we don’t let our friends suffer.’

      After another long pause, Brandt started to talk. ‘My herd grows but we travel. My people are now spread from shore to shore, barely more than beasts of burden as the trade route expands. And now the war, in the rainforest where we can’t go. I have lost control of my people, and I cannot help my friends, except as the only one who can pull this wagon. I cannot fight for you. I can only work for you. I am Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs, Master of Nothing,’ he ended with his thought voice barely above a whisper.

      “What have I done?” Braden asked as he looked at the sky, tears welling into his eyes.

      ‘You’ve led the King to the rest of his people. They will soon know that he exists. That’s what you’ve done,’ Skirill told them all. ‘Just a little farther, my large friend, and you will see something magnificent.’
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      Braden and Micah slapped Brandt on his scarred sides as they rode past, urging him to greater speed as the hills gave way to smooth, rolling plains. The Rabbits propped the twins against the buckboard as they watched the landscape change. Even the horses were excited by the tall grasses, their riders fighting with them to keep their heads up as they ran forward. The Aurochs at the edge of the herd became visible in the distance.

      They were smaller than Brandt. Where the grasses came to his knees, it touched the bellies of the largest from the new herd. Braden and Micah jumped from the saddles, letting Max and Speckles graze freely, while they quickly unhooked Brandt.

      Braden looked his friend in the eye. “I’m so sorry that we made you feel that way. We’ll do anything for you. We’ll do what’s right by you. Just tell us what that is, Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs.” Braden slapped the beast’s great neck, and if the King could smile, the bobbing of his head said that he was doing just that. G-War leapt from Brandt’s head as he started forward.

      He jogged at first, then ran toward his people, who heard him coming. They ran from him at first, but then turned and lined up to face the newcomer. Brandt bugled his arrival, stopping before them, standing tall and towering over them.

      ‘My people,’ he said. ‘The Earthshaker Herd from the north has arrived and greets you as the last remaining Aurochs of Planet Vii. You are not alone.’

      The herd opened as a grizzled oldster shouldered his way through. His horns were yellowed from age. ‘Who talk? Why herd?’ he said in a rough thought voice.

      ‘I don’t understand, my fellow Aurochs. I bring greetings. We are thirty-five strong and graze the plains south of the Great Desert.’

      ‘You different. Not us. Go!’ the oldster commanded.

      ‘I will not. Who leads this great herd?’ Brandt asked, starting to get angry.

      ‘I. You challenge I?’ The oldster stamped once. Brandt looked at him suspiciously.

      ‘Do you believe you would survive a challenge from me, old one?’ Brandt pawed the ground and turned his head back and forth, showing the size of his horns to the old Aurochs.

      ‘I more than you see,’ he taunted as he casually backed up. The cows separated further, letting some young bulls pass through. Although smaller, there were six of them and they were probably faster.

      “Oh, no,” Braden whispered. “Their king doesn’t fight his own battles. What’s wrong with these Aurochs?” he asked as the youngsters jockeyed into a horseshoe around Brandt.

      “They aren’t as evolved as the Earthshaker Herd. If only Bronwyn were here to talk sense into them all,” Micah answered, shaking her head, knowing that Brandt was going to fight for control of the herd.

      Brandt took one step forward then turned sharply to run away from the young bulls. He tore up the ground as he passed. They hesitated only for a heartbeat before racing after him. The King turned in a lazy loop until the bulls were just a disordered group of Aurochs gaining ground on him.

      Brandt turned and ran directly toward them. The fastest bull understood that he couldn’t charge the King head on, so he started to swerve away. The others behind him were bunched up and in no mood to be on the receiving ends of the horns that barreled toward them.

      Brandt swung his head violently as he passed the first bull, shredding his side and throwing him to the ground. The next two bulls saw how quickly their fellow was dispatched and tried to turn away. Both slipped in the grass and exposed their sides to the great King.

      He hit the two of them at the same time, driving them backwards into those still charging forward. The two died, crushed between the horns of their friends and of the massive horns of the challenger. The three behind crumpled under the King’s charge, but he went down, too.

      They were quicker getting to their hooves, but that didn’t matter. The King held them off by raising his head, keeping the tips of his horns pointed in their direction. He slowly got up and stamped, feinting toward the bull to his left, then turning right.

      Both young bulls turned and fled back toward the herd. The last bull, little more than half Brandt’s size, stood face to face with the King of the Aurochs.

      ‘You will yield to your King. There are too few of us left for us to fight each other. There is fodder here for all,’ Brandt shouted at the herd in his booming thought voice.

      ‘No,’ came the oldster’s reply. ‘More fight.’

      Brandt started running forward, throwing the young bull out of the way with a small flick of his head as he ran past. The cows stampeded from his path as he made a beeline for the oldster. The King saw only one way to stop the young bulls from throwing their lives away at the whim of the aged Aurochs.

      Brandt weaved away from others who would stand in his way. The oldster realized the danger he was in and tried to turn and run, but he limped and was old and slow. Brandt didn’t bother with his horns but ran the old bull down instead, stomping on him as he passed.

      He turned and looked for anyone coming to the oldster’s rescue. The young bulls shied away. The cows were in shock. The King walked in a circle around the oldster, preparing to make his final charge, but he didn’t want to. How many Aurochs had to die? The question weighed heavily on him. He hesitated as the oldster struggled to breathe. In the end, the King stood and watched the oldster succumb to a minor wound, old age, and his hubris.

      ‘I didn’t want that, but I’m glad that it’s over. Will you listen to me now?’ he asked the group. More Aurochs arrived until row upon row surrounded him. He never thought there might be more of his people, let alone in numbers so great. He looked them over, understanding that maybe they were not as mature as those in the north. But that didn’t matter. They were Aurochs.

      ‘Who thinks they lead this herd?’ Silence greeted his question until a large cow spoke.

      ‘You,’ she said. There was agreement through the tossing of too many heads to count. To those who couldn’t hear, they might assume that the Aurochs were chasing flies away. Braden, Micah, and the companions heard it all, proud of their friend.

      ‘Who are you?’  he asked.

      ‘I Queen,’ she said in deference to Brandt.

      ‘Well, my Queen, I need your help. What is this great herd called?’

      ‘We Aurochs,’ she responded in her simple language.

      ‘You are now part of the Earthshaker Herd. We are the last of the Aurochs. I need three strong bulls to join me as we continue our travels. You, my Queen, will lead the herd until my return,’ Brandt directed, using the full authority that he’d earned through his fight with the oldster and his lackeys.

      There was some shuffling as many Aurochs were uncomfortable with a cow in charge, but Brandt put that to rest quickly. ‘I am your King and you will do as I tell you!’ he shouted. He knew that no one from this herd would challenge him.

      He wanted to bring his people from the north here to help this group learn and grow. His bulls would be pleased to find so many young cows available and his cows could readily lead them, too. He needed to integrate the two herds if they were to learn and grow. As he walked back toward his friends, his mood was somber.

      ‘Once I heard of their existence, I could think of nothing else. I saw Aurochs from one horizon to the other, striking fear into the hearts of their enemies and sharing a nice vegetable patch with their friends. But then we get here…’ His thoughts drifted away.

      ‘Sometimes wanting isn’t as good as having, my large friend,’ G-War jumped in. ‘I think we will not see one of the original Earthshaker Herd pulling a wagon again. These newcomers must earn their way to something better, will they not?’

      Brandt looked back to see the progress selecting the three strong young backs who would take over the wagon-pulling duties.

      The Queen trotted around the group, chasing many back to grazing before arriving at the three young bulls who had tried to challenge the King. She selected them as the volunteers to accompany Brandt. You will work hard and I will teach you, then you will pass the work to someone else, who will learn and become something more, Brandt thought to himself.

      ‘My small orange friend. You are right, and I will say that I was wrong. Everyone must contribute, everyone must know what it’s like to carry the load for the others, whether it is pulling a wagon, or standing on my back to protect me from the Bat-Ravens. I think that makes us different. Not because we were born better, but because we worked to be better. We helped others, not to get something for ourselves, but because it was the right thing to do. And that is today’s lesson. I didn’t want to challenge the bull to lead this herd, but I had to. We are more than just creatures who graze an open field.’ They left Brandt to his thoughts as he watched them all. The tall grass was over the twins’ heads as they waded through, suddenly taken with climbing on Brandt’s head and swinging from his horns.

      ‘We are all children, you said,’ Brandt repeated back to Micah, seeing the deeper meaning.

      ‘We may be children, but we really want to hunt a water buffalo,’ Bounder said to anyone who would listen.
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      The Rabbits had to be carried back into the wagon after feasting on the lush grasses of the southern plain, or as Holly called it, Toromont’s Run. The horses also grew lethargic after eating the grass. Brandt finally settled into grazing and realized that it wasn’t from overeating. The grasses were different.

      Before he became too addled, he begged Braden and Micah to lead them away from that place. With Brandt’s direction, they tightened the harness on one of the young bulls as much as they could. Braden didn’t think it was tight enough, as it hung loosely on the small body. In Brandt’s mind, it was good enough. He directed the newcomer until he was facing north, keeping the other two close, and they started moving from the plains with the overly green grass. Brandt jogged to get the blood flowing and that helped clear his head.

      Max and Speckles fell behind, no matter how much Braden and Micah prodded them. They walked as if half-asleep. The newcomers seemed clearheaded, but they’d been eating the grass their whole lives. Braden wondered if that was the reason they were smaller and didn’t appear to be as intelligent as Brandt and those from his herd.

      The Wolfoids had been running all morning, so they were riding with the sleeping rabbits and the active children. G-War was also in the cart in case Brandt had to deliver a lesson to one of the other Aurochs. The ‘cat didn’t want to be riding on Brandt’s head if he locked horns with one of the younger and smaller beasts.

      Aadi had wedged himself into the wagon as usual and the Hawkoids flew ahead. It took a great deal of urging to get out of the tall grasses of Toromont’s Run. Once in the shorter, brown grasses of the foothills, Braden called a stop. They made camp so everyone could rest and those who had eaten the grass could try to recover, get back to being their old selves. Braden was angry at the effect it had on his friends. It was almost like they’d eaten numbweed.

      “All is not as it seems, eh?” he asked Micah. She shook her head while making sure the Rabbits were comfortable. The horses laid down as soon their riders were off. Brandt stomped around until his head cleared. He headed for a nearby stream that the Hawkoids had pointed out, taking the other Aurochs with him. He drank heartily from it, encouraging the others to drink as well. They said in their simple way that they rarely drank from open water sources as the grasses gave them all they needed.

      Brandt told them that the grasses were holding them back. Once their heads cleared, he looked forward to seeing them change. Although maybe they wouldn’t because they were born and raised on the grasses. Brandt suspected the damage could be permanent. He determined that future generations needed to be raised somewhere other than Toromont’s Run.

      Braden knew where to go to forestall future meltdowns. “G, next time you let us know if someone is having a hard time. We’re all friends here,” Braden scolded the scruffy-looking Hillcat.

      ‘It’s good that you recognize I know everything, but everyone gets their privacy, too. Everyone except you, that is. It is my distinct pleasure to share your discomfort as widely as possible. I met a squirrel the other day who was particularly interested in how you passed out during the birth of your children,’ G-War taunted.

      Micah snickered and then nodded, understanding how astutely G-War had made his point. If Braden wanted to know, he had to be more observant and ask better questions of each of the companions.

      Or Micah could help him. Most of the time he was a visionary, motivating others to incredible feats. And there were times where he was dense as a post, like the fact that he hadn’t noticed for moons that she was pregnant.

      ‘I will be his eyes and ears in matters of emotion, Prince Axial De’atesh. If you were closer, I’d rub your belly.’ Micah was better equipped to thrust and parry in verbal jousts with the ‘cat.

      While Brandt talked with his three apprentices, everyone else waited on those sleeping. Braden wondered what was in the grass that affected the companions in such a way. He searched through the back of the wagon and found some remnants that had fallen from the Rabbits’ mouths. He collected these and folded them into a leaf, then stuffed that into his pouch. Holly would be able to analyze it for him.

      The horses were first to awaken, followed much later by the Rabbits. The twins could feel the angst of their white furry friends, so they stayed close to them, helping them stagger to the stream for fresh water. Micah watched Ax and ‘Tesh, outweighed five-fold by the Rabbits, trying to help them walk. The horses stumbled their way to the stream and shamelessly stood within its cool waters while dunking their noses deeply when they drank.

      Since nightfall approached and they were already camped, Braden built a fire to keep them warm. There was nothing nearby to hunt, according to G-War, so they ate of smoked venison and the last of the wild green beans.

      “We’ll find something next turn and if we don’t, hey, we’re only four or five turns from New Sanctuary, if we go fast.” Braden smiled at his own joke. Micah gave him a stern look, knowing that she wouldn’t let the twins go that long without eating. She’d let them gnaw parts off their father while he was sleeping if he kept up the suffering traveler routine.

      “I heard that,” Braden said, proud of himself that he heard her thoughts clearly without trying. Then he realized that he’d been manipulated by a master.

      “Okay, I hear everyone loud and clear! Tomorrow, we find more food, good food that doesn’t knock people off their feet. We hunt and we cook a good meal,” he said to all creatures, great and small. “We leave at first light.”
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      A good night’s rest helped them to better welcome a new day. The twins ate the remaining food, softened for them by their mother.. When their parents weren’t around, the toddlers drank Aurochs milk. That wasn’t an option here as only bulls traveled with the group.

      There was no food for the adults. The Aurochs and the Rabbits scrounged some short grass, but they remained wholly unsatisfied. The Rabbits laughed about it, saying they could stand to lose some weight, but Braden suspected that they were more fuzzy than fat.

      The Hawkoids caught field mice and were pleased at being the best hunters in the group, if only for a brief time. Neither Aadi nor G-War had to eat every day. They could go without for days, if need be. The Wolfoids were hungry, just like the humans.

      They left at a quicker pace than normal as they sought the hills where trees grew and they hoped deer would be plentiful. The Wolfoids loped alongside the wagon, but ran out of energy not long after the sun started its climb. They leapt into the back of the wagon while it was slowly rumbling upward.

      The young Aurochs was not anywhere near as strong as Brandt, but he knew that and that’s why he asked for three of the smaller Aurochs to fill in for him. They would get stronger as they went as long as they were able to feed. By midday, the third young Aurochs was strapped into the harness and pulling for all he was worth. Brandt stopped the group. He talked with the young bulls about how to keep the wagon moving with the least effort.

      ‘We pull shorter time,’ the one called Denon offered.

      ‘Two pull,’ Lomen suggested. ‘Need more harness.’

      ‘We only have what we have. What else can we do?’ Brandt asked, a twinkle in his eye. The humans watched, wondering what his teaching point was.

      ‘One pull, two push,’ said Malo, the young bull that was last to face Brandt in the challenge to lead the herd. Brandt nodded approvingly. Maybe the effects of the strange grass weren’t permanent.

      ‘Let’s try one pushing to start off, just to be sure it can work,’ Brandt said, directing Malo to push first. The King suspected the young bull would learn more quickly than the other two and be able to help them learn.

      The caravan resumed its journey as one bull pulled and one gently pushed. They made better progress and quickly gained elevation. They entered the edge of the forested area, but kept going at G-War’s urging. The Hawkoids flew overhead, searching for anything that looked edible. They saw squirrels and wild rabbits but nothing that looked fit for the Aurochs or the Rabbits.

      When the ‘cat told them to stop and which way to go, the Wolfoids were out of the back and off like an arrow speeding toward its target. Braden had just gotten down from Max and was readying his bow when the Wolfoid howls signaled the kill had been made. Micah looked at him and shrugged, pulling out her knife so they could clean their dinner.

      The Rabbits hopped into the trees to search for something they could eat and maybe add to the meal for the others. The Aurochs walked along the ditches on the side of the road, eating the sparse but healthy grasses. Aadi swam in the Aurochs’ wake, eating bugs of various sorts that were exposed after their hooves tore up the grass and dirt. G-War simply waited for the food to be brought to him. He kept an eye on the twins while all the others worked.

      That meant he played catch-the-‘cat, running around and over them while they tried to grab his tail. In the end, it turned out that he expended more energy than the rest of the companions. The Rabbits made multiple trips back and forth between the forest and the wagon, bringing spinach by the armloads, beets, radishes, leaks, and even a couple squash. After they’d picked two days’ worth of meals, they told Brandt where they had gone. The four Aurochs happily cleaned out what remained, leaving nothing for the horses. The Rabbits shook their heads, ears flapping, and they hand-fed the horses spinach and beets. If Bronwyn were there, she would have heard Max’s and Speckles’ express their gratitude.

      They feasted that night, celebrating life and friendship. They welcomed the three young Aurochs who knew of nothing beyond the green plains where they were born and raised. Brandt had thrown their world into chaos. They also looked at the world through clear eyes for the first time in their lives. They found that they liked it.

      They liked it all.
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      Braden’s caravan continued through the hills. With the push-pull effort for the cart, they never struggled to keep it moving. Being well-fed gave them the energy to move quickly. Braden looked at their location using his neural implant. They didn’t have much farther to go before they’d arrive on the outskirts of the destroyed city and factories previously known as Sanctuary.

      “You walked this when you were little?” Braden asked when he remembered that Micah had told him she’d seen the city for herself before she took him there.

      “Yes, it took us most of a moon’s cycle to get there and back home. We walked and hunted, scrounged vegetables. The usual. I have to say that I am traveling in comfort now. It seemed an impossible distance back then,” Micah answered.

      “But why? Why would your family bring the youngsters from the village all the way to Sanctuary?  Couldn’t they just share the story of the destroyed city?”

      “Once every ten cycles, they go. It is part of who we are to understand where we came from. You saw how Trent thrived while Cornwall suffered. Trent has the stronger culture, but one piece of Old Tech gave Cornwall the advantage that they held over us. The trip to Sanctuary reinforced the evil of Old Tech and the ancients.” She laughed and patted her blaster. “And here we are, carrying Old Tech and working with the equipment the ancients left behind.”

      “Evil isn’t things. Only people do evil. Machines are just machines,” Braden said, emphasizing his philosophy that evil exists.

      “One word,” Micah countered. “Androids.”

      “Okay! You got me there. The Androids were evil until Holly made them un-evil? Evil-less? Evil-free? Is there a word for that?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think of them as good. I don’t know how much control Holly has over them. They still give me the willies. I hope I never see another one. As a matter of fact, let me ask about my personal Android.” Micah’s eyes unfocused as she opened her neural implant to talk with Holly.

      He answered right away as he always did. ‘You said something about an Android assistant for the President? If you’re working on that, stop. I don’t want one.’

      ‘Yes, Master President, you told me that before, when you were still on the ship. I heard you loudly and clearly. There is no Android assistant in the works for you,’ Holly said joyfully. ‘Before you sign off, Master President, please share with Braden that Pik Ha’ar’s clone will reach full maturity in another four days. After that, it would be best if you met him on the ship and escorted him to the planet. The transition from the ship will be less traumatic that way. A new clone is fragile for the first few weeks after their release from the tank.’

      Micah hung her head, taking long, slow breaths. Braden lifted her chin so he could look into her eyes, learn what was wrong.

      “I could really use a brownie,” she said. He waited. “And Holly says we have to go to the ship and personally escort Pik Ha’ar back here.”

      “Oh, what the crap? We don’t have to move the ship or anything, do we? Just go up there, puke our guts out, twist ourselves sideways while we walk, and then meet the Androids who tried to kill us but since have resurrected our friend, who may not recognize us. What is he not telling us?”

      “I guarantee he’s not telling us something, but we won’t figure that out until we get there,” Micah snorted, continuing to shake her head.

      “Nope. I don’t want to go there either, but we have to do everything we can to win this war. Pik will give us an edge, an edge that we need. HOLLY! You are such a butthole!” Braden bellowed. The children stopped to watch him, then continued playing patty-cake with the Rabbits.

      On the fourth sunrise after leaving Toromont’s Run, the broad expanse of the destroyed city of Sanctuary lay before them. The eastern road entered the valley over a small rise, showing them most of the area. They looked north to where they could see the tops of the rainforest’s trees, but not the gap where the road could be found. It would take at least another turn before they arrived at New Sanctuary.

      They had much to discuss with Holly and the survivors from Cygnus VI before departing for the ship. The Wolfoids would want them to bring more of their people back. The Rabbits would want more of their people, too. Maybe even Pik Ha’ar would want to bring someone. They knew for sure they wouldn’t bring any of the Androids to Vii. What would happen if Holly lost control of them there? Braden shuddered to think about it.

      He slept poorly that night and the next.

      When they finally arrived at New Sanctuary, they were all tired and hungry, but New Sanctuary could always provide food and a place to rest. Once Micah had the three additional Aurochs accepted into the database by the Security Bots, they entered the oasis and each went their own way. Everyone had their favorite. A Development Unit chased after the Aurochs to limit their damage, while the Rabbits scooted in behind to help themselves to the choicest fresh vegetables.

      Braden and Micah took the twins to the Presidential Suite, waving at the other humans as they passed. Once inside with the door closed, they stripped out of their old clothes and went swimming in the pool. Braden ordered up three brownies while Micah held the children on her chest as she floated around. When the brownies arrived, she balanced them on the edge of the pool and they all enjoyed the treats. The children wanted more, but their mother wouldn’t let them gorge on the good stuff without eating a proper meal first. She fed them while the adults ate their favorite, cheese omelets with hash browns.

      After dinner, they realized they were exhausted from traveling. They could accomplish nothing that night, so they prepared to put the twins to bed, but the children started making a fuss. Neither G-War nor the rabbits were there. They never slept by themselves and with the mindlink, they were never alone. They always had the comforting thoughts of the companions. Micah looked longingly at the big, soft bed, grabbed the pillow, and wrapped her robe tightly around herself. Braden did the same and they headed into the hallway, up the stairs, and outside.

      They found most of the companions by the small lake at the center of the oasis. The twins climbed into a pile with the Rabbits. G-War left the comfort of Wolfoid fur to join them.

      ‘Go, enjoy your soft bed. It’s the least I can do for you since you’ll be taking me to Cornwall once every moon…’ G-War told them, waving them away with one furry paw. The Hawkoids were perched on a branch nearby while Aadi hovered serenely over the lake.

      “They are probably safer here than they were with us inside. Just let us know when they wake up and we’ll collect them.” Braden and Micah hurried back indoors, finding renewed energy in being alone in the Presidential Suite. The wine they ordered when they returned didn’t hurt the mood at all.
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      Everyone wanted a few heartbeats of Braden and Micah’s time. They barely had time to feed and wash the children before the Rabbits and G-War whisked them away. G-War always preferred to stay as far from the New Command Center as possible. He didn’t like the underground. The only inside he would tolerate was their small home in Greentree. He was a Hillcat, and like him, the rest of the companions preferred the great outdoors. They left so Braden and Micah could deal with the survivors of Cygnus VI.

      The first to accost them was Dr. Johns. Out of breath from running to catch up, he asked them for neural access to Holly. The survivors had their own neural implants, but Braden was hesitant to give them access because they were the remaining ancients, the people who had destroyed Vii in a violent holocaust. He couldn’t give that kind of power back to them.

      “No,” Braden said, shocking Dr. Johns. Braden didn’t elaborate and turned to walk away.

      “I’m sorry, Master President, please, we need access to the AI if we are to make the changes that we need to the system,” he pleaded, using his body to block their way.

      “And that is why you don’t get access. You aren’t going to change the system. You can work with certain elements to improve our ability to find the Overlords, but other changes cannot happen. We’ve established certain… What did Holly call them? Protocols, yes, that’s it. We’ve established certain protocols to prevent what happened four-hundred cycles ago. I’m sorry. Let’s go to the Command Center and see what we have. We need to know where the Overlords are. We’ll take care of it from there,” Micah said smoothly.

      They pushed past Dr. Johns, heading for the elevator to the New Command Center. He wasn’t so easily brushed off. “That’s just it. We need some more access. The weapons platforms have the best sensors and we need to access them. And we need risk no one else’s lives. With the push of a button, we can eliminate the threat and get back to building our spaceship!”

      Braden and Micah both stopped and faced him. Micah’s expression turned ice cold. “Listen very carefully, Dr. Johns. You will never have full access to Holly. You will never be able to push a button and kill people. You will not avoid the horrors. War must be so terrible that people will do almost anything to avoid it. It must be the last resort, and in this case, it is, but that decision can only be made by the ones with the most to lose, not someone sitting safely in an underground facility, watching it on the monitors,” she finished her lecture, then continued. “Do you have access through the workstations?”

      “Yes, but…” he tried to continue but Micah cut him off.

      “Then you have sufficient access. Don’t make me banish you to the wilds of this planet. As I said, we will do almost anything to avoid war. No one will make war easy, not even you, Dr. Johns.” She glared at him until he looked away, hanging his head. “Let’s go take a look at what your people have been able to find on the Overlords, and you said something about a spaceship?” she asked.

      He didn’t answer. The old man followed them like a whipped puppy. They had no idea what he was thinking, so they did as they always did. ‘G, Dr. Johns isn’t planning on trying anything to get more access to Holly is he?’ Braden asked over the mindlink.

      ‘No,’ the ‘cat answered. Braden tightened his jaw.

      ‘Ass! We need him to lead his people in the search for the Overlords. Search only. We won’t allow him to fight the war from the safety of the Command Center. What does he want to do next?’

      ‘He is thinking about the spaceship and traveling within the Cygnus system. He is thinking about Micah’s words, and why it’s important to make war painful. He’s questioning his own understanding of it and ashamed at not seeing the truth before. He will do as you ask to the best of his ability, and I don’t believe he’ll try to use anything beyond the access he already has. Now if you’ll excuse me, my children need me,’ G-War closed the mindlink.

      “That ‘cat! One of these days…” Braden said out loud. Micah just shook her head.

      She was pleased with what she heard. They needed Dr. Johns and his people to find a different way to live. If it meant building a spaceship, she had no problem with that. Exploration was what she, Braden, and the companions had been doing ever since they started traveling as a caravan.

      “Dr. Johns, how are your people settling in? Is there anything we can do to make your stay more comfortable, more fulfilling?” Micah asked as she slowed her pace to let him catch up.

      “Compared to what we had in the station on Cygnus VI, this place is paradise. We can ask for nothing better. The food fabricators really are exceptional! Not in my whole life had I tasted meals like we have here. I expect we’ll all get fat. Can you imagine, a bunch of scientists running the perimeter of New Sanctuary every day to stay in shape?” He started to chuckle.

      G-War was right. How quickly his mood changed when the rules and the reason for them were clearly defined. He was a scientist and liked rules, the parameters within which he worked. Dr. Johns decided that he liked the President and her partner. He honestly believed that they put the best interest of the whole planet before anything else.

      How odd. Almost unnatural, but Dr. Johns supported them because he knew, in their position, he simply would have pushed the button and moved on to different matters. But where does one draw the line? What if the next creature is almost as bad as the Overlords? And the next? Soon, a war engulfs the planet and if anyone survives, they start over.

      Dr. Johns had thought that wisdom came from experience, but he was wrong. These two were so young, but they’d already taught him how wisdom differed from being well-educated.

      Aadi watched from the shadows, nodding slowly. The Tortoid was old, nearly two-hundred cycles. He saw wisdom as being surrounded by the right people, the right creatures, and listening, always listening. No one wanted to fight this war except the Overlords. They had to be stopped, but Braden and Micah wouldn’t compromise who they were to do it.

      Aadi swam toward the lake. He had much to think about. He expected he would ask to accompany the group back to the ship where his negotiation skills with the Lizard Men could make the difference in bringing back more than just Pik Ha’ar.
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      They hadn’t experienced the New Command Center since the survivors had moved in. When the elevator door opened, they were treated to a beehive of activity. Although there were only twenty-three of them, it seemed that nearly all of the group from Cygnus VI were in this one room at one time. They churned around various terminals, looked at the wall of monitors, wrote on clipboards, and were embroiled in their own affairs.

      Dr. Johns stepped past Braden and Micah and clapped his hands sharply to get attention. The noise in the room slowly died as more and more people saw that they had visitors. Most knew the President had arrived, and as the ancients’ culture dictated, the workers deferred to the leaders.

      Micah was uncomfortable with all eyes on her. Braden started to step aside to give her more room, but she grabbed his arm before he was out of reach. She held his hand, giving him a close-lipped smile. The group stood, looking at Micah and she looked back. She turned to Dr. Johns. “What?”

      “They expect you to tell them about the war, motivate them for their role in it,” he nodded encouragingly.

      Same speech she just gave him, she thought. So she walked to the front of the room, dragging Braden behind her. She turned and faced the group of eager faces. Most were middle-aged or older. Micah respected their capabilities and their newfound energy. She took a deep, calming breath and started speaking in a strong voice.

      “We can’t tell you enough how much we appreciate having you here. We hope you’re comfortable in all ways.” Heads nodded as she had their attention. A couple people glanced at their computer monitors, but quickly returned their attention to her.

      “We were talking with Dr. Johns, and we understand that you would be more efficient if you had a direct neural link with Holly.” On cue, Holly appeared next to her, smiling and standing in his perfect holographically-projected posture. She nodded and returned her attention to the audience that whispered a chorus of “yes,” complete with smiles and nods. “We can’t allow that.”

      Jaws dropped and hung slack at the revelation.

      “We can’t allow that because it goes against all that we stand for. No one despises war more than those who fight it. If you wish to fight, grab a sword and join us as we trip our way through the swamps of the rainforest in search of the Overlords. Or help us find them and we will walk a straight line to them. I am told you can make the adjustments and work with Holly through the terminals to help refine the systems that can tell us where the Overlords are. No, it’s not the best way, but it is a way that doesn’t send us down a path we don’t want to go. Please have patience and keep working toward finding our enemy, then we’ll do the rest.

      “The war will not and cannot be fought from here. Once you no longer feel the personal pain of battle, lives become cheap. We can’t ever have that,” she said firmly, looking with narrowed eyes from face to face.

      “After we’ve won the war, you can work on your spaceship. Once we have peace here, we become explorers again, just like the ancients, but this time, we won’t destroy everything we’ve built.” Micah waved to signal that she was done with her speech.

      When Dr. Johns walked toward the front of the room and started to clap, the clones joined him and started to cheer as well. He wore a broad smile. Once the cheers died down, he started issuing orders, giving direction to each person. With renewed vigor, they jumped on their terminals and dug into the systems using the keyboards, touchscreens, and mice. Dr. Johns winked and said he would have a proper progress report in the afternoon. He suggested they relax and do something fun.

      Braden took the older man’s hand and shook it, happy that he understood and supported the world they were trying to create.

      Braden gave Dr. Johns the pouch with the grass from the southern plains, the grass that caused those who ate it to grow lethargic and feeble minded. “Have that analyzed, please. Is it bad for the Aurochs to keep eating? And thanks, Dr. Johns,” Braden said in a low voice.

      They both watched as the President shook hands with people and wished them the best while casually working her way toward the elevator. Braden didn’t want to be left behind. He freed himself from the conversations and caught up with his partner as the elevator doors opened. They entered, completing their escape from the confines of the New Command Center.

      They both enjoyed the relief that the sun brought, walking casually, holding hands as they liked to do. They found the twins riding on Aadi. Someone had rigged a small harness that they used to hang on. Micah looked from face to face trying to find the perpetrator. G-War showed both his paws – no thumbs. The Wolfoids looked away, keeping their front paws out of sight. The Rabbits also took great interest in something on the ground. Aadi floated back down and told the children it was time to get off. Then the crying started. Ax tried to hug Aadi’s neck so Braden couldn’t pull him off. ‘Tesh flattened her body across Aadi’s shell so her father couldn’t get her.

      Braden rubbed his temples and looked to Micah. “Your children need to get down now,” he said, trying to sound calm.

      “My children? You have nothing to do with this?” she shot back. They both turned and looked at Aadi. “And where were you when all this was going on?”

      The Tortoid tried to shake the children from his shell, but they clung tightly, refusing to move. Brandt come running from somewhere, causing everyone to look. He slowed, coming to a stop in front of Aadi. He bowed his head until his horns were within grabbing distance. The twins both jumped for them and Brandt pulled his head away. The two went sprawling into the sand. Aadi floated out of their reach and swam over the lake, turning and looking back. Then the second round of crying began, so the parents scooped up the overtired children and headed for the Presidential Suite.

      “Come on, all of you. You know they won’t be able to sleep without you there.” The Rabbits, Wolfoids, and Hillcat hopped, padded, and walked after them.
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      After a good nap, everyone was in a better mood. The twins returned to the lake under Brandt’s watchful eye while the Rabbits tended to the fields, scolding the Development Unit for some of its improper gardening techniques. The Bot couldn’t understand the Rabbits, but they gave it an earful regardless.

      The Wolfoids stayed nearby, hoping they could accompany Braden and Micah back to the ship. They wanted to go, and in their minds, they deserved to go. G-War would go wherever Braden led and the ‘cat appreciated having the Wolfoids along. He felt they were shaping up to be respectable hunters. He liked how they handled the spear-throwing villagers of Cornwall, delivering overwhelming force without hesitation. Braden and Micah liked having them nearby.

      The Hawkoids wanted to go, but this trip might not be best for them as they would spend too much time in the smaller corridors where Skirill and Zyena couldn’t fly.

      Aadi had to go. Although the Lizard Men didn’t respond to him like the Amazonians, they still believed he could make a difference.

      The only ones who had no desire at all to go were the humans. Braden and Micah dreaded the return to the ship.

      The Rabbits did not care in the least if they went. They wanted more of their kind to come to Vii, but were patient, knowing that it would be better if they were successful in the war against the Overlords before exposing any of their fellow Rabbits to harm. Which reminded them to ask about Ferrer and Brigitte.

      ‘I don’t know how he is, but he was already looking better when we left Village Dwyer. I’m sure he’s just fine,’ Micah tried to reassure the Rabbits.

      ‘Does Bronwyn still have the communication device?’ Braden asked.

      Micah looked dumbfounded. How could she have forgotten? All this time they rode around wondering. She accessed her neural implant and sent a message to the device. A few heartbeats later, Bronwyn answered, happy that they called.

      Ferrer was mostly healed, and he and Brigitte spent most of the day in the field directing the farmers and helping them understand how the plants could grow bigger, have larger yields. No one argued with the Rabbits as they already had the plants looking far healthier.

      The refugees were slowly integrating with the villagers, but it was difficult. Food was constantly in short supply. The Amazonians delivered smaller and smaller loads of mushrooms. They had to divert more of their people to security patrols. Zalastar and Akhmiyar had stopped by twice to check in. They said that they hadn’t made progress in finding any information related to the location of the Overlords. Bronwyn had searched her mind over and over following the Bat-Raven attack, but nothing in their thoughts showed her the way. She only saw trees from their perspective, flying. She couldn’t follow the path they’d taken through the rainforest. She was sorry, but the Bat-Ravens’ minds were too dark and horrific for her to dig too deeply.

      Micah apologized for asking too much of one so young. In these times, everyone had to carry more weight than they should. Micah couldn’t promise it would get better, as they didn’t know when they’d be back. It wasn’t very comforting to tell one who was only twelve cycles old that the future was dark, but they’d found it was better to tell Bronwyn the truth, even if she didn’t like it.

      Bronwyn said she understood and gently closed the connection. Micah stared into the distance as she heard the young girl click off. She recovered her wits and told Patrice and Delavigne that Ferrer was on the mend and in the fields every day. The two Rabbits hopped in glee and clapped their furry paws together.

      With good news came more good news. Patrice was pregnant.

      That made the decision on who was going to the ship easier. The Rabbits were not going through the matter transfer process. No one wanted to risk Patrice’s babies.

      With Holly’s help, the companions were able to make a fire within the oasis. The Bots hovered nearby, temporarily prevented from dousing the flames. They roasted a whole deer on a wood spit, turning it gradually over the fire. The Rabbits had to turn away, working with the vegetables they picked from what was left of the vast fields. The horses weren’t doing too much damage, but the four Aurochs were wreaking havoc. The young bulls were much smaller than Brandt, but it seemed they took it as a challenge to ingest a similar volume of food. All of them waddled out of the fields and found space around the lake to lie down and digest.

      Braden insisted that everyone join them. There was so much in their world to lament that when possible, he wanted to celebrate a victory. Something as simple as arriving at New Sanctuary was a success. They’d been attacked four times on their trip, and they were stronger for it. They’d added two villages to the trade route. They’d found a vast herd of Aurochs. They’d found an easy route from east to west as the ancients’ road was mostly intact, and it was a way to get to New Sanctuary without going through the rainforest.

      Braden and Micah facilitated while the others talked over the mindlink. To the few people from Cygnus VI who strolled by, the gathering looked odd. The humans and the animal companions would all chuckle or grunt or make other noises, without anything said out loud. The survivors knew they were communicating but couldn’t hear them. The other humans moved on, leaving the President and her closest friends to their silent celebration.

      Aadi tried to apologize for giving the twins rides, but he wasn’t really sorry. The twins giggled and tottered toward him anew, but were caught mid-stride by their parents. The others laughed about it and Gray Strider admitted that she had tied the harness onto Aadi. Their front paws had opposable thumbs and short fingers. They couldn’t be seen because of the long hair on their legs, but it gave them a distinct advantage over those without.

      G-War held up his furry paw in his mocking way of giving the one-finger salute. The Rabbits held up their paws to show that they also had an opposable thumb and stubby fingers. G-War exposed his long claws, then retracted them, and then held them out. The Wolfoids were impressed. Aadi swam to the middle of the group, trying to show them his feet which looked more like stumps. He turned back and forth while floating at head level, far out of the reach of the children.

      Everyone laughed at Aadi’s counter to G-War’s claws. Brandt tried to show his mighty horns but was unable to lift his head as he was half-asleep. Skirill and Zyena, perched on a low branch just over the humans, jumped together, each beating the air once, then turned opposite directions to demonstrate their aerobatic prowess. They gained altitude, dove, and flew upward again. They swooped low over the lake, tracing one claw in the water as they passed, then twisted between each other, tucking their wings as they passed in a complex series of high-speed maneuvers. The group cheered as they back-winged to land where they started. Their chests rose together as they breathed hard from their efforts to impress the others.

      No one needed any physical displays. They’d all demonstrated in one way or another what they could do, and more importantly, what they would do for their friends.

      Braden stood and held his cup of wine up for all to see. The group quieted.

      “I can ask for no better friends than those gathered here,” he started, trying to control a struggling Axial. He put the boy down so he could run to the Rabbits, where he quickly settled down. Micah let De’atesh join her brother. “We celebrate all things that make life worth living. To Patrice and Delavigne, we congratulate you and look forward to seeing the first of many Rabbits to be born on Vii’s surface. You will start new generations who will live here as equals. To the rest of you, thank you for everything you’ve done for the caravan, for the trade route. We shouldn’t ask more from you, but we will, and none of you are surprised, are you?” He waited as they chuckled and yipped, heads bobbing.

      “We have to go back to the ship and we’ll leave in four turns. The decision on who goes was difficult. We feel safer when all of you are with us, but we can’t take you all. Patrice can’t travel, so we’re asking for you to protect our greatest treasures, these two.” He pointed at the children, already held tightly against the Rabbit’s white fur. “Skirill and Zyena, Brandt and those in your charge, we ask that you also watch over the children for the short time we’ll be away.” The Wolfoids started to get excited and pranced in anticipation.

      “Bounder and Gray Strider, G-War and Aadi, would you please accompany Micah and I back to the ship as we go to meet the clone of Pik Ha’ar? Our challenge is not only to recover him, but to recruit more Lizard Men to come with us, help in our fight against the Overlords. If we fail in that, maybe some of your people can return with us?” Braden asked the Wolfoids.

      ‘Only as many as can join us. I think all of them would like to come, once they’ve heard what we have to say about the magnificence of what is here,’ Bounder said.

      “In four turns, we go. Until then, we have nothing else to do besides eat and grow fat!” Braden ended his speech by drinking the rest of his wine. Brandt nodded drunkenly before dropping his head to the ground and giving up on trying to stay awake. The other Aurochs were already out cold and had been for the entirety of Braden’s speech.

      The Rabbits held the children close and nodded to Braden.

      “I think our children have been adopted, partner mine,” Braden told Micah.

      “Was there ever a doubt?” she answered, watching them fall asleep in the arms of the Rabbits. G-War wormed his way in and squeezed into the middle of them all, to watch over them and catch a ‘cat nap.

      Braden and Micah watched the fire and were soon asleep, like the rest of their friends. More Cygnus VI survivors walked by, wondering why the President and her family slept outside when she had the Presidential Suite to stay in. They looked at the menagerie of creatures together around the dying fire, and they were envious. They always thought that humans were naturally superior to any animal, but Braden and Micah were surrounded by fiercely loyal, intelligent creatures that were treated as equals.

      The scientists in them considered the words of the young President to be life changing. They wondered if any of the creatures were interested in learning astrophysics.
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      Braden led the parade to the matter transfer chamber. He could feel G-War’s anxiety rising, but the ‘cat looked confident with his tail held high as he walked through the underground corridors to the special Old Tech room. Aadi swam along behind while the Wolfoids walked at the rear. Everyone was well armed and wearing their armor. Aadi had a new set to replace the one destroyed during their last trip.

      The factory created custom armor for the Wolfoids similar in shape to what the Hillcat wore. After trying to run wearing it, Holly made minor modifications to allow a different type of movement. G-War never walked upright where the Wolfoids usually walked that way unless they were running. G-War brushed along the wall almost as if he was trying to scrape the armor from his body. He hated wearing it, but Braden insisted since they could never trust the Androids again. Those living machines had lasers which cost Braden two fingers. That same burst could have killed the ‘cat and no one wanted that. G-War counted on his ability to see the future to avoid imminent death, but Braden would take no chances.

      Holly informed them that the Androids on the ship had no answer for the vines as to their origin or how to remove them without causing catastrophic damage to the ship. So the vines had to be avoided. Otherwise, they were supposed to enter a fully functioning ship with Androids and surviving clones manning stations throughout. They each wore their bracelet and Braden carried six more. They’d fill the transfer beds on their return, either with Lizard Men or Wolfoids, but they hoped a mix of both.

      The Server Bots had cleaned up the room so it smelled of antiseptic, which was much better than the alternative. They’d soon find out if the third time undergoing the process was the charm.

      Each of them took positions on the reclining chairs from which their bodies and equipment would be deconstructed, sent to the ship at the speed of light, and then reconstructed. There was no room for error and that’s why the computer took as long as it did, anywhere from one to seven turns to complete the process.

      Once settled, the wall slid shut and sealed them in. Braden took a deep breath and shook his head before lying back and closing his eyes. He’d taken to reading some of the ancients’ works, so he thought it best to quote an ancient visionary from earth, Carl Sagan. “Exploration is in our nature. We began as wanderers, and we are wanderers still. We have lingered long enough on the shores of the cosmic ocean. We are ready at last to set sail for the stars.”

      The humans laid back and tried to relax. The Wolfoids crouched on the recliners, their heads between their paws, mirroring G-War as he did the same. Aadi floated downward until he rested on the chair. He tucked his legs and head into his shell. He closed his eyes and rested his chin on the hard plastic of the chair.

      No one noticed the room shimmering as they all had their eyes closed. They felt tired. Soon, nothing remained.

      Braden and Micah were the first to awaken. The color in the room told them they were no longer on Vii. Braden breathed deeply and stayed still for longer than he did on the previous trip. He moved in slow motion as he hung his feet over the edge of the recliner, sliding off the chair until his feet touched the floor. He stood carefully and although nauseous, he did not throw up. Micah followed his lead and she was also able to stand upright without spewing her breakfast.

      The matter transfer chamber was clean from when Dr. Johns’ people followed them. Braden wasn’t sure he would have made it if the room still smelled of puke.

      G-War shook himself and jumped down, landing hard on the floor, where he crouched and waited for the chamber to stop spinning. The Wolfoids remained on the recliners. Aadi looked dead, just like last time. Braden felt the Tortoid’s neck, finding his heartbeat a relief. Braden opened his neural implant.

      ‘Holly, we’re here. Can you open the door for us, please?’ Braden looked the box that they’d left behind so Holly could communicate with the ship. ‘Do you still use this box to talk with the ship?’

      Before the computer could answer, a section of the wall slid inward and to the side. Braden jumped sideways and pulled his blaster when he saw an Android standing before the open doorway looking in. G-War’s hackles rose and the Wolfoids snarled their displeasure.

      “Holly sent me to escort you to the cloning chamber where the Lizard Man is going through the final process before he can be released,” the Android said in its emotionless voice.

      “We don’t like surprises,” Braden told it. He hesitated before putting his blaster away.

      ‘Master Braden, I no longer need the box as I am in contact with the ship’s primary systems. Give it to the Android and he’ll make sure the parts are appropriately recycled,’ Holly answered pleasantly.

      “Nice Android escort. What else hasn’t Holly told us?” Micah asked as she pushed the Android on her way out of the matter transfer chamber. She stopped in the bright lights of the Engineering Section and watched the Androids working at a number of stations. Her skin crawled and she clenched her jaw in anger.

      ‘Holly, are you sure you have full control of the Androids? I may have to start killing them because they appear to be causing all of us to question our decision to come back up here.’ Braden didn’t wait for an answer before reducing his link. A small light flashed showing an incoming message, but he ignored it, which meant that he was ignoring Holly. He wanted the computer to know that he wasn’t pleased with the ship’s welcoming committee and not letting him know what to expect. Maybe he should have shot the Android to prove a point about surprises.

      “Lead on, Android, the best route to get us to Pik Ha’ar without passing any more Androids, if you please,” Braden instructed. The Android stood still as it processed the request, and then turned to walk toward the forward bulkhead of the Engineering Section. It took the elevator up to the first catwalk and followed the curve of the section upwards until it came to the corridor they used before. It opened the door with a wave of its arm.

      “Hey! We don’t need an escort if you’re going to take us where we’ve already been,” Micah yelled to get the Android’s attention.

      “I have been instructed to escort you by the quickest means possible to D 9-10, Subdeck 4, Radial Passage 270, Bulkhead 934, the operational cloning facility assigned to the Rainforest Level. We must traverse Deck 10 to the central ramp because the elevators are not functional in these corridors attached to Engineering because of the vine encroachment. I will stay with you until we arrive at the facility and then escort you back here,” the Android said evenly.

      “After we have Pik Ha’ar with us, we’re going to the Rainforest Level to see if there are a few other Lizard Men who might want to join us. And that comes directly from me, your President who you will take orders from. Do you understand?” Micah asked firmly.

      The Android looked at her with its soulless eyes. “I understand and will comply,” it finally said.

      “I think Holly may have heard you all the way from here,” Braden added helpfully. The Wolfoids bobbed and snickered. G-War strolled forward, already tired of the strange sensation he felt from the rotating deck. Aadi swam to the doorway and waited for help to cant him sideways to squeeze through. He shook his old Tortoid head and thanked the humans profusely for babysitting him on this trip.

      They continued down the corridor to the door that opened onto Deck 10. Braden looked warily at the door to the crew quarters where the electrified humans were trapped. He kept his bracelet far away from the door to make sure he didn’t open it by accident.

      Braden pulled a cloth out of his backpack to wrap over his face and Micah did the same. The Wolfoids were anxious to go. The Android finally confirmed they were ready and opened the door.

      The Wolfoids craned their necks to look past the others to see their former home, maybe catch sight of another Wolfoid. They helped Aadi then everyone hurried through the door to stand on the catwalk and look down at the Livestock Level. The Android stepped away toward the stairway to the ground. The rest of them went the same way as they had done before.

      Once on the grassy plain that made up Deck 10, the Android broke into an easy jog, heading straight for the ramp that curved toward the sky. Braden towed Aadi and was soon breathing hard from the exertion of running at an angle in order to keep going in a straight line. He soon gave up and started walking. Bounder and Gray Strider raced ahead, passing the Android on their way to the Wolfoid village. The Android tried to call them back, but Braden, Micah, and the other two followed the Wolfoids. Soon the Android was backtracking to return to the party.

      “The ramp is this way. The direction you are currently headed does not meet with your own directive to take the most expeditious route to the cloning facility,” the Android said.

      “I’m sorry. We’re going to go this way. You are to wait for us on the ramp. We’ll be along shortly.” To emphasize her point, Micah waved him away. They continued walking until Braden decided he was acclimated enough to jog. The village turned out to be farther than they remembered, but they persevered and were soaked with sweat when they finally arrived.
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      The Wolfoids streamed in from the fields to join the impromptu celebration of Bounder and Gray Strider’s return. Shredder was happiest to greet them. He wanted them to know that the village did not fall apart in their absence.

      They were pleased, but expected nothing less. Bounder would not have made Shredder the Alpha if he didn’t have confidence in his abilities. The rest of the Wolfoids came past, sniffing and nuzzling the ‘cat and the humans. G-War trotted off to find the pups. When the high-pitched barking began, they knew he’d been successful. Then the chaos of sound indicated the Wolfoid pups were in chase.

      The adults settled in around a new fire, waiting on a fresh harvest from the pig herd.

      Bounder and Gray Strider shared their adventures on the planet surface. Even the pups stopped to listen. The Lizard Man attack and the mad run through the downpour of the rainforest. They regaled the other Wolfoids with the magnificence of the hunt! Gray Strider showed everyone the scar on her leg from their first attempt at taking down a buck. She beamed with pride.

      The Wolfoids had become farmers and ranchers out of necessity, but at heart, they were hunters. Their overwhelming response suggested that Braden and Micah would have a hard time refusing the move to Vii.

      “What will happen to the balance of the Livestock Level if all the Wolfoids go?” Braden asked.

      ‘Livestel will carry on, find a new balance,’ Bounder said with a casual wave of his paw. ‘We must make plans for all my people to come through the transfer chamber and join us on Vii.’

      “The whole pack on the surface?” Micah said, not sure she liked the idea, but Vii was a big planet with plenty of game along the rainforest. Maybe some of them would like to remain ranchers and farmers as well, although it was their choice. “The more we would try to control them, the less control we’d have. It’ll work out. It might be bumpy, but it’ll work out,” Micah said with a shrug.

      Braden opened his neural implant. ‘Holly, I think all the Wolfoids will move to Vii. Come up with a plan to make that happen with the least disruption here on the ship and at New Sanctuary.’

      ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea, Master Braden?’ Holly replied.

      ‘I’m not sure any of my ideas are good, but this is what we have to do. Come up with a plan, Holly.’ Braden minimized the window in front of his eye before Holly argued further.

      They kept their thoughts to themselves as the celebration unfolded and the pack feasted. The farmers brought plenty of vegetables from the gardens and this was where Braden and Micah heaped praise. They wanted the farmers and ranchers to continue doing what they did well, no matter where they were living. Everyone needed a balance, but Braden and Micah knew that mandating a way of life was what they were fighting against.

      Not every Wolfoid could be a hunter. Not every human was a leader. Not every Lizard Man was bad.

      “Do you think our Android is waiting patiently for us?” Micah asked.

      “I’m sure he’s in constant contact with Holly, who is probably beside himself. I expect he has some kind of timeline that he hasn’t shared with us, including one of his infamous side quests. ‘Oh by the way, since you’re on the ship, could you go into this horrible area that’s very dangerous and pick me up an electronic thing that I need?’” Braden said, trying his best to sound like Holly.

      Micah giggled and pushed Braden. Yes, she thought, that sounded like Holly. She sobered quickly as she realized that Braden was probably right. Aadi stayed close to the humans and started getting nervous. He still had nightmares about how helpless he felt after he’d been seized by the Androids. It was all he could do not to swim away screaming when their Android escort was near.
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      They wrapped up the celebration and the six of them–Braden, Micah, Bounder, Gray Strider, Aadi, and G-War–headed to the ramp. Bounder bared his fangs at some rather insistent young Wolfoids who thought they’d tag along, hoping they’d be the first to join Bounder on the planet.

      He told them repeatedly that Shredder would make the decisions and keep order during the transition. Braden wondered since Holly hadn’t given them a plan yet on the proposed relocation of the settlement from their home of Livestel to somewhere on Planet Vii.

      Braden and Micah would have to talk with the Council of Elders to find a suitable place for the Wolfoids, but the final say would have to come from the Alpha, from Bounder. He’d earned Braden’s and Micah’s trust so they left it at that.

      The group started jogging to cover ground more quickly. The Wolfoids found the difference between the planet and the ship to be disturbing. They finally understood why the ‘cat didn’t want to come back. G-War was used to knowing exactly what his body could do. On the ship, he felt like he was out of control. That’s why he played with the pups, he was practicing and learning. He was more agile than they were but he still wasn’t comfortable.

      On cue, the ‘cat let everyone know what he was thinking. ‘Why aren’t we done and on our way home yet?’

      “G-War, my fuzzy orange friend! We just ate a great meal. No one has tried to kill us, yet anyway, and we are in good company. What is the rush?” Braden said boldly, sweeping his arm across the land as it swept upward toward the sky.

      The group stopped and watched as the Golden Warrior coughed twice and retched a foul pile of pork and gray hair onto the ground.

      “Is that Wolfoid fur?” Braden asked, as the hairs sticking out weren’t orange.

      ‘Some of the youngsters needed harsher lessons than others. It’s nothing that won’t grow back,’ the ‘cat said, looking sideways at Bounder who returned G-War’s gaze.

      Smirking, Braden and Micah started jogging again, this time lengthening their strides as they pulled Aadi between them. The Wolfoids bounded out to the sides and ran ahead. G-War easily caught up, following his humans closely.

      As expected, the Android was waiting for them. Androids had no mannerisms so they couldn’t tell if it was impatient or not, and they didn’t care.

      “Lead on, Mister Android,” Micah said as they arrived, refreshed from the exercise. The Android waved its hand and the human-sized door opened. They headed in and it was a world of difference over their previous venture. This time, the ramp was fully lit, which made working their way past the jumble of vehicles much easier. Once through, they continued up the ramp. The rotation of the ship made it seem like they were walking on the level.

      The Android stopped abruptly and pointed at what looked to be a blank wall. He tapped a spot to open an access panel. He typed something onto a small keypad and the door unsealed and slid aside. It looked eerily like the one they entered in the forward section that led to the battle with the Androids. Braden and Micah took deep breaths and steeled themselves while the Android waited. G-War peered into the well-lit room, beyond which the corridor traveled the length of the aft core section. Somewhere in there, Pik Ha’ar’s clone waited for them.

      “After you,” Micah urged. She wasn’t comfortable with the Android behind her, despite Holly’s assurances. The Android stepped through, and they followed. The door slid silently shut after the last of them was through. Bounder and Gray Strider fingered their lightning spears as they walked behind the rest of the group, looking back down the corridor every few heartbeats. The Wolfoids didn’t like being in such a cramped space, even though the corridor appeared to be nearly endless both in front of and behind them.

      The Android strode briskly forward. Androids never tired, never lost focus, and never showed emotion. Braden wished they were on his side, but he could never trust them. So they followed the Android, warily, with hands ready on blasters while the Wolfoids kept their spears primed for action. Even Aadi was prepared to act. G-War stayed where the others could protect him. The only one defenseless against the Androids was the ‘cat. The only way he could protect himself was by seeing so many heartbeats into the future. To some, that might be comforting, but to G-War, it only meant that he might see his death coming and not be able to do anything about it.
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      The Android didn’t even hesitate as they reached the double doors to the laboratory. He swiped his hand past the scanner and the doors opened together into the hallway. A sprawling complex of tanks and bright white equipment filled the room. The Android walked inside, veering to the left toward an area where two more Androids diligently studied the screens surrounding a setup that looked like the med lab in the New Command Center.

      The companions tentatively followed their Android escort, making sure not to touch anything as they passed. They didn’t understand any of it, except that the Androids used the equipment to make copies of people and, it seemed, intelligent creatures. Braden walked with his mouth open, unsure of how he felt.

      Micah knew how she felt; she didn’t like any of it. If it weren’t for the war, then Pik Ha’ar would still be at peace, resting in his shallow grave on the Rainforest Level.

      They walked to an area where their escort waited. He waved them to the platform that doubled as a medical bed. On it, a Lizard Man rested, eyes closed. Braden and Micah thought they were prepared to see their friend, but they couldn’t get the image of his death out of their minds. The very Androids that killed him could be in this room. The combination of factors was overwhelming. Micah turned her face away and pulled Braden close, burying her head in his chest.

      “The ancients mastered life itself. They created the Lizard Men, gave them life, watched them die, and then brought them back from the dead. That’s too scary to contemplate. I think we need to have Holly and the Androids destroy everything related to cloning. We abide by the laws of nature or we don’t deserve to live.” Braden hesitated as he felt Micah shiver in his arms. “Let’s do what we came to do and then go home,” Braden whispered as he held his partner’s head and looked at the copy of their friend.

      Micah turned back to the table, steeling herself for the next step in the process. The Wolfoids stood so close to the humans that they touched. Aadi floated over the end of the bed, while G-War unashamedly jumped onto the bed, walked to Pik’s mid-section, and sat down. He licked a paw and scrubbed his face.

      Even the Android watched as the ‘cat seemed oblivious to the enormity of it all. Or maybe that was exactly why he did what he did.

      With a nod to their Android escort, it touched a panel and Pik Ha’ar took deep breaths, chest rising and falling more quickly as he raced to consciousness. With a final sigh, he opened his eyes, gazing intently at the orange creature sitting on him. He tried to move an arm, but he wore restraints. Pik then looked at Aadi, who looked back without blinking. The Lizard Man cocked his head as the two communicated without words.

      Pik looked to the Wolfoids and recoiled backward into his pillow, not able to get farther away. The humans waited and finally their friend’s eyes settled on them. He leaned closer, examining every feature of Braden’s face, then Micah’s. He looked back to Aadi, then to G-War.

      ‘I know you,’ Pik started slowly, speaking thickly with his thought voice. G-War only nodded. ‘And you.’ Aadi nodded and blinked.

      Pik said nothing when his gaze passed over the Wolfoids. He stopped at Braden. ‘I have sworn my loyalty to you,’ he said, making it sound like a question. Braden nodded as tears welled in his eyes. ‘And you,’ Pik raised his chin to point at Micah.

      “I am Braden, Free Trader, and this Micah, my partner and President of Planet Vii. And you are Pik Ha’ar, our friend,” Braden said out loud.

      ‘I am Pik Ha’ar,’ the Lizard Man repeated over the mindlink.

      “We are all friends. We trade together, and we fight together. This is Bounder and his mate, Gray Strider. They are Wolfoids from the Livestock Level. They will help keep you safe as they have protected us, helped us see things we would not have otherwise seen. Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium is a friend to all Lizard Men. The Golden Warrior, sitting on your stomach, makes it possible for all of us to talk and be understood. Aadi and G-War make sure we stay true to our moral compass. Maybe you can tell us something about yourself, Pik. What do you remember?” Braden asked the question they all wanted the answer to.

      Pik looked again from face to face, examining them, committing them to his new memory. ‘Friends,’ he said with a slight upturn of his lip. ‘I was willing to die for my friends, but it seems that I have survived somehow. I remember flashes of green and red light and pain. Much pain. I was fighting for you, my friend!’ The Lizard Man’s eyes brightened as he looked at Aadi. He twirled his finger for Aadi to turn and show the damage to his shell. Pik nodded.

      ‘The evil Androids. You were there and you and you, little orange man.’ Pik looked to Braden, then Micah, and finally G-War. The ‘cat showed his claw for a heartbeat, then started biting at it. Pik chuckled. ‘I don’t know how I know, but you saved us all, didn’t you, Prince Axial De’atesh?’

      Braden looked quickly to Micah. How does he know that? he mouthed. She shrugged and looked back at the Lizard Man, then to the Android who stood as still as if it was just another piece of medical equipment.

      “Release the restraints. It’s time for us to go,” she ordered.

      “Master President, we recommend that he remain in our care for two more days before he is fully functional. You will be able to visit as often as you’d like during that time,” the Android responded without moving.

      Micah flushed red. “Thank you for your recommendation. Release him now.” She pulled her blaster and aimed it at their Android escort. It wasn’t intimidated, as it had no emotions, but it stepped forward and touched a button on the panel over the bed. The restraints retracted into the bed. G-War jumped down and started back the way they’d come. The Wolfoids moved away from the bed as well. Aadi backed up and the two humans supported Pik by his arms as he tried to sit up.

      He was weak, but they didn’t believe that he’d get stronger lying in bed. Eating and moving would bring him strength. They could travel at his pace until he could keep up with theirs.

      ‘Thank you, for the help. I do not trust the Androids. I feel that they should be my enemy, but they have treated my wounds and brought me back to health.’

      “They’re not your enemy, but they bear close watching. We are of the same mind, Pik. We don’t trust the Androids either. I think we’re all safer not trusting them,” Micah said, looking back and seeing that the Android escort followed. “No. You will stay here until we call for you. Don’t answer, just stay,” Micah commanded. They took two more steps with Pik’s arms draped over their shoulders for support.

      The Android continued to follow. Micah nodded to Braden, who leaned Pik toward him so that he could hold all the Lizard Man’s weight. Micah pulled her blaster out, quickly aimed, and pulled the trigger. The Android’s death was unspectacular. It sparked twice and fell over.

      Braden’s minimized neural implant immediately started flashing. “It seems Holly has something to say about the recent and unfortunate demise of our escort. Hold on a heartbeat while I set him straight,” Braden told Micah.

      He expanded the window floating before his eye. ‘Holly! You wouldn’t believe it. Our escort refused to follow the President’s orders and then it died right in front of us. It was the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen.’

      ‘I guess that passes for humor. I must ask that you not eliminate any more Androids. The number I need to run the ship is dangerously limited,’ Holly pleaded with Braden.

      ‘You know, Holly, I was going to tear into you about these crapping Androids. If you need them to run the ship, that’s fine, but this one wasn’t doing that. It followed us despite the President telling it not to. So obviously there was a problem with its programming and we couldn’t allow it to interfere with your ability to run the ship. I think we did you a favor!’ Braden ended on a high note.

      ‘It was returning to its work station, which happens to be in the direction you were going.’ Holly’s voice was calm as he tried to make his point with Braden.

      ‘Holly, the President told him to stay. When she gives an order, they have no choice but to follow it. They follow orders from you until they are superseded by orders from us. That’s how it was supposed to be, Holly. Make sure the Android programming reflects that, otherwise there will be a trail of dead Androids between here and the matter transfer chamber.’ Braden minimized his window without waiting for an answer.

      “Maybe we should knock off a few more to show him we’re serious?” Braden said.

      “I think he knows,” Micah said as she pointed. Two Androids were moving away from the direct route to the door. Others stood perfectly still in more distant areas of the large room.

      They supported Pik between them as they made a beeline for the door. The Wolfoids and G-War ran ahead and stood outside the doorway, watching the corridor. Aadi swam behind them, watching Pik carefully for any sign that he was overexerting himself.

      After entering the corridor, they closed the door to the cloning facility, watching as if something else was supposed to happen. Micah shuddered with the memory of what she’d seen in there. She resisted the nearly all-consuming desire to use her blaster and flame the entire laboratory. “Some things should not be messed with,” she said. She understood that without the cloning facility, they wouldn’t have been able to get their friend back. She wrestled with herself over the cost versus the benefits.

      Was she succumbing to the attraction of the Old Tech and the power it held?
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      They reached the doorway to the ramp without any interference. Pik’s legs strengthened as he walked until the humans were barely supporting him. During their stroll, he talked with them about how he grew up and who his other friends were, what his role as Pik was. They’d heard most of it before, but listened quietly as Pik became reacquainted with himself.

      They stood in the small room together as Pik asked if they would let him walk without help. He took a few tentative steps, but needed an arm to lean on. “We’ll get you a walking stick on the next level. We’re going there to try and recruit a few of your fellows to come with us to Vii, where some bad Lizard Men started a war. We need your help to end it, and I’m sorry that we didn’t ask you. Will you help us end the war between the Lizard Men on Planet Vii?” Braden asked, pleading for Pik to commit.

      ‘Of course, it’s what friends do for each other,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘The Golden Warrior has already asked this of me, while sharing some of his memories. It will be a great honor to help the Amazon rid itself of the scourge known as the Overlords. I am ashamed that they look like me. We weren’t born and raised for the evil they are doing. I will help you, and I will convince the others on the Rainforest Level.’ Pik leaned on Braden’s arm as he shuffled toward the door.

      Bounder waved his bracelet at the panel and the doorway appeared. They went through and headed upward, jogging to keep pace with the ship’s rotation as they circled higher and higher. When they reached the top of the ramp, Bounder was ready to go through, but Braden raised a hand to stop him.

      “They know we’re coming, don’t they, G?” Braden asked. The ‘cat lifted his head and nodded once. “It’s going to hurt, isn’t it?”

      ‘Yes,’ was all G-War said.

      Braden described the antics of the monkeys and the foulness of what they would throw. They were hard to kill and clearly, they held a grudge. They were hostile and couldn’t be reasoned with. They Lizard Men were at war with the monkeys, but couldn’t kill them as the Lizard Men only had spears.

      They prepared themselves by readying their weapons, counting on speed when bursting through the door to get into the cover provided by the rainforest. Braden asked the others to shoot near the monkeys, but try not to hurt them.

      Braden waved his bracelet. When the door opened, he pushed it outward and ran toward the rainforest, immediately getting pelted by something hard. The foul little creatures were throwing rocks. Braden covered his head with an arm and saw that the others were running toward the rainforest on different paths. Only Braden was getting pelted.

      He turned, hoping to increase speed, but the monkeys were faster. A barrage of rocks flooded the space in front of him, and he was pummeled when he ran into it. His body armor protected some of Braden, but his exposed hands and head took the worst of it. The explosion in his head from the projectile violently impacting temple was the last thing he remembered.

      Micah saw Braden go down and ran toward him. She fired her blaster, on the wide flame setting, raining destruction into the trees. She waved it back and forth toward anything that looked like a monkey. Most fled into the higher branches and disappeared. Those who died, did so horrifically as they tried to run while their short hair was on fire. They fell as their bodies gave up. The attack ended as quickly as it had begun.

      The Wolfoids joined Micah at Braden’s unconscious form. They faced outward with their lightning spears at the ready. G-War moved in close to check on his bonded human. The ‘cat pronounced him to be fine, although Micah couldn’t take her eyes from the growing knot on the side of his head.

      Braden started coming to. His head rolled on the ramp surface as he tried to gather his wits. Braden felt the ship spinning more than usual and needed help to sit up.

      Pik Ha’ar rummaged in the undergrowth until he found a heavy stick almost as tall as he was. He used it to walk slowly back to the companions.

      Braden held his head in both hands, gently running his fingertips over the growing welt where the rock had bashed him in the temple. He blinked rapidly as he tried to focus. His vision slowly returned to normal, but the dizziness did not go away.

      Micah’s implant blinked to the point of distraction. She wanted to shut it down, but wondered if Holly had information on Braden. She opened the window before her eye as she held her partner tightly.

      ‘Is Braden with you? I’ve lost contact with his implant, and I am very concerned,’ Holly said quickly in a tone approaching panic.

      ‘He’s right here, Holly. The monkeys attacked us, and Braden was hit in the side of the head by a rock. He’s dazed, but appears to be okay. He has a huge knot on his right temple,’ Micah answered.

      ‘I am so relieved, Master President. Please send my best wishes for a speedy recovery to him. The implant has been damaged and will have to be replaced. I can have the Androids do that if you wish?’ Holly asked.

      ‘I don’t think we’ll have that done up here. I’m not sure we’ll replace it, to be honest. I’ll keep the window while we’re on the ship so you can talk with me if you need to.’ Micah reduced the window and put it to the side of her eye, outside her line of vision. She was briefly envious of Braden that he no long had Holly inside his head. Micah knew that he’d be envious of her since he loved the maps that Holly shared, always showing them exactly where they were.

      Braden was out of it, and that meant the decision to replace the implant was hers alone. She’d made it and was comfortable that Braden would have done the same thing in her place. She didn’t trust the Androids to mess around inside her partner’s brain.

      “Can you walk?” she asked tentatively.

      He started to nod, but stopped himself, grasping his head again. “I don’t know,” he finally answered. “If you could stop the world from spinning, I’d probably be fine,” he muttered.

      “Let’s find a place to camp. The monkeys are probably angrier than they were before. I’m afraid that if we run across them, we’ll have to fight them off and keep driving them away.” She stroked his head gently as the Wolfoids each offered a foreleg to support him as he stood. He wobbled once upright, so Micah threw one of his arms over her shoulders and held tightly to his waist.

      Pik Ha’ar slowly approached, shifted his walking stick to his other hand and put Braden’s arm over his green shoulders. Micah tried to stop him, but he waved off her concerns.

      ‘This is what we do, no? Or has something changed since I’ve been gone?’ he asked, looking at her. She had no answer for him, besides muscling Braden toward the opening where they passed through last time they entered the ship’s rainforest.

      After a short way, Pik suggested that he lead, as he knew a better way to a place where the Lizard Men did not patrol, where they’d be safe to rest.

      Micah didn’t hesitate as Pik guided them in a different direction to a spot where the trees grew densely, letting little sunlight filter through. The moisture was thick, but there was sparse undergrowth. At an opening between two of the largest trees on Deck 9, Pik called the group to a halt and gently put Braden down. Braden leaned against a root as Pik pointed to where they could find fresh water. Gray Strider took their flasks and went with Aadi to fill them. Bounder and G-War stayed close to Braden, watching the trees for any signs of the chameleon-like Lizard Men, even though Pik assured them that no one was around.
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      After a long rest where Braden slept peacefully cradled in Micah’s lap, the companions ate of their supplies and prepared to begin the second half of why they came to the ship. They wanted to know if more Lizard Men could join them in the Amazonian War.

      Aadi and Pik Ha’ar would be critical during this time. Aadi floated near Pik and they talked extensively over the mindlink. Micah only partially listened as she faded in and out of sleep. G-War jumped into the conversation on occasion, to highlight one piece or another as they gave Pik the background on the Amazonian War. Micah expected that the ‘cat shared images of the good Amazonians like Zalastar and Akhmiyar and images of those they’d been attacked by as well as what they knew of the Overlords, from the information taken from the minds of their minions.

      Pik used a knife that Micah had given him to whittle his walking stick into something sized for his hand and height. She let him keep the knife until he found a more suitable weapon. Even though Braden left his bow in the New Command Center, he carried two blasters and his short sword. Micah carried her blasters and her full-sized sword. The Wolfoids carried their lightning spears. They had a great deal of firepower, especially since the ship was supposed to be completely under Holly’s control.

      Which wasn’t the case as she looked at the apple-sized bump on the side of Braden’s head. The first thing he did when he was able to stand on his own was go to the stream and dunk his head in the cool water. He held his head to the side and let the coolness ease the pain throbbing within the bump.

      “Monkeys,” Micah said, shaking her head as Braden squeezed the water from his long braid. His eyes looked clear. To be sure, he dialed his blaster to the tiniest beam and tried to fire a few shots. “I think your brain is still spinning inside there.” The pinpoints from his shots covered an area larger than a man. Micah was impressed that he hit the broad tree trunk and would have been amazed had the shots been anywhere closer together.

      “Don’t shoot unless it’s life or death,” she cautioned. “We don’t want you to hit one of us.” She smiled at him and they walked back to the clearing together where they found the others ready to go.

      “Pik, my friend, are you ready?” Braden asked.

      ‘I am. We will find a patrol and with Aadi’s and the Golden Warrior’s help, convince them to join us in freeing the intelligent creatures of Vii,’ Pik stated with conviction.

      Braden invited Pik to lead the group forward. Aadi swam close behind him while G-War bounded into the trees, keeping pace by jumping from branch to branch. The humans walked next and the Wolfoids brought up the rear. Braden walked without assistance, but stumbled often as his dizziness came and went. Micah tried to keep a hand on him just so he wouldn’t fall. The rainforest was wet, and they couldn’t be sure what was hidden beneath the slimy surfaces of the stagnant ponds.

      Pik set a slow pace. He was getting stronger, but still needed to take his time. It took a while before they entered the territory that was regularly patrolled. He asked the others to wait while he disappeared into the trunk of a massive, heavy-branched tree. They knew he was there, but couldn’t see him, no matter how hard they looked.

      G-War informed them that a patrol approached. They waited, trying to look calm and relaxed, but when the Lizard Men spotted them and spread out, approaching deliberately by using the nearby trees to conceal their presence, the companions circled and assumed defensive stances. The Wolfoids lowered their spears, ready to fire. Braden and Micah had their blasters ready.

      ‘Put down your weapons,’ Pik begged them. ‘If you don’t put them down, they will fight as soon as they arrive and we will not be able to speak with them.’

      The companions struggled with complying, but finally, the humans holstered their blasters. The Wolfoids raised their spears, but their muscles tensed as they prepared to fight.

      Pik Ha’ar revealed himself when the Lizard Men smoothly entered the area, surrounding the companions. He found the Pik, the leader, after pushing his way past one of the patrol members, a Tup.

      Pik raised his hand to the other leader, who grew agitated and kept pointing at the Wolfoids and the humans. Aadi swam close by, but two Tups put themselves between their leaders and the Tortoid. They pushed him away with their spears.

      Even with Braden’s addled mind, he realized that besides being a long shot, it was extremely dangerous. ‘I think we may have to fight our way out of this. I hope the monkeys don’t decide to show up,’ Braden told Micah in his thought voice. She didn’t answer as her attention was focused on the eight patrol members surrounding the group. Although their spears couldn’t shoot a lightning bolt like the Wolfoid’s, the Lizard Men were so close it didn’t matter. If a fight broke out, someone was going to get hurt.

      The Wolfoids shifted back and forth behind Braden and Micah as they anxiously awaited the call to attack. They’d each picked their targets and itched to fight. The humans hoped the negotiations were going well. To them it looked like an argument. Aadi swam back and forth as he tried to maintain his view of the two Piks. The patrol members continued to block him with their bodies.

      And then the fight began. As Pik had done on their previous trip to the ship, he physically challenged the patrol leader by giving him one mighty shove. The other Lizard Man did not fall down because Pik Ha’ar was weaker than he was before. But he stepped back and taunted the other Lizard Man, who charged him. Pik Ha’ar stepped aside and pushed the other to the ground as he passed.

      Pik casually stepped back. Pik Ha’ar stood up straight and closed his eyes, waving the other Lizard Man to come at him. Braden looked into the trees and saw G-War, crouched, focused intently on the other Lizard Man.

      ‘G-War is helping him fight because he can’t overpower the other Lizard Man. He has to beat him in a match of intelligence and willpower,’ Braden said over the mindlink.

      The patrol leader looked at Pik Ha’ar oddly, then walked in a circle around him. Pik remained facing where the other Lizard Man had been. The other picked up his spear and pointed it at Pik’s back. The patrol leader’s face twisted into a snarl and his muscles tensed as he prepared his death thrust. He took a heavy step forward and then lunged.

      Pik twisted his body away and grabbed the spear as it passed, redirecting the point into a tangle of tree roots where it wedged tightly. The other Lizard Man was pulled forward. He stumbled and fell, splashing face first into a puddle. Pik jumped astride his back and held the other’s head under the water. He thrashed about, then with a mighty heave, he bounced Pik into the air. Not letting go, Pik forced the other’s head back under the surface while he was trying to gulp air. He thrashed, but his lungs, already filled with water, gave out and he stopped breathing. Pik braced himself and then twisted the other’s head until the neck snapped.

      Pik stood, tottering from his exertions. He pulled the spear from where it had wedged and used that to support himself. He breathed heavily as G-War jumped from the branch and hopped from dry spot to dry spot until he stood next to the Lizard Man. Aadi swam forward and turned around, taking a position on the other side of Pik Ha’ar.

      He waved the others in the patrol to him. The Wolfoids were both relieved and disappointed. Micah turned and gave Bounder a push. “You’ll get your chance. When we enter the Amazon in search of the Overlords, you’ll see what it’s like to fight a Lizard Man on their terms. You won’t like it,” she told him, then reached up and scratched the fur behind his ears.

      The humans and the Wolfoids stood outside the circle of Lizard Men. G-War could hear the ones from the ship, but not those from the Amazon. Pik Ha’ar started talking with them by telling the tale of a great rainforest where the forces of good and evil battled for control. Pik dropped the spear as his body gestures became more and more animated. The other Lizard Men watched, eyes fixed on their new Pik.

      He finished with a two-footed stomp into a puddle, and G-War jumped to the side to avoid getting splashed. Pik retrieved his spear and sent the Lizard Men to talk among themselves.

      Braden wanted to know. “How’d it go, Pik? That was some fight, by the way,” Braden said in a lowered voice. Pik waved his hand and shook his head.

      ‘It was a bad fight. I cheated because I could not beat him fairly. What we must do is just, but it still doesn’t make it right. The means do not justify the end,’ Pik replied.

      “The most important thing is that we shouldn’t have brought you here in the first place. If there is blame, it is ours for putting you in a position where you had to resort to, let’s say, an innovative fighting technique in order to win over the others. We shouldn’t have risked your life that way. Had you died, this trip would have been for nothing. And look at me.” Braden pointed to the knot on his head. “I’ve gotten hurt, too. You know what I hate about this whole thing? That Holly was right! We need an escort to protect us from ourselves. Damn computer…” Braden looked away. Micah patted his shoulder in complete agreement.

      “I blasted that Android just because he was returning to his workstation in the same direction that we were going,” Micah offered.

      “You blasted him because you told him to stay and he didn’t. He could have followed us after thirty heartbeats and we wouldn’t have known he was there,” Braden said. Micah started to nod, then shrugged.

      “What next, Pik?” she asked.

      ‘We wait until they decide. We have room for five, yes?’

      “Five, yes. So we wait.” Braden sat down on a root, bending over to put his head between his legs until the bump started to throb, then he sat up straight. He couldn’t get comfortable with the pain in his head. Micah tried numbweed, but it had little effect on the bruise.

      The companions finally broke out their rations and ate a meal while the Lizard Men continued to argue. The humans and Wolfoids were taking turns sleeping when the patrol finally came to a decision. One of them stepped forward. Micah and Bounder roused their partners to listen.

      ‘Although we believe you and wish you well, we are not convinced that there is a place for us outside of our world, which you tell us is only a small place within a bigger place within a whole universe. The youngest of our group, Tup Dal, would like to join you. The rest have graciously declined. Do you require anything else of us, Pik Ha’ar?’ the new Lizard Man patrol leader asked.

      ‘No. Be on your way,’ Pik said tersely. He watched as they walked off, leaving one behind–the smallest, youngest, and most frightened looking former patrol member. ‘Welcome, Dal. Do not be afraid. The group here are the fiercest fighters you will ever meet. They will keep you from harm, mostly. But you have to earn your way, too. Now, walk beside me as we return to the ramp. Tell me about yourself...’

      The young Lizard Man seemed surprised that Pik asked him a question instead of simply issuing orders. He relaxed as the group moved rapidly through the woods. Pik Ha’ar’s vigor had returned during the extended time of the patrol’s deliberations. Even Braden felt better, but his head would throb at various times, making him dizzy and nauseous. He had plenty of help to limit the stress as the others took turns giving him a shoulder to lean on. Dal watched this with fascination and surprise as the culture he was raised with was one where the weak were weeded out, the injured carried their own weight, or they died.
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      The Wolfoids wanted to test their skill with the spears at the agile monkeys, but the foul little creatures were nowhere to be seen as the group moved through the rainforest to the ramp, where they wasted no time exiting the Deck 9.

      After Micah helped Aadi through, the others bolted from their hiding places and one by one, ran through the door. Braden went first so the others could protect him if the monkeys attacked. But there was nothing. They each ran through, with Bounder coming last. He stopped before the door and faced the forest, howling long and loud. The Wolfoid didn’t like the Rainforest Level or its inhabitants. He didn’t like the feeling of being constantly wet. He and his mate smelled.

      Micah shook her head at the demonstration of bravado and displeasure.

      Once the door closed behind them, they collectively breathed a sigh of relief. They slowly walked down the ramp toward the Livestock Level.

      ‘Hungry,’ the ‘cat told them all. As G-War expected, none of them seemed to care. He ran ahead and leapt onto the back of the first vehicle where he readied his most piercing glare. As the others approached, only Bounder acknowledged his efforts.

      ‘Come, my little friend, we’ll cull out a pig for us to hunt together.’ Bounder bobbed his head and snarled with the thought of the kill. ‘Maybe not as good as a hunt on Vii, but we’ll be back home soon. The deer grow fat waiting for us, no?’

      G-War jumped from vehicle to vehicle as they approached the door at the bottom of the ramp. Braden and Micah watched the Wolfoids and the ‘cat vibrate in anticipation. Micah opened the door and the three with fur bolted through, racing each other into the grasses of the plain before them. The Lizard Men watched in fascination. Pik had been to other areas of the ship, but his memories were vague. Dal’s eyes grew wide as he looked into the brightness of Deck 10.

      Braden and Micah wedged Aadi through to his usual profuse apologies at being such a burden. They waited for the Lizard Men. Pik had never been on the Livestock Level. It was all new. Micah encouraged them to drink deeply before they began the run to the Wolfoid village.

      ‘Deck 3. The pain?’ Pik wondered as a memory drifted through his mind.

      “Yes. Deck 3 was painful. Hot and dry with the beetles that wanted to eat us. It was painful for all of us, except Aadi and Skirill, of course. I think Aadi would move there if he could–unlimited beetles to eat and the dry heat where he spent most of his life.”

      ‘You carried me. Thank you,’ Pik said simply in his thought voice. ‘Skirill, a Hawkoid, where is he?’

      “Skirill and his mate Zyena are waiting for us on Vii. You’ll get to see them soon. But first, we have stop by the village because we have space to take four Wolfoids with us.”

      Pik nodded and Dal obediently followed him into the ship’s artificial sunlight. They both ducked their heads as their eyes were meant for the semi-dark of the rainforest. They shielded their faces with a hand and trudged forward with Aadi swimming along beside them.

      Braden and Micah followed, ensuring the door closed as they passed through. Braden wasn’t up for running, so Micah helped keep him steady as they walked at a brisk pace across the grazing lands for the livestock on this deck. They wondered why the Wolfoids didn’t hunt any of the other creatures found there, of which there were many. They only ate pork from their own herd.

      Bounder had been angry when he first discovered Braden and Micah had killed one of the pigs from the Wolfoid herd. That seemed like cycles ago, when it hadn’t been anywhere near that long.

      Now Pik Ha’ar was back and he seemed like an older, more confident Lizard Man. He was also quickly becoming an entirely new friend. They liked how he turned out even if they didn’t agree with the Androids and Holly playing God, although Braden had to admit, he asked Holly to do it. Once again, the computer only did what they asked it to do, even if the humans didn’t understand how. Everything Holly did was for a purpose based on the information he had and guidance he was given. Even if he did things differently than Braden or Micah would do them, he only wanted to give them what they asked for, and he did it to the best of his ability.

      Holly’s abilities were beyond their comprehension. Braden asked Micah to open her neural implant and apologize to Holly on his behalf. She did as she asked, eyes unfocused as they walked through the tall grasses toward the distant village where the smoke from a cook fire was already starting to billow skyward, creating dark clouds that twirled away with the rotation of the decks.

      “Holly says he is humbled that you would think he needed to hear an apology. He also agreed that he should have better described the entire process. Holly is pleased that Pik Ha’ar’s memories are mostly there. In fact, he says the Lizard Man’s recollections from before and immediately after his death are unprecedented,” she told Braden while the window was still open before her eye.

      “I think the memories were G’s doing. He filled the gaps in Pik’s mind and that included some of the memories following his death. How else could he have known that G-War pressed the buttons to give Holly access to the computers that controlled the Androids? Isn’t that one of the first things he said when he woke up? Of course, G-War is the hero from his point of view!” Braden started laughing and laughed so hard that they had to stop. Micah laughed because Braden was doubled over coughing. Tears streamed from his eyes as he thought of the ‘cat’s history of Vii.

      Pik and Dal stopped and watched the humans closely, wondering if they were ill.

      “G-War! You are the best and my best friend,” Braden gasped between snorts and chuckles.

      Micah slapped him on the back. “What about me, lover?” she said with a smile.

      “Our best friend,” he managed to say, emphasizing the word “our.” They started walking again, giggling as they went.

      ‘Of course, I am, and blessed you are for it, too,’ the ‘cat interjected. ‘Would you hurry up? The Wolfoids have devised some games to determine who gets to go, but they aren’t going to start until you get here. I’m ready for a nap, but don’t want to miss this. Now, run!’ he commanded. They giggled more at the sound of his thought voice confirming everything they had suspected.

      Pik put a rope in Aadi’s mouth as he and Dal lumbered after the humans. Then he handed the other end of the rope to the younger, smaller Lizard Man so he could pull the Tortoid. Dal considered it an honor as Pik said the Tortoid was to be revered by all Lizard Men.

      Maybe G-War wasn’t the only one making suggestions about the companions’ storied past.
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      Braden and Micah arrived, sweating profusely as Braden’s head hurt more and more. In the end, Micah and Pik supported him between them as they lumbered into the village. Braden dunked his head in the lake to cool the pain. When he lifted his head, a pack of pups were there, watching him closely. One, bolder than the others, leaned in close, lapping the water with his tongue, then nodded to Braden. The pup mimicked the motion a second time as he tried to teach Braden the proper way to drink from the lake.

      Braden appreciated the pup’s efforts. He turned his face toward the water and put his lips to it, licking the water to make it splash. The pups yipped and batted at the one who showed Braden the Wolfoid way. Then they all ran off. Braden wiped his face on his sleeve. All he wanted was to sit down. He took a spot near the fire, leaning back against a log. He was soon asleep.

      Micah waved for them to start the games that Bounder, Gray Strider, and Shredder devised to help them select the next Wolfoids to go to Planet Vii. Bounder tipped his chin to the humans as he barked and howled to open the games. G-War watched with wide eyes as he sat in a crouch.

      ‘G, you have to tell me what’s really going on here?’ Micah asked, talking only with the ‘cat.

      ‘These are games where they will be physically challenged, but that’s not what Bounder is looking for. The contestants don’t know that, though, and that is why these are going to be so much fun to watch. Now hush and let me concentrate,’ G-War said abruptly and closed the mindlink.

      Ten couples of all shapes and sizes entered the central area between the pack and the fire where a pig had just been put on to roast. Micah looked closely and couldn’t tell which Wolfoid was partnered with which, but she seemed to be the only one who didn’t know. Pik and Dal crouched at the edge of the lake, keeping themselves wet with periodic splashes of water. They seemed to be enjoying the spectacle. Aadi floated near them, taking in moisture through his feet, as Tortoids did.

      Bounder barked and yipped, driving the crowd into a frenzy. The contestants started howling as he stepped aside. He looked at a path from the village and chased a couple Wolfoids out of the way. He fired lightning from his spear and the ten were off, dropping quickly to all fours and running for all they were worth.

      ‘What is the first contest?’ Micah asked Gray Strider.

      ‘Run to the ramp and return. That’s the only instruction they were given,’ she responded. Micah felt like the Wolfoid was holding something back, but G-War had asked her to be patient. She sat back, holding Braden as he slept and watched the pig roast as the pups played. One Wolfoid had climbed to the top of a hut and was barking out the status of those in the race.

      One male, only slightly smaller than Bounder, was increasing his lead over the others. He tore up a great mound of earth as he turned at the base of the ramp, racing past the others, his paws pounding the ground. He nipped at his mate as he passed, urging her to go faster.

      Most were bunched up, but one pair was bringing up the rear. The female had a slight limp. The male took her spear so she could run without holding it in the hand of her foreleg as the rest of the Wolfoids did. With a spear in each hand, he slowed to keep pace with his mate. They didn’t give up. Long after the others had passed, they reached the ramp. She took a short break to bite at her paw, realizing that there was a splinter. The male helped and soon it was out. She felt much better when they started running the return leg. They couldn’t see the winner arrive as he was too far ahead.  They saw the remaining bunch of Wolfoids wrestling with each other to get in front, happy that they weren’t thrown into that mix. They weren’t the biggest, the strongest, or the fastest.

      They wondered if they’d made a mistake asking to be considered, but they kept running.

      The large male reared and howled in his most impressive Wolfoid voice as he stood alone in the center of the village. He breathed heavily and after a few heartbeats, started barking for his mate, cheering her on. She was held back by the others who nipped and bumped each other. The next seven Wolfoids arrived in a single rolling bundle of fur. Bounder looked at Gray Strider, who shrugged, not knowing who arrived in what order. Bounder declared all of them to be second.

      The large male pulled his mate from the pile and nipped her ear. She hung her head as she followed him to the lake for a drink.

      ‘No water!’ Bounder yelled over the mindlink, and bellowed the order in a series of barks and yips.  The Wolfoids looked confused. Some asked why, but he silenced them with a growl.

      They waited as the last two arrived. The male still carried his mate’s spear and gave it to her as they entered the village. They stood upright and walked in as if they won the race, waving their forelegs at the crowd and smiling. Gray Strider bobbed her head in approval. If you can’t win, you might as well finish in style.

      The other contestants snickered.

      Round two was set up to be the acquisition of food. Each of the paired Wolfoids were to run to the near field and return with a pig. The pig was not to be harmed. The couples lined up next to the fire and prepared to run. A flash of lightning and they were off.

      The group stayed closer together as they knew they needed to work with each other. No Wolfoid could catch a pig and return with it unharmed by themselves.

      The villagers moved beyond the huts where they could see the antics of the contestants. The large male and his mate were first in and cornered a pig against a rock fence. As it tried to scramble out of the enclosure, the large male pounced and held it down with his jaws wrapped around its throat. The female grabbed the back legs, and it kicked her away. She jumped back and seized the legs with renewed vigor. The large male held onto the front legs as he released his grip on the pig. They manhandled the terrified animal, half dragging it, half carrying it. They were first out of the enclosure and headed back to the village. The large male showed his teeth, confident that his victory was guaranteed.

      Another pair of Wolfoids trapped a pig between them and they each grabbed a front leg, towing the pig behind them. It squealed and bit at them but they fought off its attacks as they gained on the large male and his mate.

      Others chased the pigs around the enclosure, catching them and equally manhandling them back toward the village. The last couple watched the large male and his mate pick up their pace and arrive at the same time as the other pair in a tie for first!

      The last two couples made it back to the village, equally disheveled from their efforts. Finally, the smaller couple, assured of last place again, used carrots from a nearby field to lure the pigs forward. Tired from being chased, they seemed relieved for the meal. The two Wolfoids walked ahead as four pigs followed them. They tried to shoo away three of them, but the pigs were focused solely on the carrots. They casually walked to the village, giving out the last carrot as they entered the open space. They shrugged and looked longingly at the lake.

      Bounder nodded, and the ten contestants buried their muzzles in the water as one, drinking deeply after their exertions.

      The large male was first out and stood before the fire, expecting to be crowned the victor.

      Micah saw the glimmer in Gray Strider’s eyes. She thought she understood, and that was confirmed when Bounder waved the confused Wolfoid away, having to show his teeth to get the large male to finally move.

      With his spear, Bounder pointed to the couple who finished last in both events. He called them to him and declared them the winners of the contest. They were as confused as the large male.

      ‘We’ve been to Vii, a great and wonderful land. It is a place where future generations of Wolfoids will be raised, but what we’ve found, thanks to Braden, Micah, the Golden Warrior, Aadi, and the other companions, is that it takes so much more than physical strength to survive. There, we fight together, we fight smarter, or we die alone. That’s the lesson we want all of you to take from this. Eventually, every one of you who wants to go will join us on Vii. You can’t imagine how incredible it is. We hunt like we were meant to, but we can farm, or keep pigs. We have help there, and we help others. Congratulations to our winners!’ Bounder howled to their victory, sniffing their sense of contentment.

      The two winners held up their spears. Bounder and Gray Strider opened the feast, telling the Wolfoid chefs to start cutting the meat. Shredder managed the process of feeding the pack. Bounder pulled the winners aside after the commotion settled down. He also told those who didn’t win to stand aside and wait for him.

      ‘You two are going, but there are four spots. You pick who you want to go with us. We will support your choice,’ Bounder said simply. They thanked him with a quick nuzzle and retreated behind the huts to talk about who they would consider.

      When Bounder addressed the others, their heads hung low. But he said that he was impressed by their speed and strength, both of which would come in handy on Vii. They would get their turn soon, and they would be magnificent additions to the foundation of the first Wolfoid settlement. He told them that the next ones to go would be the ones who competed for the honor to join Bounder and Gray Strider. When they left, their heads were high and they promptly went to the back of the line, making sure the rest of the village ate first.

      If they were going to be the foundation of a new settlement, they had to earn the loyalty of the others, as Bounder had done. Leaders make sure everyone else can eat and that no one gets left behind. Bounder made his point with the entire village through the games and with his speech.

      ‘Well done, Bounder! Well done,’ Braden said after Micah told him what he missed.

      ‘You were right, G. I get what he did, and Vii will be better because of it,’ Micah told the ‘cat.

      G-War strutted through the crowd, tail held high. ‘When are we going back to Cornwall?’ he asked.
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      Loper and his mate Sunny Day were overwhelmed by their selection to go to the planet. They thought they had little chance, but wanted to try. They also considered the contests to be fun and recommended to Shredder that he hold games on a regular basis, changing them each time to teach the Wolfoids different problem solving skills while under pressure.

      The winners chose two yearlings, a young couple that did not yet have pups, to go with them. Bounder asked why they chose Wolfoids with no experience.

      ‘Because they will grow and mature knowing nothing but Vii. They will learn faster than the rest of us who have been raised here in the confines of Livestel. It’s the young who will lead us to the future,’ Loper answered. Bounder was pleased with their victory and their reasoning. He wondered why he knew so little of this couple who seemed different, yet so wise. Maybe that was why. Different wasn’t a quality that he looked for when he was the Alpha. That led to dissent and hardship. But now, different was better. It could have been better back then, too. He shook himself, knowing that he couldn’t go back in time. The only thing he could do was move forward, and he was doing it in good company.

      The new Wolfoids traveled easily, not requiring a great deal of equipment or support. They carried their spears and wore a harness with a flask and an access bracelet. Bounder and Gray Strider wore the light armor padding that Holly insisted they wear. This had pouches for rations and water flasks. The Alpha and his mate looked odd to the others, but Bounder shrugged off their concerns and added a certain mystique by implying that they needed the armor to fight enemies who carried fierce energy weapons. Gray Strider shook her head as she tightened her harness for the run across the grassland.

      In comparison, the humans wore light body armor, an equipment belt with two blasters, a pouch, and swords. And they carried backpacks, too. Even G-War had worn custom armor, although when they prepared to go, the small vest-like device was nowhere in sight. He shrugged when Braden asked him where it had gone. Micah looked at her partner sternly when he unsnapped his first buckle.

      “We’re only going to the matter transfer chamber. I think we’re safe between here and there,” Braden tried to rationalize. Micah raised one eyebrow as she firmly stood her ground. “Well, he did it. Ass!” Braden mumbled, tipping his chin toward the ‘cat as he snapped the buckle and hitched his gear to make sure that it hung right.

      The two Lizard Men, carrying nothing but their spears and access bracelets, stayed close to Aadi, who floated nearby unperturbed by what he carried. He held a rope in his beak-like mouth, waiting for a volunteer to take the other end and pull him across the open plain. Of course, Bounder nodded to the youngsters, who looked at the rope, trying to figure out how to pull it while still being able to run on all fours.

      Braden’s head felt better. The swelling had gone down, and it no longer throbbed. His mind seemed clear as well, although he felt as if something was missing since he could no longer access the neural implant. He wasn’t sure he liked his return to normal, having embraced his love-hate relationship with the Old Tech. He liked having a blaster when no one but he and Micah had one. He liked being able to access any information instantly, talk with Holly, coordinate actions no matter where he was.

      He was still thinking about the technology when Bounder and Gray Strider waved to the villagers and loped into the tall grass. G-War disappeared after them, then the other four Wolfoids. Loper and Sunny helped the yearlings by tying the short rope around the middle of a spear. Each Wolfoid held an end of the spear, and Aadi was pulled between them. It was awkward but functional.

      The humans brought up the rear and watched as the others easily outdistanced them. Braden jogged casually, not wanting his head to become muddled again. He’d never had his brain scrambled like that before and hoped it wouldn’t happen again. He was fond of having his senses intact.

      Micah ran alongside, keeping pace without getting winded. She enjoyed the slow travel across the open area, knowing that too soon, they’d be back on Vii and in the middle of a war. The Amazon would weigh on them as it always did when they were soaked to the bone, hunting a dangerous enemy.

      Pik and Dal ran nearby. They struggled in the heat and the sun.

      Braden asked Micah to let Holly know they were on their way to the matter transfer chamber. Braden was ready to leave the ship. He knew that Micah had reservations about their future, but this was the war to end all wars. Finally, they’d have peace on Vii, and he could get the trade route firmly established. His mind seemed clear and all kinds of random thoughts popped up. He wondered if Dr. Johns had made any progress on the sample of the grasses that the Aurochs herd was eating.

      Micah steadied her pace as she concentrated on the open window in front of her eye. Braden looked ahead as they followed a clear path forward. The yearlings had to be getting tired. With the spear between them, they were pushing all the grass down as they ran, creating a nice trail straight toward the forward bulkhead. Braden expected that the youngsters didn’t want to show weakness in front of the older Wolfoids.

      ‘Holly, we’re on our way,’ Micah said via her implant. ‘Braden wants to know what Dr. Johns found from that sample of grass from Toromont’s Run.’

      ‘I have the matter transfer chamber ready for your arrival. When you get there, the door will be open, assume your positions, and we’ll bring you home. Now, about that grass... It seems to contain a rather significant amount of THC, a chemical that affects your mind and body. The good news is that most of the effects are short-term. You’ve seen what the long-term effects are in stunted growth, reduced intelligence, and overall lethargy. Once the drug is cleared from their system, most of these effects will disappear. The herd must be removed from Toromont’s Run for the Aurochs to recover and start leading normal lives like those from the Earthshaker Herd,’ Holly said.

      Micah relayed everything to Braden, who stopped running so he could think. “Has anyone told Brandt about the grass?” Micah contacted Holly, already tired of being a go-between.

      ‘No. Dr. Johns and I thought it better if you told him. My data suggests he will leave immediately to accomplish the task, to the detriment of anything else,’ Holly stated.

      ‘I think you don’t give Brandt enough credit. We have a war to fight and we can’t do it without his help. We’ll be back soon and will take care of it then,’ Micah answered before telling Braden.

      Braden was frustrated in not being able to talk with Holly directly. “I need to get a new implant when we get back,” he said with conviction.

      “Really? What happened to weening yourself off the Old Tech?” Micah asked as they stood close to each other, their eyes squinting from the nearly perpetual daylight. Braden found it hard to argue with her when she looked at him like that. She was usually right. As Holly was probably right that Brandt would bolt from New Sanctuary as soon as he heard that the grass was bad for the Aurochs, but they’d recover once they were away from it.

      “I want to win the war. We already fight at a disadvantage as we can’t tell the Lizard Men apart. Pik and Dal will help us, but we need every advantage we can get, and even then, I don’t know if we can find the Overlords, let alone defeat them. If we survive the war, we’ll take our neural implants out. Deal?” Braden asked in his better Free Trader voice, holding out his hand for the handshake that would confirm the contract.

      Micah pulled his head down to hers for a long kiss. They smiled at each other as they still held hands. Dal watched them intently, head canted as if he were a dog. Pik looked, but didn’t stare. Braden nudged his partner and she turned. “I’m thinking he’s never seen anything like that before,” Micah said with a shrug. “Time to go before G-War grows impatient.”

      They turned and started jogging again, picking up the pace as they realized the Wolfoids had already reached the bulkhead. The Lizard Men ambled along behind them.

      As they approached the others, they saw the young Wolfoids sprawled on the ground, tongues out of their mouths while they slept. Bounder and Gray Strider looked smug. ‘They almost killed themselves forcing that damn spear through the tall grass,’ she laughed. Aadi looked away, feeling bad at being a vehicle to test and train the yearlings.

      After a quick drink, they climbed the steps and opened the door to the passage beyond. Four Wolfoids had never seen anything outside Livestel.  They sniffed tentatively before entering, but the others walked through without a concern and strode boldly down the well-lit corridor. G-War ran alongside, staying close to the wall, the tip of his orange tail flicking as he went.

      Pik Ha’ar and Dal walked in after the humans helped Aadi through. They held him by his shell as they kept him between them. He knew they were counting on him to relieve their rising anxiety. He talked with them as they walked, helping them understand what they would go through next and most importantly, what they would find when they were no longer on the ship. The Amazon was endless compared to the confines of Deck 9, a place that until they met the humans and their companions had been the only world they knew.

      Holly had assured Micah that the security system was expecting them and wouldn’t fire as the group approached the Engineering Section. Bounder didn’t give it a thought as he strode to the door at the end of the corridor and waved his bracelet at it. The door slid open without a sound and they stepped onto the catwalk, turning right and heading for the elevator.

      The others followed, taking turns riding the elevator down. They assembled at the bottom, each watching the Androids closely as they performed their various tasks. For those who hadn’t seen Androids before, they sniffed and looked suspiciously at the odd creations. For those who knew the Androids, they couldn’t get away from them quickly enough. Pik had to be pushed bodily toward the matter transfer chamber. A rage grew deep within him as he relived his own death at the hands of Android attackers. Dal started to hiss at the creations as Braden and Micah pushed everyone toward the chamber.

      The yearlings were completely unsettled at this point. Their hackles were up and they sniffed, not able to find a comforting smell in the midst of everything strange. Bounder only wanted to get to the matter transfer chamber and see the door close behind them. The other Wolfoids’ anxiety was putting him on edge.

      He jogged forward and waited at the door to usher the others in. After the humans hurried inside, Bounder walked in and gratefully watched the wall slide back into place, sealing the room. Bounder and Gray Strider showed the others how to lay on the reclining chairs so the transfer could take place. The yearlings were agitated and had a hard time lying still, despite the assurances from the four older Wolfoids. Pik and Dal had an easier time as the recliners were designed for a humanoid form. They relaxed in place with their legs up. G-War kept his head between his paws as he took his position. Aadi floated down and tucked his head and feet as far into his shell as he could.

      Braden reminded everyone to stay still as the walls started to shimmer. That was the last straw for the yearlings who both bolted for the door, waving their bracelets and beating on it with their spears.

      “Get back in place and stay still,” Braden heard himself shout as he drifted away.

      To all of them, only a couple heartbeats passed until they were able to open their eyes again. To Holly, it took nearly two days for the transfer to finish.

      When Micah opened her eyes, she noticed two empty recliners among the other ten with occupants. ‘Holly, what happened to the other two? The last I saw of them, they were trying to get out of the chamber on the ship,’ Micah asked.

      ‘I am sorry, Master President. If they got out of their seats after the process initiated, then they are gone,’ Holly said, sounding remorseful.

      ‘Gone? Do you mean back on the ship?’ she asked, although she knew that wasn’t what he meant.

      ‘No, Master President. Everything outside the area contained within the chairs is eliminated as part of the transfer process. They are dead. I’m sorry.’

      Micah looked at Braden who was watching, knowing that she was talking with Holly. She clenched her jaw and shook her head. The Wolfoids looked around, wondering where the yearlings were. Bounder and Gray Strider jumped from the recliners too quickly. Bounder collapsed when he hit the floor and heaved up a stomachful of water. Gray strider bounced off the next recliner when she lost her balance. Loper and Sunny remained  frozen in place, still terrified of the unknown.

      “They’re gone, Bounder,” Braden nearly whispered. “They’re gone.”

      Bounder threw himself at the door and whimpered like a pup. Gray Strider joined him as he collapsed against the wall. G-War finally jumped down and went to his friends. Braden and Micah slowly threw their legs over the edge and eased themselves to the floor. Aadi floated upwards, staying over his chair. Pik and Dal looked wide-eyed at the chamber, bombarded by an array of strong emotions.

      “Open the door, Holly!” Braden yelled. Seeing the alarm on the Loper and Sunny’s faces, he dropped his head. “Come on, you two, time to go. And you guys as well.” Braden looked at the Lizard Men.

      The well section that doubled as the door slid inward and to the side, but no one left. Braden and Micah kneeled down to hug the necks of the Wolfoids. Tears ran from their eyes, streaking the hair on the muzzles. Bounder suddenly looked much older.

      Braden realized that he’d probably never lost one of his fellow Wolfoids to something other than old age. It was hard losing someone. He knew how he felt when they lost Pik Ha’ar. He blamed himself. They could have waited until the yearlings settled down, made sure they knew not to move. But he didn’t. He wanted to get off the ship and his hurry cost two Wolfoids their lives.

      “It didn’t,” Micah said softly into his ear. “We all wanted to go. Our actions are our own. Sometimes, you really are responsible for your own actions and in that, not everyone passes the test. I’m sorry that they’re gone, really sorry, but there’s nothing we can do about it now. We have a war to fight, and if it weren’t for the Overlords, we would not have had to go back to that ship. If anyone is to blame, it’s them. Save your anger for the Overlords.”

      Micah walked into the hallway outside the matter transfer chamber without looking back. Braden helped Bounder and Gray Strider up. G-War followed Micah out and the others followed him. When the rest had left, Braden took one last look at the chamber, hoping that he’d never have to use it again.

      He joined the others as they headed for the surface. He couldn’t wait to get outside. It would be nice to hold his children again.

      Micah thought the same thing.
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      They settled in by the lake in what was becoming their real home, as opposed to the Presidential Suite which was only a honeymoon getaway.

      Brandt raced to meet them, the three young bulls running close behind. Braden and Micah stroked the hair on his face as he carefully nuzzled them. He knew something was wrong, but hesitated to ask. Pik Ha’ar and Tup Dal stood behind a tree, peeking around it at the immense creature that had just pounded across the beach of the small lake. Aadi floated next to them and put their fears to rest, encouraging them to step forward and meet the King of the Aurochs.

      With a gentle nudge from his shell, Pik stepped into the daylight with Dal close behind. The Lizard Men walked forward until they were an arm’s-length from Brandt. He knew who they were and dipped his head in greeting.

      ‘I am Brandt Earhshaker, King of the Aurochs. I am pleased to meet you, Pik Ha’ar. The humans speak highly of you. And you are Dal, as my small orange friend has informed me.’ G-War surprisingly was not on Brandt’s head, but would be shortly, after getting a drink and hunting down a wild rabbit. He planned on eating the rabbit away from the group as the intelligent Rabbits Patrice and Delavigne stood with the rest of the companions, having delivered the children to their parents.

      ‘We are pleased to meet you, great King. You are as impressive as they described. But it would have been nice to meet under different circumstances. There is a war in the rainforest,’ Pik said without elaborating further.

      ‘Yes. There is a war. And something else?’ he asked in his booming thought voice, looking at Braden, who couldn’t meet his eyes. Brandt looked from creature to creature until Bounder stepped forward.

      ‘We lost two yearlings who traveled with us from the ship. They didn’t survive the process.’ He rested a paw on the King’s forehead and they suffered together.

      ‘I understand, Bounder, and mourn their loss with you.’ Brandt spread his legs and held his head high as he bugled the call of the Aurochs. The Wolfoids joined him, howling toward the sky. Skirill and Zyena screeched from a nearby perch before flying down to land on the King’s horns so they could be closer to the clone of their old friend.

      Pik reached up and stroked their chest feathers, something that he hadn’t done when they were on the ship together before the battle with the Androids.

      ‘I regretted not doing this last time,’ he said simply. Dal tentatively eased forward and raised a hand until he touched the Hawkoids. The Lizard Man ran his fingers along one of the King’s horns. He touched the hair on his head and leaned back when Brandt raised his head to its full height. Dal looked at the Rabbits, and they nodded to him before running after the twins. The Wolfoids, Rabbits, Hawkoids, Tortoids, Aurochs, and the humans–they were the companions that the Lizard Men were happy to be a part of.

      And they looked like close friends, something he’d never had before. He noticed how the others watched Braden. The human was the leader, but not by dictate. He didn’t act like a leader, issuing orders and sitting back to watch the lackeys work.

      Braden caught Dal watching him, so he thought he’d welcome the Lizard Man to his new home.

      “How are you settling in, Dal? Are you used to how it feels here?” When they’d left the matter transfer chamber, Braden had been too distracted to watch the new arrivals for signs of disorientation. He looked them over now, but everyone was standing still. With the loss of the yearlings, the group lost its usual exuberance when returning home.

      ‘I am fine. It is different here, but I am fine,’ he said over the mindlink.

      “Have you met everyone?” The Lizard Man nodded. “Relax the rest of this daylight and then when the sun rises, we will plan our way ahead. You and Pik will play key roles in helping us through the rainforest. We won’t be able to do this without you.” Braden held out his hand, but Dal didn’t know what it was for. Pik joined them and heartily shook Braden’s hand. Dal mimicked the older Lizard Man.

      He slapped them on the shoulder and stepped into the shallows of the lake where Micah played with Ax and ‘Tesh.

      “Bounder!” Braden yelled without looking up. “We have guests and they want venison!”

      Bounder and Gray Strider knew what Braden was doing. To properly mourn the loss of the Wolfoids, they needed to celebrate. They’d start by making a great kill and then they’d feast, toasting the lost lives with deer steaks. Bounder asked Loper and Sunny to join them on the hunt, and the four Wolfoids ran into the nearby woods. Deer were plentiful in the oasis of New Sanctuary. Whether the Bots stocked them or they simply found their way to a place where food was readily available, it didn’t matter. Everyone benefitted from the cycle of life.

      Loper and Sunny had no idea how to make the kill, so Bounder didn’t wait. He and Gray Strider flanked a small buck. She feinted while he caught the beast mid-turn. He slammed hard into the deer, knocking him down where he pinned it to the ground and clamped his jaws onto its neck. Gray Strider jumped on to hold the deer while Bounder did the final work of ending the creature’s life.

      They dragged it through the trees and into the clearing, where the humans cleaned it and prepared it for cooking. Understanding that the Lizard Men preferred their meat raw, Braden sliced off healthy portions for the two, while tossing bits into the air for the Hawkoids to show off their flying skills by catching the pieces before they fell back to the ground.

      In the brief time they were on the ship, Holly had directed the Maintenance Bots to build a proper fire pit and steel spit. Braden and Micah hung the deer, while the Wolfoids built the fire. The Maintenance Bots tolerated the fire thanks to Holly, but they didn’t like it when Bounder started the fire with a lightning bolt from his spear. They buzzed away to find cover as they summoned one of the Security Bots. Everyone froze in place as the shimmering metal beast hovered into the area. Without a second a look, Micah sent it back to its post, much to the relief of the newcomers.

      Once the flames built and their dinner started to sizzle, Loper assumed the duty of turning the spit to cook the deer evenly. The four Aurochs settled down, laying on the beach as the twins climbed onto the King and made themselves comfortable.

      G-War returned without anyone having noticed his absence. He was pleasantly full. Since the Rabbits arrived, the wild rabbit population had grown almost to the point of being out of control. It seemed that others were more restrained in hunting the non-engineered cousins of their friends. G-War noticed Skirill and Zyena, who looked quickly away. They weren’t shy in hunting the wild rabbits either, it seemed. With the expanding fields and the companions’ extended absences, the wild rabbits had fertile territory to grow their numbers. The ‘cat decided while he was at New Sanctuary, he’d keep to a strict diet of wild rabbit, for the health of the oasis, of course.

      The companions settled into an evening of casual conversation. The bite from the loss of the yearlings faded quickly. Braden feared that they wouldn’t be the only ones lost in the Battle for the Amazon.

      Braden, Micah, and the rest of the companions ate and slept under the open skies around the lake until it started raining, then they made a mad dash for the indoors. A wet ‘cat, four wet Wolfoids, and two wet Rabbits combined for an interesting smell as they all settled into the Presidential Suite.

      Braden watched as the Wolfoids sniffed at the couches before jumping onto them. Bounder filled one entirely, but Gray Strider felt she belonged up there, too. After a brief wrestling match, they settled down. Loper and Sunny Day climbed on the smaller couches with a strange sense of belonging, like the couches were meant specifically for Wolfoids.

      The Rabbits thought the bed was wonderful. Braden and Micah could only watch as the Rabbits showed what their back legs were capable of when, with one hop, they launched themselves from the living room all the way into the bed. The twins raced after them, while G-War waited. They climbed up using a small stool placed for that purpose. Braden and Micah had to rearrange the bodies so they could climb in. After laying there without a blanket, Braden finally retreated to the living room to sleep on a thick rug, using towels from the bathroom for blankets.
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      The Wolfoids were the first to awaken. Bounder stretched and knocked Gray Strider off the couch onto the human sleeping on the floor. She growled at her mate, Braden growled at her, and Bounder shrugged as he completed his stretch and vaulted from the couch.

      Braden got up although he was still tired. Maybe he could get a nap later. The four Wolfoids let themselves out and headed for the great outdoors, hoping that the rain had stopped.

      At the recommendation of the fabricator, Braden ordered a cup of coffee. He’d had it before, but found that it made his hands shake, throwing off his aim for morning hunting. Knowing that he wouldn’t be hunting this daylight, he enjoyed the therapeutic effects of the steaming black liquid. He’d have to ask Holly if he could get some to make while they traveled when sometimes it was better to be awake than to hit a target. He’d practice doing both. He needed the practice after losing two fingers on their first trip to the Traveler.

      He sat at the table, relaxing in the peace of a quiet morning. The Rabbits snuffled while they slept, which was comforting in a way. The Wolfoids snored with reckless abandon. Braden wondered how creatures with such keen hearing could sleep through their own racket. He finished his coffee, and the rest had not yet gotten up, so he showered, put on the one set of clean clothes he kept in the Suite, and with the ‘cat, headed outside.

      The rain had stopped, but it was still overcast. The light from the false dawn showed that sunrise was coming. Braden took a drink of the fresh water from the lake. He found the Lizard Men huddled together in a bush that still dripped water. Aadi floated above them, his eyes closed. Braden could smell the Aurochs before he saw their dark shapes already grazing at the edge of the fields with a Development Unit hovering nearby.

      The Wolfoids were nowhere to be seen. Braden expected they were hunting. G-War had disappeared as well. The Maintenance Bots had cleaned up the leftovers from the previous evening’s celebration of life. Braden smiled, thinking of the survivors from Cygnus VI. He had yet to get any of them to try venison. They were appalled at the thought of eating a flesh and blood creature.

      As the Wolfoids maintained, there were hunters and there was prey. As Braden turned toward the building with the elevator to the New Command Center, Bounder and Gray Strider appeared and asked him to wait for Loper and Sunny Day. They made small talk, mostly about the comfort of the couch in the Presidential Suite, as the other two Wolfoids finished eating the wild rabbits they’d caught. With Patrice and Delavigne indoors, they found it much easier to hunt the burgeoning population of their smaller cousins.

      The five of them squeezed into the elevator for the ride. The Wolfoids were uncomfortable in the tight space, but the trip only took a few heartbeats as they descended a short way underground.

      Dr. Johns wasn’t present but his son Chrysalis was.

      “You’re here to learn what we’ve found out,” he said, not trying to make it a question. “I don’t think you’re going to like it.” Chrysalis walked to the wall of screens and issued directions to the people at their workstations. Images started changing, many used four or even nine of the screens to give a more detailed view. Maps appeared at various locations beside screens showing what Chrysalis deemed important.

      “They have technology with them, which is both good and bad. It helped us to find them, but they can also use it to paint a false picture for us. Plus, it seems that they might be able to use their equipment against us in the same way. They can find us, too.”

      “But how did they get Old Tech? They live in the rainforest,” Braden wondered, surprised by the revelation.

      “Does it matter how they got it?” Chrysalis asked rhetorically. “We only know it is there and must assume that they have nearly the same capability to access the satellites as we have.”

      “Do they have a factory, Security Bots, blasters?” Braden spoke quickly as his stream of consciousness took him to places he didn’t like.

      “Oh no, none of that. They have a communication system, but it’s low power, and there’s nothing to suggest a functioning factory environment. That doesn’t mean they don’t have a Security Bot or blasters, just that they can’t make them.” Relieved, Braden took a breath, relaxed, and looked back at the wall of screens. “If you’ll look at the map here, we’ve highlighted the areas where we’ve seen the emissions. It goes back and forth through this area, but the majority of the time, the communications are active right here.” Chrysalis pointed at a spot on the map, zoomed out to show perspective.

      It was the deepest point in the western part of the Amazon. If he were to measure, he suspected it would be the same distance from the southern, western, and northern edges of the rainforest. He shook his head, knowing what had to be done. He knew that they were going to hate hiking through that much rainforest.

      “What do you think?” Braden asked the Wolfoids. Bounder studied the screens on the wall, but they didn’t make any sense to him. He couldn’t interpret the distances on the map. Braden walked him through their journey from New Sanctuary through the rainforest, then to the villages stretching to the east, finishing at Trent. He then traced a finger south to Cornwall and the ancients’ road west into the rainforest. Bounder and Gray Strider both understood the journey, but they couldn’t relate that with what they had to do against the Overlords.

      Chrysalis had nothing else to offer. Lizard Men were mostly cold-blooded, so they didn’t register a heat signature. Even with the satellite sensors refined, they had no idea what kind of force the Overlords had at their command. He could only tell Braden where the communications emissions had come from, but not what the companions would have to fight to get there.

      “So we have an idea where we want to go, but we’re blind.” Braden studied the wall of screens, looking carefully from one to the next. He asked for a pan here, a zoom there. He asked about the road through the Amazon, if there was any movement. They couldn’t tell. He shook his head. “Just like the old days. I’ll have to dig out my telescope,” Braden said as Micah joined him. He looked past her to see if their children were with her, but they rarely came to the Command Center. They didn’t like it because they weren’t allowed to touch anything, and they couldn’t talk with the computers like they could talk with other intelligent beings. The clones, the survivors from Cygnus VI, didn’t bother them at all like they did Bronwyn.

      “They’re outside with Patrice and Delavigne,” Micah told him. “You said just like old times. You mean two cycles ago when Ess wasn’t helping you to see what was around the next bend?” she asked, leading him somewhere.

      “And your point, partner mine?” Braden parried.

      “My point is that I am amazed you survived without everyone helping you!” She nodded to emphasize her point. “Holly? Are you there?”

      The hologram magically appeared next to them wearing his perpetual smile. “Of course, I am always at your service.”

      “You’ve been following everything we’ve been doing to figure out the Overlords. Do you have any ideas, where we might find an advantage?” Micah asked.

      “Yes. We will have to deactivate your neural implant first, because the Overlords can track emissions the same way we can. You will still have the advantage of your mindlink. You can talk to each other in a way that no one can follow. You can coordinate your efforts without anyone knowing. You control all the area around the rainforest, and you can move at the speed of an Aurochs. When you go into the rainforest, you have Lizard Men you trust and Amazonians who will fight beside you. And you have the power of technology. Against spear-armed forces of the Overlords, you have a distinct advantage.” Holly sounded upbeat.

      “But we can’t see the Amazonians when they blend into the trees and the undergrowth,” Braden added.

      “Yes, there is that little detail that you’ll have to work out as you go, but you have demonstrated amazing resilience and I have the utmost confidence in you!” Holly sounded like a trader selling a wagon full of bad cabbages.

      “Holly, have you been studying how to be a Free Trader? You old dog! Let’s go to the Medical Lab and get that implant out of your head so you can learn to do without it,” Braden said as he took Micah’s hand and headed for the elevator. The Wolfoids followed but all six of them wouldn’t fit, so Braden sent the Wolfoids to the surface first, then recalled the elevator.

      Once in the Med Lab, they each took a positions on one of the beds. Braden wanted his implant removed as well even though it was dead, in solidarity with his partner. They laid back and drifted off as the Bots did what they do. Micah was the first to wake and blinked as her eye watered excessively. Soon things cleared up. She remembered her disorientation from when she received the implant. Since then, she’d learned to read because of the implant and used it to communicate with her children when she was far away. She had grown more than just used to it, she started to depend on it.

      No more crutch. As Braden said, just like the old days when they were normal humans living their lives the best they could. Normal humans who could talk with a variety of the planet’s creatures, that was.
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      Braden and Micah joined the others in the clearing by the lake. Almost everyone was there: four Wolfoids, two Rabbits, two Hawkoids, four Aurochs, two Lizard Men, a Tortoid, and a Hillcat. The remaining two Rabbits were still in Dwyer. Ferrer was fully healed, and he and Brigitte were working daily in the fields to help provide for the village and all the refugees temporarily calling Dwyer home. They also missed Bronwyn, who was going to have a role to play. They needed her ability to find and speak with the Amazonians. She was going on thirteen cycles, nearly a teenager, and Braden saw her as the key to the future of all Vii.

      With such an ability came a disproportionate responsibility. They’d swear to protect her, but they couldn’t guarantee that she’d be completely safe. What parent would agree to such conditions. It was too much to ask, but they had to, for the good of humanity.

      Braden felt nauseous. He knew that Bronwyn’s parents would put their trust in him. Maybe he’d try to talk them out of it, but he had more pressing issues.

      “We have a problem and it hides deep within the rainforest. We felt its presence last time we traveled the rainforest road. We have empty villages because they’ve sent their minions forward, while they hide behind a vast distance of trees, swamp, and endless rain. We have a single task. Remove the Overlords. Cold-water crocs, Amazonians, even the Bat-Ravens will run when they are no longer driven toward a single purpose, no longer directed by the power of the ancients.

      “So what do we do to achieve this simple goal? We have to find them, but we have a good idea where they are. Then we have to eliminate them. Whoever sees them first and can do something about it will be the one to determine the definition of ‘eliminate’.” Braden looked at the faces of the group. No one shook their head. No one nodded. He could never read the expression on the Lizard Men’s faces, but he looked at them anyway.

      “Pik Ha’ar and Tup Dal have come from the ship to help us, because we asked. We owe it to them to do this right. We owe it to the villagers on the north side of the Amazon to win the war, so they can live peacefully. Selfishly, I want peace for my family, for all of you, for trade. I want to eat sweetened pork in Coldstream and fish in Trent. I want to go places without having my blaster in hand and ready to fire. I want all of you to have the freedom to build a life for your people. So we fight for peace. We find the Overlords and we finish this war,” Braden said with determination. Heads nodded.

      “Squeeze in tight. Let me show you what I have in mind,” Braden said as he started to draw a map in the sand.
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      When Braden talked through his ideas for a plan, Aadi asked the most questions, probably for the benefit of the Lizard Men who didn’t seem comfortable speaking in a group. When the sun was high in the sky, they finally agreed that it was the best plan it could be. They also agreed that there were gaps in the plan an Aurochs herd could sneak through.

      Brandt pawed the ground and shook his head often during the planning because his role had to be limited. The younger bulls were going to get their chance if they proved they could travel into the rainforest where the King of the Aurochs knew that he could not. The Hawkoids would get their chance to fly in the incessant rain within the tight confines of the Amazon.

      Braden wished Brandt could come along. He was an anchor for the group, unshakeable in his faith of what they did and forever positive of the outcome.

      The plan was based on the need to find the Overlords, so to cover more ground, they had to split up, but only into two groups. Micah would take a group west from New Sanctuary. She’d turn north at a point not far from the oasis, then they’d enter the Amazon, heading toward the place where Dr. Johns and his people said technology was being used. Micah didn’t understand it all and neither did Braden. He only knew that Zalastar never mentioned having any Old Tech. Chrysalis seemed confident that what they found pointed to the Overlords.

      They had nothing better to go on.

      Micah’s group would have Bounder and Gray Strider, Aadi, Pik, Dal, Skirill, and the young Aurochs bulls Denon and Malo.

      Braden intended to race north on the rainforest road to pick up Bronwyn and go west. At Bliss, they’d enter the rainforest heading south. He’d have G-War with him, and once Bronwyn was with him, he hoped to add Akhmiyar and as many other Lizard Men as Zalastar could spare. Braden would lead the main force because the fighting was in the north. He’d probably encounter more patrols, more hostile warriors. Besides the ‘cat, he’d have the Wolfoids Loper and Sunny, the Hawkoid Zyena, and the Aurochs Lomen. He asked the Rabbits to stay behind for two reasons. Patrice was pregnant, and they trusted her and Delavigne with Ax and ‘Tesh. They were a reminder of what they were fighting for. They wanted all the children to grow up knowing only peace and free trade.

      There was no place to take Max and Speckles with them. The horses and the Rabbits had not clicked, so they would simply watch the horses to make sure they didn’t wander too far or get too fat.

      It wouldn’t take long before the Overlords realized Braden was coming. His assumption was that they’d move when they understood they’d been found. This was when they’d be the most vulnerable and when Micah and her group hoped to find them.

      They had to coordinate all of their actions and their navigation of the rainforest without Holly’s help. They no longer had their implants. Braden remembered the times he ventured into the rainforest, escorted by Zalastar or Akhmiyar. He’d gotten lost quickly both times. He hoped the Lizard Men could lead both groups to where they wanted to go.

      He hoped everything would fall into place. G-War looked at him, a worried expression on his ‘cat face. “I know. Hope is a lousy plan,” Braden said as he scratched behind G-War’s ears. “What will our failure cost?” he asked. When he realized he’d spoken out loud, he looked around to make sure no one heard him.

      Micah watched him intently. He saw her and looked away. He knew that she was in his mind. He couldn’t hide the way he really felt. He was afraid for her and for all of them. He wondered who wouldn’t be coming back. What if Micah had to watch Pik die a second time? What if he failed to protect Bronwyn?

      He stood up, dizzy from the assault of doubts that bombarded his mind. Micah was there in a heartbeat, holding him. He tentatively reached out, feeling her thoughts. This time, she had no solution to put his mind at ease. She could only tell him that they would do the best they could, but they’d get Holly to give weapons and armor to everyone who would enter the rainforest. Since they were going to be vastly outnumbered, the least they could do was protect themselves. Initially, the hologram was not in favor, but the President left him with no choice.

      “For all humanity’s sake, arm the intelligent creatures of Planet Vii!” she ordered. If humanity was to be saved, it would take the combined efforts of Braden, Micah, and their animal companions.

      G-War refused to wear his old armor. Braden couldn’t blame him because in the rainforest, his ability to run and jump would be more important than stopping the laser beams they faced on the ship. Braden didn’t push it. He needed G-War at his best.

      The Hawkoids also skipped the armor. Flying would be taxing without carrying the extra weight. The Aurochs had no excuses. They needed to be protected from the spears which would inevitably find them. Brandt showed the scars on his great body to emphasize that point.

      The Lizard Men would wear the woven protective clothing that they used to make in Village McCullough. Holly was able to fabricate it once he had a sample. Braden and Micah wore the same Old Tech armor that they used on the ship. Braden had Holly make a set of Old Tech armor sized for Bronwyn. He looked at the small set and tears welled in his eyes. “Like a lamb to the slaughter,” he said to himself.

      Holly spent a great deal of time with everyone who could fit in the New Command Center to teach them how to navigate within the rainforest. Holly showed images of the tops of the rainforest trees for both routes so the Hawkoids could help them find their way, but much was indistinct. Zyena and Skirill looked at each other, wondering if they would be able to help the companions find the way to their goal. They didn’t want to be apart, but like the rest, didn’t have a choice.

      Did any of them have a choice?

      They loaded the wagon, hooked Brandt into the harness, draped the protective blanket that looked more like a tent over his back, and prepared to depart. The young bull, Lomen, had to run behind while the rest of them rode in the wagon. They carried water and plenty of food for Brandt to minimize how much they stopped. The plan was to run as fast as he could straight through. If any Lizard Men besides Zalastar and Akhmiyar appeared, they’d keep going. They had no way of communicating with the Amazonians in either case.

      Micah was to wait four turns and then depart. The plan was for both groups to enter the rainforest at the same time. Braden expected to be held up as he fought his way south through the enemy. Micah would be in place to intercept the Overlords as they fled from the oncoming forces. If they went west, then Braden and Micah would join forces and follow until there was no place left for the Overlords and their minions to run.

      The plan had to be simple because they each had to do their part without the benefit of knowing where the others were or what they were doing. Nerves were stretched thin, but none of the companions snapped at each other. The survivors from Cygnus VI, however, were involved in more than one unhappy exchange. Braden apologized to Dr. Johns, but the leader of the clones understood and told Braden not to worry. He wished the two groups luck as he turned his attention to confirming the latest information they had on the Overlords.

      No change.

      He suggested they each take a communication device. Braden protested, but Dr. Johns told them as long as they were powered off, the Overlords wouldn’t see them. The enemy would know if the Old Tech was turned on, so it was just for emergencies or when there was no more threat from the Overlords.

      They secured the devices in their already stuffed backpacks. Braden gave his partner a long hug and passionate kiss. He looked into her eyes for a long time before they let each other go.

      “Why us?” he asked her as he stepped backward toward the wagon and the waiting companions.

      “We’re the only ones with the ability to fight this war, so we have the responsibility,” she replied in a tired voice. Ax and ‘Tesh clung to their mother’s legs, not knowing why their parents were sad. Braden nodded and waved to his children, conjuring a smile for them. They both ran to him and he held them close, just for a few heartbeats before the Rabbits stepped in to each take a little hand and lead them back into the oasis.

      “For all of Vii,” he said under his breath, “for my family.”
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      Brandt started out at an easy jog. The wagon bounced and jerked as he increased speed. G-War rode on the King’s head as usual while Zyena flew in front to scout the area. Lomen ran behind the wagon, easily keeping pace. He was smaller and had to take more steps, but he wasn’t dragging a wagon.

      Skirill appeared in the sky and circled overhead. ‘We couldn’t do this without you, Ess, or your mate. It’s just like the old days, huh?’ Braden said in his thought voice.

      ‘Just like the old days, Master Human,’ Skirill replied with a chuckle. ‘They seem so long ago, a lifetime even.’

      ‘But what a life! Look where we’ve been and what we’ve seen,’ Braden hesitated. ‘Our families. When we get back, Ess, we will ask nothing else from you or Zee until after your hatchlings leave the nest. By then, we’ll have had plenty of time to create a new crisis that only we can fix.’

      ‘That sounds like the good old days, Master Human,’ Skirill said. They didn’t talk as much as they used to, but that didn’t matter. They both had partners, but they would always be friends of the rare type, standing by each other’s side when the rest of the world ran away screaming.

      ‘Catch up with Zyena and spend some time with her. It won’t be long until we’re in the rainforest.’ Braden watched the Hawkoid beat hard toward the wall of trees looming before them. Zyena turned and they danced together in the sky overhead. All eyes watched them, appreciating the grace the Hawkoids displayed and the pain they felt as they parted, each running headlong toward danger.

      Braden patted his belt pouch, stuffed with numbweed and hairs from Max’s tail. Brandt sped up once he hit the ancients’ road, recently repaired by the Amazonians. He ran solidly through the day and into the night. Lomen started to struggle halfway through the darkness when the rain pounded the hardest. Brandt slowed to let him catch his wind, but he didn’t’ stop. He would show them all what the King of the Aurochs was capable of. Brandt ordered Lomen in front and told him to run as fast as he could, and Brandt would keep up. The young bull accepted the challenge, but he found he was unable to pull away from the bigger bull. He slowed to a walk, and finally stopped, unable to put one hoof in front of another. ‘I sorry, my King. We not start and already I fail,’ Lomen lamented.

      ‘You have nothing to be ashamed of or sorry for. You challenged me to make it this far, faster than I ever have before. We rest, quickly, and then we run until we leave the rainforest behind us. How far, Braden?’ Brandt asked.

      ‘I don’t know, Brandt,’ Braden said apologetically. He looked around him. It was pouring. The Wolfoids and G-War were under the wagon’s cover, trying to stay dry. Wet Aurochs dominated the area, ruining the usually clean smell of the rain.

      Braden unhooked Brandt from the harness. Braden took the first watch and told the others to sleep. He’d wake Loper when he couldn’t stay awake any longer. It was dark and he couldn’t see anything. Every splash and slap of a tree limb put him on edge. He woke G-War to keep him company, expecting to get insulted, but the ‘cat took it easy on him. He sat silently on Braden’s lap, ears perked and tail twitching as he looked into the darkness.

      They stayed up nearly the entire night, but toward sunrise, he shook Loper awake from his fitful sleep. The Wolfoid lifted his lightning spear and jumped from the wagon. He stood in the rain and watched even though it was still dark, counting on his ears to alert him to any danger. He stayed that way until the sun had risen.

      Brandt and Lomen woke with the daylight and a lighter rain, eating heartily as both of them looked stiff, moving jerkily as they tried to work out the kinks from overused muscles. When ready, they hooked Brandt up and accounted for everyone in the wagon. Zyena flew through the rain upward into the canopy, where she worked her way through, bursting through the final leaves into the daylight that rose above the massive trees. She flew in a circle, always keeping her eye on the spot where she left the confines of the rainforest. She didn’t want to lose the group.

      It was the first time she’d been anywhere on Vii by herself. She’d always had Skirill. Her fear kept her from exploring so she didn’t see anything she was supposed to be able to recognize. She returned quickly through the trees and dropped on top of the wagon. She shook her head, not wanting to speak. The fear in her voice would give her away. She didn’t yet understand that Braden only asked people to do their best and nothing more. He knew that it wasn’t her time yet. When things got hot, he believed that she’d be there for them.

      Brandt leaned forward to get the wagon rolling, walking at first but only for a few steps. He started jogging until he could run. When he ran, he ran fast. The road was smooth but they moved at a dangerous speed. Braden wasn’t sure he’d ever seen the King so determined. Lomen struggled to keep up. An all-out run for Brandt was beyond the smaller bull’s capability. He started to fall behind and Braden asked the King to slow down. Brandt walked until Lomen jogged, stopping to walk while still a distance away.

      The first spear bounced from the armor protecting the young bull’s side. He looked surprised as he jumped and started running.  A barrage of spears rained on him as he ran in a panic. One stuck in his neck, but was thrown off with the gyrations of an Aurochs sprinting. His legs were nicked and bleeding. He was leaving a thin trail of blood behind him as he ran past the wagon and kept going. Braden was going to jump down, but thought better of it as the wagon lurched forward. He aimed his blaster into the trees and fired randomly at the area where the spears had come from. He knew the Lizard Men were already gone and that it was too far away to make a difference.

      “Soon, we will cut off the head of your snake and you will thrash about. Then you will beg us for your lives,” Braden yelled toward the rainforest.
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      Brandt helped Lomen set a record getting through the rainforest. The sun was a welcome sight and a chance to take a break and graze. The great beasts walked side by side through the short green grasses where the Amazon met the Plains of Propiscius. Braden hoped that the King told the younger bull that this was the quickest trip ever. Lomen thought he’d failed when he’d actually shown incredible stamina.

      G-War took the Wolfoids hunting. Loper and Sunny Day were unlike Bounder and Gray Strider. They didn’t have a desire to hunt. The ‘cat encouraged them, and as they demonstrated with their first kill, they were capable. Braden thought about it and agreed. Capable was all he needed. He wondered how good they were with their lightning spears.

      The recharging unit they carried with them worked for their spears as well as his blasters. Once again, he was amazed at what the ancients could do, but appalled at what they actually did: kill each other.

      Braden set up a small camp and prepared the fire while he waited for the others.

      Zyena killed a ground squirrel and ingloriously ate it in two bites. She’d been practicing flying between the trees during the rain and was completely exhausted. After her short hunt, she perched on the buckboard of the wagon, remaining close to the human. Skirill’s last words to her was that Braden would protect her, even if it cost him his life. With thoughts of her mate to comfort her, she was soon fast asleep.

      The Wolfoids dragged a small doe from the tree line. Braden made short work of cleaning it and threw thin strips on the heated rocks around the fire. They would cook quickly while he put the rest on a rough spit. He watched G-War meticulously cleaning his face after eating his favorites out of the gut pile. The Wolfoids flexed and stretched after the workout of running down the deer.

      “That was your first kill, right?” Braden asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Loper replied. ‘I think the Golden Warrior takes a great deal of pleasure in the hunt. He made it easy for us. We are a little older than your average Wolfoid and don’t smell as good as we used to.’

      “Are you older than Bounder?” Braden wondered.

      ‘Oh, yes, by a great deal. I’m afraid my only reference is the ship, so I don’t know how you count time. I only know that we were already mated when Bounder was born. We expect to see four or five more litters before our end comes.’

      Braden could only guess how long it took to have a litter of pups. In human terms, did that mean four or five cycles of the seasons? That wasn’t long enough. Braden had just turned twenty-three cycles old. He thought in terms of forty or fifty cycles remaining and couldn’t grasp a shorter life span. He nodded to them as they seemed comfortable with the revelation. He looked to the Hillcat, wondering.

      ‘Don’t worry about me,’ G-War said into his mind. ‘The way you live? The places you are dragging me to? That is taking years off my life, so if I die before you, it’s your fault.’

      Of course it would be, Braden thought and smiled. Leave it to his best friend to bring him back to reality. They could only make the most of the time they had. He was doing his best, so there was no sense moping over an unknown such as what the future held. No matter what or when, he could never be any other place than he was right then. Live for today, plan for tomorrow.

      As it was, they had two and a half turns to collect Bronwyn and get back to Bliss to kick off their march into the rainforest. They would eat and take a short rest, and then get going. He intended to stop at Village McCullough, but only briefly. Braden wanted to make it to Dwyer before the sun rose next.

      The Aurochs determined how long they stayed. They were exhausted. They slept through the remainder of the daylight and into the night. When they awoke, it was dark, but the moon was mostly full and cast sufficient light to get going. With Brandt hooked up, he started to pull and immediately broke into a trot. G-War rode on the King’s head, helping him see the way ahead. The riders were jostled as the wagon lurched, going faster and faster. Lomen ran to the side, enjoying being refreshed and dry. He felt lighter and easily kept pace with the great King.

      It was still night when they reached McCullough so they kept going. Braden tried to talk with Bronwyn over the mindlink, but she didn’t answer because she was probably sleeping. The sun rose as they were halfway to Dwyer and when G-War was finally able to talk with the young girl. She said that she’d be ready to go by the time they arrived. She also let them know  that Ferrer and Brigitte were coming with them. Braden tried to talk them out of it, but they wouldn’t listen.

      As they traveled, Braden told them the story of everything that happened since they left. Bronwyn wondered about meeting Pik Ha’ar. She’d heard the stories and hoped that his soul wasn’t dark like the clones at New Sanctuary.

      All the companions gave their warmest greetings to the young girl, including Loper and Sunny. Bronwyn gushed with joy as she talked with them over the mindlink. She loved all creatures, intelligent or not. She was disappointed that Max and Speckles hadn’t come, although she looked forward to meeting the new Aurochs bull.

      She was amazed that there were hundreds of Aurochs. That’s when Braden told Brandt that the scientists had discovered a chemical in the grass that was bad for them. Brandt wasn’t surprised.

      ‘I knew that! So what are we going to do about it?’ the King asked.

      ‘We’ll bring them here, of course. Look at how big and wide the plains are! So much room for all your friends,’ she told him. Braden knew the King of the Aurochs had to be smiling. She was his favorite human and it was her way to call his people “friends.”

      ‘I think we have no choice, Brandt. Lomen can pull the wagon, so when we leave, why don’t you go get your people, all of them, and bring them here?’ Braden added. ‘You know the way and you don’t have to travel alone.’

      Brandt thought it over. His people had moved to Dwyer with the humans. There was no reason he couldn’t do it. He’d traveled once without humans, when he returned through the rainforest by himself while Braden and Micah were on the ship. He never shared with them that he’d been afraid during the journey. The King of the Aurochs knew the fear of loneliness. He wasn’t afraid to fight, but dying alone was the worst thing he could imagine.

      But he wouldn’t be traveling alone, as Braden recognized. He’d take the three largest Aurochs with him, two cows and a bull to intimidate the rest of the herd into coming along. He knew they wouldn’t want to leave the attraction of the green grasses, but he was ready for it. Maybe he’d take more of the Earthshaker Herd with him to scare off any and all challengers. He retreated into his own mind as he started planning his trip to save the remainder of Vii’s Aurochs.

      When Braden’s caravan arrived, they unhooked Brandt and he jogged away toward his herd. The villagers and refugees crowded around, disappointed that Braden didn’t carry any trade goods. He could only smile at that. It was a Free Trader’s dream to be welcomed at every village by people anxious to see what he carried.

      “Thank you all for the warm welcome,” he projected in his trader voice from the back of the wagon where he stood to see above the mass of people. “We come only to kick off our campaign to end the war. We have a few things to do, and then we’ll be off. Brandt Earthshaker will be taking a few of his herd and heading south to collect the Aurochs who graze there. Expect when he returns, he will be bringing hundreds home to the plains!” The crowd gasped and then cheered. They’d grown fond of the massive creatures and knew that when humans worked side by side with the Aurochs, they all accomplished more.

      “We want to come with you, fight for our people!” a voice yelled from the crowd. Others joined in. This wasn’t anything Braden asked for or expected. He didn’t know what to do, so he asked everyone who was willing to spend thirty turns in the rain to stand away from the others as he would talk with them separately.

      ‘Bronwyn, have you been able to talk with Zalastar or Akhmiyar? We need them and some of their people to help us find our way through the rainforest. We have an idea where the Overlords are, but doubt we could get there without the Amazonians’ help,’ Braden told her in his thought voice while the crowd separated itself into those who thought themselves ready to fight and the rest.

      ‘Akhmiyar will meet you with a dozen of his warriors at the road into the rainforest in one sleep’s time,’ she answered. Her thought voice was that of a little girl while the words she said were those of an adult. She was growing up too fast and it was his fault. He needed to carve out time to talk with her parents, although he knew that she had already told them she was going. He’d tell them how he would look after her, protect her, keep her away from the fighting, and more that he didn’t believe.

      

      ‘G, I need you,’ Braden told the ‘cat. ‘I don’t know what these people are thinking, but many don’t look like they’ll last a single turn on the road. Help me pick the ones who will stay with us through it all.’

      G-War magically appeared after chasing the dogs away by his mere presence, accompanied once again by the Wolfoids. Loper and Sunny were amused by their small, unevolved cousins. Sunny wanted to adopt one, much to the ‘cat’s dismay. He talked her out of it as they would be traveling where a dog shouldn’t go. G-War didn’t bother telling her that wet Wolfoid was equally repulsive as the smell of a wet dog. As the three of them returned to the wagon, the offending dog followed Sunny, who petted it while they sat and watched.

      The Hillcat looked from face to face, studying the humans as Braden prepared to talk with them.

      “Thirty turns of rain, menaced at every step by an enemy that you can’t see. How many of you have seen a Lizard Man in the rainforest?” Six women raised their hands. Braden recognized them from Village McCullough. They must have gone on one of the trade runs. Braden looked to G-War, who nodded.

      Braden directed those six to stand behind the wagon as he began the culling process. “How many of you have fought before?” They all raised their hands. “A life and death fight?” Only one kept his hand in the air. The ‘cat nodded, and he joined the others.

      “Who are the hunters?” Most of them raised their hands. “What have you hunted?” The men started shouting to be heard, deer, squirrels, wild boar.

      The Rabbits joined the seven humans standing behind the wagon. Braden waved at them, happy to see that Ferrer had fully recovered and that they both looked well.

      Braden held out his hands to quiet the group. Half those remaining were women. He looked at each of them, then looked at those already behind the wagon. He recognized the ones that Micah had initially trained with in using the sword. Some carried their bows. “Everyone else from McCullough, come up here.” Two men and a few more women moved ahead of the rest, who were starting to grow restless. Braden looked at them. “Please, don’t be in a hurry. No one should be in a rush to die.” He watched their faces change. Many looked down. Some nodded.

      G-War looked over the group from McCullough, selecting the women and half the men. They joined the others behind the wagon. The rest looked upset, but only briefly.

      “There’s no shame if we don’t pick you. This could very well be the hardest thing you’ve ever done and chances are good you won’t return. I wish I wasn’t going, but I have to because Micah, my partner, is going. We will meet her and the others in the rainforest. That’s our plan anyway, so no, no shame in not getting selected.” G-War picked five more from the remaining group which gave them twenty additional people who would travel with them.

      Braden shook his head as he realized he was taking a small army with him. He needed more wagons, carts, and Aurochs. He’d have to beg Brandt to stay for just a little longer.

      When he realized he was mumbling to himself, he looked up and found his new soldiers looking at him. They needed a pep talk, and he needed to find a place to hide. He took a deep breath and began by telling them the truth as he saw it.

      “The Overlords are the original Lizard Men. They are old, surviving from the time of the ancients. They control the creatures of the rainforest, cold-water crocs, sharkfish, Bat-Ravens, and other Lizard Men. They have an army arrayed against us, and we’ll have to fight our through until we find them and kill them. I’ll admit that I originally thought we could let them live, but no longer. They don’t seem interested in talking with us, as they are doing everything they can to kill us. I say we kill them first, but we’ll have to fight our way through their people and their creatures. By raising your hand, you have just made that easier for us. For that, I thank you. We will meet Akhmiyar at the road into the Amazon. That means we need to leave at sunrise. Get what you need to live on the road for a week. Only bring what you can carry as we will be walking most of the way.”

      They departed with a purpose, each preparing to get their affairs in order. They looked determined, but G-War had already figured that out. He only picked the ones committed to the freedom that would come with victory. Others tried to join because of their friends, or they thought they had to save face.

      Braden wondered how many he’d be able to bring back. He rested his hand on his blaster, wondering how well it would recharge when it wouldn’t see the sun during the endless rainforest downpours. He had to be judicious in their use so he didn’t run out of power when he needed it most. That meant hand-to-hand fighting. He had the most faith in the women from McCullough because he knew how hard they trained. In battle, there was no time to think, only fight. Akhmiyar and his warriors had been blooded too many times. He remembered watching the Amazonian fight with a spear in his leg, and then run for freedom after they recovered the villagers from Bliss. He had no doubts about Akhmiyar and was happy to have him join the group.

      Bronwyn arrived with her parents and stopped briefly to scratch both Rabbits behind their big ears. They leaned into her hands and touched the young girl, who wasn’t much taller than them.

      Braden looked at Bronwyn’s parents. Her father offered his hand and Braden took it. He looked the older man in the eye, but his tongue was frozen in his mouth. He wanted to tell them she’d be fine, to put her parents’ minds at ease, but he couldn’t. He was so averse to lying that he found he could say nothing at all.

      They both looked at him hopefully, and then hung their heads as they pulled their daughter in for a hug. When they stood up, Braden stammered, “I’ll do my best.”

      “We know you will,” Bronwyn’s mother replied with a sad smile. Before Braden arrived, the other villagers thought something was wrong with Bronwyn, that the voices she heard were only in her head. After Braden and Micah, everything changed. Their little girl was gifted in a way the rest would never understand. Bronwyn helped bring about the evolution of acceptance. She changed the way people thought about the other creatures with which they shared the planet. She was special and once again, they had called on her to help. They couldn’t deny Braden even if he told them the truth. They appreciated that he didn’t try to lie to them.

      Braden watched Bronwyn’s parents depart. “They’re sad, you know,” the little girl said, knowing that Braden preferred speaking out loud.

      “I know,” he replied. “I can’t guarantee that I can keep you safe. They understand that, and they are letting you come along anyway.”

      “It’ll be okay. My friends will help protect me,” she said, half singing as she skipped away to talk with the Hawkoid Zyena. Braden shook his head. G-War curled up inside the wagon and went to sleep. The Wolfoids wanted to look around as it was their first trip anywhere. Braden walked with them, showing them the forge, introducing them to the people, and looking at the various places of Dwyer. He was silent for a long time.

      ‘What is causing you such grief?’ Loper asked over their mindlink.

      “Right here is where three brothers died. Over there in the field, about the tenth row in, that’s where the fourth brother was killed and two of his friends. There’s been so much bloodshed here.”

      ‘I see only what it’s become, and the people here take great pride in their village. The others were holding them back. You’ve set these people free,’ Sunny Day added. It was the same thing that Braden told himself.

      He shook off the unhappy memories and grabbed a handful of Wolfoid neck fur. “You are right, Sunny. I stand corrected. This is where the first day of the new Village Dwyer started. From this point, they stopped looking backward!” he ended with a flourish and a bow.

      He walked with the Wolfoids to the river where they relaxed to the sound of the running water. ‘Like home,’ Loper said, leaning against his mate as they listened. ‘There are many strange smells, too. It’s so different from home, but I like it better. The sky is real and the smells are fresh. Look! What’s that?’ Loper pointed his snout at the water.

      Braden looked into the river as a school of small fish chased water bugs. “Fish. They are good eating once you clean them up and throw them on a fire. G-War, Aadi, the Hawkoids, and the Lizard Men all love fish. I’ll make sure you get to try some before we leave. I just hope they’re cooked.” He slapped Loper on the back, laughing at his own joke. Loper and Sunny didn’t understand. They cocked their heads sideways as they looked at Braden.

      “I need to make sure we have enough wagons and Aurochs to get our fast-growing army to Bliss. Enjoy the area and relax,” Braden told them as he walked away.
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      When the sun hit the horizon, Braden yelled at the group to move out. They had three wagons packed almost full with humans and creatures. Brandt joined the caravan to make sure they made it as far as Braden needed them to go. The King delayed his plans to recover the remaining Aurochs, but only by a couple turns. After dropping off those who would venture into the Amazon, he’d bring the Aurochs and the wagons back to Dwyer. G-War rode on Brandt’s head, his favorite place from which to look down at the world and what he perceived as his minions.

      The first southern Free Traders, Candela and Tanner, rode along to help with the harnesses and wagons, but they’d return to Village Dwyer with Brandt. They weren’t warriors. They were traders and for that, Braden was proud. There were four separate traders who plied the southern trade route using carts or wagons pulled by Aurochs volunteers. They were all waiting, hoping the group that left would make the trade routes secure once again so people could go back to their normal lives.

      Braden missed the sweetened pork that was unique to the Village of Coldstream, but those villagers weren’t making any while they were refugees even though they brought their herd of pigs and boars. Maybe they couldn’t get the sweet syrup from the eastern trees like they could in Coldstream. Or maybe life as a refugee wasn’t motivating enough to do the extra work  required to smoke and properly sweeten the meat.

      He couldn’t blame them. The war had been hard on all of them. Braden already missed his family. He knew Zyena felt lonely, too, so he asked her to keep him company in the wagon where they could be together while being alone. It didn’t make sense, but that’s how Braden felt.

      The largest of the  Aurochs leaned forward, grunting as they started the heavy wagons rolling. The people inside were wedged in tightly. Each person carried a pack stuffed with food and at least two flasks of water. The original casks that Braden bought in the north accompanied them as well. They’d carried them through the desert and if not for those two water casks, they would have all died. All the companions had a role to play in how they made it across the desert, but none of it would have mattered without water.

      Braden reached next to him where Zyena perched on the buckboard and absently scratched her neck feathers. Bronwyn sat on the other side of the Hawkoid, singing quietly to herself.

      Zyena looked at him oddly. “I suppose you can hear me thinking?” he asked.

      ‘You do it rather loudly,’ she said apologetically. The young girl nodded in agreement.

      Braden started to laugh, then louder until he cried and choked. “I think too loudly. Yes, I guess I do. Micah said as much. Do my children think so?” Braden asked, expecting a G-War type answer.

      ‘They say that they are able to keep your thoughts in the back of their mind while they talk with others. Your mind brings them comfort as does the mind of their mother. They always talk, you know. Ten heartbeats don’t pass without one or the other saying something,’ Zyena explained. The revelation wasn’t surprising. Braden nodded and coughed a couple more times to clear his lungs.

      ‘I think we’ll need you to fly ahead to look for the Lizard Men and then we’ll need to see a clear route all the way to Bliss. We’re going to travel fast. Once the Amazonians load up, it’s a race to the west. We have to do everything we can to get in front of the Overlords and their forces. The Lizard Men will know that Akhmiyar travels with us, but will they be able to get word to the Overlords before we get there? That’s why we have to hurry,’ Braden said over the mindlink.

      Zyena nodded and launched herself into the air, diving to the side of the wagon as she beat her wings and heading west toward the road into the rainforest. Her eyes focused on the rainforest as she flew, but saw nothing out of the ordinary.

      The first part of the trip was uneventful, for which Braden was thankful. Those stuffed into the back of the wagons wanted to get out and stretch once they stopped. Braden was surprised that Akhmiyar wasn’t waiting for them. They had to enter the rainforest at Bliss with the next sunrise.

      Timing was critical.

      Bronwyn started walking toward the rainforest, Braden close behind with his hand on the grip of his blaster. The other humans were milling about the wagons when the leaves rustled, and Akhmiyar appeared. Bronwyn ran to him and gave him a hug. He patted her head, comfortable with her, but he couldn’t understand the human need for physical contact. Braden approached and put his hand on the Amazonian’s chest.

      “We are pleased you were able to come,” Braden said, smiling as more Amazonians materialized from the trees. Bronwyn helped them to carry on the conversation, turning from one to the other as they talked.

      “Akhmiyar would have it no other way and appreciates the help from the Free Trader and his companions,” Bronwyn said after a period of silence where she and Akhmiyar talked how only they could hear. The Amazonian considered this to be their war. He also knew that they couldn’t win it alone.

      “We are in a hurry. We need to get to Bliss by nightfall,” Braden informed him. The young girl interpreted and waited for Akhmiyar’s reply.

      “Akhmiyar wonders where Aadi and the Lizard Men from the ship are. I already answered him that they are part of Micah’s group coming from the south,” she said.

      “I think you will like Pik Ha’ar and Tup Dal. They are good people. I hope you will see them soon, if everything goes like we planned. Well, mostly according to plan,” Braden added.

      The Amazonians found space in the wagons. They decided that they’d take turns standing so everyone would fit. Braden looked back at the mass of creatures, both human and other, crushed together as the Aurochs pulled them all to war. Two Wolfoid snouts were pressed against his back while the Rabbits rode up front on the buckboard with him. They would have gotten stepped on had he left them in the back.

      Zyena flew ahead and backwinged to a landing on a high branch where she could watch the wagons and the road ahead. The Aurochs struggled mightily to get the wagons going and then pulled harder and harder to pick up speed. Once the wagons were rolling, Braden feared that they wouldn’t be able to stop without running over the great beasts helping them. He passed his concerns to Brandt, who said he had a plan. Braden didn’t want to know what Brandt had in mind, but expected it would be spectacular and result in at least one wagon getting its wheels ripped off.

      They pushed forward, hard. Braden hung on with both hands as Brandt ran back and forth between the Aurochs, encouraging them. Lomen was replaced by a much larger Aurochs when they picked up the Amazonians. He ran with Brandt while three from the original Earthshaker Herd showed what they were made of.

      Zyena watched the rainforest closely as she flew ahead, staying in front of the Aurochs’ ground-eating strides. She saw a movement and raced toward it to get a better view. A Bat-Raven took to the air as she approached, attempting to fly into the rainforest away from her. But she was already flying fast when he jumped from the tree. Sensing she was closing quicker than he could gain speed, he started to swerve between branches. She was younger and more nimble than Skirill, even though she was a little larger. She rammed into the back of the Bat-Raven when he made a predictable turn. She grabbed him in both claws, dipped her head, and ripped through the thing’s neck with her harshly curved Hawkoid beak.

      She dropped the body and watched the head spiral downward after it. She turned to fly from the rainforest, running head first into two other Bat-Ravens. They unfolded their claws and both tried to rip across her head, but she dropped and spiraled through the air, knocking one of the Bat-Ravens away, while the other veered off. She regained control and dove to gain speed. She zipped in between trunks and finally burst into the open, beating her wings hard to gain altitude.

      Braden had seen her shoot into the trees and watched intently for her to emerge. G-War’s thought voice yelled into their minds, ‘Bat-Ravens!’ Braden felt helpless because the wagons could go no faster. He couldn’t jump down to help her, so he pulled his blaster and hoped for a shot.

      The Rabbits readied their laser pistols. The passengers, as one, watched every movement. Time seemed to slow as they watched Zyena burst from the rainforest, flying hard and trying to climb. Two Bat-Ravens emerged behind her, gaining quickly. She turned in mid-air to face them, hovering for an instant as they both crashed into her, seeking her neck with their fanged mouths. She twisted and dropped toward the ground, barely able to flap her wings. The watchers held their weapons, hoping the Bat-Ravens would let go, but Zyena continued to plummet.

      Brandt tore up the ground as he raced ahead at breakneck speed. G-War crouched on his head, ready to jump. They met Zyena just before she slammed into the ground. G-War flew from the King’s head and twisted in the air as he was flying past to hook claws in the backs of both Bat-Ravens. His momentum shifted their descent so the bundle of fur, skin, and feathers hit the ground sideways and rolled. They group broke apart, G-War was first to his feet and with a vicious pounce, slashed a Bat-Raven nearly in half. The other mutant bird hopped up and attempted to get away, but Zyena flapped a wing and knocked it over. G-War was on it, holding it down while it screamed at his face.

      The ‘cat’s eyes locked on the thing, and it quit screaming as he attempted to wrest secrets from its mind. Bronwyn cried in anguish as the Aurochs angled the wagon away from those on the ground. They couldn’t stop. The wagon rattled past, followed closely by the other two. All eyes were on the ‘cat, the Hawkoid, and their captured prey for the few heartbeats they were near enough to be seen.

      When G-War was satisfied, he nodded to his large friend. Brandt carefully reached a hoof past the ‘cat and held the Bat-Raven down. G-War stepped away while the King of the Aurochs crushed his arch enemy into the dirt.

      Braden was frantically trying to communicate with them over the mindlink as the wagons raced away.

      ‘I need some of your attention, Master Braden,’ Zyena said. ‘But I can fly.’ She jumped into the air and slowly flapped to gain speed. It wasn’t long before she flared to land on the front of the buckboard. Bronwyn was first to give the Hawkoid a hug, getting blood on her from the wounds on Zyena’s chest and neck. Braden applied numbweed, then added a couple stitches, which was a risky prospect since the Aurochs kept running, bouncing the wagon over the rough road.

      When Braden finished with the two rough stitches on each of the bite marks, held tightly with a small strand of Max’s tail hair, Brandt and G-War had returned and ran alongside.

      ‘The creature did not know much, but he knew enough. He’d been to the place where the Overlords live. It confirms what the clones told us,’ the ‘cat said without preamble. ‘I also saw four different Overlords. They are ancient, but they live. They have some Old Tech, but it meant nothing to the Bat-Raven. I don’t know what they have.’

      “They use Old Tech devices that the survivors thought were communications devices of some sort. The thing didn’t see a blaster or anything like that?” Braden asked, more comfortable talking aloud.

      ‘Would it have been better had it seen a blaster, so you could worry even more than you already are? No. It is a good sign that the creature didn’t see a blaster. There are more Bat-Ravens, but not many. There were five watching us. Two have escaped,’ the ‘cat shared.

      “They’ll know we’re coming,” Braden said darkly.

      ‘Wasn’t that our plan?’ Loper asked. Braden felt the Wolfoids’ heads against him. He stroked Zyena’s chest feathers absentmindedly as he looked at the ‘cat riding on the King’s head and nodded.

      “Yes. Everything is going according to plan,” he agreed.
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      Braden had used Bronwyn’s communication device to let Micah know they made it to Dwyer mostly without incident. He asked her to tell Patrice and Delavigne that Ferrer looked great and that the two Rabbits insisted on coming along. He also told her of the humans and Amazonians who were joining them. Micah wasn’t surprised that Braden had gathered an army around him. She expected nothing less from her mate. He attracted people and creatures like flowers bring the bees.

      It had been two turns since they talked, and Micah had her own group that was heading toward the rainforest. Dr. Johns and the others would make sure that New Sanctuary functioned exactly as it had been to fool the Overlords into thinking that only Braden was coming. The group gathered at the lake for one last time.

      Micah watched the stars as they disappeared into the sunrise. A Hawkoid and a Tortoid, Wolfoids and Aurochs, Lizard Men and a human. They were finally taking the fight to the Overlords. Her plan was to walk west until they reached the spot where the group would enter the forest. It wasn’t far. They’d walk it during the daylight, make camp, and enter first thing with the next sunrise.

      Holly insisted that a Security Bot go with Micah to protect her as the President, but she talked him out of it, using the logic of why they removed their implants. They couldn’t let the Overlords know they were bringing technology otherwise they’d know and the Lizard Men would disappear. The rainforest was far too large for Braden, Micah, and the companions to search. Even with the help of friendly Amazonians, they could never find the Overlords if they wanted to hide. They had already disappeared for four-hundred cycles of the seasons.

      At daybreak, they walked away from the oasis. Chrysalis walked with them, leading the horses who carried extra water to keep Pik and Dal hydrated and wet, along with food for a feast that night. She wanted everyone to be at their strongest when they started the difficult hike into the swamp and tangled undergrowth of the rainforest.

      The Aurochs traveled easily, jogging around the group on occasion to keep themselves active. The Wolfoids pulled Aadi along as the others set their pace at a slow run. They covered the open ground quickly and were in position well before the sun set. They made a small fire near the edge of the rainforest, while Aadi, Pik, and Dal ventured inside to make sure that there were no hostile Lizard Men watching them. They returned later, having found no signs of any Lizard Men, either recently or in the past.

      They settled in and ate well, while Chrysalis rode Max, pulling Speckles behind him, back to New Sanctuary. They made short work of the return trip, arriving at the oasis at nightfall, where he turned the horses loose to roam the fields as they were used to doing.

      When the sun rose, Micah was tired as she hadn’t slept well. She figured she wouldn’t sleep well until the war was over. As she watched her companions rise, they all looked rough, except for the Lizard Men and the Tortoid. They seemed unaffected by what lay ahead.

      With the Lizard Men in the lead and the Wolfoids close behind, Micah walked with Aadi while the Aurochs brought up the rear. Although smaller than Brandt, they traveled loudly, crashing through the underbrush and ripping apart vines and small trees as they passed. Skirill flew ahead, weaving in and out of the trees, but spent most of his time trying to avoid flying into an obstacle. He apologized for his inability to watch where he was going while also looking for the enemy.

      It was still early morning when Micah called a halt. She turned around and looked at the two young bulls. “This isn’t going to work. I need you two to turn around and go back to the oasis,” she ordered.

      ‘No. We stay. We help,’ Malo pleaded. Micah shook her head.

      “You are too big to travel in the rainforest. We have to go much more quietly, leave no trace of our passing.” The young bulls hung their heads, devastated. They never considered that the Aurochs wouldn’t be able to travel through the Amazon. “You have tried your best, and it isn’t you. It was a bad plan where we forced you into a place you can’t go.”

      Micah slogged through the water until she could rest a hand on their foreheads, scratching around their ears. They leaned into her hands. She hugged their necks, careful of their horns, then patted them gently. “Go on back to the oasis now. We’ll be safer moving quietly, but thank you for trying. We’ll be back as soon as we can.” She waited while they turned around and walked deliberately back the way they’d come.

      Once the group could no longer hear the Aurochs, they moved forward, far more quickly and more silently. Micah’s relief was short-lived as they slopped through the puddles and muck of the Amazon, and a light rain began. By midday, it was a deluge. Everyone who had a cloak or a covering hugged it tightly about them, dreaming of a time when they would be dry again. It rained so hard that Skirill couldn’t fly and settled for riding on Aadi, squinting in the rain ahead, trying to see anything that needed to be seen.

      They plodded forward behind Pik and Dal, who relentlessly followed a path they said was there. No one else saw anything.
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      Braden only had one Aurochs who would trample the undergrowth and knock down small trees as he plowed into the Amazon. The twenty humans wanted to follow the young bull as that would be easier on them. The Lizard Men didn’t want any of that going on anywhere near them. The humans were loud, but the Aurochs created a cacophony of sound. The sensitive hearing of the Amazonians made them feel actual pain from the sounds behind them. They called a halt to talk with Bronwyn and Braden. Braden waved at Lomen to stop and the humans quickly followed.

      They’d only gone one hundred paces into the rainforest, and it was only going to get harder.

      Without moving, Bronwyn talked to the young bull, informing him that he was too big and damaged the calm of the rainforest. He started to protest, but Bronwyn told him it wasn’t negotiable. He needed to go back to Village Dwyer. He turned without another word and jogged from the woods.

      As the traders fiddled with the wagons, the other Aurochs grazed, so when Lomen left the Amazon, he almost ran into Brandt, but Bronwyn had already told the King what had happened and that it was not Lomen’s fault that he was too big, which Brandt found to be quite humorous.

      Akhmiyar said he preferred the humans leave the rainforest, too, but Braden couldn’t agree, because they wanted their chance to contribute, to help bring the peace. He needed them to fight for themselves, earn the victory that they desired, even if it was only to conquer their fear of the rainforest.

      The Amazonian conceded, as long as Braden talked with the humans to get them to take more care as they moved, walk as the Lizard Men, and be absolutely quiet. They’d learn as they went, but he challenged them to watch how Akhmiyar and his people navigated the obstacles. They nodded, though some verbally agreed, to which Braden put a finger to his lips. Absolute silence from here forward, no matter how long it took.

      Akhmiyar started again and appreciated the efforts of the humans to move quietly, although they were still far louder than any Amazonian. Over time, they’d learn or they’d be dead, picked off by the enemy from their positions in the shadows.

      Braden liked having such a large force, but didn’t yet know if it was a benefit or a detriment. Akhmiyar had no idea where the enemy was. He could only keep his men fanned out to cover a broad front as they headed south, always south until they found the place that the Overlords called home. The ‘cat had pulled its location from the mind of the Bat-Raven. He’d shared it with Bronwyn who shared it with Akhmiyar and his people. None of them had ever been that deep into the rainforest.

      The Overlord stronghold was a long way from anywhere.

      The rains started soon after the young Aurochs departed. It was steady, not too hard, but not light. Zyena found that she could fly in it, racing forward then circling back. Bronwyn walked with Akhmiyar and shared what the Hawkoid could see, even if she’d seen nothing. Braden walked with the Wolfoids, who he found to be nimble and able to walk as silently as the Lizard Men. They concentrated on their movements, using their spears as walking sticks while also having them ready to return fire in case of an attack. They were wet and looked miserable, but Loper and Sunny didn’t complain.

      Unlike the Golden Warrior who delivered a long dissertation regarding his discomfort and Braden’s complete failure in keeping him dry and well-fed. He also suggested that Braden should have gathered the friendly Amazonians, given them all blasters, and turned them loose against the Overlords and their forces. Braden thought that was humorous, but after ten more turns of being wet, he suspected he might find himself agreeing with the ‘cat.

      The Rabbits, on the other hand, seemed more suited to movement in the rainforest than either the Wolfoids or the Hillcat. Once they were wet, Braden saw how sleek they were. Their big feet allowed them to stay on top of tree roots and out of the ponds and the mud. They hopped and skipped from one spot to the next, making it look almost like a game. Once Braden mentioned how the Rabbits were adapting, G-War became more agreeable, although he remained in the trees, running along the limbs and staying above the others.

      They continued through the rest of that daylight and when the Lizard Men would have continued into the night, Braden had to call a halt. The humans were exhausted. Braden and the companions were tired, and although he could have kept going, would have preferred to keep going, he didn’t want to split the force. With Bronwyn’s help, they established a perimeter guard consisting of two Amazonians and two humans. Braden picked people at random to stand the watches, giving himself first and last watch.

      The humans sat with their backs against the trees, falling asleep sitting up before eventually sliding downward until they were resting in the water. The Wolfoids curled up in a spot where Bronwyn could rest in between them. They threw a flap of their armored coats over her to keep her from the rain and keep her safe. The Rabbits squeezed in, snuffling and sneezing, slightly ill from having never been this wet before.

      Zyena perched on a low branch above Braden’s head. Another branch close above acted as a roof. G-War was next to his feathered friend, staying out of the majority of the rain. The Lizard Men found trees to lean against and disappeared into them as they settled back to rest.

      Braden walked back and forth, trying to make no noise, and looked at the spots where he knew an Amazonian rested. He started to pick out slight differences between a place where there was only a tree and a place where an engineered creature’s natural camouflage worked to conceal it. When it was too dark for further study, he was happy with his progress in learning to protect himself by seeing that which wasn’t meant to be seen.
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      The sun rose and Braden’s group roused itself to prepare for another long daylight of travel. They’d barely gotten started when the first human took a spear to his side. Some others ran after the thrower, only to find themselves in the middle of a second barrage. Braden screamed for them to return, but it was too late. He hustled the others into a hasty defensive position, but by then, there was nothing to defend against. The attackers were gone and five of his people were dead.

      They tried to bury them, but gave up as every hole filled with water. They leaned them against trees, passed out the food they carried, and wished the dead well on their final journey.

      Braden was furious. He had the volunteers who were willing to fight for what they believed in, for what he told them was important, but they weren’t trained to fight like this. The enemy would continue to pick them off until only Amazonians, Braden, and his companions remained. He pulled the humans together and told them in case of future attacks, everyone stops where they are and takes cover. Anyone running into the rainforest would be turned loose to find their way out of the Amazon on their own.

      Braden cooled quickly as he stood in the rain, looking at the anxious faces of the volunteers. He hoped that he made his point and that while they walked, they’d think about what to do during the next ambush. There’d be one, he was certain. He figured there’d be at least one a day as the enemy whittled their numbers down.

      There was one more attack that day, but G-War alerted Braden a couple heartbeats before the spear was thrown. At his command, the humans dropped to the mud and looked for the nearest tree to hide behind. Braden was pulling his blaster as the spear appeared. He watched the thrower try to hide by blending in with a large tree, but Braden saw him because he knew what to look for. He carefully took aim and with a short, narrow-beamed blast, he reduced the enemy’s numbers by one.

      One human had been hurt, but it was only a glancing blow. Braden sewed up the wound, letting the rain wash it clean before slapping on numbweed.

      Akhmiyar complimented Braden on his improvement in seeing the Lizard Men when they were trying to hide. He still had more to learn as there were seven of the enemy watching them, six now. Braden asked Akhmiyar to tell him next time, but Akhmiyar said he’d tell Braden when the human could do something about it. They were too far away and it would have only wasted the energy of the blaster.

      They continued the rest of that daylight and all the next without another attack. By then, Braden and the companions were thoroughly disoriented. Everything looked the same, but Akhmiyar assured them that they continued to travel a straight line south.

      It was the third turn into their travels that Akhmiyar held up his clawed hand and called for a stop. His warriors melted into the rainforest. Braden wanted the humans to gather closer around him and stay down, but they were spread out, fighting their way through the swampy footing. He waved for them to get down. They stopped in place and most faced one direction. He couldn’t get their attention to have every other person look the opposite way.

      The Rabbits readied their weapons and the Wolfoids pointed their spears into the murkiness of the rain. Braden held one blaster, more confident firing one at a time. The loss of two fingers limited what he could do. He wanted each shot to count.

      The attack came from all around. The biggest surprise was from the Lizard Men who dropped from the trees onto unsuspecting humans. Braden’s group found that they were outnumbered with nowhere to run. The women with swords were better trained and equipped to fight this battle, especially since the enemy targeted the men with their first wave.

      Most of the men fell to the onslaught, while the women slashed the attackers from behind. Braden picked his targets carefully, firing short, restricted beams. The Rabbits fired at the targets closest to them, while the Wolfoids hesitated because they couldn’t be as accurate with the lightning as the others were with their pistols.

      As the fighting grew close, the Wolfoids charged the nearest Lizard Men, spearing two and saving their intended victim. They jerked their spears free from the twitching bodies and engaged two more. The Wolfoids were far quicker than the Lizard Men. They appeared to effortlessly knock aside the attacking spears, parrying to tear into the green flesh. A quick blast of lightning and the dead bodies flew away from them. As they waded into the fight, they put humans at their back and fired again and again into the enemy’s ranks.

      Braden changed position, but kept Bronwyn between him and a stout rainforest tree. He had to protect her. They all needed to protect her. The Rabbits flanked him, firing to the sides so he could shoot Lizard Men when his line of fire was clear.

      He called to Loper and Sunny when they started to get too far away from him. They were trying to reach the end of the human line to join a small group of humans in a desperate fight. The Rabbits moved behind Braden to protect Bronwyn. A Hillcat screamed from the other side of the tree as G-War held that side against other attackers.

      Braden bolted through the swampy footing as he headed down the line of humans, shooting as he high-stepped over roots. Those he passed were dead or terribly wounded. The Lizard Men had moved on and were concentrating their efforts on those left in the rear. Braden dialed the flame setting and scorched the backs of a dozen Lizard Men lined up to charge the surviving women. The enemy broke as the swords sang and lightning crackled.

      The enemy ran into the rainforest, disappearing after only a few paces. Braden dialed a tight beam and fired after them. He looked the area over carefully to be sure they hadn’t remained close by. He walked slowly backwards toward the women, keeping his eyes on the rainforest as he tried not to trip.

      The six women from McCullough were mostly uninjured, having held their own against the Amazonian enemy. The Wolfoids were uninjured, but panted heavily in the warm rain.

      “Survivors,” was all Braden said and the group started to fan out, checking the humans for life. Those who weren’t dead would die soon. It grated on Braden’s soul to prop them up and give them a drink of water, knowing that there was nothing he could do. His supply of numbweed was limited. He couldn’t use any of it to provide them even the least bit of comfort. He did the only thing he could and that was to thank them for volunteering, praise them for how far they’d come.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. Braden didn’t feel any better and they were still dead.

      Bronwyn was safe, as were the animal companions. Zyena hadn’t seen the Lizard Men until it was too late. She was able to get her claws into one as he jumped from a branch, but it only made him land awkwardly. He resumed his attack after shrugging off the deep scratches to his shoulder.

      Zyena felt helpless. She hadn’t seen the trap even though she flew through the area heartbeats before. And where was Akhmiyar and his people?

      Braden asked Bronwyn, who told him that they fought a large group of the enemy to the front. The plan was to stop Akhmiyar’s advance while the rest of the enemy force attacked the line of people. Akhmiyar saw the enemy before they sprung the trap and engaged. He lost three of his men this day as well. Braden added the nine humans. They were down to the six female swordsmen from McCullough who survived because they trained together to fight. Braden wished those in the north could see the power when you gave any intelligent being an equal chance.

      The remaining warriors scavenged the food and supplies from the unfortunate souls whose journey was at an end.

      Braden and Akhmiyar arranged the smaller group and pointed ahead. They wanted to put distance between the ambush site and where they were headed. They agreed to angle slightly to the west, hoping to reduce the predictability of where they were going. Akhmiyar would then change east for a while, then go back south, creating an irregular route.

      They needed to avoid another ambush. They couldn’t stand to lose any more warriors.
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      By the end of the first seven turns, Micah thought there was no way she could possibly be more miserable. Her skin was wrinkled and every bit of her was wet, except her feet because of the Old Tech boots, as long as she didn’t take them off.

      Aadi was surprised that they hadn’t yet come across any hostile Amazonians. The group was starting to tire from always being on alert, but the plan was for Pik and Dal to intimidate the Amazonians, because they looked like the Overlords.

      The Wolfoids shook and shook, but could never dry out. Skirill fluffed his feathers and shook, but remained wringing wet. Aadi and the Lizard Men seemed to gain energy as the others grew increasingly unhappy.

      Micah watched the group carefully for any signs that one of them was ready to break. The individuals remained steadfast but miserable, while Pik led them deeper and deeper into the rainforest.

      On the eleventh turn, Pik saw something that concerned him and called a halt. The aches and weariness seemed to evaporate as the group crouched low, half-submerged in the swampy water, watching the approaches to their position. Pik casually strolled forward with Dal following. Aadi swam slowly to get a better view of what the Lizard Man had seen.

      He stopped before a tree and poked at it with the modified spear that Holly had made for him. A Lizard Man stepped away from it, then shook his head at Pik, who responded by crouching and hissing. He slapped at the other Lizard Man with his spear until he backed away and bowed. The two talked in their unique way.

      Micah wondered how Braden was getting along and if Bronwyn was able to keep up with Akhmiyar’s pace.

      Micah shook herself back into the moment. They could be knee deep in a fight while her mind drifted. She hoped the others weren’t as distracted. The Wolfoids sniffed the air, trying to detect the scent of the enemy, but they only smelled the mossy wetness of the rainforest. Skirill perched on a branch, trying to look inconspicuous while Pik continued talking with the Lizard Man. Micah wondered if he was one of the Overlords’ warriors or one that was friendly. Both would probably have a similar sense of fear to an Overlord’s appearance.

      The conversation finished with Pik and Dal backing away. Aadi remained facing the other Lizard Man. As he stepped toward the safety of the trees, the Tortoid hit him with a focused thunderclap at point blank range, splitting the creature’s head open. Micah rushed forward to find out why.

      ‘Master Micah, yes, all is well. This one was a lone sentry. They didn’t expect anyone to be this way, so they spread the sentries thin. Within one turn’s walk east, there are four more Lizard Men posted. Having dispatched this one, we will be able to continue unnoticed into enemy territory,’ Aadi said.

      ‘He saw me as an Overlord, even though he saw all of you, too. He’d been taught not to question the Overlords, so he didn’t ask,’ Pik added with a hint of smugness. Aadi bobbed his head in agreement. ‘The stronghold is maybe two turns travel ahead. We are following the trail to it.’

      Micah looked but couldn’t see a trail. Bounder and Gray Strider craned their necks back and forth, before shaking their heads. They couldn’t see it either. Skirill squinted into the rain and thought he could tell the difference between the trail and the normal rainforest swamp. Then he decided that he would be lost without Pik and Dal. Only they knew where they were going. Maybe they made up the part about the trail in a twisted way that Lizard Men found funny.

      She couldn’t read the emotions of Lizard Men like Pik any more than she could read those from an Amazonian like Zalastar. She gave up and signaled that it was time to get moving.

      Micah expected Braden was moving more slowly as he had to be fighting his way through the enemy. But he was with Akhmiyar who moved quickly. She remembered the run after the villagers from Bliss. He had been relentless in his pursuit of the Overlords’ warriors. She also remembered how quickly he moved after he was wounded. At the end of her conversation with herself, she wasn’t able to draw a conclusion. He would get there when he got there, unless the resistance was too great and he was unable to fight his way through. Without the neural implant, she had no way to find him if he fell in battle somewhere in the depths of the dark, wet rainforest.

      She’d wondered earlier if she could be more miserable. She had found a way. Her feet suddenly felt very heavy, and she struggled to keep moving. Skirill had flown ahead, scouting the so-called trail. Aadi and the Lizard Men moved almost mechanically. But the Wolfoids were there and came to her aid. With a furry foreleg under each arm, they helped support the human as they all slogged through the swamp, ever onward, always wet from the perpetual rain.
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      After watching Braden and his army enter the rainforest, Brandt was ready to go. The traders Candela and Tanner had to make some minor repairs to the wagons and the harnesses, which were stressed to breaking by the wild run from Dwyer to Bliss.

      While the humans were finishing their work, Lomen walked out of the rainforest, head held low. He hadn’t been gone long. The King of the Aurochs checked the sky and wasn’t sure the sun had moved at all.

      ‘They say I make too much noise and that I too big. I sorry, my King, I fail all in not fight for freedom,’ Lomen told Brandt Earthshaker.

      ‘I know Braden well. If he sent you back, then the rainforest was nowhere for you to be. You tried, and that is all we can ask of anyone. We have a great deal of travel before us. We will return to your home pasture, where you will not eat any of the grass while we convince the rest of the herd to join us. We will bring them all back. The plains here are vast and they will be your new home, where all of our people can live healthy lives. Then we will know our place in this land, live with the humans and all creatures great and small.’ Brandt stood tall as he talked with Lomen. Brandt had wanted to go with Braden to fight the Overlords as well, but knew he didn’t fit. He was surprised that the human even tried to bring an Aurochs along.

      With nods of his head, Brandt attempted to get the traders to hurry their repairs. They seemed not to notice and went about their work at a normal pace. When they were finally ready, Brandt pawed the ground, anxious to leave. He wanted to reach Dwyer before nightfall and that meant another full turn’s sprint. He was up for it, but were the others?

      Before Candela and Tanner climbed into the wagons, they dutifully updated their rudder with only one small notation. They put the paper journal back into its oilskin pouch and let the Aurochs know they were ready.

      The humans hung on, understanding that Brandt was in a hurry. They didn’t know why because neither Braden nor Bronwyn had told them. The Aurochs started slowly, but picked up speed quickly. Without the weight of the warriors and their equipment, the wagons bounced violently along. The wagon without anyone in it seemed to have it the worst as it bounced and slid sideways, getting dragged before righting itself and bouncing more. Brandt let Lomen set the pace. The young bull ran hard, but wasn’t breathing heavily.

      Since he’d followed his King from the Valley of the Aurochs, as he called it, it seemed like the only thing he’d done was run. He was always hungry and thought he was losing weight. But he felt strong, stronger than ever before. His mind was clear, and he saw the world in different colors. The human had said the grass he’d eaten his whole life was tainted, was bad for him.

      Bad for all Aurochs. He scoffed at first, but the more he ate of fresh vegetables and grasses elsewhere, the more he realized that the human was right. They needed to save the herd.

      The Earthshaker Herd. Lomen’s new herd, established the second the great King killed their former leader. He fought without honor because his time had come and gone. Lomen was ashamed, but then proud that Brandt had selected him as his travel companion.

      Loyalty wasn’t about being forced. The King had asked the young bulls if they wanted to come. At the time, they didn’t feel like they had a choice, but with what Lomen had seen since, if he’d said ‘no,’ Brandt would have respected his decision and chosen someone else.

      Loyalty was earned by leaders who stood up for themselves. Why hadn’t he seen that before? He knew it was because his brain had been addled by the accursed grasses of his home. He understood Brandt’s sense of urgency and agreed. They needed to get there and save the Aurochs from the daze of their existence. When they moved the herd north, they’d be free to choose their own paths.

      Lomen had talked with the one they called Bronwyn. Her mind touched his, clearing away any remaining doubts. Loyalty, camaraderie, friendship, and a shared goal to see a peaceful world. He felt that she was young in years, but old in wisdom. He didn’t care why or how, only that where she was, he would be, too. As soon as she returned from the rainforest, he vowed to stay by her side and protect her.

      The young bull talked to himself, unaware that Brandt could hear him. The King kept his secret, approving of Lomen and his commitment to the things Brandt agreed were most important. Once the light shone on the path they followed, no one could turn away.

      Lomen increased speed, energized by his thoughts. The Aurochs pulling the wagons were challenged, but kept up. Brandt watched the land fly by, seeing how it was changing as the tide flowed across the south. He liked the new world that he was playing a part in shaping.

      He prayed for Braden and Micah to be successful. He didn’t want to return to the old ways, giving the young Aurochs nothing to aspire to besides grazing the large fields.

      The grass might be tasty and healthy elsewhere. With a victory, his people could find that out for themselves.
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      “Does Akhmiyar have any idea how much farther we need to go?” Braden asked the young girl.

      “He says by the end of next turn we should arrive at the outskirts of the stronghold,” Bronwyn replied.

      “It’s about time. I’m not sure how much more we can take. Just look at us!” Braden said barely above a whisper. Two of the swordsmen from McCullough had been killed when they were cut off and overwhelmed. Four swordsmen remained, but two were wounded, still walking because they had no other choice. Bounder limped, having stepped on a thorn and then the injury had gotten infected before he told Braden about it, who applied a little numbweed. At least he was starting to get better. Gray Strider had stitches on her shoulder where a spear point slipped through the gap in her armored cloak. She could still use her own spear effectively, as she demonstrated several times since she had been wounded.

      The cold-water crocs attacked twice, but as fearsome as they were, they were the easiest to fight off. The group hadn’t gotten into any water that would have contained sharkfish. The group also hadn’t seen any more Bat-Ravens. Zyena constantly watched the branches, looking for their distinctive outlines.

      The Rabbits were completely unharmed and healthy, as was Bronwyn. Zyena’s injuries from the Bat-Ravens were mostly healed and she seemed to have learned how fly in the rain, effortlessly weaving between the trees, vines, and foliage. How long had it been? Braden had lost count of the turns.

      Akhmiyar had four warriors left as well. Braden was concerned that his group would be too small when they finally reached the Overlords. They knew Braden was coming and probably welcomed his arrival, now that they’d whittled down his so-called army. The group looked like they’d already fought the final battle and lost.

      Braden expected the worst was yet to come. He was tired, probably more tired than he’d ever been. They hadn’t gotten much sleep, moving often and spending half the night protecting the others so they could sleep badly. He’d lost skin on his feet to blisters, the wetness having finally permeated his Old Tech boots. His feet suffered and he right along with them.

      The only thing that kept him going at such a relentless pace was the thought that Micah was doing the same. If she got there and he was late, then the Overlords could bring the full weight of their minions to bear on Micah’s small group. He had to get there first and they had to be winning the fight to drive the Overlords into the trap that Micah and her group would set up.

      In theory. He felt that the timing of the attack was still sound. The forces he expected to bring had dwindled, but maybe they’d reduced the enemy’s numbers by an equal percentage. He struggled to find something positive before him. He hoped, but it was the fear of failure that drove him on.

      There were so many things he didn’t know. They slogged ahead blindly, following Akhmiyar without question. Bronwyn had no doubt that the Amazonian was leading them unerringly toward the Overlords.

      A false sense of security, he thought. Maybe that’s our secret weapon. If they think they’ve already won this battle, they’ll be vulnerable, somewhere. We just have to find where that is.
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      Pik asked if he could go ahead alone because they were close. The Wolfoids nodded, saying they smelled something different, yet familiar. They thought it was the scent of the Lizard Man patrol on the ship, Pik and Dal’s scent.

      “The Overlords,” Micah whispered. Pik nodded. Aadi floated nearby, blinking slowly. “What do you expect to accomplish by going up there?”

      ‘I want to see their patrols, their defenses, the number of people they have. I don’t think they’ll challenge me if they see me walking around. But anyone else, including the Hawkoid, will tip them to our presence,’ Pik said, making his case. ‘Dal will stay here with you in case a patrol appears. He will chase them away.’

      ‘I don’t know about your plan,’ Micah said in her thought voice. ‘We should prepare an ambush for the time Braden attacks.’

      The anxious glances between the companions told Micah what they were thinking. They weren’t sure that Braden was going to make it. They knew how hard their path had been without encountering any resistance. Ending the Overlords would end their control over their minions, the Lizard Men, cold-water crocs, Bat-Ravens, and the sharkfish. Micah sighed heavily.

      ‘Maybe attacking is the best thing to do. We didn’t come all this way to sit back and watch the Overlords attack our family and friends. Go, Pik, and find out what you can. We’ll prepare to attack, but we have to give Braden one more turn. We have to…’ Micah’s thoughts drifted off.

      Pik nodded crisply, waited for the others to find shelter, then walked casually forward.  He held his head high, using his spear as a walking stick, showing no fear. He continued walking until he was lost from sight. The companions watched, listened, and sniffed the air as they settled in to wait.
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      Braden fired quickly into the attackers, keeping them from getting too close. The Rabbits were behind him, firing to the sides, and Bronwyn was behind them, cowering from the sounds of battle.

      “To your left!” Braden yelled at the swordsmen as they battled a small a group to the rear. One of the women broke off, taking a couple steps to her left to meet the incoming warriors. Her blade whirled before her as she beat the spear tips to the side. With flicks of her wrist, the sword bit lightly into green chests and arms. She refused to move as they pressed in on her, willing to sacrifice themselves to defeat the human.

      She wasn’t ready to die. She started to jump and dodge, lining the Lizard Men up for killing strokes. Her movements became too quick to follow, and the enemy fell one by one until the last, realizing he was alone, turned to run. She swept low, cutting through both of his ankles. He fell face first into the mud and using only his arms, tried to crawl away.

      The swordsman didn’t revel in the kill, as she stepped onto his spear and drove her sword point through the middle of his back. She jumped aside, ready for the next attack, but there were no more. Her three fellow swordsmen gulped air as they tried to recover from the vicious attack.

      One last scream from G-War as he dodged and weaved, keeping two enemy warriors occupied as he slashed them over and over. They fell, as much to his claws as to his unbridled rage. Braden could feel it. Bronwyn rocked herself calm as she crouched behind the Rabbits. She could hear the thoughts of all during the fight. It was wearing her down. Her eyes were hollow and sunken, and her skin took on a gray pallor.

      Braden fired until he saw no more Lizard Men, near or far. Akhmiyar had lost two more warriors as the attack came from the front, where the friendly Amazonians continued to lead the group into the deepest part of the rainforest.

      Akhmiyar was wounded. Braden used the last of his numbweed on the injury while stitching wounds on all three of the Amazonian warriors. When Braden was finished, he pulled leaves from a nearby numbweed bush and stuffed them into his pouch. They would work in an emergency.

      Akhmiyar knew they were near to the Overlords’ stronghold. The enemy attacked with greater frequency the closer they got. They had stopped with the small group ambushes and started attacking with reckless abandon.

      “Akhmiyar says they are close. The Overlords are throwing their warriors away as they try to overwhelm us. He believes that they must be afraid, as they are so willing to waste the lives of their followers,” the little girl said emotionlessly. “Akhmiyar is sad at the loss of so many of his fellow Amazonians. He prays for a quick end to the killing.”

      Braden cradled her young face in his hands and looked into her eyes. “That means this will all be over soon, and we’ll be able to go home. Brandt has gone south to recover his herd. Hundreds of Aurochs should be waiting for us, waiting for you to show them how to be free, how to live. They will need you to nurse them back to health from eating the tainted grasses. They will need you.” He saw a small spark of life in her eyes, but it disappeared quickly. Her sadness tore at his heart.

      Hers was the purest soul he’d ever met, and he put her into the middle of a battle for humanity, a life or death struggle. He caressed her hair and thought of Micah. G-War purred and rubbed against her leg. She petted him, staring into the distance.

      After the short rest, Akhmiyar suggested they find a place to the west to hide while they spent the night. First thing after sunrise, they’d head for the stronghold, find the Overlords, and finish it.

      Loper and Sunny were both limping. Ferrer and Brigitte were still in perfect health. The four swordsmen, all injured, were still carrying their swords and claiming they were ready to fight. Zyena seemed strong and the three Amazonians never let an injury hold them back. Plus Braden. It wasn’t much, but it’s all they had.

      They followed Akhmiyar as he led them from the battle site to a dense part of the rainforest.
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      Brandt didn’t bother stopping at Trent or Cornwall. He, two cows, and two bulls, one being Lomen, ran at a steady pace, taking regular breaks to feed as they found grass and bushes to their liking. When they reached Toromont’s Run, the herd was where they left them. They grazed lazily, not taking notice of Brandt and the others.

      Lomen’s eyes crossed as he looked at the lush green of the grass. He lost focus and leaned down to take a bite. Brandt rammed him with his shoulder and knocked the young bull off his hooves. Lomen grunted when he hit the ground, waking up from his daydream.

      ‘We must hurry!’ Brandt told the group as he glared at Lomen. ‘And you, stay next to me.’

      They trotted toward the herd, Brandt in front, then two and two, making an inverted V as they approached.

      ‘Queen! Are you here?’ Brandt asked in his booming thought voice.

      ‘I am, my King,’ came the quick reply.

      ‘Good. You are all coming with us, because this grass is bad for you and holding you back in everything. We have a journey of many turns before us. We will move you to the Plains of Propiscius, where you will return to health, and we will grow the herd until we fill the lands with our people,’ Brandt spoke confidently, standing tall and towering over the others.

      ‘Tomorrow we go. Yes, that okay,’ the Queen said.

      ‘We will leave now, and that will be better,’ Brandt stated firmly. The Queen sighed and ambled toward him. She took a few steps, then laid down in the grass, head drooping as she prepared to take a nap.

      Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs was incensed. He bugled his displeasure and then bugled more until his throat hurt from his efforts. He ran to those farthest away and with the tips of his great horns encouraged them to run. Eyes wide, they started to panic. The King ran back and forth behind them, driving them toward the mouth of the valley. Others joined the race, then more. The Aurochs who arrived with Brandt saw a stampede approaching. They turned and ran as well. Fear drove the herd forward as if they ran before a wildfire.

      It was only Brandt and he was pleased they showed that much energy. He continued pushing them, noting that the Queen had shaken herself awake and was running with the rest, no idea why but running nonetheless.

      ‘Make sure they turn north when they reach the mouth of the valley,’ Brandt commanded the others, who turned on his order. Two of them ran north to lead the stampede and the two largest of his old Earthshaker Herd stopped and blocked the running Aurochs from turning the wrong way. It only took the first few and the rest followed. They ran out of steam quickly, slowing to a walk. Brandt kept them going until they reached the first stream. He huddled them there and let them drink their fill.

      He’d force them to sleep and with the new dawn, they’d continue their journey. He also set up a watch schedule to make sure none of the new herd wandered back to Toromont’s Run.

      Brandt looked at the sea of Aurochs and smiled.
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      Micah was instantly alert. It was nightfall when the casual slopping step of someone approached their position. She raised her blaster, ready to fire. Pik Ha’ar walked into the area, his hands behind him as if taking a stroll around the oasis lake.

      He smoothly stepped behind a tree and disappeared in the way of the Lizard Men. Aadi swam over and the two began to talk. The rest of the companions joined them.

      ‘Where have you been?’ Micah asked, at wit’s end from the long wait.

      ‘I’m sorry. They hold a rather extensive position. I walked it all, without getting too close to the stronghold itself. We are in a good position here, if they run. This is the most easily accessible route to the south. I have good news, too. While I was “inspecting” their positions, many warriors were pulled out and dispatched to deal with enemy coming from the north,’ he said and waited for their response. Everyone knew what that meant.

      Micah slapped the Wolfoids on the back, smiled, and nodded.

      “Braden comes,” she said proudly, a glint in her eyes.

      ‘I could not tell if the Overlords were preparing to leave, but I know where the enemy’s positions are. I believe that if I remove a single sentry, we can all get inside their lines and attack the stronghold ourselves without encountering further resistance. We can end this,’ Pik said confidently.

      “We can end this,” Micah replied. The Wolfoids nodded, throwing the ever present water from their hides with every movement. “Tell us what we need to do, Pik, and let us get ready. Go at first light?”

      ‘Yes. First light is best. Even I can’t see a Lizard Man hiding in the dark. I will go first, check to make sure the sentries haven’t moved, then I will create the breach. I will call to you over the mindlink and you will come, exactly along the path I made from here to there. If they have moved, I’ll find a gap, then come back to get you, lead you through where it’s safe. Then we attack the stronghold. From what I saw, it consists of three small buildings of ancient manufacture. They are old, but seem to be functional. They have power like the oasis. Strange lights come from within. Those lights will guide us as we get close. Spare nothing as you approach. If it moves, you must kill it. Only the Overlords and their followers are there,’ Pik ended without emotion.

      ‘You’ve spent a lot of time with Braden, I see,’ Micah exclaimed. ‘This sounds like one of his plans. Well done, Pik! Well done.’

      ‘Sleep now. Dal and I will watch. You need your rest. What we all do in the next daylight will determine the course of the war.’

      Micah nodded, her earlier anxiety replaced with new concerns. She tried to sleep, but found it elusive as she worried about Braden, Bronwyn, and the rest of the companions. Even without the neural implant, she expected that she’d know if Braden had been hurt or worse, killed.

      When she did sleep, her dreams were haunted with pain and sadness from Bronwyn, a stream of images with the blood and horrors of war.
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      Braden’s dreams were interrupted by Bronwyn’s descent into darkness. She was surrounded by lakes of blood while green-skinned creatures pointed sharp sticks at her. Screaming faces bared their fangs, prophesying her doom.

      The little girl tossed and turned, despite Ferrer, Brigitte, and G-War’s best efforts. Bounder and Gray Strider slept like they were dead. Braden worried, until he nudged them and they struggled awake, blinking bloodshot eyes at him. Maybe they hadn’t slept that well either.

      Braden could never tell with Akhmiyar. After all this time, he was still unable to read the body language of the Amazonians. If there could be a bright spot in their journey, they had plenty of rations remaining. They recovered food from those who had fallen and still carried a comparable amount to when they started. It was the bleakest bright spot he could think of. Braden was ashamed of himself.

      Akhmiyar joined the rest as they ate. He leaned toward Bronwyn to ask her to interpret, but decided against it. He stood up straight, looked at Braden, and pointed in the direction of the stronghold. He raised his spear and made a thrusting motion, then waved at the group to follow. Braden put a hand on his arm to hold him up for a heartbeat or two.

      The others all looked to him for approval. He closed his eyes and said to himself, For you, Micah, and Ax and ‘Tesh. We finish this war now.

      ‘Braden? Are you there?’ Micah’s thought voice came through loud and clear to all of them. Bronwyn perked up, her eyes sparkling at the sound of her second mother and revered friend.

      Braden held up his hand for all to hold their positions. Bronwyn told Akhmiyar that Micah and her group were near.

      ‘We are just north of the stronghold. Where are you, lover?’ Braden asked, feeling instantly refreshed and full of energy.

      ‘We are just to the south of you. Pik has already walked around their lines–they thought he was an Overlord. I’m sorry, we couldn’t bring the Aurochs, but we have everyone else, for better or worse,’ she said.

      ‘No Aurochs for us either. As for the rest, we have enough,’ was all Braden responded with. He looked at G-War, who nodded to let Braden know he was talking to both groups. ‘Here’s what we need to do…’

      With corrections from Micah regarding Pik and Dal’s roles, the plan took shape. Their chances of victory had just vastly improved.

      Micah and her group waited while Braden kicked off the attack.

      Akhmiyar and his two warriors were a few paces to the front, and Braden followed with the Wolfoids to his side. The Rabbits were behind with Bronwyn between them. The female swordsmen were arranged in an arc around the Rabbits.

      Akhmiyar set off at a quick pace, spear point forward. The others had their blasters, laser pistols, and lightning spears ready to fire. The swordsmen held their blades in hand, ready to cut any enemy within reach. Zyena circled through the branches overhead, waiting to dive on an unsuspecting enemy.

      Braden’s group rushed forward into the front lines, catching the enemy as they prepared to attack. Braden’s blaster mowed down the bunched Lizard Men. Akhmiyar and his two warriors drifted aside to protect Braden as his single blaster cut through the enemy without mercy. When it ran out of power, he calmly holstered it and pulled his second blaster, firing anew.

      Thrown spears came at them from the shadows. They dodged, continuing to fire but slowing their pace so they wouldn’t expose Bronwyn and the Rabbits. Enemy Lizard Men started to regroup and came at them in small waves.
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      Micah and her companions followed at a distance, waiting for Pik to wave them forward. Pik and Dal walked with purpose, comfortable in the rainforest and seemingly unafraid. They inspired the others who fingered their weapons nervously. Blasters and spears were charged and ready to fire.

      Micah bobbed anxiously as she waited. Her partner and their friends were somewhere ahead, preparing to fight the enemy, distract them so Micah could sweep in from the hopefully unprotected south. They intended to catch the Overlords between them, preventing them from escaping. Braden believed that the Lizard Men were overconfident and wouldn’t run. Micah assumed she would have to shoot them in the back as they watched their forces fight Braden.

      She was angry after having traveled for so long in the rainforest. She was wet and fed up and most importantly, the Overlords forced this war. If they hadn’t attacked Braden and Micah using the cold-water crocs or their Lizard Men warriors, none of this would have happened. It wasn’t her usual way to shoot an enemy in the back, but these were unusual times and these were not her usual enemies.

      The Overlords commanded an army that they unleashed on her family. It was time to make them pay. She talked herself into being okay with shooting them however she could.

      She knew that Braden wouldn’t approve, but she couldn’t shake her anger. A dark smile transformed her face. She was delivering justice for those who only wanted peace. For them, she fought the life and death struggle. Now they Overlords would understand how they’d gone wrong.

      A Lizard Man joined Pik and Dal in a clearing ahead. They all looked as the newcomer pointed. When Pik looked back, he nodded, then in a flash, had the other by the throat, driving him backwards until he fell. She heard the splashing as he fought, but it was already too late. Pik’s iron grip held him tightly until he was no more. Pik waved while Dal watched something to the side.

      The others walked forward, careful not to trip while their eyes scanned the dark of the dripping rainforest. The perpetual rains seemed lighter here. Maybe that was why the ancients had picked this place to put their buildings and why the Overlords made it their home.

      Micah carried a blaster in each hand. Her heart raced as her eyes jumped from one movement to the next, water dripping from a leaf, a bird on a swinging vine, ripples in a puddle.

      Pik waved at them to get down. They’d bunched up as they moved forward. The Wolfoids were touching her and she was nearly in arm’s reach of Dal. She was helpless to move and only able to crouch lower. The Wolves laid down, becoming one with the swamp. Their eyes scanned the trees while their spears pointed toward the rainforest. Aadi floated over them, protecting them from above with the armor of his shell.

      The sloshing of a creature moving quickly through the swamp came to her first. She saw two Lizard Men half running as they headed north. They didn’t notice the companions as they raced past. She waited until Pik nodded and motioned them forward a second time.
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      “Bronwyn! Tell Zalastar’s men to move left into that opening. Now!” Braden yelled as he fired his blaster at a shadow that darted between the large trees surrounding the Overlords’ stronghold. He missed, but the Wolfoids had cleared the resistance in one area and the enemy was trying to fill in the gap.

      Bronwyn screamed so intensely he thought she was going to explode. She covered her ears and continued to scream with all the strength her small body could muster. Braden fired rapidly into the trees before him as he moved toward her. She’d fallen from behind a tree and was exposed to the spears the Lizard Men threw.

      Braden was vulnerable as he moved into the open. The enemy appeared from the face of tree trunks and leaned back to unleash a killing barrage toward him. ‘DOWN!’ G-War ordered and Braden dove into a puddle behind a small root. Most spears sailed over his head, one embedded in the root and the other bounced off the armor covering his back. It still hurt, but he wasn’t cut and bleeding.

      He popped up and fired short bursts at the spots where he’d see the Lizard Men appear from the trees. He was rewarded on three of his five shots as enemy warriors toppled from where they’d been hiding.

      Braden ran through the remaining short distance to Bronwyn and scooped her up as he passed, ending with a jump behind the trunk of a great rainforest tree. She panted until she had a full breath and then screamed until nothing was left in her lungs. Again and again, she screamed. Braden held her, rocking as the scream of an attacking Hillcat penetrated the sounds of fighting all around him.

      “It’ll be okay,” he said over and over, hoping that he was right. He had no idea what was wrong, but the Overlords were near. Braden expected they were behind her pain, using her capabilities against her, against all of them. Without her, Braden couldn’t coordinate the attacks of the friendly Amazonians. She whimpered and shivered in his arms. Tears flowed from her closed eyes. Then she started screaming again. ‘G-War, I need you to help her,’ Braden passed over their mindlink. Another scream from the ‘cat as he slashed into a Lizard Man.

      Rage built within Braden. He wanted to stop Bronwyn’s pain, and the only way to do that was to stop the Overlords.

      The ‘cat ran down the tree, his orange body covered in Amazonian blood. He hovered over the young girl, then walked onto her chest and wrapped his ‘cat arms around her. His ears flattened against his head and he spasmed when he finally touched her mind. He pinched his eyes closed and shook with fear and anger. Braden saw one of Akhmiyar’s warriors nearby and waved him over. The Amazonian dodged as he ran. When he made it unscathed, Braden grabbed him and pointed to G-War and Bronwyn. Then he pulled on the Lizard Man’s spear and pointed back to the two huddled against the tree trunk. The Amazonian nodded and stood behind the two, spear ready to protect them.

      Braden readied his remaining blaster, changing its setting from a narrow beam to flame. It used more power, but he wouldn’t need it for long. With a mighty yell, he burst from behind the tree and headed straight for the Overlord’s lines. Ferrer and Brigitte jumped from their hiding spots near Bronwyn and bounded after Braden. As Lizard Men materialized from their hiding spots, Braden sprayed them with short bursts of flame. He waved his arms like a wild man and continued high-stepping through the swamp of the rainforest.

      Akhmiyar saw the human run past. He’d been preparing his last two men to storm the quickly closing gap, but Braden was creating a new and bigger hole. With a hiss and a wave, the remaining Amazonians bolted after Braden as he ran toward the ancients’ building half-buried in the trees, brush, and wetness of the rainforest. The Wolfoids were caught unaware by the ferocity of Braden’s charge. They followed the rest, lightning jumping as they covered the final attack.
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      Pik led the group toward the rear of the enemy’s lines. He could see the buildings and the fighting ahead of them. The flame from Braden’s blaster was lighting up the rainforest. Lightning spouted into the trees. Barely visible laser beams licked behind it. But Pik wasn’t focused on the fight. His eyes narrowed as he looked at the buildings, wondering which one contained the ancient Lizard Men known as the Overlords.

      Micah was the first to see one of them. He stood, looking out the window, watching as the carnage advanced toward him. Micah pointed and together with the Wolfoids, they fired at the window. The lightning from their spears blasted the glass while Micah’s narrow beam brushed the sill. She caught a glimpse of the Lizard Man being thrown backward.

      They started to run. There were at least three more of the ancient creatures. As they approached the building with the black scars around the window, an Overlord head appeared. In his hand was a blaster. Micah dove to the side, and the Wolfoids followed suit, scrambling for cover.

      Aadi swam near Pik, knowing that he couldn’t get out of the way quickly enough.

      The Overlord hesitated when he saw Pik standing there. Their eyes met. Pik shook his head briefly before triggering his own lightning spear, blasting the face that looked like hundreds of others from the ship. Holly’s suggestion that Pik and Dal get lightning spears instead of blasters had been a good one. They blended in better and Pik had just put his to good use.

      Two down, two to go.

      A commotion started to the east and one to the west as well. Micah looked ahead and saw Braden running toward the buildings with two Rabbits, two Lizard Men, and two Wolfoids close behind. Zyena screamed as she dove through the trees and into the face of an enemy warrior who sought to block Braden’s path. Braden jumped over the writhing body and Akhmiyar put the enemy out of his misery.

      The group pushed forward. Micah waved them toward the second building as her group descended on the one that Pik had chosen. Skirill flew past, wings beating hard as he joined his mate to help clear Braden’s path.

      Laser beams reached out in brief wisps of deadly light, knocking enemy Lizard Men from their hiding spots in the trees. The Rabbits jumped high into the air to help them get a better view. Another shot, another dying Lizard Man.

      Flames erupted to the east and west, but they couldn’t see the cause. Bounder fired his lightning spear at a shadow in the trees. Gray Strider looked for a target, but couldn’t find one. Pik made it to the window and crouched below it for a heartbeat before popping up and looking in. He raised his spear and fired twice, then walked around the corner to the door.

      The remaining enemy warriors broke, throwing their spears down and racing into the rainforest. Braden stopped running and took a knee to get his breath back. The Rabbits’ fur was dirty and wet, and their noses twitched as they watched the enemy run away. Their ears were up as they listened carefully.

      Braden asked them to check on Bronwyn. They were away in a flash and hopping back into the trees. Braden stood. With Akmiyar and his lone surviving warrior on one side and the Wolfoids on the other, they walked toward the second building.

      Akhmiyar twisted and prepared to throw his spear, but Braden caught his arm as he saw Pik Ha’ar walk around the corner. Braden waved to the Lizard Man and he waved back. Akhmiyar was confused. It took Braden a series of hand and arm motions to convince Akhmiyar that these were the two they brought from the ship and that they were friends.

      A blaster appeared in the doorway and fired. The beam hit Akhmiyar’s woven armor and knocked him backwards. Braden snap fired, throwing flame across the doorway. He held the trigger down, burning the door while running toward it. The Wolfoids chased after him.

      Braden jumped and hit the flaming door with both feet. This was an ancients’ door and even though it was old and had been in the rainforest weather for hundreds of turns, it held. Braden bounced off and fell to the ground. His Old Tech clothing protected him from the flames as he rolled into a nearby puddle just to make sure nothing was on fire. Loper and Sunny stopped, aiming their spears at the intransigent door. It cracked open again and the blaster’s barrel was pushed through the slight space. Two lightning beams flashed at it, blowing the door wide open.

      Braden scrambled to his feet and ran into the building, blasting the stunned Overlord rolling on the floor. Without a second look at the smoking remnants of the creature, he squinted into the darkness of the single room, looking for any other threats. A Lizard Man with a spear cowered behind what looked like a desk with Old Tech panels arrayed on the wall behind it. Braden raised his blaster, but couldn’t fire. The Lizard Man covered its head with its three-clawed hands and whimpered. Sunny Day prodded him with her spear tip and he dropped to the floor, curling himself into a ball.

      Loper retrieved the Lizard Man’s spear while Braden picked up the Overlord’s blaster. Sunny nudged the Lizard Man on the floor and prodded him until he ran out the door, disappearing into the rainforest beyond. Carrying two blasters and an extra spear, they left the room on their way to the last building.

      Pik had cleared the other building by himself. Two Overlords and two Lizard Men were dead inside. Dal remained behind to guard the building while the others headed toward the third. Micah caught sight of Braden and smiled. He returned the smile, feeling warmth radiate throughout his body. He nodded back to her and turned toward the last building as the door popped open and two Lizard Men jumped out with their spears leveled at the humans.

      Braden pressed the trigger but his blaster was out of energy. Micah fired hers and waved flame across both of the enemy. As the dying creatures fell, an Overlord appeared and raced west into the rainforest. Micah fired again, but the beam was too wide, splashing fire against the wet tree trunk and leaving their enemy free to run. Braden fumbled for the second blaster and started after the Overlord.

      In front of him, he saw flames and beams light up the trees. The Overlord ran back toward them, pulling himself up short when he saw what was in front of him. He dropped to his knees and put his hands on his head.

      A Security Bot burst from the trees and hovered nearby. They all looked at it oddly. From the other side of the stronghold compound, a second Security Bot appeared.

      “Holly, leaving nothing to chance, I suspect,” Braden said as he took Micah’s hand. “So what do we do with that?” Micah shook her head.

      ‘I will secure him,’ Pik offered. The Overlord looked strangely at his fellow Lizard Man.

      ‘Where have you come from?’ the Overlord finally asked.

      ‘I was born on the space ship called the Traveler. I came here to stop you and restore the human’s faith in our species, taking our rightful place at their side as an equal.’

      ‘But that’s all we were trying to do,’ the Overlord pleaded.

      ‘No, it was not. Your time has come to an end,’ Pik said.

      It seemed like it happened in slow motion as they watched. Pik took half a step backward, leveled his spear, and thrust forward into the Overlord’s throat, twisting it upward until the spear tip stopped when it hit the inside of his skull. Pik lifted upward and then drove the butt of the spear into the ground. The Overlord was held upright, his body leaning against the shaft while his lifeless eyes peered from a head transfixed by the spear’s point.

      “Bronwyn,” Braden said and with Micah in hand, they retraced his steps into the rainforest. He sighed in relief when he saw her walking toward him, Ferrer and Brigitte each holding one of her hands while G-War leaned against her legs. She smiled weakly at Micah and the others. Two Hawkoids circled through the trees around the little girl to make sure no enemies threatened her.
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      Braden and Micah took stock of the survivors huddled with them in the largest building. Pik and Dal had removed the bodies and dumped them unceremoniously in the rainforest. The rest thought it was nice to finally be out of the rain. Braden was able to start a small fire using some of the wet wood. It smoked while burning, but with the door open and the window blasted out, the smoke readily found its way outside.

      Two swordsmen from Village McCullough, both wounded but not critically, were lying next to the fire. Akhmiyar was alive, but his arm was damaged from the blaster shot. There was no processed numbweed remaining, and it wasn’t a wound that could be sewn up. Akhmiyar’s warrior was uninjured and vowed to take care of his leader, seeing that he returned to his people with the honor that he deserved.

      Brigitte and Ferrer were uninjured, as were Zyena and Skirill. Braden was bruised, but his Old Tech armor and clothing had protected him. G-War huddled next to the fire, leaning against Bronwyn. He wondered what it would be like to be dry, claiming that he couldn’t remember the feeling.

      Aadi apologized for not contributing as they confronted the Overlords. The humans and the others moved far too quickly, leaving the Tortoid struggling to catch up. Braden was happy to see him and told him to stop apologizing.

      The Wolfoids all limped in one way or another. The pads of their paws weren’t made to be wet as long as they had been. Everyone needed time to recover.  Braden pulled the radio from his pack and turned it on.

      “Holly, are you there?” Braden asked.

      “Yes, I am, Master Braden! How good to hear your voice. I’m told that you have dispatched the Overlords,” Holly said cheerfully over the radio. They heard cheering in the background. Micah leaned in close to hear.

      “We’re in one of the buildings trying to dry out before we go get wet again. How’d you know, Holly?”

      “The Security Bots informed me, of course. I hope that my sending them didn’t violate your instructions. I didn’t want to see anything happen to any of you and figured that although we couldn’t use our infrared sensors to track the Amazonians, we could use them to track you,” Holly stated matter-of-factly.

      “Got it and thanks, Holly. It was nice to have their help at the end. I doubt we will have any more problems with those led astray by the Overlords. I think the other Amazonians will humbly beg to be allowed to live. We have a lot to do to put our world back together. We have fields to plant and nurture under the wise guidance of our Rabbit friends. We have Aurochs to rescue from Toromont’s Run. We need trade!” Braden exclaimed with a broad grin.

      “What he means, Holly, is that he wants Coldstream to get back into the sweetened, smoked pork business,” Micah added.

      “I have to quote you on this, Braden,” Holly said cryptically. “I think you would say that you make your own luck. I believe that it won’t be long before Coldstream is back in business and the traders are back on the roads that you pioneered with your caravan,” Holly delivered smoothly.

      “Sometimes you make it hard not to like you, Holly. So what secret are you keeping from us that we should know about?” Micah chuckled as she pulled Braden to her.

      “Oh, Braden, sometimes I don’t understand your sense of humor. Dr. Johns is showing me the Aurochs herd moving north. It looks like the villagers from Trent are all lined up to watch them pass. I count three-hundred, forty-seven in the herd.”

      “Three-hundred, forty-seven! And Brandt is moving them from the weeds of Toromont’s Run. That is good news and a secret well worth sharing,” Braden said with a smile. “Thanks for that, Holly, and thanks for sending the Bots to look out for us. Gotta run now. The warmth from the fire is going to waste and it’ll be nice to feel dry, if only for a short while.”

      Braden thought about powering the unit down, but then changed his mind. He didn’t know why, but he felt more comfortable connected to the world. During the journey through the Amazon, he felt lost and alone, even though he was accompanied by some of those he trusted the most.

      “I know how you feel,” Micah said. He missed that, too, her constant presence in the back of his mind. He knew what it had been like to have it all and he wanted that again. They’d have plenty of time to talk on the return journey.
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      Brigitte and Ferrer moved aside to let Braden and Micah get close to the young girl, embracing her as they watched the small fire crackle and pop. G-War flopped in front of them and rolled onto his back, exposing his unscarred belly to the fire. His back legs dangled out to the sides.

      “C’mon, G! You should be embarrassed doing that,” Braden scolded.

      ‘While I am drying a part of my body that should never get wet, I will contemplate your demise on our trip back to New Sanctuary. I think that I’ll wait for you to sleep and then put a leach on your neck, but that wouldn’t give me as much satisfaction as personally rending your flesh,’ the ‘cat said casually.

      “We are all wet where we shouldn’t be, my little orange man. Let’s dry out and then we’ll go home. Once we are in New Sanctuary, you can lay by the lake as long as you'd like. All of you!” Braden declared with a sweep of his arm.

      Micah leaned her head against Bronwyn’s. Braden knew they were speaking privately as Bronwyn would nod every now and then. G-War could probably hear them as he purred, occasionally resting a paw on her knee as he continued to lie on his back.

      The Wolfoids were sprawled on the hard floor, fast asleep. Micah waved at Braden to let him know it was okay to leave. Sometimes, he needed to be by himself to think about what to do next. He walked outside where the two Security Bots hovered at strategic points around the clearing as they protected the President and all the companions. Pik and Dal were outside, leaning against a tree with Aadi floating serenely nearby. Braden waved as he walked around, thinking.

      Micah held Bronwyn close while G-War caressed the young girl’s mind. As she was capable of taking physical pain away, the ‘cat tried to take away her pain, the images that the Overlords flooded into her mind.

      Bronwyn tried to shove it into a dark recess and hide it there, but Micah knew the pictures would haunt her dreams. G-War reached into her mind, deeper than he’d ever been before, and pulled on the memories. Bronwyn gasped as the images raced into her mind’s eye. He kept pulling while Micah soothed her with thoughts that although the evil was real, the images were not. They wouldn’t let anyone hurt her, as the companions had demonstrated over and over. How they put their bodies between her and harm.

      Ferrer and Brigitte worked their way in behind Bronwyn to add their thoughts of how it was their responsibility to keep her safe and warm. With a final tug, G-War pulled the false Overlord memories free and took them into his own mind, where they evaporated like water on a hot rock.

      Bronwyn took a deep breath and collapsed. Her breathing was slow and steady. The Rabbits patted her small head and wiggled their ears in contentment. For the first time in half a moon, Bronwyn was sound asleep.

      G-War rolled toward the fire, letting one scarred side warm up and start to dry. He wondered when they’d make it back to Cornwall.

      Micah left the young girl alone to sleep under the watchful eyes of the Rabbits as they snuggled in and prepared to sleep. She went outside and found Braden leaning against one of the other buildings. She strolled up to him and hugged him tightly. He pulled her around the building as they removed their own wet clothes to stand before each other, naked, water running down their bodies. They looked around for a place to take care of the rest of their business…
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      Akhmiyar and his fellow warrior led the two Village McCullough swordsmen back north. Braden and Micah were hesitant to reveal the existence of  New Sanctuary, so they asked the two women to take word of the victory back north. Akhmiyar and Pik had talked for a long time and they both agreed that the war was over. They expected no further attacks, no more uprisings, and no more coordination between the sharkfish and the cold-water crocs.

      The journey from the rainforest took every bit as long as the journey in, but it went by quicker. There were no feeling of dread. They rested often and talked openly. Bronwyn was between Braden and Micah for a great deal of the trip, skipping as they held her hand. She looked much older than when they first met her. She was nearly thirteen cycles, but already had worry lines around her young eyes.

      Braden felt horrible, which earned him a scathing look from his partner who, with Bronwyn, was sensitive to other people’s feelings. If he felt badly for things he’d done, then he’d drag the others down, so he was not allowed the luxury of remorse.

      “But…” he started to say. He had nothing.

      ‘Remember when we used to enter the villages and everyone would cheer?’ Micah knew how Braden felt about that. He perked up within a heartbeat at the thought. ‘We’ll see that again, and soon. Think about the good things to come instead of what’s in the past. And you know, there’s nothing we could have changed, besides letting Dr. Johns push the button and start a new ancients’ war. You know we couldn’t do that either, so when it comes down to it, we had no choice in all of it, and now it’s over. It’ll be nice to get home and be dry.’

      “When are Patrice’s babies due?” Braden asked, thinking about what waited for them in New Sanctuary a little more than a turn’s walk away.

      “What?” Bronwyn asked. “We were together for all that time and you never thought to mention that Patrice and Delavigne are having babies?”

      Micah shrugged as she looked at Braden.

      He looked at his mate. “She’s starting to sound like you,” Braden said flatly, earning himself a punch in the arm. “I’m sorry, but yes. We will have baby Rabbits and I have no idea how soon.”

      G-War  strutted by, tail up and tip flicking as the rain finally stopped, more than thirty turns after they had entered the rainforest as they approached the southern border. The Security Bot was already in the sunlight, shimmering as the Bots did.

      ‘I think the seven little ones will be waiting for us when we arrive,’ came the smug ‘cat voice. Ferrer and Brigitte hopped with glee, running out of the rainforest into the open field and sunshine. Braden had forgotten what they looked like dry. He thought they’d been fluffy, but could only see two skinny creatures with big back legs and big ears, pink eyes on the sides of their heads. They had a small harness on which they carried their laser pistols and that was it.

      “Seven babies! What about yours, my Prince?” Bronwyn asked.

      ‘What?’ G-War asked, looking around quickly.

      ‘When are you going to have little ones?’ she pressed, switching to her thought voice, where she was more comfortable speaking.

      ‘Are you kidding? I already have these two to look after…’ He nodded at Braden and Micah.

      “I feel like I should be offended,” Braden said as the others laughed loudly, squinting in the brightness of the sun.

      Micah keyed her radio, “Holly, can you send a Bot to carry our stuff back to New Sanctuary? I think we’ve carried our burdens long enough.” Micah ended her short conversation and put the radio away. Braden noticed that she hadn’t powered it down.

      “Yeah, I know. The question is, how can we keep the conveniences from taking over our lives?” she asked.

      Braden shrugged. He’d been asking himself that same question since the first time the fabricator delivered a brownie.
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      Braden and Micah led the way, stripping down to the bare essentials. Armor, packs, even weapons lay in a pile on the ground. It didn’t take long before a Development Unit arrived, towing its small farming wagon. The companions threw everything in, and the Bot sped away. They’d been accompanied the whole way by the Security Bots, who continued to hover nearby, so they were as safe as they could possibly be. Even the Wolfoids seemed happy to be free of their spears as they loped on all fours toward the oasis. Pik and Dal kept theirs as they used them as walking sticks.

      “I usually can’t read your face, Pik, but if I didn’t know better, I’d say you don’t like the sunshine and you could be miserable out here,” Braden taunted.

      Pik turned his head to look at the human. The green skin on his face had already started to turn gray. ‘Yes,’ the Lizard Man said plainly. Bronwyn skipped to him and grabbed his free hand. She looked up at him and they started to talk, privately. Dal moved to the young girl’s other side, shifted his spear to his left hand, and took Bronwyn’s hand. With Pik, they swung her as they walked. It was good to see that Bronwyn was comfortable with the clone of Pik Ha’ar.

      Braden hugged Micah closer. G-War walked along in front. ‘Thanks, G, for helping her. You’re the best friend any of us could ask for,’ Braden said sincerely, nodding at the ‘cat from behind.

      ‘Yes, yes, I know all that. When are we going back to Cornwall?’ the ‘cat answered gruffly.

      “Soon, my friend, soon. We can take the horses and travel the eastern road, be there in just a few turns. The world is opened up for us, thankfully. New trade, fish, vegetables, and sweetened smoked pork. I’m pretty sure it will be a while before I eat another one of the Amazonian mushrooms. I’ve had enough of those for maybe the rest of my life.” Micah nodded knowingly. They’d picked a great quantity of mushrooms along their way through the rainforest. Even the Wolfoids had taken to eating them because there was nothing else. Hunting within the rainforest had been nonexistent.

      The companions were refreshed by the walk in the sunshine, but they didn’t hurry. It took until nightfall to finally make it to the oasis of New Sanctuary. Ferrer and Brigitte ran ahead of the group to join Patrice and Delavigne and the seven new additions to the Rabbit family, the first to be born away from the ship. With the help of the humans and the Wolfoids, Pik and Dal were half-carried the final stretch and with some care, dumped into the lake where they could let the water work on their skin.

      Bronwyn ran ahead to find Ax and ‘Tesh. They hadn’t seen each other for a long time, and she fancied herself their big sister. The Wolfoids figured they’d need ten days of doing nothing for their shredded pads to heal.

      The Hawkoids were already perched on branches over the lake, relaxing and watching the world go by after already greeting the twins and getting to know the baby Rabbits. The little ones couldn’t talk yet, but they were delightful to be around. They looked so much like the wild rabbits that Skirill and Zyena considered taking their wild cousins off the menu. They hoped the humans wouldn’t find intelligent ground squirrels, otherwise their diet would become rather sparse.

      Someone always pulled Aadi along until they were within sight of the oasis and he insisted the others go ahead. He told them that he would get there eventually and despite his apparent invulnerability to the rain, he enjoyed the dry heat outside of the plains around New Sanctuary.

      Braden stripped off his shirt as he entered the oasis, heading directly for the lake to see his children. Micah stopped him and looked him over in a clinical way. “How come you didn’t get hurt during all of that Overlord business?” she asked.

      “I think the others were protecting me, even if they didn’t think they were. I always found myself behind them, except on that last run when there wasn’t anyone left. You?” Braden looked at her as she started unbuttoning her shirt, then stopped when she remembered that the survivors from Cygnus VI were around.

      “Me, too. I think they made sure that there was always someone between me and the bad guys.” He nodded at her. They didn’t expect it and they would have been firmly against it had they known. Maybe the others did it unconsciously.

      “That’s all over now. It’ll be nice waking up knowing that no one is trying to kill us,” Braden quipped. Micah nodded, not as confident as Braden that the statement was true.

      She expected the twins to run to them, but they waved and stayed where they were, surrounded by four adult Rabbits. When Braden and Micah arrived, they started to reach for Ax and ‘Tesh but stopped when they saw they each cradled a small Rabbit. Five other babies crawled cautiously around the two toddlers.

      “It seems like only yesterday they were the babies, now they have little ones of their own,” Micah laughed. She missed the Aurochs to make the family complete, but the rest were there and she felt at home. They all did.
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      With the return of the refugees to their home villages and a restart of the trade route, things were getting back to a new normal. Braden and Micah had ridden Max and Pack on the rainforest road to take Bronwyn home, especially since the Aurochs herd had taken residence on the plains north of Greentree and Coldstream. Three-hundred forty-seven strong, they took up a great deal of territory and then there were the incidents.

      After two accidental Aurochs incursions into the fields and getting chased away by villagers wielding shovels, they needed someone to help keep the peace. Bronwyn waded into the mix and resolved things in short order. She didn’t think anything about why they were smaller or talked differently. To her, everyone was special, a lesson the adults were trying to learn.

      “You need to bring my Rabbit friends up here. They’ll make sure everything grows like it is supposed to. You need to add New Sanctuary to the trade route!” the young girl exclaimed out of the blue. “Braden can get his sweetened smoked pork, and we can get some of the things that we only find there.”

      “I’m not sure we can tell anyone about New Sanctuary yet, little sweetheart,” Braden whispered, making sure no one else was near.

      “They will find out, and then they’ll be mad that you kept the secret from them. You are going to have to tell them sometime.” Braden sighed heavily. Of course she was right. They’d already told the Council of Elders, but it was time to let everyone know and know that it wouldn’t change anything. There would be no return to the life of the ancients, a life where people were ready to push a button to destroy others.

      There was much to do for the people to be ready to accept that the power of the ancients was alive and well. The allure frightened Braden like no living enemy could.

      “We’ll manage,” Micah reassured him.

      “I know.” Braden chewed his lip before continuing. “With things expanding, we need regular trade using beasts of burden and not the Aurochs. I think it might be time for a trip north to buy horses and water buffalo, maybe even find some settlers. The war took its toll on us. Every life lost was one too many.”

      “Never a dull moment, huh?” Micah shrugged. The horses could wait. They had trade routes to expand, and Brandt guaranteed plenty of volunteers from the Earthshaker Herd to help.

      ‘Cornwall?’ G-War injected loudly over the mindlink. ‘Does no one remember anything about a trip to Cornwall?’
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      The Hillcats (‘cat)

      The Golden Warrior – also called G, G-War, and Prince Axial De’atesh, can share his mindlink with others

      Fealona – from G-War’s home village

      Treetis – A young ‘cat, very much like G-War

      

      The Humans

      Braden – The Free Trader

      Micah  – The Warrior, Partnered with Braden

      Axial & De’atesh – Braden and Micah’s twin children

      Bronwyn – Gifted child, able to speak with all creatures

      Jocelyn – Governor Anderle’s wife

      Dr. Johns – a clone, leader of the survivors from Cygnus VI

      Candela & Tanner – the first Free Traders born in the south

      Zeller – a Free Trader, from Trent, the same village as Micah

      Young Tom – a blacksmith from Whitehorse

      Mattie & Caleb – Micah’s parents

      

      The Hawkoids

      Skirill – also called Ess

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

      

      The Tortoid

      Aadi – First Master of the Tortoise Consortium

      

      The Aurochs

      Brandt Earthshaker – King of the Aurochs

      Arnie – Zeller’s partner in trade, pulls her wagon

      The Queen – Brandt’s queen that he rescued from Toromont’s Run

      

      The Lizard Men (Amazonians)

      Zalastar – Leader of the Amazonians

      Akhmiyar – one of Zalastar’s best warriors and leader in his own right

      Pik Ha’ar – Lizard Man from the ship RV Traveler and friend

      Tup Dal – Lizard Man from the ship RV Traveler, supporter of Pik

      

      The Rabbits

      Ferrer & Brigitte – a Rabbit couple moved from the ship to Vii

      Patrice & Delavigne – a Rabbit couple moved from the ship to Vii
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      “Shoot it!” Braden yelled, waving his arms frantically as the wild boar raced toward his children and the baby Rabbits. An arrow flew from the bow of a young villager whose job it was to watch the fields.

      The arrow sailed high as the young man panicked, then fumbled with his quiver, trying to get off a second shot.

      The boar ground to a halt as a small orange ‘cat jumped in front of Braden’s son Axial and stared down the larger beast. It seemed the two were locked in a struggle that Braden couldn’t hear or understand. He stepped to the side to clear his line of fire and pressed the trigger. A narrow beam from his blaster tore through the side of the wild boar. Both Ax and the small ‘cat dropped to their knees. The toddler grabbed his head.

      Micah sprinted past Braden, high-stepping through the fields as two fuzzy white Rabbits, waist-high to her, bounded past toward their own youngsters.

      Micah slid to a stop in front of her son and kneeled to better look into the eyes of the nearly two-cycle old boy. The small Hillcat strolled by, pausing to rub its face on the boy’s pants before continuing on. It sat nearby, using its paw to scrub at its whiskers.

      Braden arrived and took his place next to his partner. Their daughter De’atesh sauntered up, a fuzzy calico ‘cat following her closely. Ferrer and Brigitte, the Rabbits from the spaceship, were hugging their babies, the first of theirs to be born on the planet.

      A Hawkoid flew over them, flaring to allow the Golden Warrior to jump from its back and land softly next to the small orange ‘cat. Skirill beat his wings to gain altitude as he headed for a branch nearby.

      “What were you thinking?” Braden asked his son.

      ‘Klytus and I had him, did you see?’ the boy said excitedly in his thought voice, the headache having mostly passed.

      Braden and Micah both turned to look at G-War. The large Hillcat sat and stared back at the humans as he casually licked a paw and washed his face, mirroring the complete indifference of his half-Hillcat son.

      Micah let out an exasperated sigh and shook her head at the ‘cats.

      “Klytus said it’d be okay that both of them take on a wild boar. Because, Klytus…” Braden said sarcastically, letting the statement hang.

      “They are both their fathers’ sons. I doubt we’ll ever be able to leave them out of our sight. Ever.” Micah smiled as she tried to be mad, but she was proud of her children. They were fearless, being raised by a menagerie of intelligent creatures who treated others with equal respect, regardless of whether they had fur, skin, or feathers. They were blind to physical differences.

      ‘Tesh looked at Micah as Ax, once over the short headache and freed from his mother’s embrace, bolted away. ‘Can we go to the river?’ De’atesh asked clearly in her thought voice. By ‘we,’ she meant herself and her bonded half-Hillcat Shauna.

      ‘If an adult goes with you, sweetheart,’ Micah answered, looking deliberately at Braden.

      He took his daughter’s hand and she skipped as he walked toward the nearby river. Shauna ran along behind, her long hair flowing as she raced to catch up.
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      Greentree had become prominent as the center of all trade in the south. Braden expected that Dwyer should have been since they had the forge complex and were producing steel implements, items that everyone seemed to be begging for. But the Free Trader lived in Greentree and people flocked to him.

      Micah was the President and people accepted her as such, even though they didn’t know what it meant. She didn’t intrude on their lives and neither did Braden. He was pleasant at all times, giving instruction about trade and reinforcing the need to read and write. He stored numerous blank journals to share with anyone who wanted to ply the trade routes as a Free Trader.

      With nearly every daylight, a wagon was coming or going. The village had quadrupled in size, which required a new Market Square with nice stands for any trader to use. People in the village seemed to be in constant motion, tending the fields or picking up Aurochs droppings for fertilizer, because the Rabbits said there was nothing better on Vii or on the spaceship.

      Braden was content. He and Micah had not fired their blasters in a full cycle. The children had passed the age of two and continued to grow far more quickly than normal. They looked to be four cycles old and had the ability to talk almost like a teenager. In some ways, it was scary; in others, it made their parents proud, except for all the problems created by having a teenager in a two-cycle old body. Their bonded ‘cats, although young, looked out for them and thankfully called for help when needed.

      Braden thought G-War looked especially smug riding Skirill to the rescue of the boys. Still kittens, the half-Hillcats were maturing quickly, too. G-War expected them to be full size after only a few more moons, and then they could protect the human children themselves, leaving Prince Axial De’atesh out of mischief, mostly of their own making.

      A welcoming yell awakened his drifting mind as a trader approached in a wagon pulled by one of the southern Aurochs. A second Aurochs walked alongside, as they always traveled in pairs, even though only one pulled at a time.

      Brandt, King of the Aurochs had also decided with the rapid growth of the trade routes, his people would be partnered with a single caravan, becoming an integral and equal member of the team. If there were any issues, the trader would lose their support from the Aurochs herd. This had only happened once, but that solidified it for all. The humans went to great lengths to treat their Aurochs partners well. It helped the trade, too–the Aurochs and traders learned the route together, learned about each other, communicated better, and became good friends.

      Friends will do more for each other than business partners.

      Braden joined the others as they ran to the trader’s wagon hoping to see their favorite goods available. People cheered as Zeller the Free Trader waved. She was a favorite, being from Micah’s village. With Caleb and Mattie’s liberation of females following Micah’s return, she was the first to seek her fortunes elsewhere, vowing to be a trader traveling far and wide.

      Zeller was close with her Aurochs. After spending time with the Golden Warrior, he’d helped her to hear and talk with Arnie, the friendly Toromont Aurochs.

      On this trip, she was returning from Westerly and River Crook. She brought a wagonload of flour for the burgeoning bread trade. River Crook had started to grow beets for sugar, but they still needed chickens, for the eggs they produced could bake a better kind of bread. Until then, they counted on the traders to carry their special flat bread.

      Each village was finding its market niche. Hand-carved wood, jewelry, and other decorative pieces were starting make their appearances.

      Just like in the north.

      Braden beamed. Three cycles to get to this point. It could have happened more quickly, but the war held them back. And when the people from the south finally understood and were free to explore the boundaries of free trade, there was no holding them back.

      Micah sidled up next to Braden, wrapping an arm around his waist and pulling him to her. “It is always amazing to see how our world has transformed, thanks to the vision of one person,” she whispered in his ear.

      Braden smiled and nodded. It was his view of what the world could become because trading was all he knew. That was why he’d traveled south in the first place, to find trade items and take them back north. Then he met Micah and everything changed, he changed. The world he knew became a bigger place and his role in it took on greater importance, as much as he wanted to remain a Free Trader. He remembered his old vision of clinging to a raft that raced downriver among the rapids and churning water.

      ‘I’m not sure any of that has changed,’ Micah said over the mindlink. ‘We’re still hanging on. Look at this! And we have kids, as do the rest of our friends. Have we gotten old?’ she asked out of the blue.

      Braden looked at his hands, flexing his five fingers on one and three on the other. He dipped, bending his knees, then shook his head. “Nope. Plenty young here.” He looked accusingly at his partner.

      She shoved him, almost knocking him down. Micah was younger than Braden, although scarred and hardened from numerous battles, as was he. The past cycle had been free from conflict, but she continued to practice her sword-play daily and improve her mastery of the bow. Chasing after the twins and the children’s minions took the rest of her energy, but neither she nor Braden would have it any other way.

      Zeller stood on her buckboard and searched the crowd until she saw Braden and Micah. She pointed, nodded, and waved them to her.

      “Who are we to deny a potential trade?” Braden said as he took Micah’s hand and pulled her through the crowd to Zeller’s wagon and where a small supply of smoked sweetened pork was waiting.
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      Braden finished harnessing Speckles to the two-wheeled cart. His stalwart companion had been used by a number of people, but had been returned to him for this trip. Braden was taking his family to New Sanctuary, but the villagers thought they were going to meet their friends on the south side of the rainforest.

      This wasn’t technically untrue. No, they hadn’t told people about New Sanctuary yet. That was why they wanted to go, talk with those who lived there, and put the controls in place in case strangers started to arrive, trying to steal the Old Tech.

      Braden couldn’t allow that to happen. The survivors from Cygnus VI were unable to defend themselves from a violent attack. One person like Old Man McCullough could overwhelm all of them. The Security Bots were an easy answer, but Braden and Micah didn’t want to risk injuring a trader or a visitor who had no ill intent.

      “We’ve always said that people should be able to become the best version of themselves. I’m sure there are people here who would want to learn about the stars, work on building the spaceship, man it whenever it’s ready to launch. We’ve held them away from the Old Tech long enough. I think it’s time we have to trust them, trust that Aadi and Holly have come up with a test that worked.” The Council of Elders had been established using that standard, but it depended on G-War and Aadi together looking deep within each person, looking into their very souls.

      It would work as long as they always had a ‘cat and a Tortoid available to act as honest brokers.

      Maybe it was that easy. Hillcats would be the final arbiters of someone’s fitness to visit New Sanctuary or to be on the Council of Elders. They needed Hillcats in the south.

      ‘We’ve been down here for three cycles of the seasons and you’ve just now come that realization?’ G-War said with a sneer in his thought voice. ‘And to think the other humans consider you the smart one. Humanity is doomed, so the sooner we can get some lady Hillcats down here, the better off I will be as I assume my rightful place as the leader of the free world. Hahahahaha,’ he laughed forcefully.

      Braden and Micah looked around, finally spotting him on a tree branch near Skirill and Zyena. His four legs dangled as he sprawled, looking as if he were asleep. The Hawkoids had been privy to the conversation and bobbed their feathered heads as they chuckled.

      “You are such an ass! I know an old lady with a broom who’s still looking for you, little man,” Braden suggested, drawing his finger across his throat. The ‘cat struggled to lift a paw and shake it at Braden. The human returned the one-finger salute. Then Ax and ‘Tesh started waving their middle fingers in the air, while Shauna and Klytus stood on their back legs trying to look over the cart’s tailgate.

      Micah raised her eyebrows at him and nodded toward the children. “Okay, you two, enough of that craziness. We don’t do that in public,” he scolded with a half-smile.

      ‘You just did,’ ‘Tesh stated clearly over their mindlink.

      “That’s a special way that G and I communicate. You aren’t old enough yet because it looks bad.” He gave the twins a stern look, but they could see into his mind. He was embarrassed and they caught him. They giggled while their ‘cats used their long claws to latch onto the wood of the gate and pull themselves up, perching precariously on the narrow board. Shauna was small and was able to stand on top, while Klytus was much bigger and not as agile. He toppled out the back of the cart, leaving a long scratch down the wood of the gate. But he landed on his feet as if he meant to do that. Braden scooped him up and tossed him back into the cart before Ax climbed out after him.

      “Hey! Watch that,” Braden yelled as the thin line scratched across his wrist started to bleed. He heard G-War’s soft laugh in the back of his mind. “Time to leave! Everyone in who’s going,” Braden barked as he wiped the blood on his pants.

      The Hawkoids leapt into the air, gliding downward over the cart and beating their wings once past as they headed for the rainforest road. Aadi floated upward until he could swim into the back of the cart with the twins and their ‘cats. G-War ran down the tree, bounded to the wagon and with one leap, cleared the back gate and landed softly inside the cart. The young ‘cats immediately pounced on their father, the three becoming a single rolling fur ball.

      Brandt stood nearby, ready to travel with them. It had been a long time since he pulled a wagon. None of the other Aurochs would allow it since he was the King. He enjoyed his status, but with the additions to his herd came more responsibility. His people were spread along the Plains of Propiscius from nearly one coast to the other. They’d organized themselves into sub-herds out of necessity. A single Aurochs could eat a lot of grass, and nearly four hundred of them could strip a valley bare in no time.

      The Wolfoids established a settlement west of New Sanctuary at the edge of the rainforest where they were able to gather hogs, hunt wild game, and plow fields. With the transfer of all the Wolfoids from the Livestock Level of the Traveler, they’d built something far greater than just a village. Bounder and Gray Strider had founded the first modern town in the south, which they decided to call Livestel in honor of their roots. Holly helped by providing Development Units to aid in construction of the town and fields. An expanded trade route that included the Wolfoids would benefit the entire south.

      Braden wanted someone to develop the trade route west to the coast from the Wolfoid settlement. As much as he wanted to do it himself, it would be better as a test for the southern traders. When the existence of New Sanctuary was announced, he’d ask Candela and Tanner if they wanted to develop the route. They’d kept up their rudder and were doing everything Braden could have asked of them. They were the first Free Traders native to the south and deserved the opportunity.

      As much as Braden and Micah enjoyed the company of the Rabbits, only two recently matured from the newest litter joined them for this trip. They hadn’t traveled before, but two females, Heloysis and Luciana, had volunteered to join the Wolfoids and help with their fields. The rest of the Rabbits were scattered among the villages, with a few remaining in New Sanctuary.

      Ferrer and Delavigne had taken a number of young Rabbits to Trent and Cornwall to establish fields nearby. The coastal plain had many challenges for growing food, but nothing that the Rabbits couldn’t overcome.

      Micah thought the Rabbits had joined them for a different reason, as they seemed taken with the twins. And that was also the only time she’d seen G-War angry with his children. He caught Klytus bullying the peace-loving Rabbits and immediately taught the younger ‘cat a harsh lesson that he would never forget. The bullying stopped that instant, and G-War made sure that they became friends and that Klytus and Shauna looked out for the others.

      Ax and ‘Tesh cuddled with the fluffy white Rabbits while the three ‘cats wrestled and play-fought. Aadi hovered above it all. Braden and Micah joined them inside the cart and propped themselves up on the makeshift seat, leaning against the leather strap as they asked Speckles to get underway. Max’s lead was tied to the rear so he would follow. The twins could talk with the horses, just like Bronwyn, so it made traveling very easy.

      After the battle for the Amazon, Bronwyn greatly matured. Braden thought it was a result of G-War’s help in removing the Overlords’ influence from her mind.

      Brandt’s new Queen had come from the south and with Bronwyn’s help, had become the King’s ambassador traveling east and west with a small entourage of other Aurochs. Bronwyn rode the Queen and traveled wherever she went. The teenager worked with the Aurochs to help them speak more clearly, air their concerns, and live better lives. Bronwyn ensured that there was no conflict between the Aurochs and other living creatures. She made sure they all lived in harmony.

      They missed her, but she was doing what she loved–caring for the creatures they all shared the south with.

      The Hawkoids had nested and raised three hatchlings. An exceptionally large male was with Bronwyn, watching over her. The other two had gone to the Eastern Ocean, where they were becoming quite spoiled getting fed a daily diet of fresh-caught fish.

      Brandt jogged ahead of Braden’s caravan, encouraging Speckles to run to catch up. The familiar bounce of the cart, the wind through his hair, tossing his signature braid behind him, and his expanded family along for the ride combined to make him feel what his parents must have felt as they plied the northern trade routes. This was the life he was raised to love.

      He smiled watching their horse Pack, now called Speckles, pull the cart, faster and faster, and the others smiled with him.
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      They traveled easily the first daylight, still entering the rainforest around midday where they rested at the usual trade site for McCullough and the Amazonians. They were pleased that two Amazonians were there. Aadi spoke with them, confirming that Zalastar had ordered his people maintain a presence at all times, just in case. Traders passed with sufficient frequency that it was important to be ready.

      There was a rough shack built to keep trade goods out of the weather. It was only about half full, but the Lizard Men expected another supply would arrive shortly. Braden traded venison jerky for a length of Amazonian rope, an item that always seemed to come in handy whether to use or as he’d often done, trade to others so they saw what was out there.

      Always the Free Trader, Braden was much refreshed when he climbed into the cart to get the caravan underway. The others fed off his good humor as they talked. The young Hillcats had been to New Sanctuary one time, barely past when they’d been weened. They probably didn’t remember much, but some of the twins’ fondest memories came from New Sanctuary and time there with the companions. Brandt also looked forward to enjoying time grazing the fields. The Aurochs did not enjoy that luxury with the human-tended farms north of the rainforest.

      Skirill and Zyena flew ahead until the rain started, then they joined the others in the cart. Braden was surprised that he remained in good spirits even with the continuous rain. He waved happily when two Lizard Men walked into the road and stopped the horses.

      Aadi swam out of the cart and moved agonizingly slowly toward the front where he could meet with the Amazonians. Once there, it seemed that they talked for only a few heartbeats before the Amazonians departed.

      ‘It appears that Pik Ha’ar and Tup Dal are ahead and waiting for us. They have news that we need to hear,’ Aadi said cryptically. ‘And before you ask, that was all they said.’

      With the mindlinked encouragement of Ax and ‘Tesh, Speckles picked up his pace until he was running, but slowed when the rains grew heavy and reduced visibility. The Hawkoids used their amazing eyesight to try and see through the rain, but they were as helpless as everyone else.

      Brandt ran ahead so he could let them know when to slow the cart. He disappeared quickly into the constant drizzle. Braden and Micah pulled their cloaks more tightly around themselves while the others huddled in the cart, doing their best to stay out of the rain.

      Brandt’s bugling was the first indication that something was wrong. The cart was already going as fast as they dared. While Braden pulled his bow and started digging for his blaster, Micah tried to contact Brandt over the mindlink, but he wasn’t answering.

      ‘He is occupied. We should hurry,’ G-War suggested as he climbed into the front of the cart between Braden and Micah. Without hesitation, Speckles began to run and since the road was well maintained, it was difficult to tell how fast they were going. Max ran behind, trying not to be dragged.

      The Hawkoids took to the air and powered ahead through the rain until they disappeared in the bank of rain as Brandt had done.

      “What’s going on,” Braden yelled, but at that moment, Speckles tried to stop and started sliding. Max ran into the back of the cart. Brandt danced out of the way as black shapes flitted around his head. He swung his horns trying to impale the creatures. G-War jumped onto Speckles back, ran to his head and with a mighty leap, landed on the King’s haunches where he went after the nearest Bat-Raven.

      The hackles rose on the smaller Hillcats as they hissed and clawed at the empty air, hoping to strike enemies that were too far away.

      Braden hadn’t found his blaster before they reached Brandt. He had stopped carrying it on his belt, settling for keeping it in his pack. Same with Micah, but she had her sword and he had his bow.

      “Protect them!” Braden yelled at the ‘cats in the cart, pointing to the children and the Rabbits as he and Micah leapt from the wagon and ran to their friend’s defense. The Hawkoids appeared out of the rain, each latching onto a Bat-Raven and dragging them off Brandt’s back. G-War dispatched his third. They looked for more of the foul creatures, but found none.

      Braden and Micah had been no help at all, but G-War and the Hawkoids had been there when most needed.

      The whites of Brandt’s eyes showed with his rage as he stomped and snorted. A group of Lizard Men came running from the trees, staying back as the King finished venting his fury.

      ‘Calm, my large friend. This is a great day!’ G-War exclaimed. ‘Those were the last of the Bat-Ravens. They were dying, and this was their last chance for revenge.’

      “No more Bat-Ravens?” Braden asked dully. Micah put her sword back in its scabbard and pulled her partner into a hug, then she asked the King of the Aurochs to lie down so his wounds could be tended to.

      G-War was completely soaked, but remained on the King’s back as Braden dabbed numbweed on the few wounds. Max didn’t have to donate any tail hairs as nothing needed stitching. Pik Ha’ar, Tup Dal, Akhmiyar, and two other Amazonians watched Braden wrap things up, slapping the great King on his massive shoulder to let him know the work was done. G-War assumed his position on Brandt’s head as Pik and Braden shook hands.

      ‘I heard, and it is a great day indeed. We’ve been trying to track those creatures back to their roost but have had no luck. Had we gotten here sooner, we may have chased the Bat-Ravens away, delaying this final battle. It was fortuitous, fate has guided us to a successful conclusion once again,’ Pik said mystically.

      “Pik, if I didn’t know better, I’d say that you are spending too much time contemplating your wet navel,” Braden replied. Pik’s expression was unreadable, but Braden thought he saw a slight cock of his head. Maybe he was rubbing off on the Lizard Man.

      Micah lifted the clan from the wagon so everyone could stand in the rain. Despite not being able to read the expressions on their faces, Pik’s and Dal’s joy at seeing the twins was obvious as they picked them up and held them while the group talked. Two small ‘cats rubbed against the Lizard Men’s legs and two Rabbits, heads thigh high, leaned against the humans.

      The group talked about things past and present. They talked about everything and nothing as friends do after a long absence. The companions made camp, sleeping in a pile under the cart in the middle of the road where the ground was least wet, while the Lizard Men stood watch over them. When they awoke, more refreshed than usual when sleeping in the rain, Pik and Dal had a small fire going under the large branch of a nearby tree where they cooked a large lizard that they’d killed nearby.

      Braden looked at Micah. She shrugged and shook her head. They had both spent a full moon in the rainforest and didn’t know such lizards existed.

      No one seemed to care that it was a lizard as everyone happily dug into the strips of cooked meat. G-War avoided it entirely, and his furry children followed their father’s lead in turning up their noses. The Rabbits shied away too, never eating meat. The Hawkoids were happy to try the lizard and enjoyed it, then scoffed at G-War’s refusal.

      Even Aadi tried some. Despite the rain and the damp of the rainforest, good friends always bring sunshine.

      Pik, Dal, and Akhmiyar were traveling back and forth between all the villages along the rainforest road to help them integrate the Overlords’ warriors back under Zalastar’s leadership. It required their constant attention to prevent violence by one Amazonian against another.

      Another thing they were doing was taking a census, getting an idea of how many Amazonians there were. From Pik’s initial counts, he suggested that there could be five thousand Lizard Men scattered throughout the Amazon, most of whom avoided contact with others.

      Maybe someday they’d let themselves be seen and join the community of their brothers. Pik was singularly focused on one nation of Lizard Men, working as he’d never done before, to unite his people, as Braden had done with the humans and all intelligent creatures. Pik exuded hope in his mission to improve all their lives.
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      The rain accompanied the caravan the rest of the way through the rainforest, and that was the extent of the excitement. It took five turns to complete their drive, before they saw the sunshine again. Max and Speckles couldn’t pull as fast as an Aurochs, unfortunately.

      They were surprised that no other Amazonians made an appearance. Akhmiyar suggested that some would like to greet Aadi and his companions, practice trading, and get used to interacting with the other intelligent creatures of Vii.

      Pik had told them it was their destiny to be equals with the humans. To help themselves, they needed to show they weren’t afraid. Braden told him that they were already equals, which Pik agreed with, but said they the Amazonians were holding themselves back. They all laughed when Pik suggested to Brandt that he try to look less intimidating, although Pik knew the source of the Lizard Men’s angst. They were created by the humans to do their bidding.

      It seemed that they weren’t quite over their innate mistrust and fear of the humans.

      Braden shook it off. Pik would keep at it and eventually, they’d overcome their hesitation. Then they would truly be equal.

      The companions were always overjoyed when the rain stopped. It meant they were close to leaving the confines of the rainforest. It was also the point when the Hawkoids flew the green tunnel to the freedom of the open skies.

      Even Max and Speckles hurried toward the sunshine ahead. Brandt ran at full speed, pounding away from the caravan until he basked in the bright light of day, stinking as only a wet Aurochs could.

      As the cart raced onto the rolling plains leading to the Sanctuary ruins, the twins politely asked Speckles to stop so everyone could dry out. Braden and Micah appreciated the break as they were soaked to the skin. Ax and ‘Tesh started taking off their clothes before they were helped down from the cart. G-War took Shauna and Klytus hunting, insisting that each of them get a squirrel before they could return.

      Braden and Micah stripped bare, knowing that before long the children would be too old for such displays. But until then, they did as they always had.

      The Rabbits bounded into the plentiful greenery that existed at the edge of the rainforest, looking for anything fresh to eat. The Amazon’s torrential rains were always such a trial for any of the Rabbits. Ferrer and Brigitte were already legends among the Rabbit population for their exploits in the rainforest during the War for the Amazon, being able to survive for a full moon, keeping the child Bronwyn safe, and returning without a scratch.

      They stretched while Brandt dug into the foliage, competing with the Rabbits for the choicest bits, although he was letting them win while they raced to and fro.

      The Hawkoids danced in the sky far overhead.

      The twins screamed and started running toward the cart as fast as their little legs could carry them. Braden and Micah turned and bolted as one to intercept Ax and ‘Tesh. A loud snort came from the underbrush as something heavy crashed through. A wild boar, larger than normal, appeared in the bushes, running parallel to the plains. It continued to run, crazed by the pain from the claws and fangs of two small Hillcats clinging to its back.

      G-War vaulted into the open and ran to get in front of the boar before disappearing back into the greenery. A horrible squeal soon followed.

      The wild boar ripped back through the bushes and into the open. It now had three ‘cats hanging from it. The large orange one wrapped tightly around its neck was rapidly delivering its death slashes. The boar staggered from the loss of blood, wedging into the ground as it fell. All three ‘cats jumped, landing gracefully on their feet. Klytus sprinted back to the attack, slashing the dead creature further. Shauna immediately started cleaning her face as ‘Tesh ran toward her, ready to comfort her little princess.

      G-War nodded toward the adults, requesting that they clean the animal and prepare it for the evening meal. Braden looked at his naked partner, wondering if she would be the first to go back to the cart for her knife.

      “You know I can hear you, right?” Micah told him.

      “Crap! Okay, I’ll get them,” Braden conceded. Their clothes were far too wet to put back on. “This will be a first.”

      G-War hauled his son off the carcass, dragging him to the side. ‘You have to go for the neck. You see what happens when you jump on their back! I thought I taught you better than that,’ he scolded in a gentle thought voice.

      Ax had picked up a stick and was heading for the boar. Braden was back at the cart digging out the knives and Micah was with ‘Tesh. As fast as the toddler could run, holding his stick like a spear, he barreled into the downed boar. The stick broke apart and the Ax’s momentum carried him face first into the carcass. He rolled over the top and lay in the grass, naked and crying.

      Klytus was there in a heartbeat to help his bonded human. They’d both failed that day in the hunt. Ax pulled the half-Hillcat to him in a comforting hug.

      “Did you do that with G, when he was a little kitten?” Micah purred.

      “He was never a kitten. Here,” Braden said brusquely as he handed Micah her knife, feeling the warmth of the sunshine and his family.

      Aadi watched it all from the shade of the rainforest, studying and learning as each parent took pride in their children.
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      They spent the rest of that daylight on the edge of the Amazon, letting their clothes dry while smoking the remainder of the pork for future travel or even for trade.

      Braden’s caravan arrived at New Sanctuary around midday on the next turn after a quick run from where they’d camped. They were dry and well rested. The Security Bot met the visitors as usual, scanning them to confirm their identities and welcoming them to New Sanctuary. Brandt ran toward the fields, telling the others he’d meet them at the lake after a good feeding.

      They arrived to cheers from the Cygnus VI survivors, New Sanctuary’s resident humans, although all of them except one were clones. Braden was instantly ecstatic, raising his hands in victory for the twenty cheering people as they stopped on the edge of the oasis. The survivors weren’t looking for a speech, just to show they were happy with the return of the people who saved their lives. Braden and Micah waved back, greeted a few by name, and then the people drifted away, back indoors where they were most comfortable.

      Braden and Micah unhooked the horses and turned them loose. Heloysis and Luciana jumped from the cart and bounded away toward the fields. The Hillcats joined the Hawkoids in relaxing near the lake. Skirill and Zyena were fishing, waiting for one of the lake’s inhabitants to get too close to the top of the water so one of them could swoop down and seize it. They were having no luck as they tried different angles from the sun. G-War had learned where the fish food was and was dropping pellets into the water from the small dock. Klytus and Shauna crouched next to him waiting for the fish to appear.

      The twins were headed toward the dock to join their furry friends. Braden stayed nearby in case one of them fell into the water, which wouldn’t have been the first time.

      ‘May I join you?’ Aadi asked politely. Micah patted his shell and smiled.

      “Of course, Aadi. You are always welcome and your input always valued,” Micah told him as he blinked his eyes rapidly and nodded.

      “So what do we do now?” Braden asked as he basked in the sunshine, enjoying its reflection from the clear water of the oasis lake.

      “I’d like to see Bounder and Gray Strider. I’m sure their home is something to behold.” She looked at the ground while Braden kept his focus on the gathering perched precariously on the edge of the dock. He took an inadvertent step closer, ready to sprint. “I think I want to go back to the ocean, to Trent, see my folks.”

      “Sounds good,” Braden said, distracted. He couldn’t take it anymore and headed for the dock. As soon as he yelled for them to step away from the edge, the first one went into the water, followed closely by a second. Braden was only a few steps away as he plowed in after them.

      Klytus popped to the surface and started dog-paddling toward the shore. Ax hadn’t completely gone under. He rolled to his back as he floated, kicking his feet and casually propelling himself after Klytus. Braden backed up toward the sand and waited. Micah stood on the shore, unworried. The children had been swimming since they were babies.

      G-War and Shauna were snickering at Klytus’ drowned-rat look as he walked out of the water and shook, spraying water everywhere. Micah yelled at a nearby Server Bot to bring two towels. It rolled away quickly toward the maintenance shed, returning shortly. Micah tried to corral the ‘cat to dry him off, but he didn’t like the attention. She held him down as she would have done with her own children as he tried to contort a paw to scratch her leg.

      ‘Take it like a man!’ G-War howled over the mindlink.

      “Where were we?” Micah asked Braden once she had his attention.

      “We’re going to Livestel to see the Wolfoids and then to Trent.” Micah looked disgusted. “What? Isn’t that what you said?”

      “You asked what I’d like. We were talking about it. I was not deciding for us,” she said coldly.

      Braden held up his hands in surrender. “I only want to give you everything you want.” He smiled, then added, “Then, I’d like to go back to the north and get some livestock, maybe a few more horses, some settlers. Maybe even see if a few Hillcats would like to resettle down here.”

      ‘That’s a good plan,’ G-War said over the mindlink, instantly interested in the conversation after giving the fish he caught to Shauna and Klytus. ‘That means turns and turns in the desert, doesn’t it?’

      “And it means a return trip with heads of water buffalo. I wonder if Holly has any ideas?” Braden looked ashamed. He didn’t have to say it. Micah knew what he was thinking. He wanted his neural implant and Old Tech to make the trip easier.
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      “You know we can’t wear our blasters up there?” Braden asked. Micah nodded, caressing the grip of the weapon she’d taken from the village chief so long ago. She’d used it a great deal since then, fighting her enemies.

      “I know, but I feel naked without it, going into the unknown and all,” she answered tentatively.

      Braden laughed, putting his hand on her shoulder. “It’s the north! It’s not unknown. They have real trade routes up there. G-War and I survived our whole lives without a blaster. We’ll have our recurve bows and Old Tech arrows. That will give us an edge, but I don’t think we’ll need it. We have platinum and gold, thanks to Holly. We’ll go in, buy what we need, and return. Easy as that,” Braden said confidently. “We have our companions. They will give us an edge.”

      “So we stroll into this town where they tried to steal your saffrimander, accompanied by our menagerie, and we throw our coins around. That won’t attract unwanted attention?” Micah countered. Braden pursed his lips. Every other time he entered a northern town, it was only he and G-War. Lighting up the place with the firepower of blasters wouldn’t be the answer, although once they returned through the Great Desert, no one would follow them.

      He wondered about rethinking his tactics. Maybe he’d treat it like a jail break, taking what he wanted and then running back south.

      Even thinking that way made his stomach churn. It was counter to the precepts of free trade. “I am Free Trader Braden!” he yelled toward the sky. Micah looked at him oddly. She could hear his thoughts as he worked through the problem. She understood that he wanted to keep the north as part of the trade route. She was willing to go there once. They hadn’t agreed on anything besides this one trip. Maybe that was what caused him so much grief.

      “Braden, relax. We’ll try it your way first, but we’ll keep our blasters close by. They’re coded to our palms, so no one will be able to use them, but I don’t want to leave any Old Tech behind. From what you’ve said, they aren’t ready,” Micah argued.

      Braden held up his hands in surrender and smiled at his partner. He knew that if she pressed hard enough, he’d give in. They shared the same goals, and there were always different ways to get there. She had his back, always. She was in his mind, always.

      He could ask for nothing more than that. “We need to work on your Free Trader negotiation skills. I’m not sure, ‘accept this fair trade or I’ll beat you up’ approach will always work, although if they see you in action, you’ll probably get what you want,” he said slyly, trying to goad her into one of their rather gratifying play-fights.

      “I know what you’re trying to do, lover, and it’s not going to work,” she parried with a grin. “I’ll follow the Free Trader’s lead. We’ll make the trades, handshakes all the way around, and we will go on our merry way.”

      “That’s the plan exactly.” Braden reached out to shake on the deal. Micah grabbed his arm, pulled him close, and started unfastening his shirt.

      ‘You two! Again? Let’s think about the trip to find Hillcats,’ G-War interjected.

      In the end, Braden got what he wanted without having to resort to any tricks. It turned out that Micah got what she wanted, too.

      Holly had to wait for Braden and Micah to make their way to the Command Center before he could try to convince them to replace their neural implants. Braden was susceptible. Micah tried to steer him away from Dr. Johns and the other survivors from Cygnus VI, but in the end, it was inevitable.

      Once there, they reviewed images of the entire route, including the new Oasis 03, with expanding fields and one new building. Oasis 02 also had a small lake, filled with life-giving water and the first hints of vegetation.

      If they could establish Oasis 04 as the ancients had planned, then the trip would be less hazardous, almost to the point of being a pleasant journey. Braden told Holly to add that to the list of developments. Micah shook her head. She wasn’t sure they wanted to take the plunge to establish full relations with the north yet. She didn’t know what the people there were like. She ordered Holly to wait until they returned.

      Holly suggested he wouldn’t have to wait if they informed him by way of their neural implants. They could make their way unerringly through the desert, Devanney’s Barren, with the locational ability of the devices. He could also track them to ensure they were okay. If necessary, he could have a Security Bot standing by.

      Braden argued strongly against that. Even the hint of a Bot would drive the northern residents into a frenzy. They’d start a war in no time, and Braden and Micah would be powerless to stop it. The allure of Old Tech was legendary in the north. Braden and Micah intended to keep their Old Tech hidden, while using it to help themselves.

      Holly suggested once again that he could replace Braden’s missing fingers, but Braden refused. The neural implant was one thing, but Old Tech fingers was something completely different. Holly said that it wasn’t, both were products of well-researched medical science. Braden turned down the fingers, but the neural implant…

      There was no argument at all. The technology’s attraction was too strong and their need too great. Both Braden and Micah agreed to have the implants reinstalled. They went straight to the Med Lab for the procedure, where Holly walked them through everything that would happen. None of it was new.

      They awoke to the strange yet familiar sensation of a constant presence in their heads. They were surprised to find that there was no disorientation this time. Braden checked his medical vitals in the window before his eye, pleased with what he saw. He opened a few folders, found Dr. Johns, and sent him a short message, to which the doctor quickly replied.

      Braden seemed too pleased, like a child with a new toy.

      Micah’s pulse quickened as she watched. She climbed down from the bed in the Medical Laboratory and gripped Braden’s arm firmly, shaking him. “I will beat you senseless if you disappear into Holly’s world!” she threatened, half seriously. “The real world is out here, partner mine.”

      “And that’s why I love you,” Braden said as he minimized the neural implant’s window, grinning broadly while focused on Micah’s face. “I’d be a wreck without you. I’d still be on that spaceship with the monkeys dining on my carcass.”

      “Probably, lover,” Micah jibed. “Dr. Johns is waiting for us. Let’s see what he has, and then let’s get back into the sun. I could use a swim.”
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      Braden and Micah returned to the Command Center where Dr. Johns took them on a journey into the world of space flight. They didn’t understand a single word of it. He showed them diagrams, computer models, and all kinds of fantastic things. They stopped him after a short while, thanking him for his impressive work, but asked why he was talking to them about space flight. Braden and Micah had completely different priorities.

      “But, Master President, you need to know what the future holds! I wanted to give you the background because we’ve already started construction,” Dr. Johns said with a smile while a number of his people nodded excitedly behind him.

      Two cycles ago, the thought of building a spacecraft would have been inconceivable, but now, they accepted it and congratulated Dr. Johns and his people on the prospects that their new engine could bring.

      “So this new ship you’re building will take you beyond this solar system?”

      “Oh, no. I must not have been clear. We’re building a ship to take us into orbit. Once there, we’ll build the real ship with the new engine. Leaving the planet takes too much fuel and a completely different structure, so a ship that does it all isn’t practical. So I guess we’re building two ships. Once we get out there and have a shuttle system, we’ll use the Traveler as a space station where our workers will reside. We’ll need to build the new ship in the asteroid field where the raw materials for its construction will be close by. That’s the plan.” Dr. Johns beamed with pride.

      “That was the perfect brief, Dr. Johns!” Micah told him. “I have to apologize that we get lost on the technical stuff, but when you distill it to what you just told us, without the computer, then it makes more sense. Two ships. Building one here and one in orbit. Got it.”

      “It’s not far. If you ride those horse creatures, you can visit and be back before lunch,” Dr. Johns offered.

      “Who’s out there overseeing construction?” Braden asked, confused because he thought all the humans were still at New Sanctuary.

      “Oh, no one, of course. We monitor everything from here. The factory is producing a couple hover cars and a truck for us to travel back and forth once the spaceship has reached a certain stage of production. Those won’t be ready for another month, but we shouldn’t need them for about six months. Within two years, we should be able to test the engines and within three, we’ll be back in space.” Dr. Johns beamed with joy at the progress they were making.

      Micah thought it ironic how they were dying on Cygnus VI and had to be rescued. Now, all they thought about was getting back into space. Once the threat was removed, they returned to their natural state as scientists with the lofty goal of building the engine they spent four hundred turns developing.

      “How can we refuse?” Braden answered because Dr. Johns’ face fell with Micah’s delay. He instantly perked up, shook both their hands, and ran off to coordinate something or other.

      “I guess the swim will wait,” Micah surrendered. Braden ushered her quickly to the elevator before they were delayed further. The humans living in New Sanctuary preferred being inside, where Braden and Micah thought of it as a form of punishment.

      The elevator delivered them to the oasis where it was overcast, but they didn’t think it would rain.

      “Let’s collect our horse creatures and go for a ride!” Braden quipped.

      The horses were at the farthest end of the field, but Brandt was more than accommodating in running after them to herd the two back toward the lake. Their saddles were stored in the maintenance shed and Braden recovered both, putting them in the open. The twins had already talked with Max and Speckles, so they were on their way by the time the King of the Aurochs reached them. The three trotted back together.

      Ax and ‘Tesh were patiently waiting at the edge of the lake, under the watchful eye of the young Rabbits. As one of the generations born on Vii, they wore the harness but didn’t carry laser pistols. The Rabbits were happy making agreements with others for protection while they focused on the fields and personal harmony.

      The horses were happy to have something to do. Once saddled, they were chomping at the bit to run. Brandt would join them, but the twins stayed behind with Aadi giving them their lessons for the day. Heloysis and Luciana were trying to rally the wild rabbits, but with no luck. They were just as afraid of the large Rabbits as they were the rest of the creatures who lived around the oasis.

      Luciana suspected it was G-War’s doing, while the Hawkoids mysteriously disappeared during the berating the Rabbits gave the ‘cat. G-War admitted nothing, but wouldn’t deny anything either. He said the whole issue was beneath him.

      Braden knew it was the ‘cat’s fault, with his accomplices, Skirill and Zyena. The Hawkoids needed to eat often and the ground squirrel population didn’t survive the first cycle of the seasons. They tried to leave the wild rabbits alone so they wouldn’t upset the intelligent Rabbits, but hunger got the best of them.

      Braden decided that a retreat would forestall further conversation on the issue, so he asked Ax to tell the horses to run south to the construction site. The two horses dug into the sand as they raced toward the open area surrounding the oasis that was New Sanctuary. G-War easily caught up and vaulted into Braden’s lap so he could enjoy the ride. If they stopped, he’d climb on the King’s head and take his usual spot.

      They took a break around mid-morning to stretch their legs. Even G-War jumped down and ran around the group, getting the kinks out of his scarred orange body. He remained lean from hunting his own food, chasing the children, his as well as those from the others. The Hawkoid chicks were a real treat since they could always fly faster than he could run. He had to come up with inventive ways to keep them entertained, which usually meant running at high speed through heavy brush, changing directions often.

      When they resumed their trip, G-War magically appeared on Brandt’s head, which always brought forth a chuckle from Braden. The scruffy-looking orange ‘cat crouched or curled between the ears of the King, watching ahead or feigning sleeping.

      As soon as they crested the first hill after their break, they saw the construction site. They hadn’t realized that they were almost on top of it. Micah was happy that Braden hadn’t used the neural implant to pinpoint their location.

      “I should have, though! I forgot I had it,” he replied.

      “No, you shouldn’t have. How easy was it to get here without it?” she gently corrected him. He nodded with a smile. Braden wouldn’t have the luxury of growing overly dependent on Old Tech; Micah would keep him from descending too far into a technical wonderland.

      They couldn’t see anything resembling the pictures of the spaceship that Dr. Johns had showed them. It looked like a big foundation for a building with some metal structures taking shape. A large lay-down area had been established for placing various sizes and shapes of metal. They saw an entrance to an underground section. They turned the horses loose and walked to the complex, where they were met by a Security Bot who welcomed them and handed them over to a special Development Bot, shaped with multiple arms and other appendages.

      The Development Bot led them on a tour of the facility, speaking to them through the neural implant. The underground section was being developed as its own factory complex linked to Holly and New Sanctuary. The metal sections had been mined, refined, and worked in the underground facility. As the facility expanded, it would build more technically advanced parts for the ship. The most complex parts would be built at New Sanctuary and transported to the construction site for installation when the time was right.

      The ship itself consisted of the parts and pieces on the ground, which made up a total of one percent of the ship’s construction. The Bots had a lot of work to do before even a hint of a spaceship would appear on the pad. Braden and Micah thanked the Bot for showing the facilities. They shrugged, climbed back on their horses, and departed. Neither thought the trip worth it, but they wouldn’t tell Dr. Johns that. It was important to him and probably important to the future of Vii, but at this point in time, it meant little to Braden and Micah.
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      Lunch on the beach consisted of their favorite, cheese omelets with hash browns, provided by the fabricator. After that, they loaded the children into the cart and gathered the rest of the companions for a trip to see the Wolfoids. Skirill and Zyena flew ahead, while Max pulled the cart. The two young Rabbits had never visited Livestel and were eager to get to their new home.

      They were in for a treat. Micah told them to stay in the cart until the pups could be told who they were. Running for your life was no way to enjoy a peaceful visit.

      With Brandt’s encouragement, the group made short work of the trip, arriving by dinner time. There was a fire going and the spit was set up, but nothing was cooking, which surprised the humans. G-War’s hackles rose and his tail twitched, even as Bounder, Gray Strider, and Shredder approached.

      Micah could feel their excitement. Braden could feel his mate’s, but he didn’t know what it was all about. He took the easy way. “What’s going on?” he asked.

      ‘Blooding of the pups!’ Bounder exclaimed, then strode off boldly, followed by the others, who yipped as they walked. Braden and Micah lifted their children from the cart and held them, even though they wanted to get down. Even G-War, Klytus, and Shauna stayed up high, opting for the top of one of the few single-story buildings. Most were two-story, with a few taller buildings scattered about.

      “I don’t understand. Everyone acts like you know what he’s talking about,” Braden complained.

      “I’m sorry. When we were on the ship and you were unconscious, we had a lot of time to talk. It’s the ritual each litter undergoes to become full members of the pack. They have to hunt a creature and make a kill. On the ship, they used their domestic hogs, but here, they’ve been able to capture a few wild boars and this will be the first blooding off the ship!”

      “I think you planned this all along,” Braden said, looking suspiciously at his partner. She shrugged and smiled furtively before jogging after the Alpha. Even Brandt was looking forward to the show, but he stayed farther back from the center of the town so he could protect the horses. Heloysis and Luciana peered between two of the cart’s sideboards, watching without letting the pups know they were there. According to G-War, the pups would be whipped into a frenzy, losing all control and going after anything that wasn’t a Wolfoid. Everyone had to take care not to get caught in the wrong place.

      The pups were being held outside the town by an elder bitch. She had watched over them as they grew, while their parents worked, and was the only one besides their own parents who could control the young Wolfoids at this stage of their lives. She was getting them fired up, judging by how the barking and howling was growing in volume.

      Shredder growled at the observers, forcing them back against the buildings to leave as much open space as possible for the pups to hunt. He waited at the pen where three wild boars slavered, tossing their heads with eyes wide at the smell of the Wolfoid close by.

      With a final scream, the bitch turned the pups loose. Shredder threw open the gate and the boars burst out, looking to escape the confines of the town and the nearness of their tormentors.

      The pups raced into the Town Square, catching the boars halfway across. The pups bowled over the smallest of the creatures and bit deeply, tasting fire in the blood of their prey. But he wasn’t going to give in. He rolled to his feet, squashing one pup into the ground as he pushed forward, driving his tusks into the side of a pup who was blocked in by others who’d lost their senses in the blood fury.

      The hunter turned hunted screamed in pain as his brothers and sisters pounced on the boar with renewed vigor. This time, attacking more wisely. Two had gone for the throat and were ravaging the soft flesh. The wild boar’s blood pumped from a severed artery. He dropped to his knees and snorted as his eyes glazed. The wounded pup dove in, gripping the beast’s throat and forcing him from his hooves. When the boar hit the ground, he was already dead, but the pups were on him, ripping him apart.

      The other two boars received less attention from the pups. Half the pack wanted to be first and attacked the closest target. The other half was left to deal with the two larger boars, ugly brutes, aged and not afraid to fight. They were backed into a corner away from the larger Wolfoids who growled and snapped as the beasts approached.

      These two were more wary. Once they took their positions, they stayed put, offering the pups tusks and stamping hooves. The crowd was going mad. The first Wolfoid pups had been blooded. The injured pup was licking its own wounds, and Braden suspected he’d end up sewing the skin back together at the end of the trial. Until then, no one could help the youngsters.

      Six on two might seem good odds, but they were not in favor of the pups. One, bolder than the rest, threw caution to the wind and attacked the smaller of their two by himself. The pup fainted low and jumped over the boar’s head as the beast tried to gore him. The pup bit deeply into the back of the beast’s neck, but the tough hide was unyielding. The Wolfoid’s teeth dug in, but that only served to enrage the creature. It shook its head wildly, trying to dislodge the stalwart youngster.

      The other pups saw the opening and darted in, heading straight for the beast’s throat. Left alone, the biggest boar ran for freedom. The blooded pups weren’t sure about making a second kill, but were spurred to action by the howls of the crowd. They started slowly at first, but picked up the pace and raced from the town on the heels of the beast.

      The six pups finally pulled down their quarry and made the kill, right next to the wall where the boar stood to its last. They feasted mightily, painting their muzzles red with the blood of their prey.

      The first pack closed on the huge boar and circled him, forcing him to stop. Brandt had the best view as the group was close to him. He stayed between the pups and the horses, doing his best to redirect their attention. The Rabbits watched in horror as the young Wolfoids taunted the boar. They dashed in, took a bite, and danced away before the beast could react. Although it had only been moments since they made their first kill, the pups had changed and were mature in their attacks, using teamwork to wear their prey down.

      When the boar realized that, he decided that he was having none of it. He charged at the Wolfoid who stood between him and the edge of the rainforest where he hoped to make his escape. Before he could reach the Wolfoid, who boldly stood her ground, the rest of the pack was on him, attacking ferociously from both sides. He tried to plow forward, to reach the rainforest where he could rub the Wolfoids from him on the trees and the brush, while seeking the freedom of the heavy foliage.

      It wasn’t to be. The beast never gored a single Wolfoid. He didn’t stomp on any and he wasn’t able to bite one. They tackled him like seasoned warriors, and he finally succumbed from his numerous wounds. The pups from the second kill joined the larger pack. They howled their victory, muzzles dripping red. The adult Wolfoids panted from the excitement of watching the kills.

      Bounder stood and howled to the heavens, expressing his pleasure at the new tradition, at the danger the pups had been put in as their final test. Gray Strider joined her mate and howled in joy. The others followed until the sky was split by the sound of the town’s celebration.

      The boars were dragged back, washed, cleaned, and thrown on the spit. A needle threaded with Max’s tail hair appeared in Braden’s hand, and he immediately turned his attention to the wounded Wolfoid. The youngster tried to shake off Braden’s ministrations as he still quivered with the excitement of the blooding. Shredder put him in his place with a snarl, instantly calming the Wolfoid so Braden could go to work, cleaning, numbing, and repairing the wound.

      By the end of the evening, the humans had scratched plenty of necks, and the pride of the young Wolfoids buoyed the spirits of all. The pork was tastier, probably because of how it came to be on the spit. Braden and Micah were thrilled with the celebration, that the Wolfoids had gained a foothold on the planet where they could contribute equally to the rise of all intelligent creatures, while returning to the roots of their being.

      The Wolfoid hog herds were growing rapidly and Braden, selfishly, wanted the Wolfoid ranchers to learn the trick of smoked, sweetened pork from the villagers of Coldstream. That would require a full announcement that New Sanctuary existed. Braden and Micah decided that once they returned with livestock from the north, they’d open the trade route through and around the rainforest, including New Sanctuary and Livestel. A couple of the older Wolfoids expressed an interest in being traders, to help support their own village while providing goods to others.

      Braden was surprised, but Micah expected it was because the way they looked. Most people were fearful at first, but once they got to know any of the Wolfoids, they couldn’t help but to like them. Loper and Sunny Day would make exceptional traders as they always exuded both peace and confidence. She talked with Braden about making a wagon better suited for a Wolfoid to ride up front.

      They broached the subject of their trip to the north with Bounder and Gray Strider, who immediately called Shredder over. They told him that he was the Alpha and that they’d return when they returned. Braden always marveled at how easy they made it.

      ‘Wherever you go, we go, Braden. Wherever Prince Axial De’atesh goes, we go. There will be dangers, no?’ Bounder passed over their mindlink.

      “Possibly, but we want to make the trade without any violence. Your presence may be disconcerting for some of the other humans, although everyone loves dogs,” Braden offered.

      ‘Then we will leave our spears in the wagon and act like our innocent cousins, walking at your side as your faithful companions.’ Bounder and Gray Strider chuckled together.

      “Walking at our side as equals,” Braden countered, “doing your best to look like man’s best friend. Can you let your tongue fall out the side of your mouth and pant happily?” Micah punched Braden in the arm, but the Wolfoids saw both the humor and the wisdom of the human’s statement. They needed to draw as little attention as possible while Braden filled his role as the Free Trader, working to deliver the livestock that would help feed the growing population of the south. But they’d be close to him in case the humans became hostile. Braden’s stories of his departure from the north suggested they might not be welcome in Whitehorse or Cameron at the least. They also expected that all eyes would be on the King of the Aurochs. He made everyone and everything look small by comparison.

      Looking inconspicuous was becoming less and less likely. They’d have all the turns crossing the Great Desert to figure out how they wanted to approach the humans of the north.

      Braden, Micah, the twins, and the others were gorged after the feast. They even had enough greens and vegetables for the Rabbits. The group stayed the night to sleep off the excesses of the daylight’s activities. Ax, ‘Tesh, and their ‘cats slept on Bounder and Gray Strider, who readily welcomed the children of their friends. The Wolfoids never had a problem sleeping in a pile.

      The twins and their bonded ‘cats seemed to prefer it, seeking any creature, Rabbit, Wolfoid, or Aurochs and snuggling close. Braden and Micah watched as the pile shifted like the ocean as one or another moved.

      The contentment that their children radiated brought them peace and sleep came readily.
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      Holly didn’t want to leave anything to chance, so he had a special wagon constructed to help the companions on their journey while at the same time keeping the President safe. The vehicle was almost fully enclosed with a top that would absorb energy from the sun to provide additional power to the wheels, making the wagon easier to pull. The horses wouldn’t pull it, though. Despite Braden’s best efforts to talk the King of the Aurochs out of it, he insisted on assuming the beast of burden’s role so they could cross Devanney’s Barren more quickly. He added that there was no way Braden was undertaking a journey like that without him.

      The Wolfoids had already made their statement about joining the group going north. The Hawkoids were coming so they could try to sway some of their people to join them in the south, but Skirill expected they’d get no takers, and he didn’t care, either. He had everything he wanted, including hatchlings that were making their own way in the world.

      The Golden Warrior and two of his children had no choice at all. Wherever their humans went, the ‘cats were obligated to go, especially on a journey of such distance. G-War and Braden had found that they could be apart for a certain time, as long as the distance wasn’t too great. That was between two mature adults. G-War knew the children wouldn’t survive such a separation.

      Aadi was excited to go as the regular gathering of the four Tortoids that  made up the Tortoise Consortium was coming up. He didn’t know how he knew, but he did, and he was drawn to it. It wouldn’t be far out of their way from Oasis 03.

      The two Rabbits, Heloysis and Luciana, would remain behind at Livestel to help the Wolfoids take over the fields from the Development Units. The twins were disappointed, but the Rabbits weren’t well suited to life in the desert.

      Micah suggested none of them were. Braden had to agree. For the fifteenth time, she made him tell the story aloud of his last trip through the Great Desert. Each time, he’d remember a different detail, how the companions supported each other, making the group stronger than the sum of its individual parts. He recounted the trials of building and sleeping under the shelter. This time, the wagon would provide all the shelter they needed, including special storage compartments for water.

      Holly also provided an Old Tech shovel in case Braden had to dig. He thought that was a nice touch. For the return trip, Holly outdid himself. The factory produced a woven tent, lightweight with carbon fiber telescoping poles. They practiced setting it up and figured they could use it to provide shade for fifty head of water buffalo. Holly also provided fifty small fabric saddle bags that could be filled with water for each of the animals to carry during the return trip. Having the beasts carry their own water was the only way they could make the return trip work.

      Dr. Johns showed up before sunrise to see them off. He always seemed fascinated with how Braden and Micah talked with all the intelligent animals. The leader of the Cygnus VI survivors hadn’t gotten used to that yet, but he accepted the descendants of the ancients’ engineered creatures as equals. The original intent was to give the creatures intelligence to help the humans survive. From a scientific perspective, Dr. Johns considered the ancients’ efforts to be successful beyond their wildest dreams.

      From Braden and Micah’s perspective, they didn’t care how they got there, but that they all arrived together. Thanks to G-War, they were able to talk with the creatures, understand how truly intelligent they were and know that considering them as anything less than equals would be a disservice to the human race, threatening the whole of Planet Vii as factions would have fought instead of talked and traded.

      They waited for the Wolfoids to take one last drink from the lake. Skirill and Zyena were awake and itching to fly. Everyone else was loaded up.

      Braden and Micah smiled at each other as they thought how far the south had come in the short cycles they’d been together. As they sat in the front of the wagon, he took her hand and intertwined their fingers. Braden leaned his head against Micah’s, nuzzling her and kissing her ear. She playfully pushed him away. He released her hand and wrapped his arm around her waist, feeling the strength in her body. She was every bit as muscled and lean as when they first met.

      ‘Stop that,’ she cooed in her thought voice. ‘The children can hear you!’

      “What?” Braden asked innocently, more comfortable speaking aloud while the rest of his family conversed most easily over the mindlink.

      ‘Why, your lusty thoughts Master Braden!’ Micah replied.

      “I appreciate what I have, without taking it for granted, Master President.” Braden bowed as much as he could while seated.

      “On that, I never apologized for getting angry with you when you made me the President. I have to admit that I kind of like it,” she said, looking sheepishly at her mate. He nodded briefly. She excelled at the things he wasn’t good at.

      “You shot that Android on the ship and boy, was Holly miffed!” Braden exclaimed, changing the subject. “Master President…”

      “That probably wasn’t the most presidential thing I’ve done.” She chuckled to herself. She couldn’t let Holly think that he controlled the humans, so surprises were a good thing in her mind.

      Bounder and Gray Strider walked up, muzzles still wet from the cool morning lake water. Without waiting further, the King of the Aurochs leaned forward and the wagon responded soundlessly. He walked, then soon ran, the wagon seemingly chasing after him, until he felt like he was running from it and not pulling it.

      ‘I’m not sure I like this wagon,’ Brandt said in his booming thought voice. ‘It doesn’t seem to weigh anything. I feel like I’m going to get run over if I stop.’

      ‘Give it a try, my friend. I think you’ll be surprised,’ Micah suggested.

      Brandt started to slow and the wagon responded. The King slowed to a stop, then began sauntering forward. Whatever he did, the wagon matched his pace. ‘I like this wagon,’ he said, having changed his mind. The humans shook their heads and laughed. Brandt started running as if he were tearing through a field, free from all burdens. The ride was smooth enough as they raced due east toward the rising sun.

      They were headed toward the coast, where Micah wanted to visit her parents. Since Micah’s reconciliation, Mattie couldn’t get enough of her grandchildren. Of course, G-War wanted to visit Cornwall as often as possible and he made his wishes known at all times of the day and night. Skirill and Zyena looked forward to reuniting with their two hatchlings who had relocated to Trent, enjoying the fruits of the fishing trade.

      ‘Brandt, my large friend, could you stop for a bit so we can get into the wagon? You have run us into the ground yet again,’ Bounder panted over the mindlink. Brandt pulled up quickly. The Wolfoids usually would have jumped in, but they were spent. Braden gave them a leg up. The interior of the wagon was padded and to the Wolfoids, it felt like a couch. ‘Had I known this, we wouldn’t have wasted all that time running.’

      Brandt easily reached the eastern road before sunset. They didn’t set up a tent as everyone slept inside the wagon. The sides dropped down to become two extra beds hanging over the sides.

      Braden and Micah lay in one of the fold-down beds, talking quietly before falling asleep. Micah looked troubled.

      “What’s wrong, lover?” Braden was concerned.

      “The Old Tech. Look at us! We’ve embraced it and are enjoying the use of it,” she rasped in a whisper.

      “But why are we using it?” Braden asked the question, leading Micah somewhere. She looked at him, until he answered the question himself. “We’re using it to bring livestock south to help feed and grow the population. We’re using it for the good of all intelligent creatures. We have to travel through the Great Desert, twice. The Old Tech will make it possible for us to survive the trips.” Braden closed his eyes and relaxed, thinking about the next turn’s travel. Maybe he’d be able to hunt. It had been a while since he bagged anything with his bow.

      “For the good of humanity, we carry the burden that others can’t be trusted with,” Micah whispered. She closed her eyes, but sleep did not come easily.
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      As Cornwall sprang into view, everyone could feel G-War’s tension. The Hillcat vibrated with expectancy. Brandt slowed down to taunt his small, orange friend. No longer able to take it, the ‘cat leapt from the King’s head and sped through the grass toward the village.

      Everyone laughed, but Braden and Micah quickly tensed, expecting to be soon overwhelmed by the intensity of a G-War engagement.

      A cat’s screech pierced the peace of the afternoon. Brandt sped up as he sensed something was wrong. Braden prepared his bow, nocking an arrow, and Micah followed suit. She was the better shot now that Braden lacked two fingers on his left hand. The twins stood in the back, peering past their parents. Klytus and Shauna vaulted to the bench with Braden and Micah, and made to leap past them and out of the wagon, but the humans caught the small half-Hillcats and stopped them. With a ‘cat in one hand, their bows remained useless in the other.

      The Golden Warrior ran full speed toward the wagon, putting some distance between him and two domestic cats who were giving it their all as they tried to catch him. Micah squinted. ‘Isn’t that your mother? And her best friend?’ she asked the two young ‘cats over the mindlink.

      ‘Yup,’ Shauna responded simply as she relaxed and sat down. Klytus was still anxious and watched closely, ready to go to his father’s aid. Brandt started dancing from one hoof to the other as the ‘cat approached. When G-War tried to vault onto the King’s head, Brandt dodged. The ‘cat bounced off, landing deftly on his feet, before bolting in another direction.

      The brief exchange was all the two domestic cats needed. They launched their small bodies at the scarred side of the Golden Warrior, knocking him into the grass. The three rolled, fur and paws, heads over tails. The two domestic females were getting the better of it as G-War refused to fight back. He looked miserable as he tried to protect himself from their relentless attacks.

      They stopped slashing at him and settled for snarling in his face, yowling and meowing. G-War’s ears were back and flat against his head.

      “Girl problems, G?” Braden asked, trying not to laugh.

      “A little friction on the home front?” Micah added, snickering.

      ‘Very funny, humans. Brandt, what are you waiting for? We’re leaving! I’ve had enough of Cornwall for this trip.’ G-War’s thought voice sounded exasperated. Klytus escaped from Braden and ran to his father’s side. His mother, a mid-sized black cat, rubbed against him before yowling in his face and slapping his head with a well-practiced motion. Klytus fell backward. His mother stood over him, giving her son a big hairy what-for.

      G-War started to slink away, but the small gray female jumped in front and started meowing loudly at him. He backed up, his hackles starting to rise as he reached the limit of his tolerance for the berating the female friends thought he deserved.

      “What the hell did you do, G?” Braden asked, assuming the ‘cat would dodge the question.

      ‘A little calico that has been playing hard to get. Seems she’s the sister of this one.’ G-War nodded to the mother of his children, currently “yelling” at her son.

      Micah couldn’t contain herself anymore. Braden had to hold his stomach he laughed so hard. Brandt tossed his great horns as he slowly pulled the wagon away from the village. G-War hissed at the small female, driving her backward. He ran toward his son, bouncing the black cat to the side as both of the orange cats ran for the safety of the wagon.

      And freedom.

      The Golden Warrior was in a foul mood until they reached Trent where he made it his personal mission to give the broom lady a heart attack.

      “Does that woman always have her broom?” Braden asked.

      “It appears so, and I think she’s gotten better using it on that pesky ‘cat,” Micah responded as G-War ran circles around the old lady, who anticipated his antics, swinging the broom ahead of him. He barely avoided a beating, quitting after dashing between the old lady’s legs and knocking her down. She reached out a gnarled old hand, latching onto his tail as he strutted away. With a snarl, he turned, paw raised.

      “G!” Braden shouted. The ‘cat retracted his claws as he rolled to his back and batted at her hand with his paws. Quick as lightning, the old lady reached her other hand in and started rubbing his belly.

      She got to her feet and dusted herself off while a bewildered G-War watched her. “Go on, you mangy creature, before I give it to you all over again.” She made a cursory swing at him with her broom before heading back to the fish cleaning table.

      “I’m not sure what just happened,” Braden stated the obvious. G-War shook the dust from his coat as he followed the old woman, rubbing against her legs while she worked on the last batch of fish stinking up the village square.

      Before anyone could catch them, Klytus and Shauna vaulted from the wagon, landing lightly, and ran toward Mattie and Caleb’s hut. Micah’s mother waved from the doorway. The boats were at sea, so they’d see Caleb later, when he returned from the day’s fishing.

      Two Hawkoids soared in from the hills to the west. Skirill and Zyena rose to meet them. The four flew an intricate pattern of greeting before heading away from the village for some private time.

      Ax and ‘Tesh squealed to be lifted out of the wagon. Other villagers arrived and with a nod from Micah, they turned the children loose. Braden unhooked Brandt who strolled casually from the square while the villagers rubbed his sides as he passed. If an Aurochs could wear a smug expression, that’s what was on the King’s face as he headed for better grazing beyond the village’s huts.

      The delightful peals of laughter and shouts of joy from the children soon followed as they found their way to their grandmother. Their ‘cats were already there and received sufficient petting. Klytus earned a swat after scratching Mattie’s arm when he determined he’d been manhandled enough.

      “You need to get your ‘cat under control!” Mattie warned Ax.

      ‘It doesn’t work that way, Grandma!’ Ax corrected in his tiny thought voice. ‘He’s his own person.’ She looked down at him and he gave her a snarly meow in return, while Shauna rubbed her long-haired body against Mattie’s leg. Klytus launched himself onto his sister, who rolled over to bring all four clawed paws to bear on the exposed underbelly of her larger brother. The humans walked around the two ‘cats as they did their thing.

      They arranged themselves in the hut as they usually did, in the same seats that they always took. A couple out of breath Rabbits burst through the door shortly thereafter. They still hadn’t grasped the concept of knocking. Patrice and Delavigne had relocated to Micah’s village to help establish fields that would support Trent. When they saw Brandt and learned the other companions had arrived, they came from the fields straightaway.

      Once the Rabbits learned that the companions were heading north, they insisted on coming along. They immediately left to get their laser pistols and turn over gardening duties to their numerous children, seventeen at last count. Braden and Micah looked at each other, shaking their heads and smiling.

      Mattie understood. With Braden and G-War’s influence, her daughter was perfectly comfortable attracting all sorts of creatures and embracing each of them. As Ax and ‘Tesh grew, Mattie expected they’d probably spend more time with the furred, feathered, and lizard-skinned creatures of Vii and less with humanity. Who was she to deny those two, as long as they visited often? She also committed Caleb to teaching them how to sail and how to fish. Too soon, the twins would find themselves on a fishing boat, plying the seas to help their family. Micah told her mother in no uncertain terms that her children would never go to sea without her or Braden as she expected they’d jump in the ocean and try to talk with a whale.

      Later that daylight, Caleb returned with another big catch, half of which was destined for trade. Braden could only smile. He never imagined how trading was going to unfold and be embraced. He had met such resistance at the start.

      Mattie and Caleb insisted on keeping the twins while the rest of the companions headed north across the Great Desert. Micah hadn’t contemplated leaving the children behind, but until the last two oases were built, crossing the Great Desert would be dangerous. She wanted Ax and ‘Tesh to learn, but not at the risk of their lives. And although Braden was comfortable with the north, she was not. She didn’t feel good about what they would encounter.

      ‘I suggest your parents are right in wanting your children to remain behind, all of your children,’ Aadi interjected over the mindlink, nodding toward G-War. Braden and Micah’s life would be much easier without having to worry about what Klytus and Shauna were getting into, but she also didn’t wish that on her parents. The old lady with the broom came to mind.

      Once again, the President learned that she had little control over some decisions. With a finger pointed at her father, she warned him, “I know you are going to take them to sea and you better not let them out of your sight! These two will be in the ocean in a heartbeat if they even think they heard a whale. And you take those two as well!” She pointed to the two smaller ‘cats, rolling close to the fire and letting the heat warm their bellies recently filled with fresh fish.

      “We’ll be back as quick as we can,” Braden said soothingly, with a quick smile. “When the next trader shows up, send for Bronwyn. She has a way to talk with us, no matter where we are. We like talking with Ax and ‘Tesh while we’re traveling,” he added cryptically.

      They were interrupted by a commotion in the courtyard. The sound of cheers told them a trader had arrived. With a grin, Braden almost ran over Ax as he dashed from the hut. The others followed him in a more orderly manner.

      Zeller was standing in the front of her wagon, waving at everyone as Arnie easily pulled the full wagon into the village square.

      “Wait, wait, wait!” Zeller yelled, pleased at the response from her home village. “I think I have something for everyone, but what do you have for me?” She raised her hands as the cheers continued and people crowded around.

      Micah waved until Zeller saw her, then she hopped down and reiterated that everyone needed to wait. The life Zeller had was due to Micah’s efforts. She never took that for granted, always looking for ways to thank Micah for her freedom. Small talk followed until she learned that they were heading north of the Great Desert. Without hesitation, Zeller leaned over her shoulder, made a funnel with her hand that she shouted into, “Unload the wagon and take everything! You can owe me!”

      Braden looked at her, confusion gripping him. A Free Trader never gave her trade goods away.

      “I’m going. End of discussion,” she said and without further ado, Zeller and Micah, arm in arm, walked back into Caleb and Mattie’s hut.

      Braden looked at G-War, who was finally relieved that someone replaced him in the top spot of public humiliation. “Do they teach everyone to talk that way here in Trent?” Braden asked the ‘cat.

      His father-in-law answered, “No, we don’t. I think it is passed naturally from mother to daughter. I thought you knew that.” Caleb wrapped his arm around Braden’s shoulders and together they laughed at their good fortune at having partnered with such women.

      With a good night’s sleep behind them, they started the process of loading up. They didn’t like leaving the children behind, but their trip would be much easier and safer. They could focus on what had to be done. Patrice and Delavigne leapt into the back of the wagon. Skirill and Zyena stood on the buckboard and waited for the nod so they could fly ahead, where they’d give the companions a view of the land before them until they reached Devaney’s Barren, at which time, they’d ride. The sun and heat was far too brutal for them to fly over the desert and they shied away from flying in the dark.

      Aadi floated higher and swam into the back of the wagon after saying his goodbyes with Mattie. She could hear all the companions and they naturally befriended her. Micah and her mother were much alike, probably more than they admitted.

      Bounder and Gray Strider had disappeared shortly after they reached the village as they weren’t fans of fish dinners. Skirill had shown them that a herd of deer wasn’t far. They reappeared in the evening for their obligatory ear scratches from Mattie. They slept in a pile with the twins, three ‘cats, and ten or fifteen Rabbits. Micah always shook her head in disbelief when she saw it, but she also knew that there probably wasn’t a safer place for her children.

      The second wagon changed things. Brandt wasn’t free to run as fast as he was capable of. Arnie would have to set the pace, unless they changed who pulled which wagon and that could even things out. They’d think on that as Zeller had grown accustomed to her wagon with her friend pulling. Once she rode in the Old Tech wagon, Braden figured they’d never get her to give it up. It was a good problem to have and he hoped they had the pleasure of discussing it after they returned, with everything intact, from the north.

      With that small concern placed in the back of their minds, they headed out, thirteen of them on a journey across the Great Desert.
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      The caravan angled northwest after passing the northern border of the rainforest. It was easy going and with Brandt’s encouragement, Arnie set a strong pace, far quicker than the horses would have been able to manage. Although the Toromont Run Aurochs was little more than half Brandt’s size, he had heart and gave his full effort to pulling Zeller’s wagon. She constantly cooed to him and talked aloud with him, even though she could have used her thought voice.

      Aadi and Braden maintained a running conversation about the best way to enter the villages up north. They didn’t decide anything as they mostly kept repeating themselves, each unyielding from their original premise. Micah got bored quickly and took turns running alongside the wagon and riding. The Wolfoids ran a great deal, knowing that they would ride during their time the desert. Even at night, they risked burning the pads of their paws by walking on the hot sand.

      After a short break at a small stream in the Plains of Propiscius, they swapped wagons. Zeller and Arnie took the Old Tech wagon while Brandt was hitched to the smaller, “modern” wagon. He grumbled a little as he had gotten used to pulling without feeling any resistance. It didn’t take long before he was feeling the exertion and reveled in working his muscles afresh. Braden and G-War kept him company while the others remained in the Old Tech wagon, enjoying the couch-like padding.

      Micah stayed with Zeller in the Old Tech wagon. They hadn’t told her yet about the source of the Old Tech and that they had plenty of it with them.

      “What do you think of this wagon?” Micah asked simply.

      “This is amazing. I didn’t know Tom produced anything like this! Arnie says he can’t feel its weight at all and this padding is to die for. My poor backside suffers on the run to River Crook. The rocks are rough out that way,” Zeller responded.

      “It’s Old Tech,” Micah offered.

      “The ancients had wagons?” Zeller turned in her seat and faced Micah. They sat up front, but there were no reins, so they were only observers with good seats as the world passed them by. The Aurochs wouldn’t blindly pull them into trouble.

      “Well, no. It was built less than a moon ago using Old Tech to make it look like something we could build ourselves, but it has, let’s say, special features. As do Braden and I,” Micah said. Zeller leaned back to get a better look at her fellow Trent villager.

      “You don’t look any different. Wait. Built within the last moon? How is that possible? The ancients are gone…” She drifted off as she realized the truth. The ancients weren’t gone. “Are we going north to make war?” she asked, alarmed.

      Micah laughed easily. “No,” she said with a wide smile. “The opposite. We go there to find livestock to help the people in the south live better lives. We have no intention of going to war.”

      Confusion gripped Zeller. Like Micah, she’d been raised under the hostile yoke of Cornwall where Old Tech was used to dominate others. She’d gone on the same journey as Micah to see the ruins of Sanctuary. She was taught to fear Old Tech, and now Micah was telling her, matter-of-factly, that they were using it without reserve.

      “How can you embrace the Old Tech? Where are the ancients? How are you different?” Zeller asked in a jumble.

      “We embrace it because we have to, but Braden and I share a pact with Holly, the intelligence that the ancients left behind. We use it, but we keep each other honest. Master Aadi and the Golden Warrior have devised a test for people before they are allowed access to the Old Tech. They call it the pure-heart test. It keeps people from getting the Old Tech who would use it for personal gain,” Micah explained.

      “The pure-heart test, huh? Did I pass?” Zeller laughed.

      ‘You most assuredly did, Master Human,’ Aadi said over the mindlink. Zeller recoiled, unused to the menagerie of creatures that could show up in her head. She talked with Arnie constantly over the mindlink, and on rare occasions, G-War, but none of the others. As a member of Braden’s caravan, all the companions shared the mindlink.

      ‘You’ll be better because of it,’ G-War added.

      ‘Yes, indeed. We enjoy your conversations immensely,’ Bounder replied. ‘We use our noses and ears far more than humans, so we don’t talk too much, but we’re always listening. You humans are so interesting!’

      ‘Our human partners have done right by the Aurochs,’ Brandt chimed in in his booming thought voice. ‘Braden has repaired many wounds on my body. I fear that I wouldn’t be here without him and his mate.’ The Aurochs were a male-centric society, so Micah never took offense at how the King of the Aurochs referred to her. He treated her as an equal and that is what mattered most–not what was said, but what was done.

      “If it weren’t for us, you wouldn’t have been hurt in the first place, so I can’t accept your gratitude. We dragged you into it and then had to fix you. We were obligated, my big friend,” Braden said from the second wagon.

      ‘Not so. You made my life worth living and all Aurochs are in a better place because of you.’ Brandt refused to be denied the accolades he wanted to give. Braden nodded graciously.

      Skirill and Zyena swooped past, waving their wings at the people in the wagons. ‘Saved my life the first time we met,’ Skirill said simply. ‘I’d had a most unfortunate encounter with a mutie Bear.’

      ‘And look at us!’ a small thought voice joined the conversation. ‘We live on the planet now!’

      “Where else would you live?” Zeller asked as she turned around to face the two fuzzy white Rabbits, their big ears facing her.

      ‘We lived on the ship, of course. That’s where we were born, but the humans brought us here where there is infinite space and endless fields of vegetables and weeds and grasses,’ Patrice said happily.

      “The ship? You lived on the ocean?” Zeller didn’t understand.

      ‘In space!’ Delavigne added in his dainty Rabbit voice. Zeller continued to look confused.

      “The brightest star to the left of the moon. It’s not a star at all. It’s a spaceship. We went there to save a group of ancients on one of the other planets in our solar system.”

      “Your lips move and I hear the words, but they don’t mean anything to me,” Zeller said slowly in a soft voice. “There’s a ship in the sky where the Rabbits were born…”

      ‘Us, too,’ Gray Strider interrupted.

      “Where the Rabbits and the Wolfoids were born,” Zeller corrected herself. “And you’ve gone there. Into the sky. To save ancients who were also somewhere else in the sky.”

      “Yeah. That’s about right,” Braden replied. “We’ve gone there twice, actually, but that’s beside the point. Neither trip was pleasant, for reference, but we couldn’t be happier that we met the Rabbits and the Wolfoids, although both of them wanted to kill us when they first saw us.”

      ‘We most assuredly did not!’ Patrice said indignantly.

      ‘What was with all the bees, then?’ Micah asked over the mindlink.

      ‘Maybe a little,’ Patrice conceded.

      Zeller started to laugh and couldn’t stop. They watched as she looked from face to face. When she finally stopped, gasping for breath, she held up a hand. She’d heard enough.

      “I’m honored to be with such a pack of lunatics. You win. Old Tech. Pure-heart. Use it for good and no one beats you to a pulp.”

      “Perfect,” Micah chuckled.

      Ahead, Devaney’s Barren waited for them. Braden thought of it as the Great Desert. Great it was, made smaller by the discovery of the ancient oases. Kept small by the speed of the Aurochs and the direct route the neural implants allowed. Braden was amazed at how he was able to cross the Great Desert in the first place. The Old Tech reduced the risk to a point where they would be hardly inconvenienced, let alone under threat of imminent death.
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      The caravan camped at the northern edge of the plains. The Great Desert lay just ahead. This would be the last fresh water until they reached the oasis. They loaded up everything they had. Two casks from Trent that still smelled of fish and a great number of flasks. Braden expected that as darkness fell, they’d move out and reach Oasis 01 by sunrise. What had been two to three turns with Max and Pack would be a single night with the speed of the Aurochs.

      Micah and Zeller practiced sparring. Zeller had no interest in using the bow, so they provided a sword for her. Micah didn’t know why Holly had added an extra sword to their gear, but it seemed he was prescient. She wondered how he knew, so she asked.

      She opened her neural implant while the two women, covered in sweat, drank from their flasks. ‘Holly, how did you know we needed an extra sword?’

      ‘I didn’t, Master President. I estimated that you would not be using your blasters and just in case, I wanted both you and Braden to be armed better than any potential opponents you might have to face.’

      ‘And that’s it?’ she kept after him.

      ‘Yes, Master President, that is it. I see you are making good progress. You’ll be leaving tonight?’ Holly asked.

      ‘A little before sunset, so when darkness falls, we’ll just be entering the heat of the desert. We hope to make the first oasis by sunrise.’

      ‘I calculate that you will make it, but you cannot take any detours or stop for any length of time. You will need to maintain consistent progress to reach your objective within the desired timeframe.’

      ‘We understand, Holly. Arnie and Brandt have taken it as a personal challenge and they refuse to lose. When we stop next, it will be at Oasis 01.’ Micah minimized her window and refocused her eyes.

      “Holly said the extra sword was for you, Braden,” Micah said skeptically. Braden tapped the hilt of his shortsword. He didn’t use one of the longer swords.

      “You never know with Holly what the real truth is until later. He doesn’t lie, but he doesn’t give you the full truth, either.” Braden explained to Zeller. “Although I will readily admit that he has our best interest at heart, whatever his heart looks like, that is.”

      “I look forward to meeting this Holly someday.”

      “You will. You’ll get a taste when we reach the first oasis. They make these things called ‘brownies’ that could possibly be the best single food on Vii, right after sweetened, smoked pork, of course…” Braden drifted off as he thought of his favorite food.

      “Men.” Micah shook her head.

      The companions ate lunch in the shade of a struggling tree. The grasses were brown and inedible, according to Arnie and Brandt. There was nothing to hunt. The humans double-checked the provisions and then tried to sleep. It was already hot and still a little humid. Braden encouraged Arnie and Brandt to sleep well and then drink well. They’d be doing all the work come nightfall.

      Aadi was anxious. It would be the first time he’d returned to his home in three cycles after living in the Great Desert for two hundred. He was looking forward to telling the other Tortoids about his adventures. He hoped that one or two might want to tag along.

      Braden picked up on Aadi’s anxiety and wanted him to talk about the meeting of the Tortoise Consortium. “How long do you think the meeting will last, A-Dog?”

      ‘Master Human! You and your names. Remember the times I ran from danger? It’ll take that long,’ Aadi chuckled over the mindlink. The image of Aadi looking like he was standing still as laser beams passed by popped into Braden’s mind. When Aadi tried to swim quickly, he always stretched out his neck as if he were trying to pull his shell and the rest of him. It never worked. The battle was usually over by the time the Tortoid managed to swim a single stride.

      “Well now, Master Aadi… I know, don’t call you Master, but if you are going to meet the Tortoise Consortium, you need to resume your place as the First Master.” Aadi conceded the point. “So it will take as long as it takes, you’re saying. Do we leave you behind, then?” Braden asked, suddenly concerned. He enjoyed having the Tortoid with them. He preferred to bounce ideas off Aadi as he handled them the most adeptly. Aadi was a master strategist and negotiator.

      Without him, they would be less effective. He refined his assessment. They would simply be less without the aged Tortoid.

      No, Braden thought, we’ll wait. The children are in good hands in Trent and would be for as long as we’re gone.

      Sleep was hard to come by and before they knew it, it was time to go. Arnie was harnessed to the Old Tech wagon while Brandt was set to pull Zeller’s mostly empty wagon. There was no need to load Brandt down since the other wagon pulled the same whether it was fully loaded or not, thanks to the Old Tech machinery cleverly hidden within the wheel hubs.

      Brandt headed out first to set the pace. He walked, then trotted and was soon running, not as fast as he could go, but the pace was brisk. Arnie kept up easily as he felt like he was running free.

      Last time across, Braden had traveled slowly under a full moon. This time, the waxing moon only showed half its light. The horses were more careful in picking out their paths. Brandt wasn’t afraid and plowed ahead with reckless abandon, staying true to the track that only Braden and Micah could see owing to their neural implants.

      The front right wagon wheel caught first, wedging into a pair of half buried boulders. It stopped instantly, twisted, and shattered as Brandt’s momentum continued to pull the cart forward. The broken axle wedged into the ground and the cart became an immovable anchor. The harness was made with the Amazonian rope, so it didn’t give. The weakest point became the cart itself. It exploded in a shower of splintering wood as Brandt pulled it apart before he could stop. In his efforts to stop, he trapped a hoof in more rocks of the dry river bed. His knee twisted viciously as his body carried him past the trapped leg.

      Braden was launched high into the air, slamming into Brandt’s back before bouncing off and falling to the ground. The sand was soft, but he hit heavily.

      Brandt went down, his long keening cry cutting into the relative cool of the desert night. Arnie swerved wide of the other wagon and stopped beside Brandt, snorting and puffing in fear.

      Braden pulled himself forward with his hands as he struggled to reach Brandt. The King stopped howling and tried to stand. Braden got to him when he finally lurched upright.

      ‘I’m sorry, Braden. I must be getting old or something because my leg really hurts.’

      “It’s too dark, Brandt. I can’t see anything. Micah!” Almost immediately, a small light sprang into existence, then slowly waved into a larger flame. Micah brought her makeshift torch to them, walking carefully in the soft sand. She held it to the side of the King’s injured leg as Braden leaned in for a closer look. He ran his hand up and down Bradnt’s leg, knee to hoof and up to the Aurochs’ shoulder.. “I don’t think it’s broken,” Braden finally stated.

      Braden started squeezing around the knee, until Brandt coughed in pain. ‘Right there! What do you feel?’ the King asked.

      “I don’t feel anything, except it’s starting to swell. I wish there was a stream of cool water you could put it in. I think it might only be sprained. Can you put any weight on it?”

      ‘Just a little, but it hurts a great deal.’ Brandt tested it gingerly, taking a few steps but the leg didn’t seem like it wanted to support him. He hopped forward on three legs. ‘I can continue like this. We won’t be going fast, but at least we’ll be gaining some ground. I’m afraid we won’t make it to the oasis before sunrise.’

      Braden rubbed his shoulder. He’d hit a rock when landed in the sand with all the momentum of a running Aurochs. He didn’t want to mention it after feeling Brandt’s pain. His wasn’t bad and as long as he didn’t have to shoot his bow, he wouldn’t have to tell anyone.

      “Let me see it,” came the stern voice from the other side of the torch.

      “Really?” Braden replied. He should have known better.

      “Yes, really.” Micah started pulling on his shirt, which he unbuttoned with one hand. “Would you look at that? You’re going to have a winner of a bruise.” After further poking and prodding, she declared that nothing was broken. Braden winced throughout.

      The other companions had gathered around Brandt, giving him moral support. He tucked his bad leg against his chest and hopped around the best he could. G-War climbed onto his head to help guide him in the darkness. Brandt would have to set the pace until they reached Oasis 01.

      Zeller appeared next to Micah, waiting patiently for the torch. When she had it, she used it to survey the remnants of her wagon. She hung her head as she realized it was a total loss.

      “C’mon, Zeller,” Braden said after a few heartbeats. “Time to go. We won’t get there this night which means we need to find a place to rest. We have to set up the big tent so Arnie and Brandt have shelter, and we need to do that before the sun gets too high. Building a shelter in the daylight is difficult, to say the least.”
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      Brandt stopped emanating waves of pain shortly after they started moving again. Braden expected G-War had something to do with that.

      Brandt refused to stop. He kept plodding forward, hopping on three legs like an old dog. The Wolfoids ran beside him to keep him company once the sand cooled enough for their paws.

      As it turned out, Brandt ran faster on three legs than the horses moved at their best through the desert. But it wasn’t good enough to get them to the oasis by daylight.

      Braden kept his neural implant active so they could follow the shortest path to the oasis. They weren’t far, but it would have taken them half the daylight to make it the rest of the way. They couldn’t travel in the sun and heat for that long.

      Setting up the tent was more difficult than they thought. Holly made it sound like it would almost set itself up. Braden and Micah should have known better. At least with Zeller, the Rabbits, and the Wolfoids, they had plenty of extra hands. They started in the predawn light and finished well past sunrise. The wagon fit underneath easily as the tent was made to cover fifty water buffalo.

      Brandt rolled onto his side, an unnatural position for an Aurochs, but he wanted to take all the pressure from his injured leg. Braden placed a pile of empty water saddle bags to act as a pillow for the King’s knee. It had swollen during the night and was three times its normal size. Brandt was in pain, but doing his best to hide it.

      G-War helped his large friend to sleep in the ‘cat’s special way.

      Braden had a difficult time sleeping as well. In the past three cycles, he’d forgotten how harsh it was traveling at night and trying to sleep in the heat of the daylight. His shoulder hurt, too. Micah could do nothing for him, so they both tossed and turned, drinking water often to try and keep themselves cool.

      The Wolfoids, Rabbits, and Hawkoids suffered in the desert conditions. Feathers and fur were horrible at keeping heat out. Aadi dug himself a hole to nestle into. For those who made the desert their home, they found ways to not just survive, but to make it comfortable. Next time they spent the daylight trying to sleep, Braden vowed to dig a hole in which they could find a cooler way to sleep.

      When the sun dipped toward the western horizon, they labored to rouse themselves enough to take down the tent. As the sun set, they knew they had to hurry. They all moved slowly, until Braden quipped that since they were in the desert, they’d adopted Tortoid speed. That raised everyone’s spirits and helped them finish the task before the darkness enveloped them.

      Brandt was no better, but he shook it off, saying that he’d been injured worse before. Braden and Micah weren’t sure about that, while G-War openly scoffed at the great King’s statement. To prove a point, he set a strong pace from their camp site, hopping on three legs. It hurt the humans to watch him. G-War was crouched low on his head, pointing the way forward. Braden and Micah took turns watching their location on the window before their eyes.

      Holly was concerned with the injury but not with the loss of the wagon. He considered the second one to be superfluous in any case, although he appreciated the addition of another human. He’d run simulations with the help of the survivors and determined that a human presence alone would be least alarming when making the livestock trade. Braden rolled his eyes at the extent Holly went to achieve the conclusion that the Free Trader had known from the start.

      Braden was loaded down with platinum and gold in the style of the north. He’d shared his wealth with Holly, who had replicated it and vastly expanded what Braden considered to be a respectable horde. As he thought about it, everything he went south for was currently in his possession, but he was still headed north on a trade mission, on behalf of others, with no thought of personal gain. For him, he had a wagon better than any that ever existed, great creatures to pull it, incredible wealth, Old Tech, and a partner who made him more than he could have ever been by himself.

      ‘And Prince Axial De’atesh, of course,’ G-War added.

      “Would you all stop doing that!” Braden said loud enough for everyone to hear. “And no one tell me that I think too loudly!” Micah shrugged and looked away. The Wolfoids and Rabbits took a great interest in something behind the wagon. Only Zeller jumped into the fray.

      “I didn’t hear anything,” she said.

      “Thank you. Finally, there’s someone who’s not in my head,” Braden said sarcastically. He reached for Micah’s hand, caressing it until she let him hold it. She looked at him sheepishly. He started to smile.

      “It’s really loud, Braden,” she finally said. He frowned instantly and then pursed his lips.

      “At least can all of you make believe like you can’t hear me?” Braden asked.

      “It would probably be better if you learned to reduce the volume yourself. Maybe try to think in whispers,” Micah offered. Braden was angry, not because of what she suggested, but everyone else in the mindlink easily controlled their thoughts, controlled what they projected. It seemed that only he was incapable.

      “These are private thoughts!” Braden countered more loudly than he intended.

      ‘Well, not really, Master Human,’ Aadi whispered, hoping to not ignite Braden’s ire.

      ‘They are very pleasant thoughts. You think great things and small things, too,’ the soft-spoken Delavigne added. Micah nodded.

      ‘Remember when I learned to speak your language?’ Skirill inserted himself into the conversation. Braden tipped his chin toward the Hawkoid so he’d continue his thought. ‘Well, your gifts lie elsewhere. I will endeavor to not listen, my friend.’

      “A feathered gentleman you are, Master Hawkoid!” Braden bowed to where Skirill was perched on a roof bar of the wagon. Braden looked around to see if anyone else would make the same offer, then it dawned on him. “You can’t shut out my thoughts just like I can’t keep them to myself. So it’s not just me who can’t do something. Ha!” Braden looked smug, most of which was lost in the darkness as they pressed onward.

      Braden watched their location using his neural implant as they approached Oasis 01. With Brandt’s renewed vigor, much of the night remained as they rolled toward the lights, stopping at the edge of the trees marking the boundary between the wasteland of the desert and the life of the oasis.

      They unhooked Arnie and left the wagon where it was. The humans lifted the Rabbits to the ground, while the others jumped or flew. As a group, they strode into Oasis 01, heading directly for the building where travelers could check in.

      Braden opened the door for Micah and Zeller, but Zeller stopped when she felt the cold air rush out. Braden took a deep breath of the cool air, happy to feel it blowing on him.

      “Welcome to the world of the ancients,” Braden offered as he ushered her in.
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      Braden stood in front of the counter as he’d done many times before, and the hologram appeared.

      “Welcome back to Oasis 01, Braden. Would you like a room? I see that the President is with you, but unfortunately, we do not have a Presidential Suite at this facility. I hope that the standard room will do,” the disembodied female voice spoke pleasantly.

      “But you’ve never met Micah before,” Braden countered.

      “I am now in constant contact with the Artificial Intelligence you know as Holly. I have been expecting you. I’ve also been informed that both you and the King of the Aurochs will need a substantial amount of ice to put on your injuries. That will be brought to your room.” The hologram hesitated for a moment. “One Aurochs is in the fields along with two Rabbits. I have instructed the Development Unit to stay clear. The Aurochs you know as Brandt is in the lake.”

      Braden looked at Micah in alarm. “Have the ice delivered to the lake,” he shouted as they ran from the building, fearing that Brandt couldn’t swim. Zeller stood confused. She didn’t know what ice was. Braden knew about it from the north, and Micah learned about it when they spent a cycle at New Sanctuary after their children were born.

      They realized that they shouldn’t have been alarmed when they arrived. Brandt was standing in the deepest part of the lake, but his nose was still out of the water. They waited until the ice arrived before asking him if he could join them on the beach. He did, lying down as an Aurochs normally would, upright with his front legs forward.

      Braden piled the ice bags on Brandt’s swollen knee. The King flinched initially, but with the cool came relief from the waves of pain. Micah held one of the ice bags against Braden’s shoulder while they sat on the beach, letting the ice work its magic on their injuries.

      Soon, a Wolfoid appeared dragging a javelina. Gray Strider looked back after dropping her prey on the beach. Bounder jumped over a bush, a smaller javelina held firmly in his mouth.

      ‘Could you do the honors?’ Bounder asked Micah over the mindlink. G-War rolled onto his back, letting the sun warm his belly fur. Arnie, Patrice, and Delavigne were still in the fields, so Micah could clean the small wild pigs without having to do it under the harsh stares of the fuzzy white Rabbits who maintained that they would eventually convert everyone to consuming only vegetables.

      G-War was always first to scoff, followed quickly by the Wolfoids. Even Braden was skeptical, even though he was under some pressure from Micah. The Aurochs were believers. Even Aadi said he was willing to try it, although he loved his bugs and beetles.

      No one was going to do anything differently, although everyone was polite to the Rabbits, except for the Golden Warrior who was the exact same way with everyone, straightforward, but mostly disconnected unless it concerned his personal comfort. Hillcats were carnivores. They only ate meat and it provided the complete range of their nutritional needs.

      On cue, G-War showed up and rubbed his scarred body against Micah as she made quick work of the javelina. She left the skin on as it helped it cook better while rotating on the spit. Braden opened his neural implant to ask Holly to stop the Maintenance Bots from putting out the fire once they had it going. Micah tossed certain pieces from her cleaning efforts into the air where Skirill and Zyena took turns swooping in to catch them. G-War helped himself to his favorites from the entrails.

      As much as they all loved the ‘cat, no one could stomach watching him eat. Although he was one of the more intelligent creatures, he was still a feline predator. He attacked his meals with a genetic viciousness, usually throwing blood and bits in all directions. The Wolfoids had become more cultured, preferring their meat cooked, but they were also omnivores so they ate vegetables and grains along with the main course.

      In true G-War fashion, he absolutely didn’t care what anyone thought about his eating. He ate. He meticulously cleaned himself. Then he moved on.

      He encouraged others to be more like him and stand less on ceremony. Brandt thought that was both hilarious and insightful. When the King of the Aurochs was hungry, the humans stayed out of his way. He’d clear wide swaths of turf when left alone after a hard run. He was hungry at the moment, but immobile.

      “What am I thinking?” Micah cursed herself. She opened her neural implant to contact Holly to have the Development Unit gather a feast for the King of the Aurochs and bring it as soon as possible to where he rested on the shore of the small lake. “Relax, Brandt. We have some food coming for you,” Micah apologized.

      The King of the Aurochs shrugged. He was sorry for holding them back and felt even worse that they had to bring food to him.

      “Think nothing of it, my large friend. Sometimes you just have to sit back and be pampered,” Braden said as he leaned against the Aurochs, absentmindedly rubbing his great neck with his good arm while the shoulder of the other wore an ice pack.

      “Don’t you two look the pair?” Micah taunted. Braden chuckled.

      “I’m glad nothing’s broken. Holly thought we might be good to go in seven turns. In the interim, I guess we’re on vacation.” Braden leaned back and let the ice do its work. He watched the Wolfoids build the fire with help from the recently gorged Rabbits. Aadi floated over the lake, enjoying the moisture it gave off. Skirill, Zyena, and G-War were already asleep, having eaten the raw bits until they were full.

      Arnie finally waddled back to where the companions were relaxing on the small beach surrounding the lake. He collapsed in a heap, struggling to keep his head up for a few heartbeats, before giving up and falling asleep.

      As usual, the companions chatted, as friends do, while they ate and watched the fire snap and pop. Micah retreated to their room to fire up the fabricator for wine and brownies for the humans. She took Zeller with her to show her how everything worked.

      Zeller was still hesitant to accept that Old Tech was so prevalent in her fellow villager’s world. In her world too, it seemed. She was fearful of it, but Micah’s assurances and the ease with which she accessed and used it started to put her mind at ease. They had the companions to keep them from abusing its power.

      Although she was warming to the idea of Old Tech, Zeller still slept outside with the others when night fell. She didn’t even wake up when one of the Bots cleaned up the fire or brought more ice for the King of the Aurochs.

      By the third turn resting at the oasis, Zeller had her own room and had fallen in love with the fabricator. She liked trading and she was getting better as a swordsman every day, but she hunted only out of necessity. Finding a place where food simply appeared made her giddy, especially food like the brownies. Her fear of all things ancient evaporated.

      By the sixth turn after their injuries, Braden’s shoulder was black and blue, but it felt far better than it looked. He had full use of his arm and had joined Micah and Zeller in their sparring practice. Brandt was walking gingerly, putting more and more weight on his leg with each day, but he wouldn’t be able to run yet. Braden and Holly spent a good amount of time looking at and discussing the King’s knee. The hologram suggested a knee brace and directed the Maintenance Bots to fabricate one.

      Braden couldn’t fathom what Holly recommended. He’d never heard of such a thing before.

      Old Tech was so much more than blasters and weapons. Numbweed came as a surprise to Holly, but the ancients’ medical technology seemed almost like magic to the backwards survivors of the civil war. At times, Holly was surprised that anyone survived at all, having lost nearly all the combined knowledge of the ancients. Braden and Micah took offense at that, as usual, since the most important knowledge was retained, and that was how to live.

      On the seventh turn after arriving at the oasis, Arnie looked like he needed to run off some of the fat he had quickly added to his body. The Rabbits always looked round, but the humans expected that they had also softened a bit with access to a massive field of freshly grown vegetables. The Rabbits made recommendations to the Development Unit, which Micah had to send to Holly so he could send the instruction back to the Bots in the oasis. A roundabout way, but Patrice and Delavigne got to make their point for improvements in both the quantity and quality of what was grown in the field.

      The brace was a massive contraption of lightweight metal and carbon fiber. Braden’s first attempt to strap it onto the King’s leg was a miserable failure. He had to open his neural implant and ask for help. He’d had the thing upside down. Once righted, he tightened the straps, then loosened them just a hair as Brandt said it was making his hoof numb. After testing it, the King of the Aurochs declared it sound and appreciated the vast improvement it instantly made in how well he could move. He happily trotted to the far end of the field to find what Arnie had left behind.

      “We leave at sunset?” Braden asked, already knowing the answer. With the night, they’d be underway to Oasis 02 where they’d find water, but no other provisions, no other comforts. They would take it easy and planned for a two-turn trip. Holly helped them find a mid-way point where they planned to camp in a small ravine. It would be good practice for when they traveled south with a herd of water buffalo.

      Braden looked forward to that challenge, but he needed the Aurochs to both be healthy. They and the Wolfoids had important roles to fill as shepherds of the herd. Bounder wasn’t sure, a little annoyed that he wouldn’t be able to use his lightning spear on the water buffalo, but willing to give it a try. Gray Strider had no such reservations.

      With all of that on their individual minds and a wagon filled with provisions for the journey through Oasis 02 to Oasis 03, they headed out as the daylight waned. They knew they could resupply foodstuffs of sorts at 03, but the meat eaters would be going without for the last half of the journey north of the Great Desert. They’d persevered through hardship before. Braden seemed unconcerned. G-War hated this part of the trip.

      He decided that he’d share that with everyone and keep his discomfort in the forefront of their minds until they were back north where he could hunt ground squirrels with the Hawkoids and deer with the Wolfoids.

      Arnie started walking and the wagon obediently followed him. The humans collectively took one last deep breath of the fresh air from the oasis as they entered the heat of the desert.

      G-War entered all their minds using the mindlink and asked one simple question, “Are we there yet?”
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      This night was hotter than usual and despite Brandt’s best effort, as morning approached, they realized they wouldn’t reach the halfway point. Braden and Micah both started working with Holly to find a reasonable place to set up the tent.

      As the first rays of light peeked over the horizon, they still hadn’t stopped. Skirill and Zyena leapt into the air and flew to the sides of the wagon, weaving a semi-circle  around the caravan and extending forward with each pass as they looked for a place to shelter. They were greeted by wide open areas and shifting sands. They couldn’t see any rocky outcroppings or dry river beds.

      The sun rose and continued into the sky. The heat built, to where it pressed in on the Aurochs, forcing them to move slower and slower.

      “Right here. Let’s get the tent up, so we can drink plenty of water and rest.” Arnie was thankful for the break. He hadn’t slept the previous daylight and was bone tired. Brandt was as well, plus his knee ached. He wished he had more ice to put on it.

      The humans were able to erect the tent much quicker than the first time, and they figured they’d get it done even faster the next. With everything out of the mid-morning sun, Braden started digging, but he only found more sand, never reaching the coolness of the hard earth beneath. He gave up and tried to find comfort within the wagon, but there were already too many furry bodies radiating heat in there with the provisions taking up the rest of the space. He opted for sleeping beneath the wagon.

      Trying to sleep, that was. He started to question why he thought they needed water buffalo without having fully explored the south in search of them. They’d heard the animals were there, but how hard did they search? Braden, on his own, determined that heading north was the best course of action. He’d imposed his will on all the others, something he’d vowed not to do.

      The King was on his side, taking all the pressure off his knee. Braden got up and used his water flask to pour water through the knee brace. It cooled as it evaporated. Once dry, Braden did it again. He kept at it until he couldn’t stay awake anymore. His efforts helped them both.

      They drank heartily of their water, before Braden realized they’d go through it all in less than three turns. Since they didn’t expect to get to the Oasis 02 by morning, they needed to start conserving. Otherwise they’d arrive with no water left. If anything was wrong with the water at the oasis, then they’d be without and have to try to make it back to Oasis 01. He thought he’d keep it to himself, but knew that everyone had just heard his loud thoughts.

      Better that they know. No more water than they needed and when the time came, they’d head out as fast as they could go.

      As the sun was setting, they collapsed and packed the tent in no time at all. They harnessed Arnie and headed out, hoping that the terrain cooperated and that they’d make it to the oasis before sunrise.

      Halfway through the night, they knew they had no chance of making it. They were probably only going to cover half the distance. Brandt’s knee was starting to swell again, requiring Braden to loosen the straps on his brace. Everyone was unhappy, but at least G-War stopped complaining. Brandt probably threatened his small orange life. Braden didn’t care what brought the annoying noise to a stop, just that it stopped.

      That wasn’t to say the Golden Warrior wasn’t miserable. He was, probably more so than anyone besides Brandt. They traveled together in the dark, G-War using his eyes to keep the Aurochs from stepping where he shouldn’t. Brandt soldiered on, despite the agony he had to be in.

      They stopped early, counting on falling asleep before it became too hot so they could rest longer and better. It took them a while to set up the tent as they were tired, thirsty, and in foul moods. The trip so far had been short, but they all suffered in different ways.

      ‘My fellow companions,’ Aadi started, using a soothing tone for his thought voice. ‘The Great Desert is my home. For me, it is comforting to be here, but for others, the desert is harsh and unforgiving. Accept that you will never master it. You can only hope to survive it, every time you travel here.’

      The others stopped what they were doing and looked at the Tortoid, giving him their full attention.

      ‘I never imagined such things as you seem to do with great regularity, Master Braden. You defeated the desert when you had nothing. You now have everything, but the desert continues to fight you. Don’t let it win! Only through force of will can you best this wasteland. No amount of Old Tech will hold the desert at bay. Just you and your stubborn refusal to quit,’ Aadi ended. He floated downward and started digging his sleeping hole as if nothing had happened.

      Nothing had. The companions needed to do what they always did: whatever they had to in order to win. Braden crawled under the wagon, lying on a blanket in just his shorts. Micah was there, too, but not touching him. It was too hot for that. She wore just her shorts, too. Braden looked at how hard her body was. And the scars. He rolled to his side and traced a finger along the scars on her neck and shoulders. Her eyes fixed on his chest where the Lizard Man spear had sliced viciously. She did her best, but the scar was thick and jagged. His hand missed two fingers. Only the stubs remained as the laser cut cleanly through both at the second knuckle.

      She giggled as he tickled her under the arms, while his eyes took in all of her. “I’m nothing to look at,” she toyed. “Zeller is the good looking one from the village.”

      He knew how the game was played and this was dangerous territory. “I don’t know who you’re talking about, but I’m pretty sure that I’m looking at the best looking woman in the whole south.”

      Her expression turned cold. “No!” he blurted out. “I can never get it right, and you know what I’m thinking, too!”

      She threw out the bait like the expert fisherman she was. He took it and she reeled him in. She laughed heartily. He was confused.

      “There are more women in the north and then there are clones on the  ship. You were supposed to say ‘in the whole universe,’ lover,” she guided him.

      “What if I don’t mean in the whole universe?” Braden taunted in reply. She pushed him playfully.

      They heard the others laughing from inside the wagon. Zeller was the loudest, snorting occasionally, which made Braden and Micah start laughing again.

      ‘Aadi, you are a genius,’ Braden said over the mindlink.

      ‘Indeed, Master Human. Tonight we rise again and the new daylight will show us the oasis. Fear not. The desert is done with us for now,’ Aadi said in a tired thought voice.
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      As Aadi predicted, they arrived at Oasis 02 with the sunrise. They snuggled up close to the sparse vegetation while refilling their water stocks. It was only slightly cooler around the lake as only some of the vegetation had revived with the restoration of the water’s flow. Micah looked at the small lake and disrobed, slowly climbing into the water to cool off. Brandt lay with his front legs in the water. The Wolfoids and Hillcat lapped noisily while the Rabbits drank daintily, pink noses twitching.

      As Braden refilled their flasks, he watched as Zeller stripped naked and joined Micah. He looked away, but it was too late. Micah shook her head. “Shame on you, partner mine.”

      “What’s with you people from Trent?” he asked. “My life used to be so much simpler.”

      “And less exciting,” Micah responded. “We’ve had this conversation before.”

      “Yes, we have and I always reach the same conclusion. G-War and I used to have it so easy.” He finished filling the flasks and with his back turned modestly, removed his clothing and joined the women in the small lake.

      “You cleared this yourself?” Zeller asked.

      Braden felt proud, thinking back on Aadi’s words. “I did. I refused to let the desert beat me. We needed water. Max and Speckles needed water. G-War needed to eat. We came here from Oasis 03. Skirill burned himself up trying to find it. We made it late in the morning and spent the day in the sun clearing the sand away from the solar panels. Once they took in enough energy, the pump started and water began to flow again.”

      “Solar panels?” Zeller didn’t know. Those weren’t words anyone would know who didn’t work with Old Tech.

      “It’s Old Tech. The sun shines on them and it generates power. There’s a lake deep underground. The ancients not only knew how to find it, but how to tap into it, too. With the power of the sun, they brought the water to the surface and created this oasis. Without the ancients, we’d never be able to cross the Great Desert.”

      They floated in the lake until they were ready to sleep. Braden and Micah turned their backs so Zeller could get out, even though she said she didn’t care. Maybe Micah did and Braden didn’t want to risk his partner’s ire. They waited until Zeller gave the all clear and climbed into the back of the trailer, where the Wolfoids, Rabbits, and Hawkoids were already sound asleep. G-War was sleeping in the shade of Brandt’s head while Arnie was half in the water and sound asleep. Aadi hovered under the biggest tree, eyes closed.

      Braden started to climb out, but Micah pulled him back before looking furtively toward the beach. She pulled him close…

      ‘Really? Right in front of me?’ G-War said without opening his eyes.

      Afterwards, they slept like the dead, rousing only as darkness approached. The pump cycled the water out of the lake and it was clean and clear when they drank their last and prepared to go. The cooler water also helped reduce the swelling in Brandt’s knee.

      With a final look behind them, they walked into the darkness of the desert, on a direct line toward Oasis 03.
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      Brandt limped slightly when he ran, but it seemed the worst was behind him. The worst of it was behind them all. Their attitudes had improved and that changed how they approached their travel through the Great Desert. Braden’s plan had been too aggressive. They needed to move slower, more carefully, using the least amount of energy.

      The desert couldn’t be dominated. One had to bow to it and accept its constraints, delicately and with respect. Otherwise the desert would do everything it could to kill you. Braden nodded to the darkness in deference to Devaney’s Barren, hoping that they intruded no further upon its peace.

      “How long’s it been since you had any cactus weevils, Aadi?” Braden asked.

      ‘Oh my, Master Human, you bring up such delightful memories. It has been many cycles, indeed,’ Aadi replied.

      “You think Tiskanay is still there?”

      ‘Of course. There’s no other place she’d be. The Seeders will still be there, too, I expect. Will there be a problem?’ Aadi asked. The others were listening intently. Besides G-War and Skirill, no one had been to the Great Desert before, let alone interact with the creatures to be found in Oasis 03.

      “Nah. Thanks to your sage advice, we handled everything just fine last time. I don’t think we’ll have any issues this time, although we have far less meat with us to share. Do you think you can spoof the Seeders again?” Braden and Aadi told the rest of the companions the story of their entrance into the Oasis and how they established a truce with the Gila Monster called Tiskanay. They described how the Mirror Beast dominated the oasis until they found out it was a simple Development Unit, a Bot who needed a reboot, which Braden did inadvertently.

      G-War chuckled at that, railing on the human’s misfortune and how they’d lost the ability to ask it questions once it was working again. They knew it was still working as they’d seen the images of the plush fields in the Command Center. The Rabbits and Aurochs were looking forward to eating fresh vegetables. Holly assured them that the Development Unit would leave them alone.

      Braden didn’t worry about it any further. Talk with Tiskanay, defang the Seeders, and then relax and reload for the final push to the north while Aadi met with the other Tortoids. Braden wanted to meet them, but Aadi was very clear that no outsiders were allowed at a Consortium gathering. Braden didn’t take offense, although Micah was a little put out. She had hoped that she’d meet the others, expecting that they’d be something like Aadi, filled with the wisdom of their life experiences.

      Aadi suggested that he might convince one or two of them to come to the oasis. They’d have to wait and see, but he asked them not to be disappointed, no matter what transpired.

      ‘Wait and see, he says,’ Micah told Braden in her thought voice. He nodded. ‘Think about it. A Tortoid told us to wait…’ They both snickered to themselves as they peered into the darkness. Arnie was walking at a brisk pace as Brandt followed closely behind. G-War rode on the King’s head, as usual, but with Arnie leading the way, he had an easy walk. At midnight, they switched. Brandt was happy to be doing something for the caravan.

      As they approached sunrise, the Hawkoids took to the lightening skies and quickly found a place to camp. Aadi nodded knowingly, blinking slowly. The Rabbits were pleased that the camp would be set up before the sun was too high. Everyone took their places and quickly, with well-drilled precision, the tent was erected. They didn’t even break a sweat setting it up. They took it easy with their water, rested well, and did it all again the second night out of Oasis 02.

      With the third night came the expectation that they’d reach the oasis well before the sunrise. They watched the map scroll by as they approached, stopping near the outskirts and waiting. Braden wanted everyone to remain in the wagon in case a Sand Crawler had taken up residence in place of the one that G-War and Braden had killed.

      They relaxed so well that they all fell asleep. Arnie and Brandt slept standing up to minimize the choice bits a Sand Crawler could bite into. They awoke when the warmth and light from the sun shined into the wagon. Brandt was still harnessed, so he simply started walking. He could see the oasis. Skirill and Zyena flew ahead to scout the area, tell them where the Gila Monster was, the status of the Seeders, and if they could see anything else.

      Skirill flew in front while Zyena followed. He asked her not to fly low over the lake until the Seeders were taken care of. Tiskanay appeared to have not moved over the course of three cycles. Instead of three Seeders, there were now five. Skirill wondered what unlucky creature gave its life for the Seeders to multiply. They didn’t know if there were any Sand Crawlers, as the undergrowth was too heavy. The Development Unit was working in the field, shimmering under the morning sun.

      They stopped the wagon on the edge of the desert and removed Brandt’s harness so he could take Arnie and the Rabbits to the fields for a healthy breakfast. The others prepared to enter the oasis. Braden was all business, vividly remembering the last time they entered and the Crawler’s scratch that put G-War out of action.

      “G-War and I go first, Micah back and left, Zeller back and right, swords at the ready. Bounder with Zeller, Gray Strider with Micah. Aadi, you’re in the middle. If you have to thunderclap anyone, take care not to hit us,” Braden directed and cautioned. “Be wary, watch under the bushes and don’t let Tiskanay into your mind! Watch out for anyone who falls under the spell. Last time, she pulled Ava from my mind and G-War stopped me before I became her dinner.”

      Micah squinted at her partner. “Who’s Ava? You haven’t thought about her before.” Braden was taken aback and the more he tried not to think about the lithe, brown-haired beauty, the more he couldn’t help but visualize her in the classroom when she told him to go without her. Micah’s stare turned cold. “I see,” she said softly, not taking her eyes from Braden’s.

      He started to get angry. “Let’s go,” he spit, turning and stomping down the path into the oasis. G-War followed, suggesting that Braden slow down so they had time to react should any evil creatures raise their ugly heads.

      Braden stopped and shook his head like a dog shaking rain out of his coat. “C’mon, G, let’s clear this place and get to the lake. I could use a swim.” When he turned back to the path, a single beetle stood in his way. He wanted to crush it under the heel of his boot, but Aadi noted that could bring more.

      ‘Beetles,’ Braden passed over the mindlink. ‘Aadi said not to step on this one as it could bring more.’ G-War pounced on the beetle and batted it into the underbrush. They waited, but nothing else appeared. Braden couldn’t relax. He sensed something dangerous. G-War assured him that he saw nothing ahead that was alarming.  Braden couldn’t rid himself of the feeling. He continued ahead slowly, cautiously,

      Bounder carried a bag with smoked javelina. It wasn’t very much, but it was half of their remaining supply.

      When Braden heard Ava’s voice calling him, he scoffed. “Is that the best you have, Tiskanay? It is I, Free Trader Braden, and we have returned. We bring you a gift and beg your leave to rest in the oasis.” Braden stood with his feet wide apart, his bow in his hand and a confident look on his face.

      He heard the sand rustle behind him as Bounder made to pass, walking as if in a trance. Braden jumped into him, wrapping his arm around the Wolfoid’s broad chest, trying to force him to the ground. Bounder snarled and snapped at the human’s head. “Stop it!” he yelled. With a mighty heave, he pushed Bounder away from him. The Wolfoid looked at him, eyes clear. With a curt nod, Braden turned and nocked an arrow.

      He strode forward two steps and drew his bow full, aiming at Tiskanay’s head. “That’s enough. Stop, or I will kill you,” he growled.

      ‘Okay,’ came the tired, old voice of the Gila Monster. Braden raised his bow and released the tension of the string. He held the arrow in place, just in case. He walked back to where Bounder stood, taking the bag from him, returning, and then dumping its contents in front of Tiskanay.

      He finally noticed a pile of crushed bones near her. “A visitor?” he asked.

      ‘You called them horses. Two, with their riders, showed up a cycle after you, but they couldn’t speak with me. They didn’t know the secret of the Seeders. But they brought the beetles back,’ she stated without emotion. ‘Thank you for the gift. I shall leave you alone. Beware of the Seeders. There are many of them, now.’

      “Skirill! I need you and Zyena to find all the Seeders.” Two horses and two men could provide plenty of fertile ground for new plants to grow. “You saw five. I suspect there are more. Find them, show us where they are, and take care. I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” Braden said, pleading with the Hawkoids. They were perched at the top of the trees that were unique to the oases. They stood awkwardly on the rough, leafy branches, happy to get the call from Braden for their help.

      They beat their wings hard to avoid dropping low over the lake. Skirill led the way again. He spotted the larger three Seeders, the original ones they had seen on their first trip. There were two more growing in the sand between the older plants and the lake. Skirill used his keen Hawkoid eyes to look into the shadows beneath the larger trees.

      He flew just under the higher branches, perilously close to crashing as he swerved left and right. Zyena stopped trying to follow and settled for circling above the trees, eyes focused exclusively on her mate.

      Skirill saw a trail from Tiskanay to the lake and turned to cross it.

      There! He saw three more Seeders spread out to the side of the path. Had Braden and the companions tried to reach the lake, they would have been attacked. When Skirill shared the images, Braden asked Micah to get her blaster. She smiled as she jogged back to the wagon, Bounder by her side.

      She returned, having already dialed the blaster to the tightest flame setting. With Aadi in the lead, Micah put herself on the far side, away from the Seeders. If they shot their seeds into any of the warm-blooded creatures, there would be nothing that could be done to save them. The plant would feed on the body until it died, then plant itself where its host fell.

      As they approached the first Seeder, Aadi floated upward and Micah ducked beneath him. She crawled forward until she had a clear shot, then she lit up the plant. They didn’t know how, but the plant screeched like a wounded animal. The others covered their ears as Micah shot it a second time. The hideous noise stopped as the flames consumed the Seeder. Aadi waited until the heat died down before continuing.

      They did the next two the same way. Braden pushed them forward, wanting to get it over with. He asked Micah to dial the widest setting and fire up the last five all at the same time. As they approached the lake, the Seeders were screaming and flailing about. Braden pulled Micah back as a Seeder launched a seed high. It bounced off the top of Aadi’s shell, falling harmlessly to the ground.

      “I’ve never seen one do that before. Everybody back!” Braden ordered. Aadi floated forward trying to draw the Seeders out, but they wouldn’t launch their deadly projectiles at him.

      “They seem to have gotten smarter in the past three cycles. I believe they are all connected somehow. I bet Bronwyn would be able to talk with them, and now, I’m not sure we should kill them,” Braden thought out loud. Micah hung her head, hearing the screams of the creatures reverberate in her mind.

      ‘I’m sorry, Master Human. It doesn’t seem to be working,’ Aadi said sadly.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Braden told Micah. She shook her head vigorously. He looked to the Wolfoids, but they shook their shaggy heads and shrugged. G-War laid down and closed his eyes, waiting for the humans to do something. The Rabbits and the Aurochs were in the fields, away from the danger.

      Braden opened his neural implant. ‘Holly, got a bit of a situation here. Can you see the Seeders? Yes? Good. They shoot seed pods into living creatures. The plant grows, killing the host, and becomes a new Seeder. Well, we killed three of them, but they screamed and the other five are out of control. I think they might be intelligent. They are blocking our access to the lake. We need the water, but none of us want to sacrifice our body to become a Seeder, if you know what I mean. Any ideas?’

      ‘Let me review the data,’ Holly said, returning after only a heartbeat. ‘I have no information on these creations. The plant mutations that you’ve discussed with me don’t exist anywhere except in the north. I suspect they were created by Doctor Warren after he split from Sanctuary. I’m not surprised that the Seeders found a home in the oasis. They will eventually make their way south, but that could take a millennium. In any case, they are plants. They could be intelligent, but what do you do with a plant when you want to keep it but don’t like where it is?’

      ‘I’m sorry, what? Do you have any ideas or not?’ Braden was quickly frustrated. There was a huge obstacle between him, the companions, and the lake.

      ‘I’ll dispatch the Development Unit to transplant the Seeders, as you called them, to a spot away from the lake, but still within the oasis. It is an area that you’ll have to keep everyone from going into. After that, you will be safe.’ Holly stayed on the link, but the Development Unit had already arrived and immediately started digging with a combination of a tentacle and its energy shield. In short order, it had the first two Seeders dug up. It carefully carried them around the lake and into a dense patch of trees. It reversed the process, digging a hole and putting them in. It then snaked a small hose to the lake to give the plants a good drink. Braden hadn’t seen the tentacle or hose before, but he hadn’t paid attention when the Development Units went about their business.

      The older Seeders were larger and the Unit could only move one at a time. Instead of waiting, the companions retreated back to the wagon, where they drank deeply from their flasks. They walked to the fields to join the Rabbits and the Aurochs. Holly said that the only crop in that field was soybeans. The others seemed to enjoy them, but Braden tried a few and didn’t like them. G-War didn’t bother. He was holding out for venison.

      Braden watched over the others as they walked through the fields as if relaxing in an over-sized garden. The sun was high in the sky and the desert shimmered, but where the plants grew, it was cooler and the sun didn’t seem as harsh. Braden looked at his partner as she and Zeller walked together, talking about the oasis and Old Tech. At this point, the choice to use or not use Old Tech was well past. It was an inextricable part of their modern world.

      He ran his hand along the curve of his bow, feeling it as he used to. It had brought him comfort, before he met Micah. As they got closer to the north, he expected that he’d need it again to hold off whatever darkness was falling over his homeland. Why had men followed his tracks into the Great Desert? What would entice them to do that? How had they known what they needed to make it all the way to the oasis? But they did make it, only to succumb to the Seeders and the Gila Monster.

      Braden wanted to talk with the others. It helped him think through problems by saying them out loud. The input of the companions was always better than what he came up with on his own. He was an expert at seeing a problem. The others were experts in helping to fix them.

      Micah still held her blaster as she and Zeller walked. It seemed a natural part of her hand. Old Tech.

      His neural implant blinked so he opened the window. Holly confirmed that the Seeders had been relocated and the lake was theirs. Braden didn’t know why, but he asked if the Seeders would be okay where they were. Holly had the utmost confidence in the Development Unit’s ability to ensure that the plants would survive. Holly had no doubt that they would be well taken care of. The Unit had added them to its routine for care.

      “The lake awaits!” Braden announced. “Just stay clear of that side over there, where the trees and bushes are heaviest,” he pointed out. Braden thought the others would casually find their way to the lake, but they’d done an incredible job of hiding their impatience.

      Braden dove to the side as the stampede began. Arnie was first, tearing a swath through the field as he made a beeline for the water. Soybean plants, bushes, and even a couple small trees were plowed over in his headlong rush. Brandt was close on his heels, followed by the Wolfoids, while the two women tried to keep up with the Rabbits who both bounded happily along the Aurochs’ trail of destruction.

      G-War hacked up a hairball and then looked up at Braden. ‘Hungry.’

      Braden and G-War first checked out the small building before joining the others. They found it to be a maintenance shed that was mostly empty. The building would eventually be used to maintain the Bots who would maintain the oasis.

      Shaking his head, Braden followed the others, arriving to see a lake full of humans and creatures. Even the Rabbits and the Wolfoids were splashing around. Braden only wanted a drink, so he stripped on the run, waded in two steps, and dove into the water. He swam to the fountain in the middle and drank from the cool, fresh water as it pumped into the air. Micah and Zeller joined him, which made him wholly uncomfortable as the water was crystal clear and they were both naked. He quickly swam toward shore, shook out his signature braid, taking his time squeezing it dry, and got dressed while the women laughed.

      ‘It’s okay, lover, that you’ve seen her naked,’ Micah told him in her thought voice. He knew that it was just the two of them talking as she could control the link far better than he ever could. ‘Traveling as we are, it is inevitable. We have a difficult journey ahead of us. It’ll take all of us working together to succeed. I think this is the easy part. Coming south with a herd will be tough. We will travel half as fast, and keeping them together will take twice the effort. We’re always going to be short of water, hoping that we reach the next oasis before we run out. Seeing people naked isn’t important for what lies ahead of us.’

      ‘As always, you are right. We have a tough road ahead. Let’s focus on that and what we have to do. In the meanwhile, I think we have someone who needs to get to a Tortoise Consortium.’

      “Aadi!” Braden yelled as he walked the paths of the oasis, looking for the Tortoid.

      ‘Here, Master Human. I was having a pleasant conversation with our host,’ Aadi said as he hovered in front of Tiskanay.

      “How far do you have to go, and can we help get you there?” Braden asked.

      ‘Tortoids always know where they are in the Desert. I can go myself, but it is some ways, not far from where you found me.’

      “And when we met, you blasted my head! I won’t forget that, Master Aadi,” Braden laughed.

      ‘Yes, indeed,’ Aadi answered, blinking slowly. ‘If I could impose upon one of the Aurochs to run me out closer, it would shave turns off my trip. I can contact you when we’re done and you can pick me up as you head north on the final leg of the journey through the Barren.’

      “It’s a plan. I’m sure Arnie or Brandt would be more than happy to help, although I’m inclined to ask Brandt to stay here, rest and recover. I’ll have to go, too, so we can find our way back to the oasis.”

      ‘Why you, partner mine?’ a gentle voice chided Braden over the mindlink.

      “Well, I…” he stammered.

      ‘That’s right, I, I, I… You’re not going. I am,’ Micah insisted.

      “No, I refuse!” he said, looking for his partner.

      ‘You don’t get to refuse. I’m the President!’ she smoothly delivered back to him. He was flustered. He searched heartily until he found her lounging in the shade by the lake. The Wolfoids and the Rabbits were napping nearby.

      “We need to talk about this,” Braden demanded.

      “We already did,” Micah said, her eyes still closed. “The matter is settled. Arnie and I will take Aadi as far as we can go in half the nighttime. We will return by morning. Now, let me sleep. It’s going to be a long night.” She rolled to her side, forcing herself to relax. She tensed from Braden’s flurry of emotions bombarding her over their mindlink. From confusion to anger to worry back to anger. “Calm down, Braden. It will be okay. Whether you go or I go, we will both worry until we are back together. Relax and join me for a nap.”

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The air reeked of wet dog, but through it, he found Micah’s scent. It comforted him, so he joined her, relaxed, and was soon asleep.
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      With Braden standing, hands on hips and none too happy, Micah mounted the broad back of the smaller Aurochs. Aadi grasped a rope in his beak-like mouth. Micah tied the other end to her belt. With a gentle word, Arnie jogged into the desert. They disappeared quickly into the growing darkness. Braden and Micah could always talk to each other using Holly as a go-between. He realized that he shouldn’t be too worried. Old Tech would help him to know that she was okay.

      He returned to the lake. Zeller had watched her partner leave after they said their goodbyes. She retired to the wagon to sleep in padded comfort. The others were trying to stay cool. G-War had climbed a tree and sat on a low branch, his legs dangling over the side. Skirill and Zyena were near him, looking like protective statues.

      Braden looked at the ‘cat, unperturbed, accepting of life as it came. “Why can’t I be more like you, G?” he asked.

      ‘Why would you want that?’ the ‘cat replied.

      “You’re calm. You take things in stride. You know when a situation is good or bad and you do what you have to do,” Braden verbally stroked his best friend.

      ‘Of course, all that, but that’s a small part of your life. The humans need you. You need me, but I don’t need them. Do you follow?’ G-War was especially philosophical, probably because Aadi wasn’t there to bear the burden of mentoring Braden.

      “No, I don’t really follow, but I think I get what you mean.”

      ‘We all do what we have to do. What I have to do is a great deal less than what you have to do. And you feel responsible for the others, too. You can’t control any of that, but think you should. That’s what makes you crazy. Stop it! You’re giving me a headache. And if you haven’t forgotten, I’m hungry. I vote we leave Aadi behind and head north now, but I already know your answer. We can pick him up on the way back, or did you forget that he spent the first two hundred cycles of his life in the Great Desert?’

      “As always, G, I get insight from you. Usually it’s about my own shortcomings, but I think you might have a good idea there. The Consortium could go on for a long time and we don’t have enough meat to get us more than a few turns.”

      Micah had not been gone long, so he contacted her over the mindlink. She answered instantly, as she always did, noting that she’d been listening to his conversation with G-War. She and Aadi agreed that would be best. Her impression of the people in Braden’s north would not welcome a floating tortoise. Aadi said that he’d make his way back to the oasis and meet them there, whenever they returned.

      And that made the night go more quickly. They planned to depart the following evening.

      At midnight, Arnie stopped running. Micah gave him water from a flask. Aadi thanked them both profusely, letting them know that he was very close to where the Tortoise Consortium gathered once every five cycles. He let go the rope, and in his Tortoid way, he slowly swam into the darkness. The First Master of the Tortoise Consortium had arrived in style. The others would be envious, Aadi thought. They had no idea what was out there, and it was his responsibility to tell them. He’d been working on his stories for the past three cycles of the seasons, and Aadi was finally ready to deliver them to the others.

      And then he’d ask if any of them wanted to join him. They’d politely refuse, as Tortoids did, and they’d all go their separate ways back into the wasteland of Devaney’s Barren.

      Arnie retraced his steps. The moon was bright enough for him to see the shadows of his hoofprints. He followed them without any guidance from Micah and when the false dawn lit the world around them, the oasis was on the near horizon. Arnie ran, clearly seeing his footing arriving as the first orange arcs of the new daylight’s sun peeked over the horizon.

      Micah jumped down, sore from riding the great creature all night. The padded seat of the wagon would be welcome for the rest of the trip. Arnie headed to the lake for a drink while Braden and Micah embraced, happy to be back together and have a plan to shorten the time they were away from their children.
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      They spent the daylight gathering soybeans for the rest of the journey. According to Holly, everyone could survive off them, even the Hillcat. G-War was appalled at the idea, agreeing that if death was imminent, he’d consider eating them, but it wasn’t a given.

      They ensured the water tanks on the wagon were filled, both casks and flasks were filled too, and they rested as well as they could.  When the time came, leaving was easy. Brandt pulled the wagon, Arnie walked next to him, and everyone else rode inside. Without Aadi and some of their provisions, there was more room. There was no ceremony. When they were ready, even though it was still warm and the sun had yet to touch the horizon, they left.

      They went at an easy pace at first to keep both Aurochs from overheating. It took a while for the air to cool, once the sun set. After that, Brandt settled into an easy jog. The wagon was no burden at all. It had been in the sun all day, letting the solar panels charge the system that propelled the wheels. The King couldn’t feel any weight from the wagon. He suggested all wagons should be built that way.

      ‘This is like running free, but we get old, don’t we?’ Brandt told them all with his booming thought voice. He was afraid to reinjure his leg, so was running only as fast as he could see in front of him.

      “Speak for yourself, old man! I’d like to think I have a lot of good years left, assuming Androids don’t slice off any more pieces.” Micah and Zeller nodded, trying not to stare at the stumps of fingers on Braden’s left hand. He waved his hand at them and Micah batted it away.

      ‘After this run, my friends, I may have to settle down.’ Brandt turned serious. ‘There’s much to do with the herd, and I’d like to be the one who does it.’

      “Then we’ll make sure you get what you want. You’ve earned every good thing that comes your way, Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs. We’ll do whatever you need us to do,” Braden said and Micah nodded. The King picked up his pace as the moon rose and lit their way. They rushed forward, far more quickly than Braden had done with the cart and horses. He’d planned for ten turns, but the trip had taken four because the horses pushed hard back then.

      Braden accessed his neural implant, knowing that Holly would respond instantly. Holly was always awake. ‘Holly, how long do you think it will take us to clear the desert, assuming we can maintain this pace?’ Braden had an idea, but knew Holly would consider issues that the humans hadn’t taken into account.

      ‘Looks like three days to me, Master Human, assuming you maintain your current pace and you break before sunrise to set up the tent. I’m glad that is working for you,’ Holly stated.

      ‘Holly! If I didn’t know you were a computer, I’d think you were trolling for a compliment. I have to say, between the wagon and the tent, you’ve made it very easy for us to travel. So, you deserve the compliment. Well done, Holly! And thank you. I was going to ask you to dispatch a Development Unit to start building an oasis halfway between 03 and the northern border of the desert, but we found out two humans on horseback made it to Oasis 03. I think we need to wait until we can ensure the security of both the north and the south.’

      ‘Alarming, Master Braden. What happened to the humans?’ Holly asked.

      ‘They ran afoul of the Seeders and then Tiskanay the Gila Monster took care of the rest.’

      ‘I shall await your instructions. The Development Unit will be working diligently to clean up the carnage your caravan left behind in the fields. The Unit could be working on a fabricator, but it won’t have time now. You’ll have to bring your own food when you return, but I expect you won’t listen to me and the water buffalo will completely lay waste to the fields, destroying three years’ worth of work,’ Holly said abruptly.

      ‘Holly, I think you have a soft spot for the Development Unit here, in the middle of nowhere, just trying to live through each day,’ Braden laughed. ‘We’ll do what we can but you know you’re right. The water buffalo will tear through that field in short order. We won’t be at 03 long and then we’ll keep moving. It would help if the Unit could carry some feed with us half the way to 02, because there is nothing to eat there. We’ll be fine once we reach 01.’ Braden minimized the window after one last check of the map.

      They made slow and steady progress through the night, stopping right before sunrise to set up the tent. They found an old river bed and Braden was able to dig out an area that was much cooler. The furred and feathered creatures nestled in tightly, forcing the humans to take turns digging spots for themselves. They drank and ate sparingly. Even with the dawn, it was still too hot to eat, although G-War disputed that. He was ready for something fresh and turned up his nose at the last bits of smoked pork. So Bounder and Gray Strider ate it without hesitation.

      Then G-War wanted it. They shrugged at him and went back to the den that Braden had dug for them. It was well into the morning and the humans were exhausted from digging in the heat to create cools spots for the Aurochs to rest. Everyone wanted enough space where they weren’t touching another. Patrice and Delavigne slept apart but leaned toward each other, with only their noses touching. Braden and Micah fell asleep holding hands. Zeller snored until Micah kicked her, and she rolled over.

      By the third night, the wagon riders were getting antsy. Ride, sleep when they weren’t really tired, then ride some more. The Wolfoids took to running with Brandt for brief stretches, but it was too hot for that kind of exercise. Their bodies had started shedding hair and the inside of the wagon looked a mess with the clumps of long gray Wolfoid hair intermixed with the finer white threads from the Rabbits. It was so bad that Zeller took a shirt and wiped out the wagon after the last stop. It seemed that a cloud of hair perpetually hung in the air within the wagon.

      Braden saw the care that Zeller was taking of the wagon. They’d destroyed hers and weren’t working as Free Traders anymore. He hadn’t thought about what would happen with the wagon when they returned. Clearly, Zeller had. He put the issue to rest with one sentence. “We’ll do our best not to destroy your new wagon.”

      She beamed in response, instantly telling Arnie the good news over their mindlink. Micah squeezed his hand. ‘What do we need it for?’ he told her over their mindlink, hoping that he was only talking with his partner.

      ‘We don’t. I wondered how long it was going to take you to figure it out,’ she told him. He wasn’t surprised that she was ahead of him. He didn’t think about things like that. To him, the important issue was Brandt’s knee. One destroyed wagon didn’t matter when they had everything they needed with the Old Tech wagon.

      He switched to his out loud voice. “When the sun rises today, it will rise over the southern edge of the Bittner Mountains. If we haven’t already reached the green plains of the north, we will keep going until we get there. We’re close. I sense a change in the air. There’s a nice stream with a small pond where we can restock our water, hunt, and rest until the new sunrise, then we’ll go to Whitehorse and see what there is to see.” Braden sounded philosophical as he described what lay before them.

      They waited for what the false dawn would show them. Later than usual since the sun was rising behind the mountains to the east, the daylight spread quickly. They had already reached the green scrub grass that bordered the Great Desert. Braden thought it had crept further south than he remembered. He pointed Brandt in the direction of the stream and pond where he kicked off his biggest adventure all those cycles ago.

      Skirill and Zyena took to the sky, showing the companions that the remainder of the morning’s trip would be uneventful over fairly smooth terrain. The Hawkoids flew quickly past the pond and Skirill winked at his mate as they beat their wings hard to gain altitude. They turned their heads toward the high peaks where Skirill had met Teelech and Awkar. He wanted Zyena to see that other Hawkoids lived on Vii.

      He didn’t know why it was important to him, but it was. He wanted to show those two upstart Hawkoids that his life with humans had been most rewarding. Maybe he’d make another pitch to them about building a stronger Hawkoid Nation, one that partnered with the humans and even traded with them.

      More likely, he and Zyena would return after listening to the others’ narrow-minded answers and imminent dismissal. He started to get angry, but Zyena calmed him without effort. She told him simply that it didn’t matter. They’d say hello to the others and then they’d go their separate ways. It was nice being in the north. She looked forward to whatever Braden had in store for them, whatever Skirill could show her of his old home.

      They flew onward and upward.

      Brandt started running as he could see well in the morning sun. It wasn’t too hot either. Braden tried to remember what season it was. Fall, maybe? The wagon responded almost magically as the King of the Aurochs pounded toward the landmark rocks around the pond. A stand of trees stood in the background. Braden enjoyed the smell, closing his eyes to take it all in.

      “Welcome to Warren Deep,” Braden said, knowing that people from the south only referred to it as the north.

      G-War vibrated in anticipation. ‘Deer, very close,’ he said. Without hesitation, Braden pulled his bow from behind him and prepared to hunt. Micah also prepared her bow, which pleased Braden. He’d let her take the shot. G-War grumbled, but Braden insisted. Micah told the ‘cat that she would try not to let him down. He could only think of the debacle above White Beach where he was hungry and the humans were messing around, not shooting his dinner.

      Arnie ran peacefully alongside Brandt as they approached the pond. They slowed to a jog, then a walk, stopping next to the stream as it exited the small body of water. G-War vaulted from Brandt’s head, took a quick drink, then disappeared into the trees. Once unhooked from the harness, Brandt waded into the pond with Arnie close behind. They faced upstream as they drank heartily.

      “Look what you’re doing to the water,” Braden complained, watching the dirt as it swirled from the legs of the Aurochs. The water flowed quickly enough that the water soon cleared. Arnie and Brandt didn’t bother to mumble an apology. They’d done most of the work to get the caravan through the desert. Unashamedly, they both laid down in the pond. Braden shook his head as the rest of them walked around to the inlet stream and drank of the fresh and very cool water.

      The Wolfoids told the humans to put their bows away as they bolted into the forest. Braden and Micah still wanted to shoot and sensed a contest was underway. They took off at a dead run chasing the Wolfoids. Zeller chuckled as she watched the hunters head out to demonstrate their individual prowess.

      She took off her boots and dangled her feet in the water. The Rabbits sat near her, finding the heavy grasses growing along the edge of the stream to be particularly tasty. It had been awhile since they had anything fresh. No one enjoyed fresh greens more than the Rabbits from the spaceship.

      Skirill flew toward the peak where he’d last seen the Hawkoid nest. As he and Zyena approached, he didn’t see any signs of the others. He flew to the nest, landing on its edge. It had been abandoned at least a cycle ago. He looked around and then launched himself into the air. He flew higher, until he could barely breathe. He was flying even with the highest peaks of the Bittner Mountains, yet still saw no sign of other Hawkoids. They’d probably gone back north to join the others.

      With a last look, they both circled slowly downward, heading for the rocks where they knew the companions were resting and getting ready for the next phase of the journey.

      The buck screamed as it tried to ram its antlers into Bounder’s side. Gray Strider hung on the deer’s back, trying to get a better grip on its neck. This beast was far larger than those they encountered in the south. Bounder danced back and forth as he tried to find an opening to attack. Braden and Micah had their arrows ready to fire, but didn’t want to risk hitting Gray Strider.

      Bounder jumped back as the buck feinted and darted toward the trees, ramming Gray Strider into a low branch and knocking her off its back. One heartbeat later, two arrows embedded themselves into the deer’s side. It stumbled and ran headfirst into the next tree. He collapsed against the tree and after two more breaths, he was dead.

      G-War appeared in the tree above the buck, waiting impatiently for the humans to pull out their knives and get to work. Braden, Micah, and Bounder ran to Gray Strider’s side. She stood shakily, snorting and shaking her head, trying to clear it. Her eyes focused slowly and she looked from one anxious face to the next.

      ‘I’m okay,’ she finally said. ‘They make them bigger up here, don’t they?’

      ‘Hungry,’ the ‘cat interjected. After a quick scratch behind Gray Strider’s ears, the humans got to work. G-War appeared between them, trying to snake his ‘cat head into the choice bits before they were removed.

      “Come on, G! When’s the last time you ate?” Braden asked.

      ‘None of that will matter in a few bounds of time,’ G-War said over the mindlink as his tongue stuck out of his mouth in hungry anticipation.

      With a great surge, Braden went elbow-deep into the beast’s chest cavity and pulled out its warm heart. He handed it to the ‘cat, who clamped onto it with his fangs and ran for the nearby underbrush.

      They finished cleaning the deer, leaving the skin on until they dragged it back to their camp. There was plenty for all with the one buck, and they’d be able to smoke a good portion, too. It was a great hunt and the humans claimed victory, so Bounder dragged the heavy carcass back to the camp site. Braden and Micah picked up kindling and firewood along the way. G-War was nowhere to be seen.

      The Rabbits turned away as the group approached. They said they’d never understand the need to eat other creatures, even if they weren’t intelligent.

      The Aurochs had left the pond and were grazing to the west where the prairie grasses grew tall. Between the three humans, the buck was sliced and diced into parts and pieces primed for quick cooking and eventual smoking. The Wolfoids got the fire going and in no time, those who enjoyed their venison cooked were digging in. They ate more than they should have, including eating some of the supplies they brought. After the hunt, they didn’t feel like scrounging for tubers or other vegetables, although Patrice and Delavigne volunteered to see what they could find. Without waiting for anyone to answer, they hopped off for the woods.

      Skirill and Zyena returned while the meal was cooking. They were able to snag some choice raw bits. Braden and Micah didn’t try throwing the pieces in the air. After the long flight to the mountain tops and back, they simply hand-fed the Hawkoids.

      The companions were relaxing around the fire, enjoying the midday sun as a cool breeze blew down from the mountains. The Aurochs were back and laying down, resting after both a long night and a long morning. G-War finally ambled back to the group, looking like he still needed a nap. The hair on his heavily scarred body stood up at odd angles. The bite mark stood out vividly on his ear. He stopped, squinted into the distance, hackles rising.

      ‘They come,’ he told them.

      Braden was off like an arrow shot from his bow, heading for the wagon. He leapt into it and pulled at their packs, throwing swords out the back. The blasters were buried so he threw the packs out to a waiting Micah. Zeller was still trying to figure out what happened. The Rabbits always wore their harnesses, but their laser pistols were in the wagon. They jumped inside and prepared to fight from there. Brandt was up in an instant, looking around for the imminent threat.

      The ‘cat was never wrong when he gave that alarm. Brandt started yelling at Arnie to rouse himself, who panicked and ran into the wagon, nearly knocking it over.

      The humans ran for cover. Braden and the Rabbits fell, but the padding inside the wagon kept them from getting hurt. With one last effort, he threw the Wolfoid’s spears out the back. Everyone took their turn yelling at Arnie. When Braden finally jumped from the wagon, he looked around at the chaos. The companions were facing in different directions in such a way that no one would have been able to fight.

      “Which way, G, and what’s coming?” Braden asked while pointing at people and creatures to better positions.

      ‘The plains. The wild boars are back,’ G-War said while licking his paw to clean his face. Braden looked at the ‘cat, holding his hands up in question. ‘They’re coming, but there are only three of them…’

      Micah put her hands on her hips and glared at the ‘cat, before looking at the others. “I guess we weren’t ready. If there had been a real threat, we’d have been in trouble,” she said solemnly.

      “Thanks, G. Once again, you’ve seen what we did not. If only we had a broom, we could show our appreciation!” Braden took a quick step toward the Golden Warrior, who simply narrowed his eyes at his human as if issuing a dare. Braden knew better than to challenge the ‘cat.

      “Let’s talk about what we need to do, how we need to be ready, as soon as we dispatch our porcine fellows who shouldn’t be far off. Skirill, if you would be so kind as to show us where they are, we can add a little variety to our diet. No disrespect intended to Patrice or Delavigne.” Braden nodded in their direction. Their pink noses twitched as they harrumphed in their high-pitched Rabbit voices.

      Wild boar and practicing to fight. It’s just like being back home, Braden thought, surprised that he thought of the south as home and not the north. Micah smiled to herself. She’d known it all along.

      Zeller just hoped that she wouldn’t crumble in a real battle. She was getting proficient with the sword, but Micah was the greatest warrior ever, in Zeller’s mind. The scars that the companions wore as badges of honor told a story of a hard life, forged in battle. In that, she took comfort, too. They would surround her and protect her if need be.

      Because that’s what they did.
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      They spent an extra turn at the pond as they practiced how they’d enter the village, and how they’d respond the next time G-War alerted them. They needed to raise their awareness, be ready to fight at a heartbeat’s notice. The humans wore their swords at all times, and Braden and Micah carried their bows.

      Bounder and Gray Strider would carry their spears while traveling in areas without other humans, but if humans were around, they’d go to all fours and try to look like big, harmless dogs. The Hawkoids would fly a high cover, keeping the others within sight while also watching for anyone inadvertently approaching the wagon’s hiding spot.

      The Rabbits would keep their laser pistols and stay in the wagon any time they were anywhere near other humans. The wagon looked like Old Tech, despite Holly’s efforts to disguise it. They’d leave the wagon in the cover of any nearby woods with the two Aurochs standing guard. Only the humans, Wolfoids, and Hillcat would walk into the town of Whitehorse, see how things were and then decide if they needed support from the others. All the platinum and gold would be kept in the wagon. When they made a trade, they’d deliver the precious metal for the livestock, the water buffalo.

      They decided it would be best if Arnie pulled the wagon. If they needed to take the wagon into any of the towns, Arnie wouldn’t look as imposing as Brandt. The King of the Aurochs would frighten even the most stalwart northerners. They all laughed at that, knowing Brandt to be a loyal friend not wanting to harm anyone. They thought of him with Bronwyn, where he was the gentlest of souls.

      “Sorry, my friend. What do you say we get the water buffalo and then go home?” Braden slapped the great King on the side as Micah checked Arnie’s harness. They climbed aboard and headed out.

      The Wolfoids ran alongside, happy to have the exercise. Arnie maintained a steady, easy pace. Braden opened his neural implant and updated his map. They’d camp in the forest outside Whitehorse before nightfall. With the new turn, they’d enter the Market Square and try to find the right trader. They’d play it by ear from there.

      The trip across the grasslands was uneventful. They ran across no one, no creatures. It helped that Skirill and Zyena were flying far in front as well as to the sides. There would be no surprises.

      They took turns on watch while the others slept in the wagon that night. No surprises they said, and they made sure of it. With the dawn, they ate a light breakfast, checked their gear, and with a deep breath, they walked boldly toward the village. Micah had to constantly reassure Zeller. She was afraid of the unknown of a northern town. Even one as small as Whitehorse was far larger than she’d ever seen before. Braden dismissed her concerns, until they entered Whitehorse and the first people they ran into was the man who’d stolen from him and his two bodyguards.

      ‘Braden!’ Micah cautioned him as his mind seethed with fury. He turned and walked directly toward the man.

      “My pardon, good sir. I’m Free Trader Braden and three cycles ago, you bought two vials of Saffrimander from me at the agreed-to price of twenty platinum. You only paid me two platinum and fifteen gold. I’d like the rest, please.” Braden had gotten nose to nose with the older, well-dressed man. The bodyguard attempted to push Braden away, but Micah had her sword point at his throat and pushed him backward. He jumped clear and pulled his own sword.

      The other bodyguard tried to get close, but Zeller’s sword was out and she squared off against him. He pulled his sword and sneered as he looked at her. The first bodyguard lunged toward Micah, raising his sword to deliver a mighty chop as if cleaving firewood. She side-stepped the swing, letting it pass her, the sword’s momentum driving it into the ground. With her left fist, she punched the bodyguard in the temple and he fell like a sack of potatoes.

      Micah took one step toward the second man, but Zeller was already there. The man stabbed at her with an over-reaching thrust. She parried the blade and jumped close, ending with a vicious kick to the man’s groin. He crumpled, joining his fellow bodyguard on the ground.

      Braden grabbed the older man by the throat, twisting his head so he could see his muscle no longer protecting him. “I want my money. It was a fair trade,” Braden growled into the man’s face. The old man fumbled for his belt and produced a pouch. Braden pushed the man backwards so he’d fall, but the old man kept his feet. Braden dumped the coins on the ground. Ten silver.

      “What is this?” he asked the old man.

      “It’s all I have. They’ve taken the rest,” he stuttered.

      “Who?”

      “The provincial officials, the security officers, security of the Provincial Government, that is,” he said, kneading his hands together. Braden leaned closer. The man looked afraid and sincere.

      “Who are they?” Braden wondered.

      “They arrived right before you last time, three cycles ago, but they didn’t establish their authority for a while. They run everything now, all the towns. They’re based out of Jefferson City.”

      Braden looked at Micah and Zeller. G-War stood nearby, confirming the man was telling the truth.

      “Do you know anyone selling water buffalo?” Braden asked all of a sudden.

      “No, but all animal sales have to go through the officials. Actually, sales of just about everything has to go through the officials,” the man whined.

      “That changes things just a bit,” Braden told his companions as he pursed his lips, exhaling heavily. “Where are these officials?”

      The man nodded toward a building that had been something else cycles previously. The new title on the building looked to be hastily painted over the previous owner’s business name. It simply said, “Provincial Government.” Braden looked at Micah and Zeller, shrugged, and walked toward the government building.

      The three of them followed, wondering what they were going to do. “Don’t worry,” he said soothingly. “I just want to see how we can buy some water buffalo.”

      ‘Just like you tried to collect a debt of money that you don’t need from a frightened old man? Nothing to worry about,’ Micah said using her thought voice.

      ‘What? You think I’m going to start a war?’ Braden asked, switching to the mindlink.

      ‘That’s exactly what I think you’re going to do. The government has stopped free trade, and I know that has to grate on your very soul,’ she replied.

      ‘There is that. Well, then, let’s go see what we’re up against.’ He never broke stride as they talked. He walked right up to the door and opened it without knocking, boldly striding through. The ‘cat was right on his heels, followed closely by Micah, and finally Zeller shut the door behind her. She’d seen doors and buildings, but nothing like these. These northerners were far advanced.

      Two desks stood in the open area and two more were behind a counter. One person was at a desk there while the two desks up front stood empty.

      “Good morning, good sir! I’m Free Trader Braden and I’ve come to buy some water buffalo. Can you help me?” Braden said, smiling broadly as he assumed his Free Trader persona.

      “There are no more Free Traders. You need to be registered as a Provincial Supplier. What’d you say your name was again?” the man grumbled.

      “I’m Braden,” he enunciated. The man dug through a ledger of sorts, not finding Braden’s name as he thumbed through a series of pages.

      “I don’t see you in here, so I have to assume you are trading without a license. That’s very bad.” The man nodded knowingly.

      “But I haven’t traded anything. I just want to buy some water buffalo. I’m a buyer, not a trader, or a Provincial Supplier as you called them,” Braden backpedaled, unsure of what authority the man wielded and how he’d enforce the various dictates he was spewing.

      “You said you were a trader and now you say you’re a buyer! How can I trust anything that comes out of your mouth?” The man started violently ringing a hand bell that had been sitting on his desk.

      ‘Be ready, they come,’ the ‘cat warned.

      “I had no doubt about that,” Braden answered aloud as he vaulted over the counter, landing half on the man’s desk. He jumped back at the upstart youngster who dared violate the sanctity of the Provincial Government’s office. With a sweep of one arm, Braden cleared everything from the man’s desk.

      Braden pulled his shortsword and pointed it at the official. The man leaned back, trying to put more of his now empty desk between him and this young madman. Braden slid a butt cheek across the desk as he joined the fat man on the other side. Eyes wide, the man could only stare at the blade as it tipped toward his throat.

      Four men burst through a side door, swords in hand as they looked around and assessed the situation. They relaxed when they saw two women. Two of the new men walked toward Micah and Zeller while the other two opened a half-door and walked to the other side of the counter, where they could deal with the young man holding a shortsword to the government official’s throat.

      Micah tapped her blade tip on the floor before assuming a fighting stance. Zeller stepped back. “Watch the door so no one comes in,” Micah snarled in a low voice. Her opponents became more wary as they realized she wasn’t playing. They noticed the scars on her neck and arms. Ribbons of lean muscle bulged as she tightened her grip. They locked eyes and knew fear. The icy stare of death chilled their souls.

      “Hey, we might want to look at this a different way,” one of the men before Micah started to say.

      She attacked, her goal was to disarm them, but that went out the window after the first parry. Her Old Tech sword was sharper by orders of magnitude than the flawed steel these men carried. The closest man blocked Micah’s first swing, but it numbed his arm. Her attack had only been a probe, the swing at half-speed. She feinted right, twirled low and left. With the full core strength of her body, she brought her sword around in a sweeping arc toward the man’s knees. His sword got there in time to block the incoming blade, but it didn’t matter. Micah’s sword shattered his and continued through the first knee, stopping when it hit the man’s second leg.

      Micah twisted the blade from his torn flesh as she rolled to the side, putting the collapsing man’s body between her and her uninjured opponent.

      When she stood, the other man had backed up and was yelling at the two behind the counter to join him. Micah warily sidestepped around the screaming man on the floor. The two swordsmen facing Braden were torn. The government official was terrified and in a panic. No one had ever rebelled against the Provincial Government and these strangers seemed completely unimpressed by titles and superior numbers.

      Micah charged the man who’d backed up against the counter, limiting his room to maneuver. He wasn’t a small man, but the ease by which she had dispatched his partner scared him senseless. After the first few turns when the Provincial Government had taken over, there had been no other resistance. It had been a while since any of these men had been in a real sword fight, and this was like no other. She was both quicker than him and relentless.

      Micah’s sword rang against his as he tried to protect his head. Her sword knocked his back, so she dragged the sharp edge of her blade across his shoulder as she hopped back a half-step. With the shoulder laid wide open, the sword dropped from his dead arm. Micah stepped in quickly and delivered a side kick to the man’s chest. He was backed against the counter which gave him nowhere to go. His ribs broke both in the front and back of his chest, driving shards of rib into his vital organs. He gasped once and collapsed, dying.

      The other man had passed as his heart continued to pump blood through the stump of his leg.

      The last two men stood wide-eyed.

      “We command you to stop! You will be tried and executed for your crimes against the Provincial Government!” the fat man behind the desk shouted. They remaining security men had forgotten about Braden as they both faced Micah from the safety of the other side of the counter.

      She casually walked to the half door, opened it, and let herself in while they watched wide-eyed. They hefted their swords and prepared themselves. One stepped left while the other made to step right. Braden swung his shortsword in an overhead chop to knock the sword from one, even the odds a bit, but missed and took the man’s hand off at the wrist. He screamed in shock. The other man looked away from Micah for an instant.

      She’d had enough. Executed? She thought not. With all the power she could manage, she twisted at her waist and leaned into a swing that took the man’s head clean off. The other continued to scream, holding the stump of his hand. The official panicked and tried to run. He was overweight and when he stood, Braden simply shoved him back into his chair.

      The man threatened them, called them names, and then pleaded with them to let him go.

      Micah had enough of the screaming man and punched the side of his head with the hilt of her sword. She hit him harder than she intended, but she was still fired up from the swordplay. The man was thrown heavily to the floor, his skull caved in.

      G-War sat on the counter the whole time, watching almost disinterestedly. Braden nodded to him, wondering if they could expect any more visitors. The ‘cat shook his head.

      “We’re going to have a little conversation. If I think you’re lying to me, I’m going to cut off your fingers, one by one, until you tell me the truth,” Braden lied. He had no intention of torturing the man, but he was susceptible to suggestion. The official nodded eagerly, hoping that this was his way to survive the strangers. Four of his men were dead in the office and the strangers hadn’t even broken a sweat.

      “How many more men do you have here, and when can we expect them?” Braden asked. The man hesitated, but he was a Provincial Government official and as such, it should have been the honor of those who serve to die for him. He gave them up.

      “There are six more. Four who just came off security duty last night and then the two security officials who patrol during the day. Those two should be stopping by any time now, but they aren’t like these men. They’re mean and you’d be well advised to leave before they get here!”

      With the back of his hand, Braden slapped the man across the face. “That’s enough of that kind of talk. What does the Provincial Government do besides steal from the people?”

      “How do you not know about the Provincial Government? We’ve told everyone what we do and how it benefits them. The people are solidly behind us!” the fat man claimed.

      “I’ll answer your questions because I’m a nice guy, and then you’ll answer mine, because maybe I’m not as nice as all that. I’m from here, but I’ve been gone for some time. But now I’m back and I really don’t like what I see. It’s my way to not let the people suffer under those who hold power over them. Now tell me about the government.” Braden prodded the man with a slight push.

      “The Provincial Government was founded in Jefferson City. Governor Anderle has shared his benevolence with the rest of the known world!” Braden rolled his eyes and slammed the man’s hand onto the desk while he hovered his sword over it. The official started begging for his life again.

      “Stop it! Stop your sniveling and answer my question. How many are in each town from the Provincial Government and where are they?” Braden wanted to see the full spectrum of what he was up against.

      “I don’t know the full numbers!” the fat man stammered. “Something like forty or fifty in Cameron and then maybe one hundred or more in Jefferson City, but the people are behind the Provincial Government the whole way. You’ll have to fight all of them, too!” the man blurted, jutting his chin out in a moment of defiance. When Braden tipped his sword point toward the man, he quickly turned into a blubbering mess.

      “G?” Braden asked, knowing that the man couldn’t hide the truth from the ‘cat.

      ‘The numbers are as close as he knows them. That’s the truth, but the people are not behind the government. Without the strongmen, they’d have no authority. No one carries weapons here except these provincial types. So, if you see someone with a weapon, you’ll have to kill them,’ the ‘cat told them.

      “So, no one gets to carry weapons except for the Provincial Government? I think that’s the first thing we’re going to change. We’ll wait here until your boys show up. We’ll take care of them, and then we’ll deliver you to the hands of the people who you say support you. We’ll turn Whitehorse back over to the traders and then we’ll go to Cameron and do the same thing. See, you’ve done the worst thing you could possibly do to me. You’ve interfered with free trade and that’s something I cannot allow. I’ve spent my whole life as a Free Trader and I’m not about to change now,” Braden snarled. As he finished he was inches from the other man, his spittle flying into the official’s face.

      He tried to cower, but Braden gave him no room.

      “Looks like he was telling the truth. We’re about to have company and they’re carrying swords. Wait. They’re stopping out front,” Zeller said without taking her eyes from the two men in the street.

      “If they aren’t going to come in, then let’s go out and introduce ourselves,” Micah stated as she strode carefully through the blood on her way to the door. Braden dragged the official by his ear, following Micah as she headed for the door. She nodded once to Zeller to follow them.

      Micah opened the door and walked out, sword in hand, still dripping the blood of the security men. Zeller fanned out to the side so the two women could face off against the men, who looked confused. Their eyes keyed in on the doorway as the government official was bodily hauled out and pushed to the ground behind the two women, illegally armed with swords.

      “Kill them!” the official shouted. Braden wrapped an arm around the man’s neck, kneeled on his back, and pulled with all the strength in his body. The fat man’s neck crushed beneath Braden’s muscled forearm before Braden let him go. The man gasped for air and choked until he fell lifeless to the ground.

      “Never. Interfere. With. Trade,” Braden said deliberately. G-War looked at the group as each person postured.

      ‘You’re going to have to kill them,’ the ‘cat told them all over the mindlink.

      “That’s the plan,” Micah said out loud as she assumed her fighting stance. Zeller mirrored it as they each moved toward their enemy.

      The men pulled their swords, trying to stay together to cover each other’s back as they retreated a few steps. The women spread to the sides and approached the men from opposite directions. But these two women looked like warriors, not farmers or craftsmen. The men were confused.

      The first clang of steel on steel drove the men to action. They were the authority in Whitehorse. Those who disputed that had to die. They blocked the first attacks and counter-attacked. Micah and Zeller easily handled the men’s attacks as they had more room to maneuver. Footwork, along with eye-hand coordination was emphasized heavily in their training. They didn’t fight with a fancy technique. They fought to win. And the men soon realized that.

      A nick on the arm here, a slash across the chest there, and soon the men were panting and gasping for air.

      “It won’t be long now, gentlemen,” Braden said softly to himself. He marveled at how his partner fought while also being afraid at how efficient she was at killing. He wished she didn’t have to. He wished he didn’t have to watch. But he’d made that choice for them when he learned that free trade had been outlawed in the north. All he wanted was fifty water buffalo, but it sounded like they were going to Jefferson City to clear out the nest of Crawlers.

      Micah simply wore the man down. He’d matched her for a brief time and then she pounded his sword out of his hand before slicing him nearly in half. A crowd of people had gathered and watched as the three strangers removed the Provincial Government’s people from their town. Some were angry, some were relieved.

      Micah could have stabbed the other man in the back, but she let Zeller fight her own fight. There was still honor to fight for, and Micah needed Zeller to be confident in her role as a warrior.

      Zeller accidentally crossed her feet and the man pressed his advantage, forcing her to stumble, but she wasn’t as off-balance as she appeared. He was tired and wanted to end the fight. He over-extended his reach. Zeller side-stepped and slashed his arms. The man dropped his sword as she delivered a short stab into his throat. He couldn’t raise his arms to slow the bleeding from the gash. The man fell to his knees as his eyes glazed over, and he collapsed to the ground.

      The final four security men forced their way through the crowd and looked aghast at their dead fellows. They were partially dressed as they’d been roused from their sleep by some citizen sycophant. They had brought their swords, but weren’t ready for what they saw.

      Braden put his shortsword away and drew his bow. The men stood dumbfounded. He killed two of them before they realized they were under attack. One rushed forward, out of control, while the last man turned and fled. G-War bolted from the doorway like an orange arrow. He raced through the crowd after the man while Skirill took wing, diving sharply in front of the man, trying to buy G-War a little more time.

      The Hawkoid raised his claws toward the man’s face as he finished his dive and furiously beat his wings. The frightened man stopped and waved his sword in front of him, while Skirill pulled up short, well out of reach as the Hillcat jumped into the man’s head from behind, wrapping his front paws around the man’s neck and pulling in opposite directions, claws tearing through the soft tissue of the human throat as he jumped to the side, away from the sword’s blade. It took an instant for the man to realize that he only had a few more heartbeats to live. He gurgled the last of his life’s juices.

      Skirill beat his wings hard to gain altitude and fly to the high tree where his mate perched.

      G-War strolled back toward the gathering in front of the Provincial Government’s office. A loud meow from a dark corner to the side drew his attention. ‘Well, hello, my pretty!’ G-War cooed. ‘What brings you here…’

      “We need to get out of here before, you know, G-War…” Micah whispered to Braden. She stooped to clean her sword on the dead man’s clothing. Zeller did the same, mirroring Micah’s movements, because she’d never killed anyone before. She had a scared look in her eye. Braden felt sorry for her, but hoped that they could talk before any other enemies appeared. He and Micah, unfortunately, were too used to death. He put his hand on Zeller’s shoulder, trying to comfort her, but she jumped at his touch. He hung his head in shame. Just like Bronwyn. He’d introduced another good soul to the dark side of humanity.

      But he had something to say to the people first before they could lament the past. He stepped to the small platform before the doorway and faced the crowd. He saw every expression, from open hostility to warm acceptance.

      “Hear me, good people of Whitehorse!” he shouted in his best Free Trader voice. “The Provincial Government will soon fall. There is no worse crime against the  people of Vii than to stop free trade. Without trade, everything stops and people become dependent on their masters, those who have stolen what should be rightfully traded. This Provincial Government has taken your right to self-determination. They don’t execute the three laws of trade: negotiate, agree, and deliver. Without that, all you have is theft. You’re free now. Our next stop is Cameron and after that, Jefferson City. A world without trade is a world that collapses upon itself.” Braden looked at the crowd as expressions softened. They’d been looking for a champion, but there wasn’t one remaining in the town. Maybe there had been at one point, but the government probably purged anyone who capable of opposing them.

      “Go back to the way things used to be. Traders to the Market Square! Trade among yourselves and be free. I am Free Trader Braden and know this! It is my mission in life to free the north!” The surge of G-War’s emotions threatened to knock Braden from his feet. Micah doubled over,  and Zeller rushed to her side.

      Braden recovered quickly. The sound of a horse’s hooves pounding their way out of the village came to him. He nodded and Skirill and Zyena took to the sky, quickly overcoming the rider who whipped the horse into a frenzy as it ran the road north, toward Cameron. The rider crouched low over the horse’s mane as the beast ran, eyes wide in fright at the frantic pace its rider demanded of it.

      ‘C’mon back, Ess, Zee. They’ll know we’re coming, and it won’t change a thing,’ Braden said angrily. He looked from face to face, seeing a friendly smile from the large blacksmith. Braden was instantly happy. He wrapped his bow back over his shoulder and greeted the man, shaking his hand heartily.

      “Thank you for getting rid of this scum. I remember you, Braden. It seems like you might remember me, too.” The man smiled broadly, infectiously. Other townspeople crowded around them, slapping Braden on the shoulder.

      “You repaired the cart and your partner made the casks by which we were able to cross the Great Desert,” Braden said, bowing to the blacksmith. The big man beamed with pride.

      “Cross the Great Desert? But that’s not possible..” The man looked in awe.

      “Let me introduce, Micah, my partner. She’s from the south.” Micah’s hand disappeared into the blacksmith’s massive paw. “And this is Zeller, a Free Trader, also from the south.”

      The blacksmith held her hand as the two stared at each other. Braden grew uncomfortable and coughed loudly. “I think we need to get going. We don’t want to give them too much time to prepare for our arrival.” Micah grabbed the back of Zeller’s shirt and pulled her after them.

      “When will you come back this way? I have a present for you!” the blacksmith called after them. Braden didn’t know if the present was for him or Zeller.

      “We’ll be back soon, have no doubt,” Braden called over his shoulder, laughing as they worked their way out of town.

      ‘Get ready to go, you guys,’ Braden passed over the mindlink. ‘We’re in a race with a person on a galloping horse. They’ve got a lead, but they can’t run all the way to Cameron. Skirill, Zyena, maybe you two can keep an eye on them for us?’ Braden had changed his mind about letting the government security know they were coming.

      Skirill and Zyena flew north. They followed the road and soon were well above the individual on the horse. Once the companions were out of town, they broke into a run. For all Braden’s bravado, he didn’t want the Provincial Government in Cameron to know they were coming. The fight would be much less intense if they had the element of surprise on their side.

      G-War loped alongside, emanating feelings of gratification.

      “G! What are you doing to us?” Braden asked as they ran.

      ‘I know not what you mean, shallow human,’ G-War responded.

      Braden decided that he wouldn’t get a straight answer from the ‘cat, so he let it drop. He expected the Golden Warrior to be hungry in short order as well. They had no time to hunt, so the smoked pork would have to do. Maybe in G-War’s current mood, it would suffice.

      When they arrived at the wagon, the Wolfoids already had Brandt harnessed. The humans climbed aboard while the ‘cat jumped into the back with a single smooth leap. Brandt took off while they were still getting settled. He followed the path that Bounder and Gray Strider had scouted while the others were in town. They made a wide loop to the east, then north, and finally west to the ancients’ road that led to Cameron.
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      The King of the Aurochs slowed to get the wagon from the rougher terrain road to the well-worn path beside the road of the ancients. Once there, the smooth going and a sunny day allowed Brandt to run, almost like he used to. Arnie ran behind the wagon, stretching out to match the speed of the much larger bull.

      Skirill told them that their target had already stopped at a river crossing to water the horse. Brandt added a burst of speed, hoping to catch the rider unaware. Braden watched through the Hawkoid’s eyes as the person turned, looking south. They dragged the horse out of the water and tried to mount, but the horse seemingly didn’t like to be hurried. Brandt rolled up onto the road and Arnie ran to the left side. They’d trap the horse and rider between them. Braden and Micah readied their bows.

      The rider became frantic and when it became apparent there was no escape, the individual waded into the water and tried to swim to the other side. Skirill and Zyena flew in front of the person’s face, crisscrossing before them, tracing lines in the water with their claws. With a deep sigh, the swimmer turned and headed back to shore. Brandt and Arnie helped themselves to a drink while Braden and Micah waited.

      A young girl waded out and stood between them. She looked down at the ground, tears trailing down her cheeks. “Are you going to kill me, too?” she stammered in a small voice. “Like you killed my dad?”

      Micah was crushed. She never thought of the government officials as family men. Braden exhaled loudly, throwing his head back. Bounder and Gray Strider approached as did Patrice and Delavigne. Surprise and shock seized the girl, she started panting, turned blue, and passed out. Braden caught her before she fell back into the water. He carried her to the wagon and gently put her inside. Zeller cradled the young girl’s head in her lap. Micah couldn’t look at her. Braden put his arm around Micah’s shoulders as they walked away.

      “We had no choice and I hate to say it, we’re going to create a bunch more orphans before this is over, and hopefully, the orphans won’t be our own children.” That thought sobered Micah. “Imagine a world without trade? Neither can I,” Braden said as he hugged his partner, letting her work through the anguish that gripped her.

      They heard Zeller’s voice. “Those are our friends. This is Bounder and his mate Gray Strider. This is Patrice and here’s Delavigne. The large Aurochs is Brandt and the other is Arnie.”

      “Can I pet them?” the little girl asked. Micah choked back tears, wondering at the resilience of a child who’d just lost a parent.

      Bounder put his muzzle into the back of the wagon. A small hand reached out and rubbed his neck fur, scratched behind his ears. Gray Strider leaned in next and received the same treatment. G-War rubbed against the young girl, then looked at her intently. The two stared at each other until the realization hit her that he was talking.

      “Ohh,” she said. She closed her eyes and rocked to comfort herself. When she opened her eyes again, they were clear and more aware. “I understand, Golden Warrior. Thank you.”

      The others had no idea what she was thanking him for, but expected it was something that helped her realize peace within a churning mind. Braden was sorry that he had to interrupt, but the longer they waited, the longer that the good people of the north had to live without proper trade.

      “Where were you going, little sweetheart?” Braden asked, trying to sound gentle and caring.

      “My name is Nerise and I’m not going to talk with you. You hurt my dad.” Braden hung his head and turned away. Micah leaned in to pick up where her mate left off.

      “Where were you going, Nerise?” Micah asked soothingly, as only a mother can.

      “The government office in Cameron. Tell them what happened. Help them to get ready.” She covered her face in her hands and sobbed. Maybe G-War’s gentle ministrations hadn’t been as effective as they hoped, or they talked about something else. The ‘cat rubbed against her chest, purring loudly. She hugged him to her tightly, the look on his face would have made Micah and Zeller laugh if the situation had been different.

      Finally, the little girl let go and G-War quickly excused himself, to avoid an uncomfortable repeat. He still had his ‘cat dignity to maintain. Nerise wiped her nose on her arm.

      “What is your horse’s name?” Zeller asked.

      “That’s Pony, and he’s a good horse! He’s all mine, too,” she said proudly. They lifted her out of the wagon and with each of the women holding a hand, they walked Nerise to her horse, where she let go to grab the reins and nuzzle the horse’s soft nose with her own.

      ‘So, what are we going to do?’ Braden asked over the mindlink. Zeller shrugged. Micah looked at him. ‘Anyone have any ideas?’ Braden asked the companions, suddenly and fiercely missing Aadi.

      Delavigne hopped up next to her and took her hand in his as he offered fresh greens for the horse to nibble on. She looked at the Rabbit, and he flicked his whiskers at her. Pony forced his way closer to headbutt his human and the Rabbit. They both giggled at the horse’s sudden playfulness.

      ‘We would like you to come along,’ Delavigne said in his tiny thought voice.

      “Will you stay with me?” she asked innocently.

      ‘Of course we will. It is our responsibility to protect the small humans. Where is your mother?’ Delavigne asked as his mate, Patrice appeared next to him.

      “My father said she was an enemy of the Provincial Government and he had her sent away. Maybe we can go find her?” the little girl said without making eye contact. Micah’s heart twisted in her throat as she could feel that Nerise knew the truth.

      ‘Weeds, Nerise,’ Patrice started to say, holding the girl’s other hand. ‘What do you do with weeds when they get into your garden?’

      “Pull them, of course,” Nerise replied.

      ‘And then your garden grows better, doesn’t it? That’s what we’re doing here. The Provincial Government is the weed and must be pulled if the garden is to flourish. These good humans will do it, and you will be better for it, although right now it hurts. It must be done. Since coming to Vii, we’ve learned one most important fact. As long as you have trade, you have peace and prosperity. As long as you have good people who refuse to give power to the undeserving, then we are all better off. We have joined Free Trader Braden to restore trade, restore the peace, let the land brighten with new blooms.’

      Braden and Micah looked at each other. That was the most they’d heard from either Patrice or Delavigne in as long as they’d known them. Then they realized that the Rabbits were there for all of Aadi’s lessons with Ax and ‘Tesh. The old guy was rubbing off on them.

      Nerise skipped as the Rabbits led her to the wagon and helped her  climb in. Braden tied Pony’s lead to the back gate and they remounted. Brandt was pleased with the new addition to the caravan. He loved human children, finding their thoughts refreshing. Arnie was indifferent to it all.

      The Wolfoids and the Hawkoids considered it business as usual since Braden and Micah had a way of gathering those with pure-hearts to them. The Rabbits put Nerise at ease as Brandt carefully moved the wagon onto the road and crossed the ancients’ bridge, continuing their journey north. The Hawkoids showed them that the road before them was clear.

      The iron fist of the Provincial Government hadn’t only squeezed the life out of trade, it also made the people prisoners in their own homes. Braden’s anger simmered. Had he stayed in the north, he probably would have been one of those taken away. He smiled at the thought of his journey, for it had given him time and the means to return and make a difference.

      “Blasters,” he said. They dug into their packs and pulled out their firepower. If they were going to face forty men, they needed more than the advantage that the companions gave them. If the enemy counted on its use of force to pacify the population, then they’d be met with something even more overwhelming.

      Braden was under no illusion that the Provincial Government was anything other than an enemy that had to be defeated.
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      Cameron wasn’t much bigger than Whitehorse, but it had multiple roads leading to and from it. The main road to Binghamton and farther locations west ended at Cameron. The road to Jefferson City was a well-taken-care-of track to the north. The town had a few buildings of the ancients remaining, but most of the houses and businesses were newer and of quality construction.

      There wasn’t a forest nearby, so they stopped well south of town.

      “You are too far away, if you stay here,” Braden told them. “I’d rather shock the residents of Cameron than risk getting cut off. I think we need to stay together. This could be a big fight. Sure, we have better weapons, but we can’t kill them wholesale. I don’t want to kill any of them, but as Patrice so wisely reminded us, we only need to pull the weeds. Let’s find the weeds. Everyone else has to be left alone.”

      Braden looked around at the faces of his companions–human, Wolfoid, Aurochs, Rabbits, Hawkoids, and a Hillcat. They weren’t looking forward to this. Once they entered the town, there would be no turning back. They’d make many new orphans and widows. Braden insisted that they camp the night where they were. He needed to wrap his head around what he was asking them all to do.

      He hadn’t hesitated in Whitehorse and now they were on a path leading out of their control. Forty or so in Cameron followed by a hundred or more in Jefferson City. How could they manage such a fight without hurting innocent people? Without consulting his companions, he’d plunged them into a new war.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured to them all as he turned and walked away to be alone. Micah let him go. Once he realized that had he asked, they would have all agreed to join him, he’d come to grips with the situation. He was rash, but for the right reasons. If he ever wavered from that path, she’d know. They’d all know and would set him straight.

      He didn’t return until nightfall, but when he did, he pulled Micah close for a long and warm hug. He asked the others to come in so he could talk to them about what their entrance to the town would look like and where they should make their stand. He started drawing in the dirt. Even though most of the companions could never make heads or tails from his maps, it helped him better articulate the plan. There was the Town Square and the Market Square, buildings and roads…
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      They walked straight up the road to Cameron. Arnie pulled the wagon so Brandt would be free to intimidate a group of people en masse if needed. The Hawkoids flew ahead to look for groups of armed men. Skirill was happy to tell Braden that there were a number of wagons and carts on the road leading into the city. Braden asked where they were going. He suspected he knew, but waited for confirmation.

      ‘They all go to a large building and area that has fences and men with weapons,’ Zyena told them over the mindlink as she saw it first.

      “No trade,” Braden whispered. “The government is taking everything and then handing it back out to maintain their hold on power. I wonder what happened to the Caravan Guild?” he asked no one as he thought out loud.

      Once the Hawkoids spotted the Provincial Government headquarters, it all became clear to Braden. The so-called officials had taken over the former security offices, where he’d been put behind bars, and expanded the building. That was now the center of town, both figuratively and literally. There was a great queue of people waiting outside the door, while armed men stood around.

      Braden looked at both the warehouse and the main government building.

      “Cut the head off the snake?” he asked Micah. She nodded. He looked to the others. They nodded, too. Zeller showed little hesitation. Micah had been talking with her about her swordfight, making Zeller look at it as an exercise in swordplay against evil and not that the man was anything other than an obstacle to all things good on Vii. Too many battles remained for one of their members to be incapacitated at the thought. Zeller assured her that she was fine and would be able to fight again. Micah knew that she wasn’t fine, but was encouraged by the distraction that the large blacksmith provided her fellow villager. Everyone needed something to live for, something to fight for.

      ‘We’re headed to the government building first. I’ll talk to the crowd and tell them exactly what we’re going to do, then we’ll let the government officials know what we think about them. If we can get the people on our side, then our job will be a whole lot easier. Everyone fully charged and ready?’ Braden said over the mindlink to make sure that everyone heard clearly.

      As they approached the outskirts of town, casual passersby stared as the mighty Aurochs pulled the odd looking wagon with an even greater Aurochs following. Brandt tried nodding at the people, but all they saw were his great horns. The people fled in terror.

      “And then there’s that. I guess as long as no one interferes with us, that’ll have to be good enough,” Braden said to himself. Passive support was almost as important as active support.

      Arnie jogged into the Town Square, sliding to a stop to make an impression on the people. There was a great deal of confusion. Armed men shepherding a queue of people didn’t know what to do. The people in line didn’t want to lose their place, but they were afraid, of the men and of the newcomers. Micah and Zeller jumped down to unharness Arnie.

      Brandt slowly strutted into the Town Square, standing tall, slightly turned, with his head held high. Braden looked at him and almost started laughing, but sobered quickly. One of the armed men pushed people out of the way so he could get to the door. He disappeared into the building. They’d have more company soon.

      Braden looked at the people’s faces and was instantly furious. The proud people of Cameron had been beaten down, the spirit of their existence had been taken from them. He stood in the front of the wagon, breathing deeply, preparing to be heard.

      “Listen to me, proud people of Cameron!” Braden’s voice echoed from the buildings. He’d never felt such strength surging through him. “You’ve had enough of this Provincial Government. They’ve taken everything away from you and then made you beg to get scraps in return. NO MORE!” he bellowed.

      Two of the armed men bared their swords, flexed, scowled, and strode toward the wagon. Micah pulled her blaster and aimed it at them. Her action meant nothing to them as they’d never seen a blaster. But Brandt dashing at them and sliding to a stop got their attention.

      The men stopped, but they didn’t show fear. Micah realized that Brandt could get hurt. "Put down your swords and no one gets hurt.” They hefted their blades afresh, and giving Brandt a wide berth, they resumed their approach. With a narrow beam from her blaster, she calmly shot one of the men, then the other.

      The crowd started to panic. “HOLD!” Braden shouted, emphasizing his demand by holding his hands up. The people shuffled, but had grown used to following the orders of people in charge. At that place and at that moment in time, Braden was the authority.

      More armed men appeared in the square and started forming themselves into a line. Micah dialed her blaster to a wide flame setting. “When we leave here today, good people of Cameron, you will be free from the tyranny of the Provincial Government. You will be free to trade, go about your business as you wish, not as someone tells you.” Another group of armed men showed up on the other side of the square. The Wolfoids jumped down and joined Zeller on that side of the wagon. Micah stood on the opposite side, facing the government building and the other group of armed men.

      Braden looked down on all as he stood in the front of the wagon. Patrice and Delavigne had their laser pistols out just in case anyone got close to the wagon. They kept Nerise behind them. Arnie pranced, a little excited from the swirling emotions of the multiple groups of people.

      “Well?” Braden pointed at one of the older armed men. The man shrugged. “Go get whoever’s in charge and let’s settle this.”

      ‘Braden, there is a group of men exiting the building in the back and they seem to be making a run for it,’ Skirill told them as he and Zyena flew in front of them to hold them up. Braden had anticipated that the men would try to run away. Bullies never stand up to someone who challenges them.

      With Braden’s nod, Brandt and the Wolfoids ran through an opening in the crowd and then around the building. They caught up with the men quickly. The security men pulled their swords, but two died instantly as Bounder and Gray Strider shot them with their lightning staffs. The others backed up against a nearby building as Brandt menaced them with his horns and the Wolfoids pointed their spears. Bounder waved, instructing the men to move back toward the building, back toward the Town Square. They hesitated to move, but found their legs once Bounder lifted his spear and made to shoot one of the security guards. They threw their swords down as they let the Wolfoids guide them around the building and into the square where the newcomers seemed to be surrounded by the forces of the Provincial Government.

      There were two unarmed men, most likely the government officials, among those Brandt and the Wolfoids had run down. Braden pointed to those two and cocked his finger for them to approach the wagon. They walked hesitantly until Braden held his palm out, motioning them to stop.

      “Tell your men to put their weapons down,” Braden commanded.

      ‘They won’t,’ G-War interjected.

      “I have to at least give them the chance,” Braden said out loud. It didn’t take long for him to not be surprised.

      “Kill them! What are you men doing? It’s not like you’ve never seen a mutant before. Kill them now!” the older man screamed almost hysterically. The first group advanced slowly toward Micah. She fired a gout of flame into the ground before them. They stopped and looked at each other nervously.

      “Did you see where these men came from?” Braden yelled, looking at one group of armed men and then at the other. “They were running for their lives. They’d already abandoned you!” Braden tried to emphasize that point with a wave of his arm and pointing at the officials. He didn’t want to kill any more men than he had to. The security men seemed to be torn.

      “People of Cameron! Many of you know me. I’m Free Trader Braden, and I’m here to restore trade to what it should be. If any of you who used to work for the former Provincial Government throw down your weapons, I will ask the good people of Cameron to accept you as one of their own citizens. All issues of the past must be forgiven if we are to move forward, back to where we were when people here were free.”

      The official glared at Braden. Finally he jumped from the wagon and pulled his sword, putting his blaster in his left hand just in case. Braden told the men to get on the ground, but they didn’t comply. “G?” Braden asked.

      ‘The one to your left. He’s in charge and he’s going to give the order to attack very soon,’ G-War replied.

      Braden bounded two steps forward and with the hilt of his sword, smashed the man in the face. He went down hard, bleeding profusely from a gash in his head. The other man screamed for his men to attack and that’s all it took to drive them to action.

      From both sides the men ran, some tentatively, some with reckless abandon.

      Micah took a knee and sprayed the line of men with flame. She waved it once over them all, but some kept running, even though they were on fire. She singled these men out for short bursts from the blaster and one by one, they all fell.

      Braden’s missing fingers were a hindrance and his aim was off. He fired too high at the approaching men, but the Wolfoids stopped them cold with lightning strikes throughout the ranks. The citizens in the Town Square cowered. Many huddled together on the ground, crouching and giving each other cover. Others ran.

      Zyena told them all that none of the bystanders had gotten injured. Skirill watched to see if anyone from the warehouse was headed their way. He saw people running from the Town Square. He didn’t see anyone heading to it.

      Braden climbed back into the wagon. “Good people of Cameron! However you lost your freedoms doesn’t matter anymore. Please understand that they have been returned to you, and that the cost was very high. Fight for your freedoms! Never give them up, no matter what somebody promises you,” Braden lectured. He could only guess at what happened, but that didn’t matter. On this day, he was in a position to influence what happened next.

      Three armed men remained. The others were dead. Many still burned, the stench of their passing filling the square. One of those with his sword grabbed a woman who’d been in line and stalwartly held her place close to the door of the government building despite the battle raging around her. Micah snarled. Braden made to jump down, but she stopped him.

      She put her blaster away and pulled her sword, stalking her prey as she wove her way between bodies and bystanders. A second man launched himself at her from the side. She easily parried his sword thrust, guiding its momentum past her body. She elbowed him in the face as he lost his balance and fell toward her. He recoiled, but kept his sword in his hand. She followed up with two quick slashes, ripping the sword out of his hand. He dropped to his knees and begged for mercy. She kicked him in the face and turned back toward the man with the hostage.

      “Let her go!” Micah demanded.

      “I’ll let her go when I’m free of this town! Now, I’m taking her with me. No one follows or she dies.” The man’s voice shook as fear gripped him.

      Gray Strider ran behind the man and prodded him with her spear tip. She was on one side and Micah was on the other.

      “I’ll kill her!” he cried frantically.

      “Go ahead and kill her,” Micah said dangerously, “and then we’ll cut you into little pieces. Now, let her go.”

      He kept his sword at the woman’s throat and started backing away. Gray Strider jabbed her spear point into his leg, letting him know that if he moved any more, the spear would bite into his flesh.

      G-War had had enough. He jumped from the wagon and bounded to the stand-off. With a smooth leap, he landed on the man’s sword arm. His claws dug deeply into the man’s wrist and with a twist, he shredded the man’s tendons and muscles.

      The sword fell from nerveless fingers. Micah jumped forward and grabbed the woman, pulling her away. He dropped to his knees and begged for mercy. G-War jumped onto the man’s back and casually reached around his throat, exposing his claws and pulling, letting them tear into the man. He gurgled as his life’s blood sprayed the ground before him.

      G-War stood back and watched. He’d seen into the man’s mind, seen what he’d done to the people of Cameron for his own enjoyment, using his authority for his evil pleasures. In this case, even though the man was unarmed, the ‘cat determined that he deserved to die.

      The final official and two men cowered on the ground, continuing to beg for their lives, even though no one was listening. Bounder and Gray Strider kept their spears pointed at the men.

      Braden jumped from the wagon and started helping people up. They looked around and realized that Braden had been true to his word. The people started thanking him and Micah and Zeller.

      The people stayed away from the Wolfoids and the Hillcat, although their fear was unfounded. The intelligent creatures were every bit the town’s saviors as the humans. Braden promised that he would help the people of the north understand that Vii was shared by all, equally. Until then, the north still had weeds in its garden.

      “Share the word,” Braden told the group that gathered around him. “Tell everyone that the Provincial Government will soon be dismantled. Clean up your wagons and break out your trade goods, if the government left you with anything, and prepare to get back into business. Be ready to fight for your freedom, but know this. We will be in front of you, fighting for what’s right, fighting for you.”

      A few of the townspeople grabbed the remaining three from the Provincial Government and frog-marched them into the building where the cell inevitably was still in use.

      The companions regrouped, checked weapons, and got an update from Zyena. From what she could see, the people at the warehouse were unaware of what had happened in the Town Square. The wagons continued to make their way in and out.

      Which gave Braden time to come up with a new plan to secure the warehouse. For that attack, they couldn’t do anything to risk destroying the supplies. No blasters or lightning. It didn’t take long to come up with something. Braden kept it straightforward. They talked, quickly refined the plan, and were ready to go.

      When Braden turned toward the wagon, he recognized the woman slowly approaching.
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      “What the hell, Braden?” Micah exclaimed as she gasped in pain, falling to her knees and holding her head. Her eyes were on fire as she watched what was unfolding before her.

      When Braden’s eyes met Ava’s, sparks flew. Braden’s heart pounded as he couldn’t tear his gaze from her. He didn’t want to. Outside of Ava’s eyes, nothing else existed. At least that was what Braden perceived.

      Micah was overwhelmed by the emotional surge coursing through their mindlink. She forced herself to her feet and watched, realizing that she was only a spectator. The companions were equally overwhelmed. G-War ran for cover.

      Ava skipped once, like a young girl might, and ran into Braden’s arms. He hugged her tightly. And they remained like that, neither giving way to step back.

      Finally, their heads parted and their eyes met afresh, their noses nearly touching. It started with a soft brush of her lips on his, then became a long and passionate kiss. Braden was first to lean back, instantly ashamed of what he’d done.

      She had a partner. He had a partner. But in that moment, he was caught in a whirlwind, torn and tossed. He realized that she had more feelings for him than he had ever hoped. Braden had wanted her to join him as he went south, but she politely refused, encouraging him to go alone.

      “You could have come with me,” he whispered.

      “No,” she replied, “I couldn’t. I had to stay, and you had to go. We both moved on.”

      “I know, but what if things had been different?” Braden asked, not thinking through what he was saying.

      “Does that matter now? I have a partner.”

      “No. Not now. What of…” Braden struggled to find the word. “What of your partner?”

      “He’s a good man and a good father,” she answered, barely audible.

      “But he won’t fight for you,” Braden fired back too quickly, thinking of how passive the people had become.

      “He fights in a different way,” Ava replied.

      “But if you want peace, you have to fight for it!”

      “Do you?” she asked, emphasizing the word “do.”

      She rested her head on his shoulder, and he hugged her closely to him, crying softly as he breathed deeply of her hair and kissed her head. Ava pulled away and turned, looking briefly at Braden. She resigned herself to staring at the ground, rubbing the tears from her eyes. She slowly walked away, her shoulders sagging from the heavy burden of her thoughts.

      Braden blinked his eyes clear and looked around. He couldn’t see Micah. She was gone, but not far. He could feel her nearby. G-War was in his mind, but not saying anything. He couldn’t tell what the ‘cat was thinking.

      “G-War, what have I done?” Braden asked his closest friend.

      ‘I don’t understand,’ G-War answered simply, blinking slowly as he approached. Braden waited until the ‘cat was close before continuing.

      “I didn’t know she felt like that,” he started. “I didn’t know that I felt like that.” Braden smiled as the feelings of love surged into him again. Then winced as guilt seized him in its ugly embrace.

      “Can a man love two women, G?” Braden asked, burying his face in his hands.

      ‘Of course,” the ‘cat replied. “Why wouldn’t you? You love many things, don’t you? You risked your life to save all of ours. Is that not a testament of love? What about your children?’

      “But that’s different. I have Micah, and I’ve betrayed her,” Braden lamented.

      ‘Your feelings are what make you do what you do. Micah was in your mind, as were we all. It was very confusing, and I’ve rarely felt such extreme emotions from you. Usually, you’re pretty simple. I’m surprised you didn’t pass out!’ G-War laughed over the mindlink, but Braden didn’t see the humor in it. ‘To answer your real question, of how can you love two women…’ G-War hesitated for a long time, but Braden didn’t interrupt.

      ‘You are with one and you love them both,’ the ‘cat finally said.

      “I wish she never loved me,” Braden blurted out.

      ‘Braden?’ the ‘cat asked, already knowing the answer.

      “No. I don’t wish that at all. It’s difficult. I don’t know what to do,” he conceded.

      ‘Life won’t have it any other way,’ G-War added sagely.

      “But, Micah! How do I explain it to her? I love her so and our children.” Braden’s sobs were muffled as he held his hands over his face.

      ‘I think she is more aware than you know,’ G-War said with a flip of his tail as he sauntered away.

      “I don’t deserve the love of such women. I’m nobody,” Braden said softly, wiping his face on his sleeve.

      ‘Stop it,’ the ‘cat commanded. ‘We are all somebody. You matter. To them, to many others, and believe it or not, to me too,’ G-War finished in his thought voice as he disappeared behind a nearby tree.

      Braden sat, looking at the sky through his tear-filled eyes. What happened to my true love? Braden asked himself.

      ‘Maybe you found it twice and didn’t know it,’ G-War added from afar. ‘Micah is waiting for you. Go to her, hug her, love her, and let’s finish what we started.’

      ‘As simple as that, G?’ Braden asked using his thought voice.

      ‘I’m a ‘cat. How much more complicated do you expect from me?’
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      Braden approached Micah cautiously, barely touching her on the back before she turned and buried her head in his shoulder. He held her tightly as she sobbed. It wasn’t long before she stopped, wiping her face on his shirt before looking up at him, her eyes red and puffy.

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” he stammered. She cocked her head. “I love you,” he ventured. She narrowed her eyes and punched him in the chest, not hard, just enough to let him know that she was okay.

      “Finish this?” he asked.

      “Let’s free the people of Cameron and restore trade,” she said definitively. Hand in hand, they returned to the wagon. Braden knew his partner. She hated looking vulnerable. If there was a fight, he expected she would hew through them like a logger through a forest. He pitied the person who raised a sword against her.

      She smiled at him.

      “Thinking too loud?” he asked, knowing the answer.

      They departed the Town Square as they had entered. They wound through the streets toward the edge of town where the warehouse stood. The armed men seemed on edge, aware that something was amiss. When they saw the caravan approach, they knew fear.

      Braden was right in that Micah was spoiling for a fight. She was first off the wagon and walked straight toward the closest man with a sword. He’d probably never seen the cold glare of someone who had both the capability and intent of killing him. He held his sword in front of him until the last heartbeat when he threw it to the ground, thrusting his hands in the air. She pointed to the ground and he dropped, laying on his face. She picked up his sword, sneered, and threw it to the side. She continued to the next man.

      Braden climbed from the wagon and quickly unhooked Arnie. “I think I remember the plan, and I’m not sure that was it,” Braden said to Bounder. The Wolfoid chuckled in his way, took up his spear as the companions started walking toward the warehouse, spreading out and arraying themselves opposite the enemies that the Hawkoids had already shown them.

      From Brandt on one end of a long line to Arnie on the other, the companions followed Micah as she disarmed one man after another. It appeared they had no stomach for a fight.

      Bullies, Braden thought. The whole Provincial Government is nothing but a bunch of bullies.

      “You, there! Wagon Master, what are you going to do with that load?” Braden asked the driver at the front of the line approaching the warehouse and storage yards.

      “Why, master, I’m delivering to the warehouse as we all must do,” the man answered cautiously, seeing that the men who usually received the shipments were on their faces while a female warrior ground the heel of her boot into their backs.

      “No more!” Braden declared. “Listen, all of you! Go to the Market Square. The Provincial Government in Cameron and Whitehorse has been disbanded. Let free trade reign!” The wagon drivers cheered, waving their fists at the men on the ground.

      “What about the government officials and their warriors in the Town Square?” someone asked.

      “They have already been dealt with. You’ll find the good people of Cameron waiting for you. Skip the Town Square and go straight to the market! All of you, now go! When you have nothing left, bring your empty wagons back here. We need to do something with the goods in this warehouse,” Braden said with a sly smile.

      As the wagons rolled away, some pulled by water buffalo and some by horses, Braden looked at the men scattered along the ground.

      “All of you, get up and come over here,” Braden barked at the former government security men. The Wolfoids kept their spears leveled. “Leave your weapons behind and come here,” Braden reiterated in a calmer voice.

      The defeated group slowly got to their feet, dusted themselves off, and warily watching the fierce eyes of the female warriors, they ambled toward Braden. He put his sword away after a nod from the ‘cat.

      G-War perched bizarrely on the top of a fence post, watching the men intently. Braden counted on him being in the minds of their former enemy to root out those who would harbor ill will. He would have liked Aadi to be there, too.

      The ‘cat gave him a narrow-eyed look. Braden shook his head and smiled.

      The men formed a horseshoe around Braden. Fifteen of them in total and not a single one stood up to Micah. He tried not to grin while feeling Micah’s sense of pride in disarming them without having to kill any to prove a point.

      ‘You’re right, partner mine. They are just bullies with no stomach for a real fight. What do you sense, Prince Axial De’atesh?’ Micah asked, sounding formal, sounding like the President of Vii.

      ‘There are two here who you will never be able to trust. They enjoy the role they played and embrace the power they had. They will not change,’ G-War told the companions. He shared the image from his mind’s eye of the two men. Micah and Zeller were behind the group. Each picked one and then stormed into the small crowd. They both wrapped an arm around the men’s throats and dragged them backwards, twisting and throwing them to the ground. Micah asked for rope.

      The other men stood there dumbfounded. They knew that these two were evil, but wondered how the strangers were able to pick them out of the crowd without any of the men having uttered a single word.

      Nerise jumped from the wagon before the Rabbits could stop her. She had not been out of the wagon since they entered Cameron. Patrice and Delavigne had sheltered her from the worst of it, but thanks to the ‘cat, she could hear everything over the mindlink. She lifted her small chin and boldly walked toward Micah carrying a length of Amazonian rope.

      Micah kneeled on the man’s back while he complained. G-War shared what flowed from his mind, but he probably shouldn’t have. The images were hideous and they drove Micah into an unbridled rage.

      She grabbed the man by his hair and stood, dragging him with her until she ripped out a handful. He screamed in pain and turned, ready to fight this mere woman. Her sword was in her scabbard, so he saw his opening. He charged, head down like a bull. She dodged easily and pushed him past her. He staggered, but didn’t fall. He stood straight and tried it again.

      Only to realize the same result. He conceded that she was fast, but he considered himself more powerful. He waded toward her, fists up, ready to punch or grab. She waved him closer as she crouched in her wrestling stance. The group had formed in a circle around them. Braden stood shoulder to shoulder with the others. Skirill and Zyena perched on the peak of the warehouse roof, watching their humans with great interest, cheering for Micah’s quick victory. The Wolfoids pranced on their hind legs as they tried to see between the human observers.

      The man took a swing at Micah’s head, but he was too far away and she easily dodged it. She circled, letting him grow less cautious as he tried different ways of doing the same thing. She was letting him wear himself down. She hadn’t swung once. Then the taunting began.

      “Afraid? Look at this! We put down our swords and they’re nothing. A woman! I’m going to rip your head off, you ugly cank!” the man shouted.

      Braden looked at Zeller. The men had given her space while she still knelt on the other man’s back. He didn’t have any fight left in him, probably because she had his head twisted sideways with a thumb pressed deeply into a soft part of his throat. Braden mouthed the word, “cank.” She shrugged. She didn’t know what it meant either.

      Micah continued to circle, waiting, knowing that the man would make a mistake. Her icy stare failed to weaken the man’s resolve, but she didn’t want it to. The images in his mind made her sick to her stomach. People who could think that way had no business sharing the world with decent human beings. She intended to kill him with her bare hands. Pull the weed, as Patrice had said.

      The man was right-handed. Despite trying to hide it, all of his attacks favored his dominant side. When he feinted left, so he could come back right, Micah had him. She struck before he could complete his move while his stronger right hand was away from her. She caught his left elbow in her left hand and jammed the heel of her right hand into the back of his armpit. He pivoted forward, his head dropping as the strike made his left arm go numb. He took a knee in order to improve his leverage, but only served to weaken it.

      Micah swirled behind him, letting his limp arm go as she slipped her left arm around his neck. She pulled around to her left while her body continued past the man to her right. His head followed as she dragged him around in a circle. With a final pull and twist, his neck snapped. She let go and his lifeless body fell to the ground.

      She pointed to Zeller, who let the other man up. He hadn’t seen the fight, but stood shakily, unable to take his eyes from the dead man. Micah waved him to her. He took two reluctant steps and stopped. She walked at him and without hesitation, punched him in the face with all her pent up fury. He flew backwards, landing heavily. The first thing he did when he came to was cradle his broken face and whimper like a lost kitten.

      “There’s a jail cell with your name on it. Be happy that you live, at least for now,” she snarled in his face. She kicked him in the stomach to reinforce her point that he should be happy.

      “I want to be like you,” Nerise said in her small voice, having followed Micah to the second man. She had forgotten that the little girl was there.

      Her anger instantly evaporated. The dead man was half a stride from the girl’s foot, so Micah walked around the other way, making Nerise turn away from the corpse. Micah kneeled and pulled the girl to her, hugging her before picking her up and balancing the girl on her hip. Nerise was probably seven or eight turns old. She wasn’t that small, but Micah felt compelled to hold her.

      Braden watched his partner transform from a deadly warrior into a caring mother over the span of three heartbeats. Maybe it was the mother part that impassioned her to fight for freedom, for herself, for her family. Braden couldn’t have been more proud. What was one more addition to their already large and extended family?

      With Micah’s help, Braden hoped that Nerise would eventually forgive him. He would go out of his way to earn her trust, because anyone who wanted to be like his partner had to be a good person.
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      They tried to figure out what to do with the men while they waited for the wagons to return. The man with the swollen and purple face would have to be taken to the jail, but they had no one to do it. Braden asked, counting on G-War to see the truth.

      “Who wants to take this crap pile to the jail?” Half the group raised their hands. “Understand that you’re not going to get your swords back. Your days of having any authority over the good people here are at an end.” Braden pointed to two men. They seized the injured man roughly between them.

      “You’re going to take him there, turn him over to whoever is running the jail, and then return, right?” They both nodded vigorously. Braden looked to G-War, who looked back through drooping eyes, as if he was ready to fall asleep. Braden took that as approval.

      “All right, off you go.” Braden sent them away. The others looked surprised. Trust had disappeared in the north, and these men were part of the reason why.

      “What do we do with the rest of you?” Braden asked the group.

      “Let us go?” one bolder than the rest ventured.

      “To what end? What would you do that would repair the damage you and your like have caused?”

      “We can do just that, repair the damage,” the man probed.

      “How?” Braden put him on the spot. The man had no answer, but others came to his rescue.

      “We can help secure the trade. We can distribute the goods from this warehouse and then shut it down.”

      Braden liked that, but saw it a little differently. “You make that happen, but then offer the warehouse as a place to temporarily store goods at no cost to the traders. Deal?” They nodded and said they agreed. Braden went with them to see what remained in the warehouse. He was appalled, then angry all over again. It was half full with the things the poor people of Cameron were doing without. Food to clothing to tools. There was a little of everything.

      Braden noticed an odd marking on some of the items. When he asked, the men told him those were items destined for Jefferson City.

      “Who decided what they got from all this?” Braden asked, suspecting he knew the answer.

      “The representative from the Provincial Government,” they told him. Either the man dead in the Town Square or the other one in the jail. Who were they to decide?

      Braden left the men to sort the materials and get them ready to load, even those goods marked for transfer to Jefferson City. Braden walked back outside, saw the companions lounging around the wagon, and joined them. Micah still carried Nerise. He smiled at them both, ruffling the young girl’s hair and lovingly kissing his partner as he cupped her face in his hand.

      “What’s with us and little girls?” Braden asked playfully. “We seem to be collecting them.”

      “There’s just too much life not to share it,” Micah replied philosophically.

      “And we’re still fighting a war. There’s this many of us—” Braden pointed at the companions scattered around the wagon. “— and we have to fight a small army. I doubt your stare-down will work, although I hope it does, for their sake,” Braden stammered as his partner gave him a hint of the icy stare, before laughing.

      “As usual, we have the question of who do we leave in charge while we move on? Someone will have to tell everyone that the Provincial Government is gone and that they need to get back to business as it used to be. It’ll take a while for people to figure it out again, but they’ll get there. It’s a better place they’ll return to. That monstrosity—” Braden pointed at the warehouse. “—was built for the sole purpose of stealing from the traders, the farmers, everyone.”

      “Let’s return to the Town Square and see who’s still there. I saw some people who looked like they understood. We can give them a shot, without giving up the gains we’ve made. We can’t trade one slave master for another. We fight for freedom, not different shades of tyranny.” Braden stopped. Everyone there knew what they fought for and they willingly followed Braden’s lead. He’d already convinced them that freedom was worth fighting for.

      One of the men leaned out of the warehouse and watched as the caravan made to leave. Braden looked at him and then yelled, “Stay here and do what we talked about. Anyone tries to leave, we’ll find them and kill them. We have friends all over the place and as it turns out, no one who mattered supported the Provincial Government.”

      “Me neither!” the man yelled back. “You don’t have to worry about us, mister.” And Braden believed him.

      The pile of swords in the back of the wagon was taking up an annoying amount of space. They’d turn them over to someone who would keep them in the hands of those who’d protect the trade.

      Braden waved happily at the two men who had escorted the other to the jail. They were on their way back to the warehouse. They pointed that way and Braden gave them the thumbs up.

      When the caravan arrived in the Town Square, they were greeted by a buzz of activity. It looked like the citizens were ready to have a massive celebration. People waved at them and cheered as they stopped the wagon and dismounted. All of them, the Rabbits and Wolfoids included, joined the people. Braden got everyone’s attention and introduced them to the intelligent creatures of Vii, telling everyone that they had equal status with any human.

      The citizens of Cameron were accepting of anything their liberators told them. They lined up to greet the creatures. Nerise happily translated for Patrice and Delavigne. Zeller spoke for the Hawkoids, Micah for the Wolfoids, and Braden for the Hillcat, which meant that Braden said nice things as opposed to the rude statements that G-War delivered in an impressive non-stop diatribe.

      After the meet and greet that Braden, Micah, and the others had to do, the first wagons from the second run to the warehouse arrived with food and supplies. A man wearing torn clothing and a huge smile stood and looked at the wagon, not the supplies within but the wagon. Braden recognized that look. It was the look of a trader.

      “I’m Free Trader Braden and I can always recognize a trade brother. What routes did you ply?”

      “Caravan Guild. They call me Stretch. I ran between Jefferson City and here, sometimes to the farms to the northeast. I’m pleased to meet you. I’ve been locked up for three moons, I think. They accused me of skimming from my load. All they wanted was to take my wagon.” The man pointed to the wagon he’d been looking at.

      Braden led him by the arm to it, before yelling at the wagon’s driver. “This your wagon?” he asked.

      “It’s the one they gave me,” the driver replied, pointing to the government building.

      “That’s great, thank you. The wagon belongs to this man. Turn it over to him, we’ll all help unload,” Braden finished. The driver shrugged, tied off the reins, and climbed down. Stretch maneuvered the team and wagon expertly into position where the volunteers quickly separated the food from the supplies and began cooking a feast, right in the Town Square. Braden looked at Micah. She nodded.

      “We have some smoked pork we can add to the feast,” he said. Bounder and Gray Strider jumped into the wagon and looked at the smoked pork with long faces before handing it down to waiting volunteers.

      ‘Doesn’t matter to me,’ G-War told them all. ‘I never liked that stuff, but it was better than soybeans. Can you imagine? Me? Eating soybeans? That would signal the end of days.’ The ‘cat ran through the crowd toward an alley where they’d seen pigeons pecking at scraps on the ground.

      “Is it just me or has G-War gotten unusually philosophical since we left Aadi in the desert?”

      “No, it’s not just you,” Micah replied as she continued to carry bundles from Stretch’s wagon. After that, three more wagons arrived and those were quickly unloaded. The natural leaders of the town took over, many of whom had been held in the jail cells, like Stretch.

      Braden and Micah found it refreshing to be able to step aside. They didn’t have the time or energy to restore Cameron to what it once was, so they were pleased to see the townspeople take responsibility for that themselves. The only thing they asked was that Braden and his companions finish off the Provincial Government. They’d seen the Old Tech firepower that they used and wanted that on their side. At least everyone was polite enough not to ask where they got it.

      A commotion from the alley suggested G-War had been successful hunting the local wildlife. Bounder and Gray Strider looked like they wanted to join the ‘cat, but Micah looked back sternly. They settled for some of the smoked pork, but felt guilty and were happier sharing with the hungry-looking citizens of Cameron.

      During the feast, Braden asked if anyone knew where he could buy fifty water buffalo. Ears perked up at that. There was a herd to the east, triple that size, but they’d been under the control of the Provincial Government. It had been forever since the people had any water buffalo on their dinner table. For their freedom, the former rancher said he’d make sure that the livestock was waiting when the caravan returned from Jefferson City.

      Braden was torn, but only for an instant. The feelings of joy from the people that relished their newfound freedom were overwhelming. For trade. For freedom. As he’d suggested to Ava, someone has to fight for peace, otherwise the peace you have isn’t what you want. Freedom has a price, sometimes a very steep price that most people don’t have to pay. Someone would pay it, though, someone like Braden and his companions because they believed freedom was worth it.
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      “It’s been a long time since I’ve traveled this road,” Braden said, thinking out loud. “It looks like it’s getting a little worn down. I think it could use some Amazonian attention.” He and Micah nodded, having seen the difference in the road after Zalastar had his people fix it.

      They’d never seen them working on it. All of a sudden, the road was repaired. Braden had never asked how. He resolved to ask Zalastar the next time he saw him.

      The others daydreamed of different pleasures as they headed north. It was a two-turn trip, so they didn’t think they needed to worry until the second turn. Plus Skirill and Zyena flew ahead, scanning the road and the road’s approaches for any signs of the enemy. They flew far ahead, not seeing anything alarming.

      Patrice and Delavigne carried on a long conversation with Nerise about the virtues of gardening. The girl’s mother had always maintained a garden and had taught her young daughter a few of her tricks. The Rabbits approved.

      Arnie bucked and bugled as two arrows embedded deep into his side. He bolted ahead, where more archers were waiting. Zeller screamed as she shared his pain.

      Micah had her blaster out first and fired indiscriminately into the trees, while Braden tried to get Arnie off the road and into cover. Brandt saw the arrows fly from the tree line and he ran straight for the spot. He plowed through the underbrush, unfazed by the small trees that snapped as he ran over them. Men darted in all directions. The King of the Aurochs ran down those who weren’t fast enough to find cover. He gored one on his horn, shaking his head and splitting the man in half as he continued his wanton destruction of the ambush site.

      Micah’s fire into the trees in front of him made him change his plan. He turned and headed back toward the road. A couple brave archers loosed arrows, but only one hit the King, in his back haunch. He probably didn’t feel it because of the adrenaline surge.

      The Wolfoids and Hillcat jumped from the moving wagon, landing in a crouch. G-War ran straight for the woods, looking like an orange flash as he disappeared into the undergrowth. Bounder and Gray Strider fired lightning bolts at the two men who’d shot at Brandt. The place they’d been flashed and smoked, but the Wolfoids couldn’t be sure they hit their target. They realized how exposed they were, so they dashed after G-War. Just in time, as a small volley of arrows came their way. They dodged and dropped to all fours to more quickly reach the shelter of the trees.

      Braden had to lean around Micah to fire, but stopped when he saw G-War disappear into his target area and the Wolfoids weren’t far away, either. “Into the trees!” Braden yelled. The Rabbits watched, but their job was to protect Nerise and the wagon. The Rabbits assumed that meant Arnie, too. He finally calmed, but he was hurt. Brandt stood between Arnie and where the archers had been, shielding the smaller Aurochs with his body.

      Seeing the arrows in Arnie’s side caused Braden physical pain as he couldn’t abide the anguish of his friends. Too many times he’d seen them hurt and bleeding. Too many times he’d sewn the rents in their flesh. He jumped from the wagon, ready to do anything to stop the attack. Micah landed on the ground next to him.

      Braden pointed while he ran. The quicker they eliminated the threat, the sooner they’d be able to attend to Arnie, help him start the healing process.

      Skirill and Zyena had flown back as soon as they heard Arnie’s anguished cry and were sharing their view of the area around the trees, but the overhead canopy was too dense. They saw men running toward horses tied to a second stand of trees, but that didn’t account for all of them. Skirill threw caution to the wind and dove into the trees, under the canopy and flew between the branches and trunks, looking to help his friends. One man this way. Another hiding beyond that tree over there.

      Zyena followed her mate in, going the other direction, flying madly between the obstacles, sometimes skimming the ground as she twisted, dodged, and dove. Two more men there, and the enemy was running, trying to get away from what they thought were eagles. One risked firing an arrow at Zyena. She was too fast for him, but he was too slow for Gray Strider’s lightning bolt. It blew the man backward into a charred heap. Micah finished one man with a shot from her blaster, Braden another.

      Zeller jumped from the wagon, but she couldn’t follow Braden and Micah into the trees. She had to go to her friend and trade partner. Arnie was in immense pain and it radiated through every fiber of her being.

      G-War was the first to the place where the ambushers had tied up their horses. Four men were there when he jumped to the back of one horse and ran up a man’s chest before viciously slashing his face. The man was able to push the ‘cat off, but G-War was already jumping. He leapt to a second man and raked claws across his leg, before dodging away. The other two riders spurred their horses to action. G-War bolted aside to avoid being run over. He could have caught them, but it was less effort to tell Braden and Micah where the two were headed, so they could cut them off.

      When they rode past, Braden took one and Micah took the other. The blasters were set to narrow beam which was all they needed to finish the lives of the two ambushers. They may have been good men, but during this daylight, they were fighting on the wrong side.

      Skirill and Zyena finished their aerobatic tour of the space between the tops of the trees and the ground, confirming that there were no men hiding. G-War agreed. The last two men, both injured from the ‘cat’s attack were trying to recover enough to run, but both gave up after seeing the firepower that Braden and Micah used to finish their fellow archers.

      “I have a few questions for you,” Braden said as he walked up to them, indifferent to their pain. He dragged them bodily from their horses and threw them on the ground.

      Micah ran back to the road where she could start working on the injured Aurochs. Arrows needed to be removed and numbweed applied to help stop the bleeding and ease the pain. Maybe the wounds needed stitching. She wouldn’t know until she checked.

      “How long have you been here?” They acted like they weren’t going to answer until G-War stabbed his claws into the calf of one man. He howled in pain, refusing to speak, but the other became very cooperative.

      “We arrived shortly before you. We have an outpost just up the road and received word a short while ago of strangers with strange animals who were killing anyone from the Provincial Government.”

      “Who told you this?” Braden asked pointedly. The man shook his head. He either didn’t know or wouldn’t tell. But that didn’t matter when G-War was around. The ‘cat shook his head. The man didn’t know.

      “We don’t like surprises,” Braden emphasized. He wanted to know what he was up against. If the Governor deployed archers within the city, the companions would have a difficult time. “Who’s left at the outpost and what’s it look like?”

      The man hesitated, just long enough for G-War to expose a paw full of claws and stab them into the man’s exposed arm. “Stop!” he howled. The ‘cat kept his claws embedded as an implied threat, but didn’t rake them through the man’s flesh. Not yet anyway. “It’s small. A tent with a guard shack on the road. There’s probably only two men left there. They said you killed fifty men.” The man squirmed, trying to get G-War to extract the claws from his arm. G-War stared into the man’s eyes, finally retracting his claws and jumping down.

      ‘I have it. We’ll learn nothing more from this one. Put him out of my misery and let’s go,’ G-War told Braden as the ‘cat headed toward the road.

      “C’mon, G, I can’t just kill him.” The ‘cat didn’t answer. Braden shook his head, then tied the man up, despite the fact that he was bleeding from the wounds in his leg. The other man was blind, his face shredded. Braden tied him up, too. He turned the horses loose and sent them running east, away from the road, away from Jefferson City.

      Braden took the weapons from the two survivors and gathered the bows and arrows from the dead before returning to the wagon. Micah had already removed the arrows from Arnie and Brandt. Zeller slowly rubbed numbweed into Arnie’s wounds. Brandt’s muscles were so thick that his arrow hadn’t gone too deeply. With the numbweed, he insisted that it was nothing more than a bug bite.

      Arnie had never been injured before. He was afraid. One arrow hit his shoulder, stopping when it hit the bone. Since he kept running, the arrowhead did more damage, but none of it critical. The second arrow embedded in the cartilage between his ribs, making it painful for him to breathe. Micah couldn’t tell if it penetrated his lungs. The only thing they could do was hope that it hadn’t, expecting that he’d be frothing blood from his nose and mouth if there was internal damage.

      Braden took out his sewing kit to work on the damage to Arnie’s shoulder. After the numbweed, the Aurochs was more forgiving. The humans reassured him that the damage would heal, and he’d be back to his old self.

      ‘Zeller,’ he cried. ‘I no like hurt. I happy with braid man,’ he continued in his simple way, but his language continued to improve the more time he spent with Zeller.

      Braden talked Arnie through what he was doing as he sewed tight stitches to close the wound around the torn muscles. Braden told him about the injury from the Lizard Men, where he was out for a number of turns while Micah kept them all fed and tended to the injures of the entire caravan. The King of the Aurochs interjected with his view of that incident where he was wedged into the trees in the middle of a vicious battle. He moved in front to show some of the scars on his side, pointing out which ones were from that battle, as opposed to the ones from the Bat-Ravens, as opposed to the ones from the many attacks during his runs on the road through the Amazon. He also said how Braden and the others had always come to his rescue, throwing their small frail bodies at Brandt’s enemies.

      When Brandt finished, he looked at Braden and then bobbed his head as he laughed in his Aurochs way.

      “When we met you, I don’t think you had any scars,” Braden said, slapping the great creature on his well-muscled shoulder. Braden bared his chest and showed the angry crease to Arnie. “Welcome to the club, my friend. It may not be pretty, but it’s pretty exclusive.” Micah showed her neck and arms to the smaller Aurochs, laughing as if the pain wasn’t still fresh in her memory. It was, but the thrill of defeating their enemies far outweighed the temporary discomfort of a few scratches, she rationalized.
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      Brandt insisted on pulling the wagon to limit the stress on Arnie’s body. Arnie insisted that he was okay and that it took no effort to pull the wagon. In the end, Braden had to step in and make the decision. Arnie would continue to pull the wagon.

      “We need you on counter-ambush duty,” Braden explained.

      ‘You just made that word up!’ Brandt argued.

      “But it doesn’t change what the rest of this trip is going to look like!” Braden replied dismissively. “That’s it. The decision’s made. We need to get going before they have an army waiting for us. That ambush was bad, but it could have been worse.” They put Arnie into the harness and he started going before they were back in the wagon. They ran to catch up, getting pulled aboard by Zeller’s helping hand.

      Brandt followed, and he wasn’t happy about it although he understood. It was better for the King to be free to attack the enemies of free trade. He agreed with Braden that trade was the life blood of their world. Without it, the people suffered and atrophied. He’d also learned to enjoy the cheerful greetings when entering a village pulling a cartload of trade goods. The people happily received them all, as equals.

      Brandt looked with pride on the caravan. How far had they come since their meeting near Westerly?

      Nerise looked out the back of the wagon at the King of the Aurochs, wondering about what he was thinking. She could see the look on his face change. She hadn’t been happy since her mother was taken away, and here she was, with a group like this, welcomed as one of their own. She was suddenly able to talk with her new friends, too, and amazed at what they had to say. She’d found a new home and was happy.

      The Hawkoids were not pleased at all as they felt they let Braden and the others down. They missed the ambush when they’d flown ahead. They’d been watching the road and its approaches, not seeing the group of horses in the open area beyond the trees. They apologized repeatedly, but Braden and Micah maintained that they had nothing to be sorry for.

      ‘The way ahead?’ Micah asked over the mindlink.

      Skirill and Zyena were flying side by side to give them the widest view of the road. The outpost was not far, as they learned. The Hawkoids flew around it and past it from different heights to determine exactly what they were up against. They found only one man in the shack on the road itself. He watched Skirill and Zyena as they flew past, ignoring them as they disappeared into the distance. Just another pair of birds, looking for a place to nest.

      They stopped the wagon well out of sight of the outpost. Braden asked Micah if he could go with G-War and the Wolfoids to take the one man prisoner. She appreciated that he asked and was good with it. The ‘cat and the Wolfoids would keep her mate from coming to harm.

      Braden ran with the Wolfoids, counting on the boost from the Old Tech boots to help him keep pace. He was still winded when they arrived east of the shack. They checked out the tent, seeing how it was set up for sleeping and eating, but no one was there. No horses were left in the corral area either.

      They all knew what that meant. One of the two men had ridden to Jefferson City to inform the Governor. He’d be ready for them.

      G-War confirmed that there was only one human in the area. He also noted there were deer nearby, if anyone was interested.

      “Who wants to be the bait?” Braden asked. Bounder looked at Gray Strider and she shook her head. He conceded. Bounder would do it. While the others snuck up behind the shed, Bounder would run past, drawing the man from his post. As soon as he was outside the building, they’d disarm him and question him. With G-War’s help, it wouldn’t take long.

      They discovered that the shack had windows on all sides, a fact that the Hawkoids had shared that Braden had missed. They abandoned their plan. They used the cover of the woods to get as close as possible. When there were no trees left to hide behind, they broke from cover and ran as fast as they could to the shack.

      The man saw them coming but there was nothing he could do. He dropped his sword and held his hands up as Braden and the others slid to a stop. He walked out without any additional encouragement, much to G-War’s disappointment.

      “How long ago did the rider go to Jefferson City to tell them we were coming?” Braden asked. The man tilted his chin up in defiance while keeping a wary eye on the Wolfoids.

      ‘He left at the same time as those who ambushed us,’ G-War told them.

      “Half the morning then. He’s probably most of the way there by now. Skirill? Zyena? Can you get a look and see where he is? If he’s still far enough away, maybe you can encourage the horse to throw its rider…” The Hawkoids drove hard to fly north and catch the rider. They were like two brown and white arrows as they raced into the distance, flying for all they were worth, still looking for redemption from their earlier miscue.

      “What?” the man asked, thinking that he may have spoken out loud when he didn’t intend to.

      “What is he going to tell them when he gets there?” Braden continued. G-War nodded. “How many people will Governor Anderle bring out to fight us?” G-War shrugged.

      ‘The rider will tell them the same thing we heard from the other. The Governor can bring a rather substantial force to bear against us. This man doesn’t know how many archers there are.’

      “So, what are we going to do with you?” Braden asked. He heard the wagon approach. Arnie was running even though they told him not to. Brandt was running alongside, giving the younger Aurochs an earful. Braden shook his head as he watched the free-for-all.

      Their prisoner looked at the Aurochs and the wagon. He could see the Rabbits’ ears sticking up between the humans sitting on the front bench.

      “So it’s all true?” the man had the courage to ask.

      “What’s true?” Braden prodded.

      “That you and your mutants are going after the Provincial Government,” the man said simply.

      “And what else did you hear, that we were killing every representative from the government?” The man nodded. “That’s not quite true, is it? You’re not dead, and I have no intention of killing you. It doesn’t mean that I won’t let him do it, though, if you lie or stand in our way.” Braden nodded to the ‘cat who was calmly biting at the extended claws of his left paw.

      “Yes. We are going to restore trade to the good people of the north. To do that, the Provincial Government has to go. Right now, you’re the only official I see, so here’s what we’re going to do. Come with me.” Braden picked the man up roughly and guided him to a point in front of Brandt where he was forced to his knees again. The King of the Aurochs towered over their prisoner and snorted in the man’s face for effect. The man’s fear was palpable. Braden pulled his blaster, dialed the flame setting, and torched the outpost. He jogged into the trees and soon, the smoke from the burning tent rose into the air. Braden left nothing behind.

      Nerise watched with wide eyes. Pony pranced at the end of the rope tying him to the back of the wagon.

      “I ask again, what are we going to do with you?” Braden asked after returning from his government facility eradication efforts.

      “I swear allegiance to you!” the man blurted out. G-War shook his head.

      “Remember that part where I said I’d kill you if you lied to me? You just did. I don’t want to hear anything else come out of your mouth, so stand up, take off all your clothes, and then walk that way,” Braden commanded. The man stood up and tried to take a swing. Before he could even cock his arm, Bounder smacked him across the head with his spear. The man fell to the ground.

      Bounder prodded him until he did as he was told. The women turned away as the naked man walked cautiously to the south, past the wagon, and then started running. Braden fired one last blast at the man’s clothes.

      “By the time he’s dressed again, I expect all of this to be over,” Braden told the others. With all of them back in the wagon, Arnie swung the wagon wide around the burning shack and they continued north.

      Skirill checked in, disappointed that they had not caught up with the man riding north. They started to see people tending the fields and herds grazing nearby. They’d reached the outskirts of Jefferson City.

      It was too late. Governor Anderle knew they were coming.
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      ‘Holly, we’re heading toward Jefferson City and expect to get a warm welcome. We don’t want to hurt anyone we don’t have to. Any advice?’ Braden asked over his neural implant, having already gotten input from the companions.

      ‘Looking at the imagery of the city, I suggest you don’t use the flame setting on your blasters or any lightning from the Wolfoids’ spears, to minimize a fire that would quickly grow out of control. I fear there is no firefighting capability in Jefferson City. On a different note, if you can approach from the east, you’ll probably encounter less resistance as they are expecting you from the south. Besides that, I can offer no other insights,’ Holly finished and held the link open, waiting to see if Braden had anything else. He didn’t.

      “He suggests that we approach from the east,” Braden said matter-of-factly. They’d already reached that conclusion based on the hasty barricade erected south of the city boundary that the Hawkoids had shown them. There was no wall surrounding the city, no fortifications. Only buildings and wide roadways as it had been the center of trade for the known world, that was known to people like Braden and the Caravan Guild. To the north, the towns of Seinhold and Breston counted on trade from Jefferson City.

      Anger seized Braden again. It was time to cut the weeds out of the garden.

      “We’ll head east on a trail that’s coming up soon, ditch the wagon, and then we go in. All of us, including Nerise, especially Nerise. For her future and all those of her generation, we have to restore trade. They need to have the chance to grow up with the opportunities that they carve out for themselves, not what the Provincial Government rations back to them. The government–take away from the people and then give it back. No one should work like that. No one…” The others listened to Braden, more thinking out loud than lecturing.

      Braden would always be the Free Trader. That persona was just below the surface at all times, ready to come out when the situation warranted. It bothered him immensely that in three short cycles, all trading had ceased in the north. With one final battle, they could restore it. He hoped the leaders of the Caravan Guild were still alive, but he was skeptical. The Provincial Government had shown itself to be ruthless toward anyone who didn’t share their beliefs.

      Although he didn’t want to, he had to. Braden asked Arnie to run along the trail east. Braden wanted to put as much distance as possible between where the government thought they were and where they actually were. It pained Braden to see the Aurochs’ injuries start leaking again. Zeller started to cry as she shared her friend’s pain, although he reassured her that the numbweed was still working and he felt no pain.

      Brandt hung his head in dismay, hoping that this was the worst sacrifice they’d have to make. In reality, he knew that they faced a difficult enemy in a location that did not favor Braden and his companions.

      ‘I expect we have the people on our side, Master Braden,’ Brandt said in his booming thought voice. ‘If we can win them over early, they can help us keep it from becoming a full fight. I don’t think we can win a shootout. There is no place for us to run or hide. Arnie and I will be killed.’

      The breath caught in Zeller’s throat at such a candid assessment of their future.

      Braden  thought about it. The Aurochs were too big to move within the city. He wanted them there to celebrate the victory, but the risk was too great.

      “Will you protect Nerise?” he asked his large friend.

      ‘To my last breath,’ Brandt answered.

      “No!” the little girl cried. “I want to go with you. I have to go with you.”

      “Why?” Micah asked.

      “To see why. To see what it was all about and why I have a new family now.” Braden’s insides churned. He pinched his eyes closed, the image of the fat man, Nerise’s father, choking out the last of his life at Braden’s feet threatened to overwhelm him. A hand gently squeezed his shoulder. With a heavy exhale, he composed himself.

      “Okay. You come with us, but you have to stay with Patrice and Delavigne. Deal?” Braden choked and held out his hand. Nerise had been too young when the last trades happened in Cameron. She didn’t remember what the handshake was for. “We shake hands to seal the deal, to finalize the trade. We negotiate, agree, and then deliver. That’s all there is to it, and that’s what makes the trade great,” Braden said, feeling hollow reciting the laws of trade, while at the same time embracing the foundation it gave him.

      She slapped her little hand into Braden’s and they shook. He pulled her to him and hugged her fiercely. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. Before she stood up straight, she wiped her face with the back of her hand, then joined the Rabbits in the back.

      “Are you okay with waiting with the wagon, Arnie? Brandt? We’ll stay in touch and if we need you to run down any mobs, we’ll call for help. Skirill and Zyena will show you where we are.” The Aurochs agreed because they had no choice. Although the injury to his knee was fully healed, Brandt had realized his mortality. In the city, he was afraid that he’d be trapped and killed like a piece of livestock. He wasn’t ready to die and more so in an effort where he couldn’t contribute. He’d be a distraction and the companions couldn’t afford that.

      ‘We’ll stay with the wagon, but we’ll be ready if you need us,’ the King of the Aurochs told them.

      The trail led past small farms and fields. One had livestock and a large field of green grass. Braden asked Arnie to stop by the small home. A man, walking in from the pasture, stopped and looked at them, uncertain of what he was seeing. Braden waved and jumped down, walking boldly to the rancher.

      “Greetings, good sir! I am Free Trader Braden and I would like to trade for access to your field for my two good friends here, Arnie and Brandt, and temporary storage for our wagon.”

      “What are they?” the rancher finally asked after squinting to see everything better and looking them over carefully.

      “They are Aurochs, distant cousins of the water buffalo. But these two are intelligent, smarter than you or me. I am willing to pay two pieces of gold for them to have access to the field, but they need to be able to leave whenever they want. They can’t be fenced it.”

      “Two gold? You have gold?” the rancher wondered. Braden shook his head before producing two gold pieces from his pouch.

      “A steep price to be sure, but these are uncertain times, are they not?” Braden held out his hand. They shook and Braden turned the gold over to the rancher.

      “Makes no difference to me. Those provincial types will show up and take the gold from me anyway and probably your friends, too.”

      “I think not, Master Rancher. When the sun sets, you will be living in a new world, much like the old world where you set your price and trade appropriately. I say, welcome back to the way things should be.”

      The rancher narrowed his eyes at them, looking from face to face. “As I said, makes no difference to me…” He drifted away and went back into the small building he called his home.

      Brandt and Arnie headed into the field, not feeling hungry. They watched the companions get ready for the coming battle. Braden and Micah prepared their bows, made sure their quivers had their remaining arrows, checked their blasters, just in case, and loosened their swords in the scabbards. They waved to the Aurochs, who dipped their horns in reply.

      Braden stepped away smartly. He wanted this to be over with. Skirill and Zyena continued to scout the path in front of them. The group walked past small farms and houses outside the city, noting how the quality of the buildings changed the closer they got to Jefferson City. With more modern structures came a decrease in the amount of space people had.

      Surprised citizens watched as they passed. No one looked happy. No one cheered. No one asked questions. Many ran back inside, away from those who would flaunt the law against people carrying weapons.

      A hastily formed group of soldiers raced toward them along the street ahead. They stopped, stood at attention, then lowered spears with shiny metal points. One man, armed with a sword, stood to the side and yelled at the companions to stop. Braden figured they were close enough, so they spread out. Bounder stood next to Micah with his lightning spear ready, although he would only use it as a last resort. Gray Strider stood next to Braden, protecting him. The Rabbits stood with their laser pistols out, Nerise positioned tightly between them. G-War was nowhere to be seen, which Braden expected and counted on.

      “You will surrender to proper authority!” the man yelled. Braden nodded to Micah and they both nocked arrows. “Your weapons are illegal here,” the man resorted to a useless statement with a made-up law that Braden and the companions refused to recognize.

      ‘You take the big mouth and I’ll take one of the spearmen. Maybe we can convince the others to put their weapons down,’ Braden told Micah over the mindlink. ‘Be ready. If they charge, we’ll need to break it before they get too close. Don’t start a fire, please.’ Braden smiled at his good manners as the first shots of the final battle were about to be fired.

      Micah loosed her arrow unerringly into the chest of the sword-bearing leader. Braden’s hit at nearly the same time, taking out a spearman in the middle of the line. They both re-nocked and fired a second arrow before anyone moved. Their targets were in the middle of the left and right ranks of those holding spears. They picked the men who would be seen by most of their fellows. Too many men found the nerve to start running toward the companions. Braden and Micah dropped the first two and the others hesitated. They killed the next two and nocked new arrows.

      Bullies, Braden thought to himself. No stomach for a real fight. Their spirit broken, they sought to run, but Braden shot the one who was in front of the growing retreat. “STOP!” he commanded in his best Free Trader voice.

      The companions ran forward, hoping to disarm the men. Braden didn’t want to have to fight anyone twice. One man turned and looked with disdain at Gray Strider. He leveled his spear and advanced. Bounder was incensed and raced in front of his mate to take on the smaller human. He parried the man’s spear in a motion too quick to follow and drove the point of his lightning weapon so far through the man he had difficulty removing it. Gray Strider covered her mate while he held the dead man down with a back paw and yanked his spear free.

      The others gave up after Zeller made a show of cutting a spear in half with an angry slash of her sword. The rest threw their spears to the ground.

      “So what do we do with the six of you?” Braden asked the men as he approached them. Micah checked with Skirill and Zyena. No one else approached, but the men who’d been south of the city were starting to stream back toward it.

      “We’d better hurry,” she said.

      “I don’t want any lip or garbage from any of you. Take off all your clothes and run that way.” Micah looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “Okay! Keep your shorts on. Now hurry up!” He prodded one with his bow. They stripped and started jogging. Gray Strider caught up to them quickly and swinging her spear like club, she smacked two of the men across the back of their legs. This added greatly to their momentum and the men ran from the city in a headlong panic. She chuckled to herself while Bounder shook his shaggy head.

      Zyena urged haste. The armed men were starting to fill the street as they consolidated their force, heading toward the largest building in town. With Skirill’s help, Braden and the others were guided through the streets as they ran, trying to get in front of the approaching army.

      “Stone buildings!” Braden shouted as they ran.

      “What?” Micah yelled back. She was less winded than Braden.

      “We can use our blasters, but we need to get there first!” He started to sprint, gulping in as much air as he could between steps. Their Old Tech boots seem to be little help in letting them keep pace with the fired-up Wolfoids. The Rabbits and Nerise had fallen behind, but Braden wasn’t worried, knowing that they could catch up and that there weren’t any enemies following them. Not at the moment anyway.

      Braden, Micah, and the Wolfoids broke into an open area facing the wide road that led south. They pulled their blasters as the first of the armed men appeared. They both dialed a narrow beam. Bounder and Gray Strider crouched as they held their spears ready to fire into the approaching group. Four ranks across and countless deep, the men approached. Braden had heard of how a militia drilled and fought, but he’d never seen it until that moment. He saw how the discipline could strike fear into a disorganized enemy.

      That wasn’t what Braden and his companions were. Being bunched up was the worst thing this group could have done. A man carrying his sword walked to the side of the formation and started barking orders.

      ‘Gray Strider, he’s on your side. You take him and we’ll deal with the rest.’ Instantly, a lightning bolt leapt from the end of her spear, striking the man fully in his chest. The blasters opened up, followed by Bounder’s lightning. The first ranks of the men were decimated. Dead men littered the road from one side to the other, the stench of their burning flesh making their eyes water. Small black clouds billowed into the air from the impromptu funeral pyres.

      Braden, Micah, Bounder, and Gray Strider fired another volley into the surviving ranks. The destruction was horrible to witness. Zyena showed them her view as the men in the back broke and ran for their lives. More and more joined them until only the dead remained. Skirill watched the approaches to the open area for his friends, making sure that no one came in behind them. The streets were unsurprisingly empty as the two forces battled for supremacy.

      In the end, Braden and his companions were the last ones standing. He hated killing all those men, but as he’d rationalized with the others they’d killed, these men were fighting for the wrong side.

      Braden looked down to see G-War sitting at his side, patiently waiting. Patrice and Delavigne had been waiting to the side of the clearing until the firing stopped. Now that it was over, they brought Nerise to the others.

      The humans were still breathing hard. Zeller felt the exhilaration of battle, even though she had yet to prove herself in her mind. The Wolfoids seemed at ease, while the Rabbits were upset by the smell. Nerise didn’t seem to mind. She’d carefully watched everything Micah had done, studying.

      “It’s time to end this,” Braden told the others taking a few deep breaths to calm himself. “Shall we?” he asked. They turned from the open area and started walking toward the Governor’s Mansion.

      “Here we come, Governor Anderle, and there’s no one left to protect you,” Braden snarled.
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      She stood, looking from the second story window. Jefferson City lay before her, smoke tendrils from the many cook fires drifting skyward. The air smelled stale. A new cloud of dark smoke appeared not far away, but it drifted away quickly.

      She wore her long sleeping gown as she was uninterested in getting dressed. What was the point?

      Her silken hair, the color of crow feathers, so black that it looked blue when the sun shined on it, trailed down her lean figure, ending just above her waist. She combed it absently as she watched from one window of the mansion that her husband, Governor Anderle had claimed as his own when he stormed to power.

      She had known him before that, when he seemed carefree and was wildly romantic. They married quickly, and after their oldest son was born, her husband decided that he wanted something better for his children, so he sought power. Always charismatic, he convinced others to support him. He moved up quickly to lead a village, then a town, and finally the city. He had changed the police force into a military and consolidated most of the north tightly in his iron fist. All the trade went through his hands first. He took what he wanted, then parceled out the rest as if it was his to give.

      She didn’t know him at all now.

      It was too late. Even if she wanted, Jocelyn expected that she couldn’t leave. She hadn’t tried and she wouldn’t. Her children needed her. The two older boys were falling more and more under their father’s influence. The youngest, her daughter, was born in Jocelyn’s image, a beauty to behold. The little girl, Leah, collected animals, loving them unconditionally as they loved her. She and her mother were of pure-heart, so it came natural for them to love easily and be loved.

      It pained Jocelyn to see the direction her boys were headed, but she held out hope that she could remain an influence in their lives.

      Her husband yelled from another room. She couldn’t understand what he said, but expected the servants were running for their lives. No good ever came from a tone such as that.

      The sky paled. It would be another dank day. She probably would stay inside.

      Again.

      A commotion in the street caught her eye. She leaned through the window, not sure of what she was seeing. People were diving out of the way as a man and two women unerringly walked toward her home. They were accompanied by two of the largest dogs she’d ever seen, along with a couple Rabbits, also disproportionately huge, with a small child between them. A large cat appeared to be following them. The rough-looking orange creature lifted its head and looked right at her. For a moment in time, he seemed to be in her head, caressing her mind, telling her that everything would be okay. They’d be there shortly.

      She welcomed the intrusion.
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      “What do you mean the army has broken?” Governor Anderle bellowed. He pounded his fists on the arms of the great chair. His boys stood by his side, anxiously fidgeting as their father’s anger shook every corner of the room.

      “But, Governor, I’m only reporting what we’ve seen. The strangers have great weapons from which gouts of flame destroy everything in their path. And the mutant creatures! They also have incredible weapons. We cannot stand before them. You must flee!”

      “NEVER!” he shouted. He waved over a man in uniform, his Sergeant-at-Arms.

      “Governor,” the man said in an even tone as he fingered the well-worn hilt of his sword.

      “It’s up to you and your guard to stop these fanatics. Are you up to it?”

      “Of course, Governor. We’ve trained our whole lives for this,” the man sneered. He half-bowed and strode off, shouting as he left the room where the Governor conducted most of his business.

      “Get our weapons,” he told his oldest son. The boy, about fifteen cycles old, smiled and ran through a back door, returning shortly with a longsword and two shortswords. He handed them out and each hefted their own weapon, checking its edge, getting comfortable with the weight in their hands.

      The Sergeant-at-Arms called his men together. They’d been ready since they heard someone was challenging the Governor’s authority. All they needed was the word to go forth and fight. They didn’t care for who, they only wanted to ply their real trade. These men were former criminals who the Governor had taken under his wing and allowed them to brutally put down designated enemies. They enjoyed what they did, too much, and longed to do more of it. They relished a battle with an experienced enemy.

      The Sergeant-at-Arms led his eight men out the front door, where they positioned themselves in a semi-circle. The Sergeant stood at the door while his men surrounded him, but he was no coward. He would direct the battle until a more personal engagement was called for.

      The companions walked into the square facing the Governor’s Mansion. Seeing the men arrayed before them, they spread out. The companions were outnumbered and worse than that, these men looked to be seasoned fighters. They weren’t the least intimidated by the companions. Micah saw the look in their eyes, it was the same that she had in hers–a person confident in their ability to kill.

      Braden stood in the center, Micah to his left and Zeller to his right. Bounder stood at Zeller’s side and Gray Strider to Micah’s left. G-War crouched next to Braden while Patrice and Delavigne protected the little girl in the back. Skirill perched on a nearby building while Zyena flew top cover, making sure no other enemy approached.

      “There’s no need for any of you to die,” Braden started. The men snickered and cat-called. Egos. Pride. The men were undoubtedly dangerous, but they acted as if Braden and the companions were not.

      Zyena floated toward the east. Arnie and Brandt were on their way and she would guide them. They refused to be left out of the final battle.

      “That’s right. You will all die right where you are if you stand against us,” Braden taunted. He and Micah pulled their bows, and as quick as they could, fired arrows at the men. The warrior in front of the door, clearly the leader, slashed the arrow away with his sword. The other man wasn’t so quick. Micah’s arrow embedded deep into his chest and he collapsed.

      “Inside!” the Sergeant-at-Arms shouted, leading the way and then holding the door for the others. Braden and Micah each got off one more shot before the men disappeared. Two more fell. That fast, the numbers evened out. Six on five.

      “We can’t go through that door,” Micah said. “Skirill?”

      He flew a tight circle around the building and showed them two more entrances. “Split up?” Braden asked, hating the sound of it as he heard it out loud.

      Micah shook her head and Braden breathed a sigh of relief. “Pick one,” he said. She pointed right and they ran for it. The sound of Arnie’s and Brandt’s hooves echoed behind them. They could help protect Nerise, but the final battle would be inside the wooden mansion where they couldn’t use their Old Tech firepower.

      Braden didn’t bother trying the door to see if it was open. He hit it at a dead run, tightening his shoulder muscles as he impacted with the heavy door. The deadbolt tore out of the old frame and the door flew open. Braden staggered through, followed closely by his partner and the rest of the companions.

      They were in a closed back room. Braden tried the next door. Pulling it open, he saw two of the guards they’d seen out front rushing toward him. He had no time to shut the door so he jumped back, fumbling to get his shortsword in hand.

      Micah and Zeller were there. Their blades crossed in front of the door as the first man lunged, trying to catch Braden unaware. He countered quickly as if expecting the fight. Blades flashed in the poorly lit room. Micah pressed her attack, but couldn’t expose herself by going through the door where the second man waited. The first was trying to draw her out. Zeller prodded the first man and he was challenged fighting both women, his best defense being the narrow confines of the doorway and the corridor beyond.

      ‘We must hurry before the others come,’ G-War urged.

      ‘Step aside, Zeller,’ Delavigne insisted in his dainty thought voice. She moved back and with a well-placed shot from his laser, Delavigne caught the man unaware, burning a tiny hole in his chest. The man hesitated, looking dumbly at the wound. Micah thrust her blade through his mid-section, ripping it out an instant later. As he started to fall, she was already out the door and engaged with the second man in a vicious exchange. It became readily apparent that the two were equally matched, well trained and experienced in the use of the sword.

      Micah had never been challenged like that before and it frightened her, but not so much that she lost her edge.. She rose to meet the warrior, thrust, parry, slash, block, counterattack. The swords rang as the battle raged. Braden worked his way into the corridor behind her and readied his bow.

      When you’re fighting for your life, everything is fair. The man dumped a decorative vase of flowers on the floor in front of Micah and stepped back, trying to draw her into the water, to make her slip. But she’d been thinking the same thing. She stepped back and waved him toward her, seeing if he’d take the bait. It also gave her a much needed break, she gasped for air, but to her credit, he was also winded.

      G-War couldn’t wait any longer he bolted into the hallway and darted past the two, disappearing around the corner.

      ‘Micah, lean left and I have a shot,’ Braden told her using his thought voice. She didn’t want to for the sake of honor, but they couldn’t get trapped. They needed to move.

      She lunged low, distracting her opponent and forcing him backwards, clearing a small space between the two and eliminating the chance of a return thrust. He loosed his arrow the instant the target was clear.

      The arrow hit metal somewhere beneath the man’s shirt, staggering him, but not penetrating. Delavigne’s laser burned a hole in the man’s face. He screamed as he dropped his sword and grabbed at the hole. Braden’s second arrow disappeared between the man’s forearms, tearing through his exposed throat.

      ‘Follow me!’ G-War encouraged and without further hesitation, they ran headlong down the corridor and around the corner. Open rooms were on the left and right, but they ignored those and ran straight into a receiving room at the front of the house, the place where the main door opened into. Two men stood there waiting, using their swords to hold G-War at bay. Micah and Zeller never hesitated as they took the battle to them. Swords clanged as the battle started to take shape.

      Micah was tired and the man, clearly her equal with a sword, was fresh. He beat her sword back and with a vicious slash across her chest, she went down. Braden fired an arrow from point blank range. It drove through whatever metal armor was beneath the man’s shirt, embedding firmly. The swordsman held his sword up while he struggled with his left hand to pull on the arrow, attempting to free it. Laser beams lashed out, striking him repeatedly. Patrice and Delavigne stood upright, noses twitching and ears forward as they watched the man collapse.

      Zeller was being driven back, but the other swordsman had seen what happened and angled to keep Zeller between him and the companions. It seemed like he was playing with her, nicking her arms, a shoulder, and drawing a line across one cheek. She started to fear him, the biggest step toward losing a fight.

      ‘He’s stalling until the others get here,’ G-War announced to no one’s surprise.

      With Nerise behind him, the Rabbits angled along the wall toward the front door. Their laser pistols hovered between the fight and an upper balcony where someone could appear and wreak havoc on those below. Braden drew his bow, aiming his arrow past Zeller, but the other swordsman was too wily. He bobbed and weaved, refusing to make himself a target.

      Braden wanted to end it. He knew Micah was still alive, but she was hurt. His neural implant flashed incessantly but he couldn’t open it. He needed to see everything before and around him.

      ‘Zeller, jump backwards and fall to the floor,’ Braden insisted. She hesitated, earning herself another nick on her arm. She threw her sword at the man’s face as she jumped backward, rolling into Braden’s leg. He was releasing his arrow as she hit and it pulled his aim far to the left.

      They were close enough together that the arrow hit the man in his forearm. He winced and his arm quivered, but he didn’t drop his sword. He shook his arm as if that would make the arrow fall out. The Rabbits’ laser beams danced along his body as they fired repeated short bursts. He looked confused as he fell, the last thoughts of a hard man that was killed by a Rabbit.

      Braden threw his recurve bow to the floor as he pulled his partner to him. She wore the light Old Tech shirt. It wasn’t full armor, but provided some protection. Blood ran freely from the wound. Micah was out cold and Braden didn’t know why. He fumbled for his numbweed while the others arrayed themselves around the two humans, protecting them with their bodies.

      Bounder and Gray Strider hadn’t been able to engage the enemy and that put them on edge. They felt ready for the next fight, eager to end the battle and finish the war.

      Braden spread the numbweed across Micah’s wound before seeing that she bled profusely from the back of her head. She had to have hit it on the floor when she fell. He added a little numbweed there as he cradled her in his lap, rocking as a small child would. He hugged her tightly to him.

      “So,” a voice intruded on their thoughts from the balcony, “this is what we’re fighting against? A bunch of mutants armed with Old Tech. It disgusts me. Your days are over, muties,” the Sergeant-at-Arms taunted. His sword was in his scabbard as he leaned on the railing looking down. His man, the last swordsman, stood with steel bared, at the ready.

      ‘G?’ Braden asked as he let anger flow into him, replacing his grief.

      ‘He wants to kill you and Micah. He doesn’t think he can win the battle, unless he can get your blasters or the laser pistols from our Rabbit friends,’ G-War enlightened the companions over the mindlink. Braden picked up his bow as he stood, nocking an arrow and pulling the back while still behind Bounder’s shaggy hide. Bounder stepped aside at the last instant and Braden fired, taking the swordsman through his eye. He dropped instantly.

      The Sergeant-at-Arms flinched as the arrow raced past him and into his fellow.

      “Looks like you’re all alone and your words ring hollow. I know you want some of this Old Tech for yourself, but that’s not going to happen, so if you would be so kind as to lay on the floor so we can be about our business, we’d appreciate it,” Braden offered.

      “We both know that I can’t do that. I’m sworn to protect the man behind these doors. Come on, now, let’s see what you’ve got.” The man smoothly drew his sword, checked its edge and slashed it through the air as he stepped away from the railing and out of sight. Bounder jumped toward the curving staircase landing in the middle. With one more bound, he landed on the top step, spear held firmly in his front hands/paws. He crouched, waving the point in a figure eight before him.

      The master swordsman assessed the Wolfoid before stepping forward, feinting and parrying. Bounder didn’t take the bait. He kept the point of his spear moving, waiting to get on better footing. The man stepped back and swung his sword in a wide and heavy arc. It hit Bounder’s spear right behind the tip. Instead of shearing off the point as he’d intended, it clanged off the metal beneath the wood exterior of the Wolfoid’s spear.

      “What the hell?” the man exclaimed, having been stymied in his attack.

      Bounder moved forward stabbing rapidly high, low, and back again. The man parried the furious attack. He snarled as he pulled a small knife and prepared to attack the Wolfoid with both weapons. Bounder realized that he probably could not beat this man in a straight fight as that attack was the best he had and all it did was make the Sergeant-at-Arms angry.

      Bounder lined the man up against the door and activated his weapon from a range of less than an arm’s length. The Sergeant-at-Arms’ body absorbed the full lightning blast, which blew his sparking and smoking corpse through the doors and onto the floor before a great chair where a man with a scowl was seated.

      The Wolfoid leveled his spear at the man and waited.

      Thunder struck the building, making it shake to its very foundation as the King of the Aurochs rammed the main door, ripping it from the frame. His great head looked into the room, seeing two wide-eyed Rabbits sheltering Nerise a hand-span from where the shattered door lay. Braden stood over Micah as she started to come to. Zeller positioned herself between them and the balcony, her sword at the ready as blood trickled from wounds all around her body.

      Brandt bugled his displeasure at the harm that had befallen his friends, but he could come no closer. His body wouldn’t fit.

      “Protect her,” Braden growled with a forced smile. He nodded to Zeller and the Rabbits.

      Braden tightened his grip on his bow, nocked an arrow, and slowly walked up the steps.

      Gray Strider and Bounder let him pass so Braden could enter the great room where Governor Anderle conducted the business of defiling the north.

      The Governor sat on his chair as if it were a throne. Servants cowered along the walls. Two young men, the spitting image of their father, stood to either side of the chair. The youngest tucked his long black hair behind his ear and held his sword up as if begging Braden to fight him.

      Braden slowly drew his bow back taking aim at the man in the chair, then changed aim and loosed the arrow at the boy, ripping the sword from his hand as fear flashed across his young face.

      “That’s right, son,” Braden said. “That’s how quickly you can die.” The Wolfoids entered the room and took positions at Braden's side. The boys shuffled nervously. G-War strolled in and walked along the wall, past the frightened servants. He jumped onto a side table and sat, seemingly disinterested in the affairs of humans.

      “The easy answer is kill you, but I think there’s been enough killing this day,” Braden said, trying to calm himself, but the thought of how this man stopped the trade infuriated him. The thought of Micah on the floor below made him want to end this and go to her.

      ‘Anything, G?’

      ‘Just wait, help is coming,’ the ‘cat said mysteriously.
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      The Governor’s face worked as if he wanted to say something, but couldn’t get the words out. The youngest boy left his sword on the floor while the other held his far to the side, expecting it to be shot from his hand at any moment. The Wolfoids had their spears leveled at the dark-haired man in the chair. Braden had one of his last arrows ready to draw and fire.

      A side door opened and an elegant woman walked in. She wore only a bath robe, holding the hand of a little girl. They looked around the room. She nodded to Braden and the Wolfoids. The little girl struggled against her mother’s hand as she wanted to run to the creature holding the spear.

      “My name is Jocelyn,” she said proudly.

      “Get out!” the Governor yelled. Braden fired an arrow that skimmed the man’s neck and thudded deeply through the padding and into the chair behind him. He clamped his mouth shut as fire burned behind his eyes.

      She gave up fighting with her daughter and let her go. The little girl ran past the spear and threw her arms around Gray Strider’s neck, hugging her fully as only a child could. Jocelyn smiled and strolled across the room. She scratched behind G-War’s ears. “You talked with me.”

      ‘Yes, my lady,’ G-War replied formally. Braden was surprised. G-War was usually such an ass. The ‘cat looked at him with disdain.

      “And you’re here to bring back trade?” she asked, turning to face Braden. He saw sadness in her eyes, while her face held the potential for a quick laugh and a twinkling smile.

      “I’m Free Trader Braden and yes, we are here to restore trade, give the people their lives back,” he said as he looked at the man on the throne.

      “Boys, go to your room,” she said firmly. They protested and their father put a hand on each of them, refusing to let them go.

      “If you don’t go, then you’ll get to see your father die and that will happen in three heartbeats if you don’t go now. I’ve let this go on long enough and can abide no more,” she said. She didn’t raise her voice, but it was loud and profound. The Governor released his sons. The older boy dropped his sword as both boys ran off.

      Leah finally stopped hugging Gray Strider, nuzzling the Wolfoid’s muzzle as she stepped back and looked adoringly at her new friend. She skipped past Braden to give Bounder the same treatment. He wanted to maintain his vigil, but Gray Strider growled at him. He raised his spear while the little girl waited impatiently. He bent down and she launched herself at him, hanging on to his thick neck. She couldn’t quite get her arms all the way around, so he cradled her with his foreleg and stood up, holding her to him.

      Jocelyn approached Bounder, tickling her daughter’s ear, while looking deep into Bounder’s eyes. He felt as if she looked into his soul, relieved when she smiled and gently scratched his neck.

      Braden hazarded a look at the Governor. The man fingered his sword as if preparing to battle those in the room. Jocelyn turned to face her husband. She pointed her finger at him and glared until he stopped fidgeting.

      “I apologize to you, Free Trader, for forcing you to come here to save us from ourselves. I saw what he was doing, but retreated into myself and ignored what he was doing. I don’t know the extent of the damage that he’s done, but the fact that you are here, fighting for the people who are not your own, tells me how serious it is.” She looked at the floor, kicking something with her toe. She glanced at the charred body of the Sergeant-at-Arms emotionlessly, before returning her gaze to Braden.

      “I’m from here. My parents were members of the Caravan Guild. I was raised on the trade routes in the north. I live in the south now with my family, with my friends,” Braden said, looking at those in the room who’d made the long journey with him. On cue, Brandt bugled, happily this time. They turned to see Micah, one arm draped over Zeller’s shoulder as both women struggled onto the landing outside the door. Braden draped his bow over his shoulder, putting the arrow back in its quiver as he went to them.

      He helped Micah into the room. She smiled weakly as he set her into a chair along the wall as the servants stood nearby, trying to look inconspicuous. Her eyes were still unfocused, but color had returned to her face. The wound on her chest had stopped bleeding, but it needed to be sewn shut.

      Jocelyn watched Braden as he carefully and tenderly ministered to his partner.

      “We used to be like that,” Jocelyn started. “I don’t know what happened, but it doesn’t matter. I think our relationship has come to an end.” She held her hand palm up, asking Braden for his blaster.

      “It won’t work for you. It’s keyed only for Micah and me.”

      “Shame.” She let her hand drop. She leaned around Braden to see the Rabbits enter, Nerise walking carefully between them and studiously avoiding looking at the corpse on the floor.

      Leah wiggled until Bounder put her down, and she ran to the newcomers. Leah hugged each of the Rabbits, and then the children introduced themselves, holding hands as they talked. The Rabbits hopped in place, just enough to show their pleasure as they watched the children.

      “I missed that too, the joy of being alive. Sometimes we don’t even realize what we’ve given up until we see it again.”

      “So what do we do now?” Braden asked, believing that Jocelyn was the way ahead for Jefferson City, for the north.

      They looked at each other as Governor Anderle found his voice. “All of you will go to jail for violating the law of carrying weapons in the city! You will be tried for your murder of the good people here and you will be executed!” he screamed, almost hysterically.

      Micah pulled her blaster and dialed a narrow beam. Braden put his hand on the weapon and shook his head.

      The Governor stood and raised his sword as he moved to strike his wife. She dodged in fear as the Wolfoids thrust their spears into the man’s body. His sword arm froze over his head until the blade dropped from nerveless fingers, clattering as it hit the floor. Bounder and Gray Strider pulled back, ripping their spears from the man who stood there, perplexed by his imminent death. He fell to his knees, eyes pleading with the raven-haired beauty before him. She shook her head once, staring into his eyes as he toppled.

      Braden pulled out his needle and thread and got to work on the vicious slash across Micah’s chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A New Governor

          

        

      

    

    
      “I really don’t want to be the Governor,” Jocelyn pleaded with Braden and Micah.

      It had been seven turns since Governor Anderle’s demise and the city was barely returning to normal. Anderle had ordered that most of the Caravan Guild be executed, but the remaining members committed to help Braden restore free trade. Jocelyn was surprised to find out that Micah was the President of Vii. She happily deferred, hoping the newcomers would stay, until she heard that Braden and Micah’s children were in the south.

      “We need you to make sure that no one takes their freedoms away again. Government’s job is to create the conditions for people to succeed on their own. Let them work and serve each other and the people will find their own way back to a better place,” Micah counselled. “And the fact that you don’t want the job makes you perfect for it.”

      Although Nerise was nearly twice Leah’s age, the two had become fast friends. Jocelyn insisted on raising the little girl. Nerise was torn. She wanted to stay with the Rabbits and Braden and Micah, but wasn’t sure about going to an entire new land. She was more comfortable in Jefferson City.

      The companions recovered Pony and moved him closer to Nerise in the Governor’s Mansion, recently renamed as the People’s Hall.

      To make the transition easiest, Patrice and Delavigne agreed to stay with Jocelyn and her family. Braden tried in vain to talk them out of it.

      ‘We’ve seen their fields. They need help, and Patrice is pregnant again. I think we shouldn’t travel.’ Braden smirked. A Rabbit was pregnant again. He shouldn’t have been as surprised as he was. They congratulated their friends on the great news. Jocelyn, Nerise, and Leah could all talk with the Rabbits, thanks to a little mental tweaking from G-War. Patrice and Delavigne wouldn’t be alone. Braden was sorry to see them stay behind, but it was their decision. All intelligent creatures had the right to determine their own destiny.

      Jocelyn agreed and was pleased that the Rabbits decided to join her and her family. Patrice and Delavigne only asked one favor and that was for Braden and Micah to give their laser pistols to their eldest children. They didn’t want any Old Tech weapons remaining in the north. Too many of the Governor’s strongmen were still on the loose to risk such a weapon falling into their hands.

      Braden agreed wholeheartedly. They shook and left Jefferson City in the more than capable hands of Jocelyn and her advisors from the new trading guild, called the Free Trader Guild in honor of Braden and all traders.

      Micah’s wounds were healing. Her arm was still in a sling to keep her movement to a minimum. Zeller was also healing. After the fighting was over and they had time to check, Braden decided to sew up three of the cuts on Zeller’s shoulders and arm. She left the one on her face alone, a scar as her badge of honor, a warrior blooded in battle.

      The women of Trent had acquitted themselves well and ensured that freedom returned to the north.

      Micah scoffed at Braden’s thoughts regarding his partner’s contribution and her fellow from Trent.

      “I’m still mad at you,” she said playfully.

      “I know,” he replied with a chuckle. He helped her into the wagon that the rancher had taken good care of.

      Even after Braden told the man that trade would return to normal and that the Provincial Government was no more, the rancher remained skeptical, shaking his head as he returned to his livestock. “When it rains, it rains too much. When it’s dry, he wants rain. I’m not sure that man will ever be happy,” Braden said, watching the man walk away.

      “Maybe that’s what makes him happy?” Micah offered. Braden shrugged. The harness was tight on Arnie. The Wolfoids were in the wagon, empty except for the tent and their supplies. The weapons had been turned over to the new Governor for her to do with as she pleased.

      Brandt walked alongside. He no longer wore the brace on his knee. The contraption was in the wagon, taking up space, but they kept it, just in case. G-War was perched in his usual place on top of Brandt’s head. After Braden mounted, Zeller asked Arnie to head out, south toward Cameron.

      ‘Who’s going with me?’ G-War asked out of the blue.

      “Where?” Braden looked sideways at the ‘cat as he glared back.

      ‘Hillcats? Anyone remember the conversation where the Prince gets to go back to his people, recruit some lady Hillcats to come south? I simply cannot take the south over by myself, and those grisly urchins from that vicious creature in Cornwall simply won’t do to carry on my legacy,’ G-War told them.

      Micah choked, trying not to laugh out loud. Her children were bonded with the so-called urchins, so she wanted to take offense, but couldn’t because of the Golden Warriors matter-of-fact tone and the images of the cat from Cornwall going after him on their last visit. “Isn’t that your mother, I asked Klytus and Shauna,” Micah said, remembering the throw-down they had the privilege to witness.

      Braden laughed, and G-War continued to glare at the humans. ‘Yes. All of you poke fun at the poor ‘cat, just trying to make his humble way in a dangerous world.’

      “Did he just say ‘humble’?” Braden said out loud, before doubling over with a full belly laugh.

      “Okay, G, you got me. I’ll go with you. Out of Cameron, southwest past Binghamton, to the forested hills of Ankhmar.”

      “We’ll have to wait for you in Cameron?” Zeller interjected. Micah nodded.

      “Wait, what’s that look?” Micah asked suspiciously, noting her disappointment.

      “He has a present for me,” she said in a low voice.

      “The blacksmith in Whitehorse” Braden said when he figured it out, realizing that the present wasn’t for him. He was disappointed, but only for a heartbeat. He was happy for Zeller. “Hey, see if he wants to come with us. Old Tom is stretched pretty thin. He could make a difference in the south. We really could use someone like him.”

      Zeller smiled, thinking about having him in the south with her, but she would continue to trade. The Old Tech wagon would make things easy for her and Arnie. But it would be nice to come home to someone. They could use a blacksmith in any town besides Dwyer. She’d have to think about it, not about convincing him to come south, but where he could set up a new smithy. Maybe River Crook, but she didn’t know what raw materials he’d need. That would make for good conversation as they traveled. She continued smiling to herself as her daydreams took her away.

      Braden and Micah looked at each other, pleased with events and happy that none of the companions were killed. When they were attacked by the archers on the road, they’d realized how vulnerable they were. The feeling of invincibility evaporated with Arnie’s shriek of pain. Old Tech weapons were just tools, not an end-all. Those who held the tools were still only flesh and blood.

      Skirill joined the companions in the wagon as Zyena flew ahead. She circled high above, looking for any sign of those who’d served Governor Anderle. Braden suspected that they’d blended back into the populace, returning to their lives as farmers, craftsmen, shop keepers, or any of a myriad of trades. Braden didn’t expect anything, but he sat with his blaster on his hip, fully charged and ready for use. G-War was attentive as well, although when asked why he hadn’t seen the previous ambush coming, G-War suggested that neither he, Braden, nor Micah had been at risk of injury within the timeframe of his visions.

      “Let’s all pay more attention. I don’t want to go through that again,” Braden said and Zeller agreed most of all. Arnie was her best friend. She still agonized over the pain that racked her body seeing the arrows embedded in the Aurochs.

      After two turns of travel, their worries were unfounded as they moved unmolested along the road. Cameron was a beehive of activity as the people had taken to destroying everything from the Provincial Government and retaking ownership of the town. This included an extensive barricade across the road to Jefferson City. As Braden’s caravan rolled up, a man waved to them in welcome.

      “What gives with the barricade?” Braden asked.

      “In case the Governor sent his strongmen down this way. We aren’t going to hand our town over to him, not again. If he wants a fight, we’re ready!” the man said boldly, puffing out his chest, before looking at Micah’s arm in a sling and Zeller’s injuries.

      “You can take the barricade down. There’s been a change in leadership and the Provincial Government is no more. The next time you see a wagon coming down this road, they’ll be coming to trade, bringing supplies, doing what we do!” Braden shouted back, pumping his fist in the air. The man cheered and ran off. The companions looked at each other and the barricade that the exuberant man left in place.

      Brandt lowered his head and pushed the jumble of furniture and rough cut lumber out of the road. Arnie continued into town, heading for the Market Square.
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      Micah removed her sling so she could climb down, but Braden stopped her.

      “We need to find our water buffalo rancher and start working the trade!” he said excitedly. She shook her head and climbed down. He pointed to her, then to the road leading east, then back to her, confused. There was a trade waiting for him. He was compelled, almost beyond his control. Micah waved him to her. Braden looked longingly at the road east. He hung his head in surrender and climbed down, unhooked Arnie so he and Brandt could find somewhere to graze, and took Micah’s hand to casually stroll through the market and see what people had to offer.

      She found many things to buy and she refused to let Braden negotiate. He was appalled at the high prices she was agreeing to. He grew increasingly miserable as he carried more and more items for her. Braden kept trying to interject sanity into the process, but Micah shushed him. Finally, when he could carry no more, they returned to the wagon where he deposited a small fortune in goods, which shouldn’t have cost a small fortune.

      “Why are you punishing me?” he asked her, a sad look on his face.

      “Braden, look at these people. Ten turns ago, they were starving. They’re trying to make a go of returning to normal as you asked them to do. So we share a little of the wealth that Holly gave to us. Who cares, especially if it helps?”

      “But I’m Free Trader Braden,” he countered in a weak voice. She looked at him until he looked away. “You could have made better deals.”

      She lifted his long and sad face. “We’ll get a good deal next time. Look at this place. Look at the people. What we traded today is priceless, it’s the value of hope.”

      Braden conceded, knowing that his role had expanded far beyond a simple Free Trader, something he reveled in being and would probably never get the chance to do again. He had a hard time letting go. As usual, Micah taught him the hardest lessons of his life, helping him become better at being himself.

      “Okay,” was the most he would say, even though Micah knew what he was thinking.

      “I’m sorry, lover. You fill a more important role now. We both do. Teach the other traders how it works, but we have different goals. We create the conditions for everyone else to be successful.” He wanted to argue with her, but looked at the wagon, knowing about the pile of gold and platinum they carried, and saw his friends idly watching people. “From the first turn we met, it’s all you’ve ever done. Don’t you have more now than you’ve ever had before? And you didn’t trade for any of it.”

      He wore Old Tech boots, carried an Old Tech bow and blaster on his Old Tech belt, over his Old Tech clothing. His stuff was in an Old Tech wagon, pulled by good friends. Some of the platinum and gold had been his from before, when he plied the northern trade routes, but nothing else. Everything he had was because of finding New Sanctuary. He looked at Micah. Well, not everything. The most important things had nothing to do with things at all.

      The caravan met to determine their way ahead. Braden promised to take G-War west and Micah agreed to settle the trade and particulars for the water buffalo. They believed that fifty head awaited them.

      The Wolfoids wanted to run with Braden, but it was G-War’s call. They couldn’t scare away the Hillcats that the Golden Warrior was trying to woo into coming south. After Braden thought about it, he figured that he’d need the wagon in case more than one or two ‘cats decided to join them. Brandt suggest that Braden could ride him and they’d make the best time without being overly burdened. Bounder looked at his mate with puppy-dog eyes.

      ‘Okay, it can be a boys’ trip out. You can all do disgusting man things together,’ Gray Strider told them over the mindlink. Micah shook her head. Braden grinned. No sense waiting. He couldn’t look at the pile of goods in the back of the wagon as it countered the nature of his being. Maybe after a trip back to nature, he’d reconcile himself with his new role as Vii’s savior. Until then, though, they were headed to Hillcat country.
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      The King of the Aurochs dipped his head so Braden could us his horns to climb onto his head, then crawl down his neck to find a seat on his back. G-War leapt effortlessly to Brandt’s face, then assumed his position crouched on the top of the King’s head. Bounder was ready to run alongside. Braden had his pack with certain things, but they were going to rough it, live off the land for a few turns while they tried to find Prince Axial De’atesh’s people. Zyena said that Skirill could go, too.

      The going was easy as people had not yet ventured too far from Cameron. The road was little used and empty for the first part of their journey. Brandt and Bounder raced for half the daylight, until Bounder conceded the King’s dominance in the footrace.

      They rested so the Wolfoid could decide if he wanted to try and ride the Aurochs or continue to run. He opted for riding, which created the first challenge of the journey. How does one get a Wolfoid onto the back of the largest of Aurochs?

      G-War and Skirill watched with good humor while the others tried to figure it out. They were on a broad plain, no rocks for Brandt to stand next to, no ditches or water to wade into. Braden opted for leaning against Brandt’s side, turning himself into a steep human ramp. Bounder backed up and took a run.

      ‘This is going to be good,’ G-War quipped just before Bounder jumped. The Wolfoid’s back paws hit Braden’s back like a battering ram. Braden collapsed under the onslaught. Bounder slammed bodily into Brandt’s side, falling on his back on the ground. The ‘cat giggled as he curled his tail around himself, settling in to watch round two.

      Bounder rolled to his belly and stood gingerly. He flexed a little then jogged in a circle. Braden laid on the ground beneath the King, refusing to move. He could feel two massive bruises already taking shape in the middle of his back. Bounder leaned down and sniffed him.

      ‘You’re fine. Let’s go again,’ the Wolfoid suggested. Braden looked at him as he pushed himself to a sitting position. ‘I only need to take a couple strides and I’ll be able to jump up. Get up! You’re tougher than that…’

      “First, Micah tells me that I’m no longer Free Trader Braden and now, I’m not even a good Wolfoid step,” Braden complained. Bounder slapped him on the back, chuckling. He walked a few strides away and waited for Braden to get into position.

      “I want it on record that we are better with our mates nearby.” G-War looked at him through narrowed eyes. Brandt shook his mighty head. Skirill and Bounder agreed with Braden. “Well, half of us are, anyway.”

      Braden leaned against the Aurochs once more, tightening his muscles and gritting his teeth waiting for Bounder’s impending impact. This time, Bounder leapt upwards, landing on Braden’s shoulders for a second short jump to Brandt’s back. He scrabbled to find his balance, then crouched, facing forward, two legs splayed widely on each side of the King’s spine.

      ‘This isn’t very comfortable,’ Bounder complained. Braden ignored him as he got into position in front of the Wolfoid.

      “You think it’s bad now, wait until he starts running,” Braden prophesied.

      It wasn’t long before Bounder was completely miserable. Brandt slowed, much to G-War’s dismay.

      ‘Boy’s day sucks,’ Bounder said with a surprisingly human intonation. Brandt laughed so hard he had to stop. G-War started calling everyone names, which made the King laugh even harder, threatening to throw his riders as they clung tightly to his scarred hide.

      Braden’s back was tightening up and he couldn’t have agreed more with the Wolfoid. Brandt continued their journey, taking extra care to keep his gyrations to a minimum. They finally reached a forested area with a stream, short of their goal but it was farther than Braden had ever traveled in the north in a single turn. Trips of three or four turns could be made in a single daylight with the speed of the Aurochs.

      Braden wondered if any of Brandt’s herd would eventually move. He expected they would at some point as the herd outgrew the Plains of Propiscius or a young bull wanted to try his luck elsewhere, out from under the umbrella of the King.

      With the forested area came the promise of a large meal. G-War guided Braden and Bounder to a spike buck. After the run and the ride, Bounder was in no shape to hunt, so Braden dropped it with one of his last arrows. He took the greatest care in removing it, cleaning it lovingly, and returning it to the quiver with its two Old Tech brothers. They flew better, but were no stronger than arrows he could make himself. They broke in battle. They broke when hunting. Braden had every intention of using his last arrow to take down a deer in the south, when they were within reach of getting more and not before then.

      G-War was pleased to get the choice bits. Skirill had had a light day of flying so Braden threw raw entrails into the air for the Hawkoid to catch, continually demonstrating his mastery of the sky. They watched lazily as Skirill impressed them with his aerobatics.

      After their meal of venison was complete, Braden staggered to the stream, drank fully of the cool water, then stripped and climbed in, letting the chill take the sting out of his muscles. Bounder joined him, laying his chest and Wolfoid-man-parts in the water. He sighed as his eyes rolled back in his head.

      “Wet Wolfoid. At least it’s not raining so we don’t have to smell Brandt, too,” Braden said. Bounder knew that he should be offended, but couldn’t find the energy for it. The cool of the water took the sting out. He’d probably just run from then on. He couldn’t abide riding. He wondered if the bruises would ever heal.

      Numb and tired, Braden built up the fire to help him and Bounder to dry. Skirill was perched on a nearby limb, trying his best to sleep. Brandt continued grazing, working to replenish the energy lost during the run. G-War was draped over a branch in his favorite sleeping position. Braden banked the fire to direct the heat toward one side where he and Bounder sprawled.

      “What do you expect to find out there, G?” Braden asked.

      ‘I’m sleeping,’ the ‘cat answered instantly.

      “Sounds like it. I’ve rarely seen any Hillcats and never where they live. What can we expect to see?” Braden pressed.

      ‘You will see nothing. I have to go into the hills alone. They don’t allow strangers.’

      “I’m not a stranger, G. We’ve been together for what, thirteen cycles now?” Braden countered.

      ‘You are a stranger to them and always will be, no matter how long I’ve been saddled with you. No, I must go alone,’ the ‘cat emphasized.

      “You are such an ass! Saddled? Maybe Brandt could say that, especially after this daylight’s extravaganza, but you, saddled with me? Then again, you’ve been far more insulting in the past, so you must be feeling pretty good. It’s like you’re not even trying to get under my skin. But, I do understand, G. We’ll get you close and then you go do your thing, see if any of them would like to join us for a trip south. You might not want to tell them about the crappy heat of the Great Desert.”

      ‘I can’t leave anything out when talking with a fellow Hillcat. We see within each other’s minds. We cannot lie.’

      “There’s something new. Have you ever lied to me?” Braden asked.

      ‘Not that you know of,’ the ‘cat answered smartly. Bounder grinned and turned away so Braden couldn’t see him laughing.

      Braden didn’t have a follow-up question. As with most of his conversations with G-War, he’d have to think about it. If he asked questions without thinking, the ‘cat found ways to make him feel stupid. Braden didn’t want to give him any additional fuel for the fire.

      When Brandt returned, they settled for the evening. Sleep came easily to all of them while G-War maintained vigil in a way that only a ‘cat could. Braden slept at ease, like he used to in the old days, when it was only the Golden Warrior and him, always carrying a load of something, plying the routes as Free Trader Braden.
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      Braden happily awoke without getting an alarm from G-War. He’d moved from his perch in the tree during the night to a much softer spot on Brandt’s head. The bull was lying in the grass, upright as he did, resting his heavy horns on the ground.

      Bounder was upside down, back legs straight in the air, twisted sideways with his front legs on the ground. His mouth was open and his tongue was lying in the dirt.

      Braden stood and stretched. The Hawkoid blinked rapidly to clear his eyes then launched himself into the air, flying a lazy circle as he looked for an inattentive ground squirrel, although if he found a rabbit, that would become his breakfast. The engineered Rabbits had made such an impact on their lives that it had grown increasingly difficult for any of them to hunt the small domestic ones. G-War maintained that he didn’t have any problem hunting them, but Skirill had seen him do less and less of it. Although population control was becoming a real problem in places like New Sanctuary. The rabbits threatened to overwhelm them, eating everything in sight.

      G-War ignored the thoughts from his friends. He hesitated only a little when it came to the domestic rabbits. No one knew how much he could really eat when game was plentiful, like the rabbits at New Sanctuary, especially with the Server and Maintenance Bots readily removing any telltale sign of a kill.

      He had more important things to think about. What would be a compelling approach to convince a lady Hillcat to join him? With the domestic cats, it was always easy. He was twice the size of most domestic males, so he simply chased them away. G-War didn’t know if he was bigger or smaller than an average male ‘cat. It bothered him thinking he might be smaller and less capable. His scars also made him less attractive in one way, but more in what mattered. He’d fought battles that the others could only dream about.

      That’s the hook, he thought to himself. None of the others could have fought in such battles.

      It took no time to pack up, and Braden was able to get more comfortable without a Wolfoid wedged against his back. G-War rode in his usual spot, but Bounder refused to ride, insisting that he could keep up by running alongside.

      So they were off. With the help of Braden’s neural implant, they were heading cross-country, which greatly reduced their travel time. Without the wagon, they were able to cross most obstacles while trusting Skirill to steer them clear of the worst of them.

      By early afternoon, they’d reached a place that G-War said was as close as they should go. Before Brandt even stopped, he was off, racing uphill through the trees toward a place where he felt a great number of his fellow Hillcats.

      He ran excitedly at first, but the numbers seemed to overwhelm him. He never remembered that many, wondering how they could live, knowing that they needed a great supply of meat for such numbers. He’d find out soon enough.

      He slowed as he crawled through heavy underbrush and into an area that opened near the top of a great, heavily forested hill. The first ‘cat he saw was a calico, a female that was nearly as big as he was. She sniffed, turned her tail toward him, and walked away, harrumphing in their shared mindlink. He smelled nothing enticing and kept going, looking for elder ‘cats to speak with.

      He came across a group of three, standing together and watching him approach.

      ‘We don’t want your type here,’ the eldest, an orange tabby like G-War, said in his gravelly thought voice.

      ‘My type…’ the Golden Warrior repeated. He knew what the elder implied: one bonded with a human. ‘Sometimes the choice to bond is not the ‘cat’s to make.’

      ‘You were careless and allowed yourself to be in a vulnerable position. Real ‘cats don’t do that. Always a rebel, weren’t you, Axial?’ the elder replied. He let G-War into his mind. The elder ‘cat was his uncle. It was disrespectful that he hadn’t recognized his own family. He’d already failed if he couldn’t recover from such a slight.

      ‘Uncle.’ G-War dipped his head. The tip of his tail flicked, fighting him as he tried to hide his anxiety. ‘The adventures I’ve been a part of are unrivalled among the Hillcats,’ he said boldly, letting the images of Bat-Ravens, Lizard Men, Androids, and others flow through his mind.

      The others were impressed.

      ‘Go with Rialest. He will show you what you’ve missed all these cycles of the seasons. We must think about what we’ve seen before we can address your request, so go now and give us time,’ the elder said as he dismissed G-War.

      Rialest was a young male, bigger than the Golden Warrior. He didn’t say anything as he walked past  G-War, beckoning him to follow. They walked past shelters of various sorts, most being areas dug beneath fallen tree branches. Hillcat kittens played everywhere. G-War guessed that it had been a cold winter. That’s where the great numbers came from. Too many kittens. Some would have to migrate to a new area where game could be found.

      Rialest continued walking briskly past the homes and Hillcat families, and started down the other side of the hill.

      ‘Where are we going?’ G-War asked suspiciously, suspecting some kind of trap, growing more wary as Rialest didn’t respond. G-War slowed and let the distance grow between them. Two large males jumped from a tree on the left and two more from behind a tree on the right. G-War was off in a flash, heading up the nearest trunk.

      He turned when he gained the first branch, setting his back claws into it and readying to strike the closest of those following. The first one up the tree received a vicious slash across his face while he yet climbed the tree. He wasn’t able to raise a paw in his own defense. When he fell, he landed on the ‘cat behind him and both fell to the ground. The other two, a heartbeat before fully engrossed in the chase, lost their stomach for the fight and slowly backed down the tree.

      ‘What the crap was that?’ G-War demanded of Rialest, remaining in the tree as he watched the four ill-fated attackers slink away. His escort stood to the side, looking up at him.

      Realizing that G-War was not about to come down until he received an answer, Rialest spoke. ‘That was to teach you a lesson. You left. You should not have come back. Things have changed in the many cycles you’ve been gone. All your presence here will do is damage our calm. You are too violent, Prince Axial De’atesh, to exist with our kind now. I will show you how we are evolving.’ Without waiting, Rialest turned and continued downhill.

      G-War jumped from branch to branch until he couldn’t find a viable path, so he jumped down, wary of further duplicity.

      There was none. Rialest stopped by an opening in the trees and waved G-War forward. When he arrived, he saw a massive field within a valley between the hills. A herd of water buffalo grazed, while Hillcats circled, not hunting, but keeping the herd together as ranchers would do.

      ‘My people have become ranchers, keepers of livestock?’ G-War asked. Rialest nodded once before heading back uphill. The Hillcats had become like the Wolfoids on the RV Traveler, who had turned to herding pigs to survive when there were too many of them and too few wild game.

      ‘Why don’t some of our people move? Why stay here if you have to change everything you are?’ G-War asked, letting everyone hear his thoughts. He couldn’t believe what he’d seen. Hillcats—or better named Hellcats, because of the terror they inflicted on their prey—reduced to feeble attacks on their unsuspecting fellows because they’d forgotten how to fight, how to hunt.

      ‘I guess my uncle isn’t thinking about anything, is he?’ G-War asked. Rialest didn’t dignify that with an answer. ‘There’s nothing here for me. I shall take my leave of you. Hillcats, unwilling to hunt, unable to fight. I’m disgusted.’ G-War told them all.

      He ran past Rialest and then held his tail high as he walked proudly from the Hillcat home.

      His uncle called for him, but the unprovoked attack to teach him a lesson showed him everything he needed to know. He hadn’t thought of himself as an outcast until that moment. He joined Skirill as one who was shunned by his own people for participating in the affairs of humans. His fellow ‘cats didn’t know how much their lives were better for working together and not separately. He raged at the narrow minds of the elders. In ten cycles or so, he’d return and see if they’d had a change of heart. If not then, he’d probably never bother to come back again. A shame, some of those lady ‘cats look pretty sweet, G-War thought to himself as he strode downhill, knowing that he wouldn’t make it back to Braden and the others until after dark.

      He felt kindred spirits in his mind before he heard the padding of Hillcats running. He raced up the nearest tree, picking a thin branch to sit on. No more than one enemy at a time could come at him. He didn’t understand the feelings that were coming through, but maybe his uncle wanted to teach him one last lesson from more stalwart ‘cats.

      He doubted they could best him even in an unfair fight. So he waited.

      Kittens, lady ‘cats, and even a couple young males appeared, running wholesale down the hill.

      ‘Up here,’ he said calmly. Paws, tails, and fur flew as they attempted to stop. He’d seen the same thing from the pups in the Wolfoid village. He shook his orange head at them. ‘Yes?’

      An older lady ‘cat stepped forward and looked up at him. ‘Prince Axial De’atesh, we humbly beg your pardon for the interruption and hope that you will hear us.’

      G-War wasn’t big on formality, but he was impressed by their appropriate deference. He nodded for her to continue as he wrapped his tail around himself in a position of comfort and relaxation.

      ‘We feel as you do that we shouldn’t turn our backs on our ways, on our very nature. Hillcats were meant to hunt. So what we’re asking is, can we come with you?’ she ended, sounding hopeful. G-War didn’t know what to expect when he ran up the hill to his ancestral home. He hoped that two or three lady ‘cats would join him, a seasoned warrior who could protect them, give him stout kittens to build a new Hillcat community throughout the south. That was him as the center of his own world, but what he hated to admit learning from his human was the power of helping others. It made him cringe, but he showed none of his anxiety outwardly while he thought about a way forward.

      ‘Who am I to argue with those who are as wise as you?’ he answered abruptly and ran down the tree. He was mobbed by the kittens who rubbed their little bodies all over him. They had a few moons remaining before they’d mature. Until then, he assumed they’d be annoying. He’d talk with the lady ‘cats at some point, once he decided which ones would best serve him.

      The oldest of the lady ‘cats came to him and rubbed her body around his in what he thought was a typical Hillcat mating ritual.

      ‘What’s this?’ he asked, stepping aside to look at her.

      ‘I’ve chosen you. You will be mine,’ she replied matter-of-factly.

      ‘But that’s not how it works,’ he stammered.

      ‘You’ve been gone a long time.’ She looked at him closely, studying his scars. ‘You’ll have to tell me about each and every one of these.’

      ‘But that’s not how it works,’ he repeated.

      ‘They all do as I tell them. They are either mine or nieces or nephews. So, yes, Ax, that’s how it works, but I think you are the ‘cat to protect me, keep me safe, be a good role model for them.’ She nodded to the mass of ‘cats. Every one of them looked at him, while she resumed rubbing her body on his.

      ‘Will we ever have privacy….’ he started.

      ‘Fealona,’ she enlightened him.

      ‘Will we ever have privacy, Fealona?’ G-War asked.

      ‘Possibly. Depends on you,’ she purred. The sound of Braden, Brandt, Skirill, and Bounder laughing in the back of his mind wasn’t lost on him. He’d never believed in karma, until that moment, when it had him in its gaping maw, shaking him and trying to break him.

      Karma didn’t understand who it was dealing with, clearly.

      ‘Come along, Fea. Let’s meet the others. They’re waiting at the bottom. You’ll get to meet a Wolfoid–that will be a real treat, for Bounder, that is.’

      G-War surreptitiously tried to count the number of ‘cats, but stopped when he hit thirty because they kept weaving around each other and he kept losing track.

      Braden and the others were waiting patiently when G-War arrived at the head of a substantial parade of Hillcats. Braden didn’t laugh as the logistical challenge of travelling with such a group weighed on him.

      “What did you do, G?’ Braden asked.

      ‘I was myself. Don’t act so surprised,’ G-War responded smugly, trying to reassert some control over his situation. ‘Let me introduce Fealona. Fea, meet my human.’

      Braden’s mouth dropped open at the rude introduction.

      ‘My mate has told me much about you. I am pleased to meet you, Braden, and look forward to traveling with you and Ax,’ she purred sweetly. The other ‘cats stayed inside the tree line, waiting to be called out by their matriarch.

      “You don’t deserve her, G,” Braden said as he scratched behind her ears. She was all white, with black spots splattered randomly around her body. The largest encircled one eye, making it almost look like she wore an eyepatch. “Well, aren’t you a beauty! I suspect you will work wonders on our lifelong bachelor. He’ll be a new ‘cat in no time.” Braden smiled and smirked, trying not to laugh.

      Bounder moved forward to introduce himself. Fea flattened her ears against her head and her eyes narrowed to mere slits while the rest of her body attempted to project calm. Hissing came from the trees as the kittens felt her anxiety. G-War had too much respect for Bounder to let his new extended family show any fear or hatred toward him, so the Golden Warrior rubbed his body on the Wolfoid and stood with him, scolding the kittens for treating his friend like that. He told them to come out and make a proper greeting.

      They still waited for a nod from Fea before they moved. ‘That needs to change,’ he said definitively. She looked at his resolve, then agreed, telling the kittens that they needed to follow orders from Prince Axial De’atesh as if they were hers. The older ‘cats and the mob of kittens approached tentatively, stopping and crouching as if to attack before continuing their approach. Bounder laid on the ground so he was more at their level, and that broke the ice. He was completely enveloped in ‘cats rubbing on him and climbing on him until he sneezed, then hackles raised and backs arched as the little ones were ready to battle.

      “Did he tell you that he named my children? Yup. Ax and ‘Tesh. I can’t tell you how much it means to us that you have decided to join with G-War for this journey through life. I can’t tell you how lonely he’s been, spending his life waiting for the right one to come along and look at this, here you are.” Braden looked earnestly into her eyes while she looked through his and deep into his mind, pleased with what she saw.

      Brandt introduced himself and Skirill, too. Skirill had to dissuade the kittens from seeking a ride once they learned from Uncle Ax that he’d done it.

      They slept as they could that night, but thirty-seven ‘cats make noise, even though they were as silent as death when alone. With the sunrise, Braden climbed onto Brandt’s back, unsure how all the ‘cats were going to fit, but when properly motivated, they made themselves quite small. They steadied themselves by holding on with their claws.

      ‘You, my small orange friend, are going to pay for this,’ was the extent that Brandt would complain about pinches and needle pricks seemingly all over his body. G-War and Fea crouched together on the King’s head with five or six of the smallest kittens. Two kittens rode on Bounder’s back while he ran on all fours and one kitten had the distinct honor of riding on Skirill. To keep the ‘cats from fighting, Skirill chose one based on size and disposition. In other words, he randomly picked one of the smaller ones.

      Braden had no intention of stopping, until the hunger cries became so intense he couldn’t take it anymore.

      G-War pointed. ‘That way,’ he told Braden, and the human went hunting. The larger ‘cats joined him, hoping to be blooded with their first kill. Braden didn’t give them the chance, shooting the deer before the noisy ‘cats scared it away.

      ‘You have a lot to teach them, G,’ Braden said over the mindlink.

      They spent one night on the plain and arrived back at Cameron with little fanfare. Micah wasn’t surprised and was instantly smitten by Fea. While traveling through Cameron, they lost three ‘cats who bonded with random humans.

      “Look at that, G! You’re already leaving your mark,” Braden quipped. Fea was fine as long as her own were taken care of. She reserved the right for disapproval, but hadn’t had to exercise it since the ‘cats had chosen quality humans for bonding. Braden and Micah were pleased that the Hillcats would have a larger presence in the world. She couldn’t imagine what their lives would have been like without the Golden Warrior. It was he who told Braden that there was a world on the other side of the Great Desert.

      When they finally finished their parade through town, they found that they’d gotten two horses in addition to fifty-five head of water buffalo. The owners guessed that at least ten percent of the herd would be lost during the move and didn’t want Braden’s caravan to show up short of his desired number.

      And they still had gold and platinum left over. That earned Micah a long kiss. G-War and Fea rode on the King’s head. Braden and Micah rode the horses while Zeller stayed with the wagon, piled full with Hillcats and two sneezing Wolfoids, who quickly excused themselves, saying they preferred to run with the herd.

      They started the water buffalo moving south on the plains west of the forest that bordered the ancients’ road. Braden had forgotten how agonizingly slowly water buffalo moved.
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      They squeezed a two-turn trip into five turns as they traveled to Whitehorse. Braden did the math in his head and then conferred with Holly. The water buffalo could not carry enough water to make it to Oasis 03. This revelation made Braden descend into a deep pit of darkness. They’d press on, but they had to find a way to speed up the herd.

      They settled the livestock in the plains, leaving the Aurochs, Bounder, Gray Strider, and some of the young adult ‘cats to watch over it and make sure the animals stayed close together. Skirill and Zyena offered to help. They left the wagon and Braden, Micah, and Zeller rode the two horses to Whitehorse, accompanied by G-War and Fea.

      They found that the barricade had been removed and there were signs that at least a couple wagons had traveled back and forth on the road to Cameron. They hurried into town as Zeller was eager to see the blacksmith

      The large man had somehow gotten word of their arrival as he waited impatiently, wiping his hands profusely on his work apron. As they drove up, he reached into the wagon and lifted Zeller out as if she were a child, hugging her extensively before putting her on the ground.

      “I never got your name, Master Blacksmith,” Braden said.

      “My name is Tomas, but everyone just calls me Tom,” he answered.

      “No!” Braden blurted out. “Tom the blacksmith. But we already have one of those!” Tom didn’t understand.

      “Tomas and I will be in his shop if you need us,” Zeller said, taking his large hand in hers and leading him away.

      “Is there any reason we’d need to go to his shop?” Braden asked.

      “None,” Micah said firmly.

      Fea watched everything with great interest. She’d never been outside of her own community before she met G-War and the companions. Now she was one of the most well-traveled of Hillcats. She enjoyed that and her new human, too. Micah absently stroked her fur as they traveled. Unlike G-War, Fea couldn’t get enough of the petting that the humans found so comforting. It worked for her, too. G-War sat on Braden’s lap, sympathizing with the human as he’d never done before.

      To make G-War feel better, Braden offered a look into a possible future. “I don’t think you’ll have any more problems with Klytus and Shauna’s mother.”

      G-War thought about it and agreed. He looked forward to the meeting, but he’d have to teach Fea how to fight first. He’d have to teach all of them how to fight.

      Braden looked at Micah. “What are we doing here?” he asked, not understanding why they were delayed. He felt like the water buffalo needed his attention.

      G-War and Fea excused themselves to return to the wagon as they had no interest in trading or waiting in the sun.

      “Zeller wanted to see her man and we need to do some shopping,” she said happily. Braden looked at the meager offerings before hanging his head. Another exercise in building up hope. It pained him to watch bad deals, but this time he smiled, nodded, and carried the purchases while the vendors beamed at their newfound wealth.

      Braden wrapped the goods in a huge blanket that he draped over his horse.

      Tom and Zeller had not yet reappeared. Micah hesitated to knock, but they’d delayed as long as they were comfortable. The ‘cats were just outside town, and Braden assumed that they would start making trouble soon. He understood innately what it was like trying to get a ‘cat to do something and getting thirty-four of them to do the same thing seemed impossible. His only hope was to keep them going in one direction once they started moving.

      Which they weren’t at present. Micah knocked a second time on the door to the blacksmith’s shop and walked in without waiting for an answer. She found Tom and Zeller carrying a couple bags each while Tom was shaking hands with a very young man and scrawny young woman, both filthy from working with the forge.

      Micah held her hands up, asking Zeller what was going on.

      “Tom’s coming with us,” she said as she handed Micah one of the smaller bags, and they all walked out. Braden took the bag from his partner and heartily welcomed young Tom as he thought he’d call him. They tied the bags onto the horses with the rough and thick rope from the north. They’d given or traded all of their Amazonian rope away. Braden missed it, knowing that if a trade route developed between the north and the south, the item in greatest demand would be that rope. Zeller already knew that she’d probably be the first one to do it as one of the most experienced in crossing the Great Desert.

      Braden knew that it wouldn’t be him.

      They walked the loaded horses out of town and through the nearby woods where they encountered Hillcats climbing trees, chasing each other, and generally being everywhere other than at the wagon.

      The only two at the wagon were G-War and Fea, who were playing some kind of ‘cat cuddles game.

      ‘You’re back early,’ G-War said with surprise.

      “No. No, we’re not, and you didn’t sense us coming?” Braden asked, wondering if his best friend was losing his edge.

      ‘Yes, no, well, I knew there wasn’t anything dangerous. We have an army of ‘cats protecting us now!’ he said with great emphasis and pride. Braden walked two steps and plucked the tiniest of kittens from a tree branch, getting a long thin scratch on his arm for his efforts, and deposited her in the wagon.

      “You mean like her? An army of ‘cats?” Braden said, pointing, as if they didn’t know he was talking about the kitten batting at his hand. Micah stifled a laugh. Zeller and Tom didn’t seem to notice as she was showing him “her” wagon.

      “Bounder!” Braden yelled and walked away, hoping the Wolfoids had kept the herd together.

      What Braden failed to realize was that Fea ruled with an iron paw. When she told the ‘cats to return, they came, some slower than others, but all of them returned without anyone having to chase an errant kitten. Braden thanked Fea profusely while giving G-War the hairy eyeball.

      ‘Oh, stop it,’ G-War prodded lightly. ‘You were worse when you were courting.’

      “I don’t believe I was. We were in the middle of opening up free trade across the south. That took a great deal of effort and attention. We fought a few battles along the way as well. No. You’re worse.”

      ‘We shall agree to disagree. Onward, humans. Take us to our new home,’ the ‘cat commanded with a flick of his furry orange paw.

      Arnie pulled the wagon, while Brandt, Bounder, Gray Strider, with Braden and Micah riding the horses, moved the herd. The grazing was good and the water buffalo were reluctant to get started. Brandt turned out to be the secret weapon. The water buffalo looked on him as if he were one of them, but an order of magnitude larger. He charged them, lowering his great horns, which turned them from a slow-moving group to an all-out stampede.

      They ran in every direction except the one intended. Bounder and Gray Strider bolted for their lives when they saw the fear in the eyes of the water buffalo. Braden and Micah rode hard and wide to turn the heads of the quickest animals. It took them far longer than planned to get the animals going generally in the direction of the pond and the way south.

      “Any ideas, Brandt? Anyone? If we try this through the desert, we’re going to have to abandon the animals. If we do that, we condemn them all to death. We have to get them to move more quickly in a straighter line.” Brandt tried leading, then he tried following so he could push them. The Wolfoids ran alongside, encouraging the water buffalo with the tips of their spears, but the livestock would run a few steps then slow to graze, meandering as they went.

      Skirill and Zyena had to be bored out of their minds at the slow pace, but they took to hunting ground squirrels, dropping their prey into the back of the wagon as they killed it. But the kittens were making a mess and Zeller was having none of that in her wagon. She made them eat while hanging on the tailgate to minimize the blood and guts in the padded interior.

      They didn’t stop for lunch or at any point during the daylight as they wanted to keep the livestock moving. As night started to fall, they’d made it halfway across the plain. Braden and Micah opened their neural implants, overlaid their location on the maps, let Holly calculate the distances, and they still came up short. Like Braden had done on his first trip across the Great Desert, he decided that they’d push the herd in and let them figure out the necessity of moving with a greater sense of urgency. There wouldn’t be any distractions of grass to graze on. They’d lose weight, but as long as they arrived in the south alive, the caravan’s journey would have been a success.

      As Braden looked at it, hope was a lousy plan, and it was the only one he had.

      They camped in the open plain, while the water buffalo grazed around them. They slept in, on, or under the wagon after an ungratifying meal of smoked meat and some vegetables they’d purchased. The ‘cats weren’t amused, even after G-War told them what their life would be like on the road and in the south. There would be suffering, which they were fine with until the suffering started.

      Most of them were kittens of various ages. There were seven or eight young adults and Fea. There were two other adult males and G-War put them in their place in a hurry. The heavily scarred G-War was intimidating to the Hillcats who’d been raised with less of an edge. Exasperated, he gave up and turned the young adults over to Fea, who empathized with them while calming them down. G-War had to train the ‘cats how to be good Hillcats and Fea learned that she needed to train her Prince.

      That reminded Micah of a saying that she heard once. Men chase women just until she catches him.

      When the sun started to rise, they drank heartily from the wagon’s stocks while the water buffalo licked the dew from the grass. The ‘cats jumped from the wagon, one by one, to take care of personal ‘cat business. One of the older kittens thought chasing a water buffalo would be fun, but then ventured a jump onto its back. He’d seen G-War and Fea riding on Brandt and knew that’s how he wanted to travel. Once on the water buffalo, he dug in his claws and hung on as the beast kicked and snorted. It soon settled down and the kitten found that he could give it basic directions. Pleased with himself, he brought the water buffalo to the wagon and declared that he had his ride for the daylight. The beast turned and headed in the direction of the pond.

      Braden looked at Micah with a huge grin. “The ‘cats can drive the water buffalo,” he said as the revelation swept over him.

      “Hey! You, what’s your name, how did you do that?” Braden yelled. Micah pointed to her own head. “What?”

      ‘Thought voice, lover. No need to yell. You are scaring the children,’ she laughed.

      ‘Come back here, Treetis,’ Fea jumped in. She questioned him on how he did it, then shared his thoughts with the rest of the ‘cats and one by one, they were each assigned a water buffalo. Even the smallest kittens were unafraid, but Fea expected they’d have to bring them into the wagon at regular intervals to rest.

      With the ‘cats situated and the water buffalo settled down, they started off with Brandt setting the pace. Although it was slow for him, the water buffalo had to trot every few steps to keep up. They continued that way until the sun was high in the sky and the pond was near. They took a break, let the smallest kittens rest, and continued with only half the herd carrying riders. When they arrived at the pond, the water buffalo waded in, fouling the water for the rest to drink. They headed upstream to drink from the clear flowing fresh water. Then they started filling the saddle bags that each water buffalo would carry.

      The Wolfoids had to use their spears to dissuade more adventurous water buffalo from getting upstream, but in the end, it all worked out.

      G-War took the older ‘cats hunting, but once again, it was an arrow from Braden’s bow that guaranteed their dinner.

      After passing out the raw bits and quite a bit of flesh to the ‘cats, the humans settled in to cook the rest.

      “What made you decide to join us?” Braden asked, looking to find out more about their new addition. By riding the horses, Braden and Micah didn’t get to talk with Zeller and Tom as they traveled.

      “That’s your question?” Micah interrupted, which led to a short back-and-forth between her and Braden regarding small talk.

      “No, I’ll answer,” Tom offered. “Even before the Provincial Government showed up, I was tired of being in the same old place, doing the same thing every day. I love working the iron, but I also love getting out. When I saw Zeller, I knew that I wanted to run away with her, see what else Vii has to offer. She was the best I could have ever hoped for.”

      “Because she had her own wagon?” Braden taunted, looking at his partner. She punched him in the shoulder, eliciting an unhappy cry from Fea sleeping in her lap.

      “Of course!” Tom played along. “A woman with such attributes should be blessed to receive the attention of a man such as myself.” His statement and coy grin earned him a punch in the shoulder, too. The banter continued as the companions talked. Zeller and Tom had yet to determine if they’d make a home somewhere and one or both would work the routes as Free Traders.

      On Vii, life was usually short and hard. When people found their mate, they didn’t waste time. Zeller and Tom’s courting period lasted a few heartbeats. After that, everything was a detail to be hammered out, negotiated, or traded away.

      But they had plenty of time to talk about their futures as there was a great deal of journey remaining.

      Tomorrow, they’d hunt and rest. As the sun waned, they’d head into the desert. Over one hundred living creatures would brave the heat and lack of water in an effort to bring livestock south.
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      The first night of travel went well. The tent was set up before dawn and the ‘cats were settling their rides. The humans had to help with the water saddlebags for the water buffalo to drink what they carried. They used the wagon’s supply of water sparingly for the extra drinkers. The ‘cats had been unplanned, but fortunately weren’t great consumers of water.

      When the sun broke the horizon and Braden and his caravan could see, they discovered that they were short seven water buffalo and three ‘cats. Skirill and Zyena immediately launched into the air, flying a wide track on both sides of the night’s route. They saw nothing right away, so they zigzagged wider, flying farther.

      Braden climbed on Brandt with G-War and Fea as they raced into the desert, retracing their steps in search of the lost ‘cats. The sun was up and the heat was pounding as they ran, then waited for anything from Skirill and Zyena.

      Far to the south, they spotted something and Zyena dove, feeling scorched as she continued to fly under the blistering sun. In one of the many dry river beds in the northern part of the desert, the water buffalo huddled under an overhang. Zyena was finally able to make contact and talk with the kittens. Treetis was one of the three. Once the sun started to rise, he realized that he’d fallen asleep and mistakenly directed his beast to the south. The others blindly followed. He was afraid that he was in trouble and mewed helplessly as he found himself alone.

      Fea finally heard the kittens’ voice as the King of the Aurochs ran in the brutal heat. His hide was hot, but he pressed on, squinting in the bright sunlight. It was mid-morning when he finally arrived. Fea and G-War bolted from the King’s head to join the kittens, looking miserable and thirsty as they cowered in the shade.

      “I have another favor to ask, my great friend. Can you dig us a hole to sleep, in the shade of this overhang? We have to stay here as I fear we’d all die if we went back into that heat. Six saddle bags of water and two flasks. That’s all we have until we meet back up with the caravan. Let me talk with Micah and see what we can do,” Braden asked as they moved the water buffalo into the sun, against the animals’ desires, so Brandt could dig into the bank, creating more area under the overhang while also getting into the cooler ground beneath. Some of the overhang fell, but much of it was stone and remained in place after the King’s quick and vigorous work.

      Everyone huddled in the shade, Brandt laying down first and the rest of the creatures working their way in around him. Braden used the water from the saddle bags for the livestock and Brandt. The great King finished three of the saddle bags on his own, but he needed the water after running in the desert heat.

      Braden opened his neural implant, accessing the map. They had traveled farther than the rest of the group, only it was due south instead of south, southeast. With a good night’s movement, Braden thought they could get close to the oasis, drink whatever was left of their water, and then power through until they reached the lake. He thought they’d make it before the others. They had nothing to eat, though. Skirill had returned to Micah’s group, while Zyena joined Braden.

      “Just like old times, eh, G?” Braden said as he tried to relax through his discomfort and get to sleep. “Making it up as we go.” The five ‘cats curled together, hair dry and looking frazzled.

      ‘It wouldn’t be us if we did otherwise,’ G-War said with uncharacteristic understanding. Braden could feel Fealona’s discomfort, but she didn’t express it out loud. They huddled as an impromptu group, praying that the cool of night would quickly return.
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      Braden awoke well before nightfall, but didn’t get up as he didn’t wish to wake the others. He was thirsty, but everyone would be a little thirsty that night.

      ‘I think we’ll make it, G,’ Braden ventured, assuming the ‘cat was awake.

      ‘Yes, but not all the water buffalo will,’ G-War said calmly, not opening his eyes.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Two of them are already sick from not getting enough water. Even if you gave them the rest of what we have, it wouldn’t be enough,’ G-War said, finally opening his eyes.

      ‘Two of the ones without ‘cats?’ Braden asked. G-War nodded almost imperceptibly. The ‘cat riders had encouraged their beasts to drink fully before they entered the desert. Then there were those who didn’t. It seemed that little extra was the difference between life and death.

      ‘What if we butchered one, gave the other a good deal of water, then made a run this night for the oasis?’

      ‘Interesting,’ the ‘cat replied as he mulled the idea over. G-War was sensitive to Vii’s creatures so he knew things that others would never understand. After contemplating the idea for what seemed like an interminable amount of time, he answered. ‘Yes. I think that will work, for all of us, and the ‘cats get some fresh meat now and the others get meat later, when they catch up to us.’

      Braden gauged how much sunlight was left. He’d butcher the one water buffalo that G-War directed him to and whether he was done or not, they’d head out as night fell.

      Micah had the shade from the tent, but she also had twenty-nine ‘cats who missed Fea. They were both uncomfortable and unhappy. She could not have missed her own children more, so she accessed her neural implant and called Bronwyn. The last time they talked, Bronwyn had not yet gone to Village Trent, but was planning to depending on which trader was going that way.

      Bronwyn answered right away as she usually did, but immediately turned the communication device over to Mattie, Micah’s mother. Mattie was skeptical of the Old Tech, but when she heard her daughter’s voice, she warmed up to it. They talked for a short while and then the twins came on, disappointed that they had to use their real world voices where they were much less articulate.

      In the end, Micah’s mood improved greatly. She contacted Braden and he told her their plan and the unfortunate demise of one of the water buffalo, although the ‘cats would eat well. He had no way to cook the meat, but he was going to lay thin strips on rocks in the sun and see if that cooked them somewhat. She wished him luck.

      He signed off and got to work. The water buffalo was trusting and let Braden pet his head. It hurt Braden to put the animal out of its future misery, but the entire caravan would benefit from his death. With a quick slash from his shortsword, the deed was done. The beast’s life blood spilled into the sand, but it was clear that the animal had already been struggling as its blood flowed like molasses. Once the animal was dead, he cut quickly, feeding the best parts of the entrails to the ‘cats and Zyena. He split the carcass up, intending to throw as much as possible onto Brandt’s broad back.

      The other water buffalo shied away from the butcher and his work area. It took some axe-like chops with his shortsword to cut through the spine. By leaving the ribs in place, Braden could hang the butchered water buffalo like little tents over Brandt’s back. One section had the front legs, on the mid-section, and the final had the flanks and back legs. Braden had to cut them up this way as he couldn’t lift the entire carcass. Brandt lay on the ground while Braden muscled the meat onto the King’s back. It was hot and hard work. Braden sweated more than he wanted to and knew that he wasn’t going to get as much water as he needed.

      As the sun was setting, Braden finished his grim task, covered in blood that he wouldn’t be able to clean off until they reached the oasis. He apportioned the water to those drinking. With what they ate, the ‘cats and Zyena didn’t need to drink. The water buffalo got their water, with the sickly one getting a double portion, and Brandt tried not to take any, but Braden didn’t give him any choice. Nearly all the water was gone, but there was enough that Braden drank a small amount, making him feel much better.

      He scratched the ears of each of the ‘cats, taking time to tell Treetis that he was especially fond of him and hoped he would be near when they chose their homes in the south. The young ‘cat was relieved that he’d been forgiven and pleased that G-War’s bond liked him.

      Braden opened his neural implant and with the oncoming darkness, they stepped off. The ‘cats urged the water buffalo to a fast pace, sometimes running wildly, but unerringly, toward the oasis. It was as if the water buffalo could smell the water and the soybean fields. Braden was light headed and started to fade. He knew that he couldn’t fall off Brandt. There was no one to put him back up there.

      ‘Stay with us, my friend. It’s not much farther,’ Brandt boomed in his thought voice. The kittens started complaining about the noise. G-War complained about their complaining and Fea tried to calm everyone down. It was the chaos that Braden found so comforting. It felt like home.
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      Braden awoke with a start. He began to fall, catching himself with a handful of Brandt’s back hair and startling the two ‘cats crouched on the King’s head. Sunrise cast long shadows from the trees of the oasis up ahead. Brandt was staggering. The six water buffalo were spread in a long line behind him. Braden slapped the King of the Aurochs on the neck, feeling the great creature’s pulse racing beneath his hand. Braden slid down the Aurochs’ side and dropped to the sand. He urged Brandt forward, straight to the lake, avoiding Tiskanay and the Seeders.

      Braden yelled for the others, then used his thought voice to talk with all the ‘cats, telling them that all the water they could drink was only a few heartbeats away. Brandt continued as if in a daze, straight to the lake and into it, drinking until he puked, then he drank some more. He knew it wasn’t healthy, but his body demanded the water. At least it wasn’t as hot as it could have been.

      The water buffalo showed up one by one. Treetis was on the lead beast, but he waited to guide the others in, pointing the way for the younger kittens. G-War and Fea drank their fill and returned to the edge of the oasis to see the others to the lake.

      After the last water buffalo arrived, Braden stumbled along with Treetis and his ride. He watched the kitten’s eyes roll back in his head as he started to fall. Braden caught him and carried him to the lake, dabbing water on his nose and mouth. The water buffalo had waded into the lake and muddied it, but Braden didn’t care. The water was wet. He drank his fill while continuing to wet Treetis’ mouth. A pink tongue slowly snaked out and licked the water off. The tired eyes opened and he softly yowled.

      “You did great, little man. Now drink bit by bit, then some more, then find shade and rest.” Treetis stood, not quite stable, but lapped at the water and then did as he was told. Fea and G-War corralled the kittens in one spot, keeping the young between them.

      Braden opened his neural implant before he realized it had been flashing. Holly awaited, worried about Braden’s life signs during the night. He reassured Holly that he was fine, just dehydrated, but he wanted to talk with Micah. Holly said that she wasn’t far at all and then patched Braden through.

      ‘We’re at the oasis. We have some water buffalo for the ‘cats to eat and there is plenty of water,’ he said with a smile. Micah was surprised that he couldn’t see them, but he apologized as he hadn’t been looking. He ran for the edge of the oasis, but his head was pounding, so he slowed to a walk.

      The sand shimmered under the morning sun. The outline of the wagon stood tall with the dark shapes of the water buffalo arrayed around it, seeming to materialize out of a nonexistent body of water.

      They approached steadily. Arnie was still in good shape when he arrived, as were nearly all the water buffalo. The first thing they did was count heads, relieved to find that everyone had arrived. The water buffalo mercilessly waded into the lake. Bounder and Gray Strider were pleased to see Braden. Skirill and Zyena reunited happily, but both needed time to heal from flying in the bright sunlight looking for the lost kittens.

      The humans met and hugged, shaking hands heartily. The desert could be unforgiving and it could also show what creatures are made of.

      Until they realized that they forgot to pick up Aadi when they passed.

      ‘Aadi! Master Aadi, can you hear me?’ Braden called over the mindlink as he looked into the desert, squinting against the sun and shimmer. Something bumped against his back. He turned to see Aadi behind him, blinking slowly.

      “Aadi! Why didn’t you tell us you were here?”

      ‘I told the Golden Warrior as you approached. When you awoke, you seemed quite preoccupied with the health of the others, as you always are. So I left you to it. We finished early and I’m sorry to say that none of the others showed any interest in the affairs of the humans. Oh my! What do we have here?’ Aadi said as they moved toward the lake. It seemed as if all thirty-four ‘cats were sleeping in one pile under the shade of a tree and a bush at its base.

      “G was more than a little successful convincing some of his fellow Hillcats to join us. We have some water buffalo, a couple horses, and a blacksmith, too.” Braden waved at Tom, who nodded pleasantly. G-War hadn’t worked with Tom’s mind to help him hear the other creatures, so he watched and was cordial, but didn’t hear the vast majority of conversations around him.

      Braden didn’t worry. G-War would make it happen in his own time. Maybe Fea could do it. But that was an affair best left to the ‘cats.
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      The caravan spent an entire turn at Oasis 03. The Development Unit started acting quirky, finally giving up trying to save the field from the animals enjoying its guilty pleasures. If Braden and Micah didn’t know better, they would have thought that its feelings were hurt. In the end, it locked itself in the maintenance shed and refused to come out until the caravan left.

      Braden felt so bad that he called Holly. ‘Can you let the Development Unit know that its field served a magnificent purpose, as it was supposed to in feeding those who travel the Great Desert. This oasis has saved our lives for a second time. Please tell him that his efforts made it possible,’ Braden pleaded.

      ‘I assure you, Master Braden, that the Unit has no such feelings and does not need your platitudes. I don’t know how it could even process your gratitude. It doesn’t have the programming for it,’ Holly replied, confused at Braden’s odd request.

      ‘Holly! It locked itself in the maintenance shed!’

      ‘I’m sure it did not, Master Braden. You are always kidding with me. If it’s in the shed, it probably needed maintenance. It can follow no other course of action,’ Holly replied, confident in its understanding of how the Bots on Vii worked.

      Braden remained unconvinced and closed his neural implant. Micah watched in good humor. “It’ll come out when we leave and start working to repair the fields. It saved our lives, whether it can know that or not. It looks like the water buffalo won’t be leaving a whole lot behind. We’ll bundle some of the plants to take with us, but not too much. Did you give some of the fresh meat to Tiskanay?”

      Braden nodded. He’d done that before Micah had arrived with the rest of the livestock, just in case any of the beasts wandered too close. The Gila Monster had eaten her fill and had been sleeping ever since. Braden was still surprised that he hadn’t seen or heard from Aadi when he arrived. He was busy, but never too busy for his friends.

      Aadi was less than forthcoming about the Tortoise Consortium, but Braden and Micah kept after him. Even G-War seemed interested.

      ‘I’m afraid there’s not much to tell. There are still only four of us and that was the main topic of discussion. They didn’t care about my adventures with the humans and compared to that, they have done nothing,’ Aadi said, sounding frustrated.

      “What were you expecting?” Braden asked honestly, but earned him a punch in the arm from Micah.

      ‘I was expecting them to listen and that maybe even one or two of them would want to meet you. I was not expecting their complete disdain.’

      “I’m sorry, Aadi. I didn’t mean to sound like I was judging. That wasn’t it. I have no idea what to expect, and guess that I never will since the other Tortoids will avoid us,” Braden said as a way of apology.

      ‘I’ve decided that it is my responsibility to bring new Tortoids into the world. So I shall begin that process when we arrive back south. I will need heat and the desert when the time comes.’

      “Holy crap!” Braden blurted. Micah rested a hand on his shell and congratulated him. “Don’t you need a lady Tortoid or something?”

      ‘Sometimes, Master Braden, I think you don’t listen to me at all. We’ve already covered this. Tortoids reproduce individually. I will create the eggs and carry them for a certain time, then I need to deposit them in hot sand for the final stage. I should have something like ten hatchlings, but being much older than the norm, I may have fewer,’ Aadi stated.

      Braden couldn’t reply. He always thought of Aadi as a grandfatherly type, not an individual who could produce a new family. Braden settled for slapping Aadi on the shell and congratulating him, hoping to get the chance to name one of the little guys.

      ‘No,’ was all Aadi said to that request as he turned and casually swam toward the lake, floating higher to avoid getting bumped by the water buffalo.

      One of the kittens started howling and yowling. Fea was off like a shot with G-War close behind. Braden and Micah ran after them, not knowing what had happened but that something was wrong.

      They raced around the lake toward the area where the Seeders had been isolated. A water buffalo had wandered too close and had been peppered with seeds from all three plants. The ‘cat who was linked to that beast was in a bawling mess as the water buffalo staggered back toward the lake, stumbled, and fell.

      “We need to get that out of here. We don’t need any more Seeders and especially not right here on the beach,” Braden told them, waving at Brandt. He had the strength to drag the dying beast into the desert, although he didn’t want to do it. The other choice was to burn the beast using their blasters right there, but what would that do to the rest of the ‘cats and livestock?

      “I’ll go with you,” Braden offered as he used some of the northern rope to tie the water buffalo’s legs together with a loop on the other end to throw over one of Brandt’s horns. The kitten cried intensely as he watched his beast dying. Fea and G-War asked if they could come along and bring the kitten.

      Brandt started pulling. The water buffalo left a rut in the sand as Brandt dragged it. Its life force faded as they made it past the lake, along the widest trail, and away from the oasis into the desert. The kitten got to say its goodbyes and then Fea and G-War walked it back into the oasis. Braden untied the rope, thanking Brandt for his help, and waited for him to return to the oasis. When Braden and Micah were the only ones left, they stood with their backs to the oasis, dialed the flame setting on their blasters and fired, burning the dead beast and killing the Seeders within.

      A dark cloud of smoke trailed into the sky.
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      The caravan made its way as quickly as possible, hoping to make Oasis 02 in one night. That didn’t happen.

      The water buffalo ate too much and then drank too much. They moved sluggishly the first night, so they had to erect the tent and everyone piled underneath it. Although it was a big tent, Holly only constructed it for an exact need. There was no spare room and over fifty very large animals generated a great deal of heat, and as it turned out, methane from ingesting such quantities of soybeans. The humans could barely tolerate the smell, but the ‘cats were even less able to deal with it. Everyone suffered except the water buffalo, horses, and Aurochs. Arnie and Brandt seemed unfazed and although they didn’t admit it, probably added to the noxious gases that refused to leave the confines of the tent.

      They left well before sunset, braving the heat of the desert, knowing that they’d arrive at the oasis halfway through the night. They passed around the water, making sure everyone drank. G-War worked his magic and declared that he didn’t think any of the animals were at risk of dying.

      Oasis 02 was a disappointment for the kittens since there was nothing for their animals to eat and very little shade. The humans set up the tent partially over the lake to provide both shade and water while they rested, but as soon as evening came, they’d be on their way.

      The livestock picked up the pace as they had nothing to hold them back and everything waiting on them at Oasis 01. The kitten who’d lost his water buffalo found a new friend and they moved smartly with the herd. G-War and Fea were pleased with the efforts of the young ‘cats. Fea told them all, but G-War didn’t, thinking it would make them soft giving them praise for the mundane. This led to a healthy argument between all those listening as they each contributed their own definition of “mundane.”

      G-War refused to be persuaded, although he was significantly outnumbered. His point was that they needed to learn that although this wasn’t mundane until recently, it was their new world. He wanted them to toughen up. He pointed to his scarred body. How could any of the ‘cats be ready for this if they received a thank you for casually riding a water buffalo? Fea gently stroked his scars with a paw, suggesting that she hoped none of the ‘cats had to deal with anything like that, but expected they’d surprise Prince Axial De’atesh with what they were capable of.

      He smirked at her, but didn’t argue further.

      Bounder considered that to be G-War’s best answer to Fea’s statement, which earned him a scowl from Gray Strider. Skirill stayed silent as well, having already had the argument with Zyena about how much danger their children should be exposed to.

      The arrival at Oasis 01 was anticlimactic as they strolled in like they owned the place as dawn’s first light showed them the green fields and tall trees. The water buffalo went to the lake, then to the fields. The Development Unit was nowhere to be seen, so they expected Holly had prepared it for the onslaught headed its way.

      Micah showed Tom and Zeller how to get a room, how the fabricator worked, some recommended meals, and how the bathroom worked. They didn’t see them for two turns after that.

      The young ‘cats and kittens were completely taken by the opportunity to hunt. The javelina ran here, there, and everywhere, terrified at the influx of predators. G-War had to stop them all, drag some of them back to the lake, and instruct them on how to make a kill. He had to close his eyes and take deep calming breaths. A Hillcat that didn’t know how to hunt. It was almost enough to give him heart failure.

      The companions watched it all with great amusement, not so much because of G-War’s efforts to teach the young ‘cats, but because they knew that for three cycles he’d begged for the company of other Hillcats. It reinforced the adage of “be careful what you ask for, you may get it.”

      Braden and Micah also acquired a room and enjoyed what it had to offer, sharing pot pies with Skirill and Zyena as the javelina population was quickly eliminated, despite G-War’s efforts to convince the kittens to leave some for the next time. Treetis was the first to make a kill, even though he wasn’t the largest or the fastest. G-War took great pride in the young ‘cat’s kill, beaming as a proud dad might.

      “I’m pretty sure there’s going to be some fireworks between the new ‘cats and G’s other litter. The first thing Klytus will want to do is fight the newcomers. He’s their size, but only because they’re half-grown!” Micah lamented.

      ‘I’ll handle my children,’ G-War snipped. ‘All of them. Maybe we just have a big fight off, let them all get it out of their system, and then we find homes for this brood.’

      ‘We’ll do nothing of the sort, my little scrubbykins,’ Fea purred over the mindlink.

      Coffee spewed from Braden’s nose. He started coughing and gagging. “Scrubbykins?” Micah punched him, but turned away so the Golden Warrior couldn’t see her laugh. She grabbed a handful of her partner’s shirt and dragged him back into the room, closing the door behind her. Skirill and Zyena almost fell out of their tree. Bounder and Zyena dropped their spears and bounced up and down.

      G-War had often taken pleasure in the others’ familial discomforts in the past. He looked at his companions, the other ‘cats, and finally to Fealona. Maybe this was what he was looking for all along, to have a little bit of what the others so readily enjoyed with their mates. He exhaled long and loud.

      ‘Okay, you win,’ G-War told Fea, rubbing his body past hers in the traditional way that mates did, ‘partner mine.’
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      The caravan took two turns to make the northern border of the Plains of Propiscius. Micah yelled at Braden and anyone else who would listen as they spent one last day trying to sleep under the tent.

      “No!” she screamed. “I won’t spend one more minute in this tent with these creatures. They fart. They never stop farting. I think that’s all they do. They turn their food into a hideous smell. The stench is in my clothes, Braden!”

      Braden and the others pushed the wagon to the edge of the tent so it partially stuck out where the sun’s rays baked mercilessly. Micah slept in the back, just out of the sun but with enough fresh air to keep her happy. No one could disagree with her, but there wasn’t much they could do about it. Braden wasn’t sure he’d ever seen her this angry about something. He sniffed his shirt. The smell really was in their clothes.

      The plains started with scrub trees and short, dry grasses. The water buffalo spread out to graze, but they needed to move farther south before they’d find the grasses that were good for them. They rallied the tired kittens to keep the livestock moving toward the lake where Braden and Micah first met. The grass was good and there was plenty of water.

      “Where are these beasties going to find a home?” Zeller asked. Braden had always assumed Dwyer, but on second thought, there were other villages that could use the boost that the livestock would provide. Braden shrugged. Maybe it didn’t need to be his decision.

      “How about you take them where they will best serve the people of the south? Find ranchers who will help the herd to grow. I’m sure you and Tom will make a good decision.” Braden shook their hands. The deal was done.

      “I’m proud of you,” Micah told him as they watched Tom and Zeller talk excitedly in the Old Tech wagon. “I know you don’t want to let go.”

      “That was easier than I thought it would be,” he confided, even though he knew there were no secrets between them. “I think it’s time that we rescue the kids from your mother,” he added playfully.

      “I couldn’t agree more. Who knows what we’ll have to break them of.”

      Braden nodded before accessing their mindlink. ‘We’re going after the kids. Who’s coming with us?’ he asked the companions.

      Skirill and Zyena had always enjoyed their trips to the coast where two of their hatchlings lived. The ocean breeze made for great flying, plus they enjoyed the fish that the village of Trent always had in great abundance.

      Bounder and Gray Strider had enough of the water buffaloes and were happy to join Braden and Micah. Brandt said goodbye to Arnie and congratulated him on his work to keep the whole caravan moving when the King could not. He winked at the young bull and told him that even though the arrow wounds had healed, the cows would find the scars to be enticing.

      ‘G?’ Braden asked, wondering.

      ‘Not this time, Braden. We have to make sure all of these kittens are well taken care of, find good people and good homes. I know that you’ll get Ax, ‘Tesh, and those two urchins of mine and then you’ll rejoin us. By then, Fea and I will be ready to go with you. In my place, because I know that you cannot be trusted to look after yourself, Treetis will accompany you. He has my full confidence to keep you out of trouble as I would do,’ G-War finished as his mate nuzzled him. G-War and Fea jumped from the King’s head into the wagon and they waved as Brandt trotted away.

      Treetis brought his water buffalo to the edge of the herd where Braden could ride alongside without upsetting the livestock. The ‘cat spent a few heartbeats giving the beast instructions before leaping into Braden’s lap. The ‘cat looked like a younger, healthier Golden Warrior. Braden scratched behind his ears, but the ‘cat batted his hand away, before fixing him with his ‘cat stare.

      Micah watched it all as she heeled her horse into a run, letting her hair trail behind her as they headed toward the ocean. Brandt ran past, accepting the challenge of the race. The Wolfoids tried to keep up with the Aurochs while the Hawkoids easily flew far ahead, looking to keep the companions free from any dangers. Braden looked at the dust from those running ahead.

      “It looks like just you and me, little man.” Braden leaned over the ‘cat as his horse picked up speed.

      ‘The ocean?’ Treetis asked.

      “Water. Endless water that’s salty. You can’t drink it, but the fish that come from there? They are some choice eating. I’m sure G-War had to tell you about that.”

      ‘No, he didn’t, but he did say that we’d have to find our own way on Vii and beyond,’ Treetis replied.

      “As do we all, little man. As do we all…”
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        The freedom of the open ocean

        Serenity of waves lapping

        The fury of unconquered waters
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      James M. Ward helped me with an element of Free Trader Six’s plot that was bothering me. Just talking with Jim over a casual lunch cleared everything up in short order. Jim is a master at figuring things out and he is a superb mentor to those of us finding our way in this business. Thank you, Jim, and in your honor, the ship in this story is called the Warden.

      The ship is inspired by the Sea Orbiter, an incredible design that I hope someone builds someday, just so we can see it and know that humanity won’t be denied. Learn to live as one with the sea, for it cannot be dominated by brute force.

      In this book you’ll see the influence of H.G. Wells and Jules Verne. I love the science fiction classics and tried to give some of their ideas life with the Free Trader. Of course, there’s always inspiration from David Weber and Anne McCaffrey. I think it all came together in a story with more action than we’re used to seeing, but there’s always something going on, and you get to see this world through all kinds of different eyes.

      As we are bombarded by the media with the worst the world has to offer, I bring to you the character Bronwyn, who is all about the freshness of youth and finding the good in people, no matter who those people are or what they look like.

      Thank you to Stephen Lee for all of his work with the 77 Worlds concept. I’ve been honored to include some short stories in his anthologies, and hope that I can do the game credit at Gary Con IX! We are talking about some other things, too, and I hope we have good news to share some time soon.

      I want to thank some readers by name as they are the ones who we look to when we’re feeling a little down. Diane Velasquez and her sister Dorene Johnson are incredible advocates and very supportive. Norman Meredith has thrown out a number of ideas that keep the creative juices flowing. The following people have also been very kind with their comments. Bill and Linda Rough, J.L. Hendricks, E.E. Isherwood, Heath Felps, Chris Rolfe, Barry Hutchison, Joe Jackson, Angela Hill, and so many more. It makes a day spent writing so much easier and more fulfilling when people appreciate the stories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Humans and the Intelligent Creatures

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hillcats (‘cat)

      The Golden Warrior – also called G, G-War, and Prince Axial De’atesh, can share his mindlink with others

      Fealona – from G-War’s home village and his mate

      Treetis – A young ‘cat, very much like G-War

      

      The Humans

      Braden – The Free Trader

      Micah  – The Warrior, Partnered with Braden

      Axial & De’atesh – Braden and Micah’s twin children

      Bronwyn – Gifted child, able to speak with all creatures

      Dr. Johns – a clone, leader of the survivors from Cygnus VI

      Zeller – a Free Trader, from Trent, the same village as Micah

      Young Tom – a blacksmith from Whitehorse, Zeller’s partner

      Mattie & Caleb – Micah’s parents

      The Professor – an ancient

      

      The Hawkoids

      Skirill – also called Ess

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

      Zeeka – Skirill and Zyena’s daughter, first Hawkoid born in the south

      

      The Tortoid

      Aadi – First Master of the Tortoise Consortium

      

      The Aurochs

      Brandt Earthshaker – King of the Aurochs

      Arnie – Zeller’s partner in trade, pulls her wagon

      The Queen – Brandt’s queen that he rescued from Toromont’s Run

      

      The Lizard Men (Amazonians)

      Pik Ha’ar – Lizard Man from the ship RV Traveler and friend

      

      The Rabbits

      Ferrer & Brigitte – a Rabbit couple moved from the Traveler to Vii

      

      The Dolphins

      Chlora & Rhodi – genetically engineered creatures of the sea

      

      The Whale

      Rexalita – engineered from a Sperm Whale, the largest creature on Vii
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      Zeller’s wagon bounced lightly as it crossed the stream, until Arnie stopped to drink. The Aurochs was barely winded, even after the long day’s pull. The Old Tech wagon used the power of the sun to assist in turning the  wheels, aiding the great beast as he trotted across the countryside.

      Caleb rode in the back, sleeping, watching, and sleeping some more. The wagon’s padding made for an embarrassingly comfortable trip. They also carried fishing gear that Caleb intended to give to the new residents of White Beach, the village on the shore of the Western Ocean where the old inhabitants had been taken into the sea by vehicles of the ancients, operated by the Bots.

      The new residents saw the potential in fishing, and the Bots had not been seen for cycles. Fear disappeared over time and the people migrated, looking to make their own mark in the world. They moved to the empty homes, finding serenity in sleeping near the beach, in eating the crabs and clams they easily found on the shore. They could see fish and other sea life, but they had no luck in catching them. They tried using gear that they found in the huts and homes, but nothing seemed to work.

      The Free Traders carried word to the west, and Micah asked her father if he could help. He was powerless to resist, since Mattie wouldn’t let him turn their daughter down.

      That was how he found himself on the long journey west, traveling across the south, from one ocean to the other.

      He liked the padding of Zeller’s wagon, but he was also cramped among Amazonian rope, bags of mushrooms, sweetened pork that made him perpetually hungry, and special metal tools carried all the way from Old Tom’s forge. Zeller’s mate, Young Tom they called him, was building his blacksmith business outside River Crook. Old Tom’s tools would be put to good use as Young Tom started churning out the implements that farmers, hunters, shepherds, fisherman, and everyday people needed.

      Caleb noticed a marked increase in the wagon’s speed the closer they got to River Crook and Zeller’s mate, usually a three to four turn effort from Bliss. Caleb wondered if she was trying to cut the time to two turns.

      Arnie bugled his dismay at something unseen and bolted forward, only to slide to a sideways stop a few heartbeats later to avoid a barricade of logs blocking their way. Caleb was thrown about within the wagon, pummeled as the cargo dislodged.

      “To arms!” Zeller yelled as she jumped from the wagon’s buckboard to the ground and with her sword, hacked through the harness to quickly free the Aurochs. He danced out of the fallen straps and ran to the right, to the north.

      Caleb jumped out the back, brandishing a spare sword that Zeller kept in the wagon, just in case. He hadn’t practiced with it, but if nothing else, he was confident that he had a strong arm and a keen eye.

      Neither the sword nor his fisherman’s vision protected him from the flight of arrows. He dodged, trying to get behind the wagon, but one arrow caught him in the calf and another, the thigh. Both thudded deeply, and he fell. Caleb crawled, furiously, seeking the wagon’s shelter to protect him from the onslaught. A hand reached out and grabbed him, dragging him onward, while the other hand whirled a sword, knocking two more arrows away.

      “What the..?” Caleb stammered, sitting awkwardly against the wagon’s wheel to keep the arrows embedded in his leg from wedging into the ground. Four men with bows crouched behind a series of rocks, not far from the trail.

      “Give us what’s in the wagon and no one has to get hurt!” a gruff voice called.

      “Come and take it,” Zeller bellowed in reply. Caleb looked up at her, shaking his head.

      “There’s not much we can do if they come for us. Sorry about getting myself shot,” Caleb told her, grimacing as she gripped the first arrow and yanked it out. The world spun before his eyes, then darkened to a pinpoint, before slowly coming back. She watched him and the wound, then quickly glanced under the wagon. The men had left cover and were spreading out, walking cautiously toward Caleb and Zeller.

      She tugged the other arrow out with one mighty heave. Caleb howled in agony and gripped his leg. Zeller expected him to pass out, but he didn’t. He writhed in agony as she haphazardly shoved numbweed into the wounds.

      “I need you up and ready to fight!” she pleaded, shaking him. Caleb was not a small man and wasn’t intimidated by other human beings, but he saw in Zeller a battle partner, fierce, not to be denied. The fisherman gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on the sword. He used the weapon as a crutch to help him stand. There was no time for bandages, but the numbweed had slowed the bleeding.

      Caleb and Zeller stood back to back, swords ready to fend off arrows, at least as much as they could. The men positioned themselves in a semi-circle around the wagon, keeping their distance from the armed Free Trader and her companion.

      “We could kill you where you stand. Walk away and live,” the man attempted to negotiate. Zeller was furious. She’d heard stories about raiders on the trade routes, but chalked that up to desperate people and bad traders. She never believed such highwaymen existed, because she hoped she wouldn’t have to fight. On the journey she’d taken with Braden and Micah to Warren Deep, she’d seen ambushers and men who freely took from others. It grated on her soul, but killing them was even worse. She wasn’t Micah and didn’t find it easy to end another’s life, even if they asked for it, or maybe even demanded it by the evil of their actions.

      She realized that she had no choice. Those men could not be allowed to interfere with trade. She hadn’t asked for the violence, but it came anyway. She wrapped her mind around the thought and became one with Micah and why she did what she did.

      There and then, Zeller couldn’t allow thievery, not in the south, where her friends had fought a war to make sure that trade flowed from east to west and north to south.

      “No,” Zeller said icily, barely above a whisper, flexing her knees as she prepared to fight. Caleb hopped on one leg, keeping weight off his injured leg, even though it no longer hurt. It felt like a dead stump.

      The men seemed confused. It was a big step from raider to killer. They watched the Free Trader, understanding from the look in her eyes that she had already taken lives and was capable of taking more. The leader of the band loosed an arrow at her.

      With a flick of her wrist, she deflected it, then lunged forward a step. The leader flinched and fell backwards. She laughed at him.

      ‘I’m coming,’ Arnie told her in his thought voice.

      “Shoot her, you idiots!” the raider yelled while sitting on the ground. The others drew their bowstrings more tightly as their leader scrambled to his feet. “SHOOT!” he screamed maniacally, the sound of his voice disappearing in the approach of pounding Aurochs hooves. One man inadvertently let go, sending his arrow arcing high overhead and into the distance. Another turned and released an arrow toward the charging bull. He was amazed that he missed, but turned to run, too late as Arnie bowled him over.

      The Aurochs angled sharply toward the second man, who stood dumbfounded. He held up his hands weakly as Arnie ran him down and continued running in a tight circle around the wagon.

      When the men noticed the approaching bull, Zeller sprinted forward, observed only by the leader whose attention was pulled in two directions. He didn’t have an arrow nocked for a second shot, so he futilely swung his bow at Zeller. She cleaved the man nearly in two as his bow slapped harmlessly against her outstretched arm. She turned to face the remaining raider, checking her balance as she arced her blade through the air before her.

      The man was aiming and then released. The arrow flew past her and into Arnie’s shoulder as he completed his turn. He snorted through the pain and thundered past her as the man threw down his bow and put his hands up. The Aurochs didn’t recognize the gesture. Even if he had, he probably couldn’t have slowed his stampede. The man tried to dodge at the last heartbeat, but Arnie was a big animal and ran him down, finally slowing.

      Zeller ran after the bull, begging him to stop so she could tend his wound.

      Caleb limped to the last man that Arnie had knocked down. The man was alive, but playing dead. The fisherman used the tip of his sword to send the bow a few strides away. Caleb kept his distance, in case the man tried something. With the tip of his sword, Caleb probed the man’s back.

      “Turn over now. Let’s have a look at you,” Caleb told the face-down, would-be raider. The man groaned as he rolled over, holding a clearly broken arm. “Where are you from and how many more of you are there?”

      “River Crook,” the man panted. Zeller made a fist, and her lips were white from clenching her jaw. She walked, with the Aurochs close behind, toward Caleb and the other. The arrow in Arnie’s shoulder had already been removed, and numbweed had been packed into the small hole.

      “There are good people in River Crook,” she exclaimed, barely controlling her fury. “All these people come from there?” She didn’t recognize them as she looked from one to the next. She’d never seen their leader before.

      “No. They came through nearly a moon ago, with promises of a better life. I was tired of digging in the fields,” the man gasped, struggling with the pain of his broken arm. It didn’t help that Caleb kept prodding the raider with his sword point.

      “You shot Arnie,” Zeller said when she returned from checking the men, taking their weapons and pouches. She took the injured man’s items, too, without any concern for his injury. “I should kill you right here.”

      Caleb looked harshly at her, and she bowed her head, then walked away to repair the straps on the wagon. She was also upset that the repairs would take  product that was destined for trade. Caleb watched her go about her business, readying the wagon so they could continue their journey.

      Zeller said they could still reach River Crook by nightfall off-handedly while she worked.

      “Let me help you into the wagon,” Caleb offered, waiting for the man to agree, before offering an arm. “If you try anything, I will simply kill you and leave your body for the vultures with the rest of these vermin.”

      The man nodded. “Darius. They call me Darius, and I surrender. I’ll take my punishment.” Darius looked at Caleb’s arm, but didn’t climb into the wagon.

      Caleb knew Darius wasn’t going to attempt an escape. He’d made a mistake by joining the others. At least he’d survived to see another day, but his fear grew with each heartbeat. His arm was useless, and he needed River Crook to take him back if he was to heal. He started apologizing to Caleb and Zeller, even Arnie, sobbing as he did so.

      Zeller was unconvinced by his remorse. She joined Caleb and Darius at the back of the wagon. She stopped them both and told Caleb to hold the man. He started flailing, thinking she was going to kill him, even though she dismissed his fear with a shake of her head.

      “I’m not going to kill you,” she said calmly. He wasn’t reassured as Caleb wrapped two strong hands around the man’s elbows as Zeller seized Darius’s wrist in hers. He howled at the pain from his broken arm.

      “Wait! Do you hear that?” Zeller waited for the man to stop screaming, then nodded over his shoulder. When he turned to look, she yanked his wrist straight out, using her body weight to stretch the arm’s muscles and tendons, pulling the bones past each other before letting them snap back into place. The man collapsed, taking the one-legged Caleb with him as he went to the ground.

      Caleb pushed the man from him and glared at the Free Trader. “Sorry,” she mumbled as she helped him to his feet. The arrow wounds on his leg continued to leak. She packed numbweed in, then gathered more of her precious cargo, the Amazonian rope, to tie a bandage around Caleb’s leg and a splint around the young raider’s arm.

      “We can’t leave them because other traders come through here. It just wouldn’t do to have dead bodies lying around.” She reluctantly agreed and methodically dragged them one by one to a dip away from the road. The leader was messy, so she dragged him by his feet, leaving a trail of blood and guts behind her. She tumbled the remainder of his body into the depression. She threw a few rocks on top of the men, declared it good, and returned to the wagon.

      Caleb was leaning heavily against it, drinking water from a flask. Arnie had pulled the wagon around the blockade and forward until he was standing knee deep in the stream, also drinking his fill. Caleb limped around the wagon and stood upstream of Arnie to refill the flask before offering it to the injured young man.

      Zeller wanted to kick the raider. Arnie was injured and so was Caleb, Micah’s father. It wasn’t her fault that it happened, but there was a certain fire in that family that gave her pause. “You know, this wasn’t my fault?” she probed.

      Caleb started to laugh, understanding the full reasoning behind Zeller’s question. “I’ll tell Micah and Mattie that it was my own fault for being old and slow and that you saved me!” The young man saw no humor in any of it. As the pain in his arm ebbed, he was more solemn and even angry, maybe with himself, but the Free Trader didn’t know and didn’t care.

      “Get in the wagon,” she ordered the raider. Caleb helped the young man in and pointed to where he should sit. The older man climbed in after him.

      “This could go easier on you if you cast aside your evil ways and return to the fold of the righteous,” Caleb intoned, feigning the speech of a preacher, although he’d only ever seen one of those in his life and that was a long time ago. The reference was lost on the young man and fear gripped him anew. “We’re not going to hurt you. Do you know of any other people like that, raiding the trade route?”

      The young man shook his head.

      “Well, Darius, I’m pleased to meet you,” the fisherman said more gently, seeing the other’s demeanor lighten as he submitted to his fate.

      “I think I’m pleased to meet you, but not sure what my future holds,” he said resignedly.

      “Your future is much brighter now than it was just a little while ago. You know that Braden and Micah wouldn’t allow thievery to go on for very long and you’re probably lucky that it wasn’t them who happened across your lot. You and your former associates would have all been killed before you stepped from cover, after your minds were scoured for every bit of information you had so any other raiders could be rooted out and destroyed. Now that you are living on borrowed time, tell us what you know.”

      Darius had already surrendered. He was pliable. “Like I said, I only joined them a little while ago, and although they talked of the big hauls, I didn’t see anything. We scavenged off the land. You were the first target that we saw since I joined.”

      Caleb thought as much, figuring the young man had no luck. The fisherman looked to his fellow villager from Trent, raising his eyebrows suggestively.

      “Fine! I’ll see if Tom can use an assistant” Zeller replied before asking Arnie to pick up the pace. She was tired of being on the road, even more so because of the attack.

      “That’s settled. We won’t mention your role as a raider as long as you promise us that you will steer clear of thieving, and if you hear of anyone thinking that this is a good career choice, you need to let the Elders know so that it can be stopped before anyone else gets hurt. If you lie, Arnie will know. He’s probably already been through your mind…” Caleb knew that Arnie wasn’t able to read minds like a Hillcat could. The Aurochs was able to talk with the human he was joined with and that was it, but Darius didn’t know that.

      “I will, honestly, I will. You know that, don’t you, Arnie?” the man pleaded.

      Caleb raised his eyebrows and looked suspiciously at the younger man.

      “Maybe we should drop you off right here. How long do you think you’ll survive with a broken arm?” Caleb taunted.

      “I’ll work hard, I promise. It sucks out here!” Darius looked down and started to cry. The big fisherman had his answer. And if they needed further confirmation, one of the recently arrived Hillcats that had bonded with Tom could and probably would check. Barely more than a kitten, he could still look into the man’s mind and see if he was being honest. Caleb was satisfied with that and the fact that Zeller would tell Tom the truth of how Darius came to be his new apprentice.

      An apprentice blacksmith with a broken arm? That would be a tough sell, but who better than Free Trader Zeller to make the pitch?
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      Young Tom knew Zeller was coming because his bonded Hillcat told him. Neeson was large, even for a Hillcat, but that had made him overconfident. He’d tangled with a cold-water croc and come out on the losing end. His back leg had been injured and now the ‘cat walked with a severe limp. Neeson could no longer run fast enough to catch most prey and although he could still climb trees, he had trouble getting down. His activity level was low and he was starting to get fat, but Young Tom kept him close and took good care of his new best friend.

      When the wagon rolled into the burgeoning village, Tom was there, ready to lift his mate down and carry her home, but Zeller stopped him with a half-smile.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, thinking it was something he’d done. He, like Braden, had partnered with a strong woman from Trent, one who ensured that no one person dominated the relationship. Women from Trent were quick to express their dismay, and equally quick to express their appreciation. Tom liked it all and knew how empty life could be without it.

      “We have company. Micah’s dad is with me, and he’s been injured.” Tom bellowed for someone and an old man hobbled into the town’s main square carrying a large pouch. “And Arnie’s been injured, too.” Tom lifted Zeller down so she could show him, all thoughts of an injured human taking second place to his mate’s Aurochs partner.

      The numbweed had done its job and the wound had scabbed over, and Arnie told them that he felt fine. Tom waved the old man toward the back of the wagon while he and Zeller held each other, absentmindedly stroking Arnie’s nose as he nuzzled them back.

      Caleb had dropped the wagon’s gate and was sitting with his legs dangling. Behind him, Darius cowered, fearful of facing the villagers from River Crook.

      The old man ignored everything except the two arrow wounds in Caleb’s leg. The healer produced a small knife and cut the pants leg, exposing the two swollen, purplish holes. He used a rough plant to scrub the wounds.

      Caleb howled in pain, squeezing the side of the wagon hard enough that he threatened to snap the material. Zeller and Tom joined him to provide moral support as the old man continued his ministrations. He poured water, scrubbed some more, and then finished cleaning. He held numbweed on the wounds until he heard the big fisherman’s sigh of relief, then the old man sewed the holes closed. He patted additional numbweed on the sutures, then nodded once, packed his things, and walked away.

      “I guess I’ll be fine,” the fisherman said with a brief smile. “Hi. I’m Caleb.” He held out his hand, and the blacksmith took it, they shook, heartily as two big men did. The large ‘cat worked his way between Zeller and Tom, looking up at the fisherman.

      “Well, hello! Who’s this pretty kitty?” Caleb said, extending his ongoing battle of wills with the Hillcats.

      ‘Humans are so droll,’ the ‘cat replied over the mindlink. ‘The stupid one trying to hide is afraid. He will do as he’s told.’ With that, Neeson strutted away, as much as his injured leg allowed.

      The big fisherman grunted as Tom helped him from the wagon. “Come on, Darius. We have our confirmation that you weren’t lying to us. Now, go forth and do no evil,” Caleb said without looking at the young man.

      “Hold on there,” Zeller started. “Come with us, you have work to do while I get reacquainted with my man.” Zeller crooked a finger at Darius. He crawled from the wagon, standing with his head bowed.

      “They call you Darius,” Tom told him. “You were here recently. How did you come to be in the company of such shady Free Traders?” he asked, earning himself a punch in the stomach from his partner.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gone with them,” was all Darius said.

      “Raiders,” Zeller added, clenching her jaw, instantly angry at the thought.

      “So, that’s what brings you back? I don’t see the others.” Tom looked to Zeller. She drew one finger across her throat, then held up three more. “We won’t talk about that. No one else needs to know. You now have a new life as my apprentice. I hope you don’t mind hard work.” The blacksmith slapped the smaller man on the back, hard enough almost to knock him down. Tom and Zeller walked arm in arm toward the forge. Caleb limped after them with Darius holding his head high as he helped the fisherman.

      Less than seven turns later, Zeller and Arnie made a quick trip to Westerly and the hills overlooking White Beach to deliver Caleb and the fishing equipment. Even though he was not completely healed, he told them that the sooner he got started, the sooner he’d be able to go home to Mattie.
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      A large man cast into the surf of the Western Ocean, trying for Caleb’s approval, the master fisherman, come all the way from the eastern shore to teach the newcomers how to harvest the sea’s bounty.

      “If you only had boats, we could do some real fishing, but this’ll do. For now, anyway,” the older fisherman told the man casting. “Let out more line.” The coiled heavy fishing line lay at the man’s feet. He pulled a handful and fed it through the eyes of his pole toward the ocean.

      The line was yanked across his fingers, leaving a deep gash. He almost dropped the pole.

      “There you go! Wrap the line around the stop and hold on. Your first fish looks like it’s going to be a whopper!” Caleb exclaimed. They’d been fishing for two days and had donated a great deal of bait to the underwater denizens, but had yet to bring one ashore.

      The transplant from the village of Westerly, on the plains east of White Beach, did his best to maintain his composure as he struggled with the pole. At times during the battle, he thought the fish was winning as it pulled him toward the surf.

      “I better get the gaff. We don’t want to lose this one. C’mon, let him know who’s in charge! Drag that slimy beast in here and let me jab this iron hook through his gills. Come on, now, pull him in!” Caleb encouraged the new fisherman as he tried to position himself in the surf, but not too deep, just in case their fish turned out to be a shark. He continued to guide the man, who worked his way back and forth along the beach while he continued to wrestle with the pole. Caleb grimaced as the salt water stung the arrow wounds in his leg. They were healing, but he was still miffed at how much they hurt.

      The tip drooped as the man barely had enough strength in his arms to hold the pole upright.

      “I can see it!” Caleb cried aloud. “It’s as big as a boat. Now’s the time, laddie, pull with all you’ve got.” He moved thigh-deep in the surf, keeping his legs spread to give himself leverage to drive the gaff home and help his student bring the monster ashore.

      Caleb had never seen such a fish. It was flat, with its eyes on the black and green mottled top. Underneath, it was all white. A wide tail thrashed the water as the great fish decided it didn’t want to come ashore. The fisherman was pulled to his knees and almost lost the pole. With a monumental effort, Caleb jumped into the surf and drove the spear tip of the gaff between the creatures eyes. The old fisherman landed on the fish, slid off, and toppled into the ocean.

      He sputtered as he lunged back to his feet, regaining his grip on the gaff. He pulled it and expertly twisted the hook-end underneath the fish. Caleb stood upright, pulling the gaff into the creature’s head, then backed out of the surf, dragging the massive fish with him.

      He pulled until it was on the dry sand above the lightly rolling surf. The fisherman in training was on his hands and knees, panting like a dog as he looked sideways at his catch. The pole lay forgotten in the sand before him. Caleb had collapsed in the sand, his injury aching from the salt water. The weight of the fish challenged him, but in a good way. He sat next to the monster, trying to catch his breath.

      He looked at the man they called Digger and grinned. “No greater fish has ever been caught, my friend!” Caleb said. When he finally stood, he reveled at the great creature before him. “Tonight, we feast!”

      Caleb pulled a knife and started cleaning the fish, right there on the beach. He found the meat on the flat top to be thick. He cut numerous steaks and piled them on the inverted skin he’d used to cover the sand. Then he flipped the fish and started on the bottom side.

      “We’ll need a proper fish cleaning station and a cart to move sea monsters like this,” Caleb quipped, looking at the other man who was now sitting in the sand, his arms hanging uselessly. “Give us a hand. It’s going to take all we’ve got and then some to move this where we can cook a little for now and smoke the rest for later.” Digger finally stood, wobbly and weak, but he was standing.

      “Let’s get to it, then, but, I’m pretty sure I’m done fishing for the day,” he chuckled.

      “What?” Caleb exclaimed. “Just when they started to bite, too…” They laughed together as the surf behind them started to churn. The two men didn’t notice anything until they heard the sound of grinding sand and water dripping. An ancients’ oceangoing vehicle crawled up the sand behind them, stopped, and the front started to open.

      Caleb wanted to run, but his body wouldn’t move. Digger stood upright, mesmerized by the sight of the metal monster. A large flat panel at the front dropped into the sand. The inside contained smaller metal creatures of various designs, some rolling from the vehicle while others hovered as the Tortoid did. One, humanoid in shape, but bulkier and squatter, approached Caleb and Digger and used its metal arms to grab them by their hands and lead them back to the vehicle. It dragged them through the fresh fish, ruining the day’s work.

      What a shame! Caleb thought to himself, distracted from the plight of his abduction by the loss of the what he considered the greatest catch ever. I really wanted to know what that fish tasted like, were his last thoughts as he drifted toward nothingness.
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      ‘Good afternoon, Braden!’ Holly said pleasantly via Braden’s neural implant. ‘If I may have a word, in person, I would really appreciate it, and alone, if that’s okay?’

      Braden stood by the oasis with Micah, their children, and a mass of their friends representing the other intelligent species on Planet Vii. Ax and ‘Tesh were chasing Klytus and Shauna, their half-Hillcat bonded partners. The ‘cats easily avoided the screaming children as other Hillcats, full bloods from the north, lounged lazily in the sun. Bounder and Gray Strider were with them, visiting from the nearby Wolfoid town of Livestel.

      The Hawkoids, Skirill and Zyena, perched in a tree above the lake. They and Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium, were the only original companions who claimed that they lived full time at New Sanctuary, but the others visited often enough that they could have called it home.

      ‘Sounds dire, Holly. I’ll be right down,’ Braden replied, not worried. The Artificial Intelligence known as Holly was stretching his digital legs, seemingly in an effort to become more human in how he was perceived by the others. He often practiced on Braden.

      Since their return from the north these past three moons, things had been going very well. Trade was accelerating with Free Traders joining the routes as soon as Old Tom could build another wagon. With each new one, new Free Traders hit the road.

      “Holly wants to see me for some reason,” he told Micah out loud. “I won’t be gone long.” He looked at the menagerie on the small beach around the lake. He spotted the Golden Warrior among some of the newcomers with Treetis, his young protégé, attached to his hip. Braden tried to get the ‘cat’s attention, but stopped when he realized that G-War probably already knew that he was going. The ‘cat didn’t like anything underground and wouldn’t go unless it was an emergency, then he’d complain the entire time.

      Braden walked alone to the elevator building, where he waited patiently as a couple survivors from Cygnus VI exited and headed somewhere. They generally didn’t like being in the sunlight and ventured out infrequently and only for short periods of time.

      When Braden walked from the elevator into the New Command Center, he could sense the tension. Holly instantly appeared and escorted Braden to the wall covered with monitors. With a nod, nine of them combined to show a single video, taken by one of the satellites orbiting the planet, zoomed in to show a higher level of detail.

      It was White Beach. Braden had been there before. He knew that Caleb was there, teaching new transplants how to fish.

      He watched as the surf turned white and a vehicle crawled out. Two dots on the beach were escorted into it. Braden saw dots leaving the vehicle and assumed they were the people gathering Bots. Holly sped up the video showing the Bots returning with other humans in tow. The vehicle then slowly retreated into the surf and disappeared.

      Braden stood in silence while the others working in the Command Center waited.

      “Caleb?” he finally asked.

      “We believe so,” Holly answered softly.

      ‘Micah, you better get down here,’ Braden told his mate over their mindlink. ‘The so-called sea monster is back and it’s taken your father into the Western Ocean.’

      Without answering, Micah started running. She intercepted Heloysis and Luciana to ask the two Rabbits to watch the children, something they did as a matter of course whenever the toddlers were at New Sanctuary.

      Micah tore through the elevator doors and into the darkened spaces of the New Command Center, where Holly replayed the video for her. Braden hugged her as she stood motionless. Her face tightened as she watched the vehicle disappear into the ocean.

      “Holly, last time you were able to talk with the vehicle. Why didn’t you do anything?” she asked accusingly.

      “They have changed their access and I was unable to penetrate the system before they were gone. I shall review my copies of the attempt and see where I can improve for next time.”

      She nodded as a way to apologize to Holly for thinking he didn’t do what he could to prevent her father’s abduction. The AI had always been there for her and Braden through the best and worst of times. Even though she could see he was a projection, to her, Holly was real. “We need to go there, Holly, to White Beach. Get ourselves captured and go under the sea where we can find all the people, find my father, and rescue them.”

      “I might caution against that,” Holly started, using the human expression he found to be most tactful when suggesting a course of action different from what Braden or Micah was leaning toward. “If the Bots take you, they will take all your equipment. Once in the undersea facility, you may not have access to what you need in order to escape. The facility could be under two thousand meters of water, that’s twice as high as the decks on the Traveler. You would have no way to get to the surface and be trapped there with the other survivors, assuming they are all still alive.”

      Braden rolled his eyes at Holly, who grimaced when he realized what he’d just said. Micah ignored them both as she tried to think through other options to rescue her father. At Micah’s subtle but firm request, he’d gone to White Beach to teach the new settlers how to fish. She felt like it was her fault and that it was her responsibility to get him back. Micah did not want to tell her mother, as Mattie would insist on joining them in their search.

      “Options, Holly,” Micah commanded, sounding presidential as she squinted at the images on the various monitors filling one whole wall of the New Commander Center.

      “I am currently working on bringing a self-sustaining floating laboratory close enough to shore that you will be able to climb on board. I believe the ship will be able to take you where you need to go. There should be two mini-submarines on board. If those are unavailable, then we’ll try to use the underwater communications on board the Warden to talk with the undersea facility. Proximity will be important if that course of action is to have any chance of success.”

      “How long have you had control over this Warden?” Braden asked, miffed that Holly hadn’t told them about an important piece of Old Tech that was floating around the Western Ocean.

      “Only a month, Master Braden,” Holly said soothingly. “The scientists from Cygnus VI and I have been working on it, but didn’t have a use for it before now. We simply don’t have the people to send on long voyages at this point in time.”

      “That’s not your decision!” Micah yelled, instantly furious.

      “No, Master President,” Dr. Johns said as he stepped forward. “But I made that decision and I’m sorry. I should have told you.” Micah let out the breath she was holding and shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, and no, you don’t need to tell me everything. You know that I prefer that you don’t.” She tried to smile, but couldn’t. “I want my father back.” She looked from face to face.

      “Bring the Warden to White Beach. We’ll meet it there in ten turns’ time,” Braden said, looking at his partner, then back to Holly. “Set us up, Holly. Firepower, gear, anything you can think of to help us on this one. I have no idea what we’ll need. We trust you, Holly. And you, too, Dr. Johns. We’re going after Micah’s father, and we won’t return without him.”

      ‘I hate the ocean, but I know what happens when you’re left alone, so I’ll be joining you, and Treetis, too, and Fealona,’ G-War said, inviting his favorite ‘cats to join them.

      ‘And us, too,’ Skirill added joyfully.

      ‘You all know we’re going under the water, right?’ Braden asked over the mindlink.

      ‘Of course we do,’ Aadi chimed in. ‘That’s why you need us, and Caleb and Mattie are our friends, too. We would go to the ends of Vii for our friends.’

      ‘And beyond,’ Micah added, with a sad smile as she and Braden headed for the elevator. They’d taken the companions all the way into outer space, where they had fought together.

      Braden and Micah were on their way to the armory, because Micah had just declared war on the Bots of the Western Ocean. She hoped that her father and the others from White Beach were still alive, otherwise there was no limit to what she was prepared to do. Braden had witnessed that side of her and didn’t want that person to see the light of day, but knew that he wouldn’t be able to stop her if Caleb was injured. Braden suspected that he’d probably join her in the inevitable conflagration.
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      Once in the Armory, they stood and looked around, not sure what they should take. “Holly, do you know if they have Security Bots at the undersea laboratory?” Braden asked as he started to think about what their possible enemy might look like.

      “There is so little information available regarding the laboratory and the undersea facility that I hesitate to guess,” Holly started. Braden and Micah waited, knowing that Holly would continue. “They had everything they needed to build them, from what I can see on the manifests. Part of their equipment list included an industrial-sized fabricator along with enough Development Units to build anything else. They could have an entire city down there by this time.”

      “If they have Security Bots, how do we fight them?” Braden asked, concerned that their newest enemy was invincible.

      “I have a couple items that you may find useful. One is a field generation device. It is a little bulky, but it will disperse the defensive force field of a Security Bot. If there is no nearby field, then it will provide protection with a field of its own, just like the Bots have. The second is a device that is a power grounding unit.” Micah looked where Holly directed them to.

      “This looks like a fishing spear,” she said.

      “Once the security field is neutralized, fire the spear into the Bot, and it will ground the unit, rendering it powerless. You do not want to get into a blaster battle with a Security Bot,” Holly cautioned. “It would be best to avoid battle with the Security Bots in entirety. You must win over the intelligence that runs the undersea facility. I suspect since the Development Units are programmed not to harm people, it is most likely that you will find a thriving population in the facility on the ocean floor. I don’t know if there are ancients there or whether the computer system that is inevitably there realized sentience or not. The scientists of that era were very bright, so I suspect sentience.”

      Holly stood with his arms behind his back, trying to project calm. Even with Holly’s assurances, Braden had grown comfortable blasting things into oblivion. An undefended Security Bot would probably deliver a most gratifying explosion. Braden was more comfortable with a blaster than even his recurve bow. Still, a Security Bot would be a challenge.

      “They didn’t hurt people as they were taking them,” Braden started. “But we take no chances. We need two of everything, Holly.” Braden picked up the spear and handed it to Micah. She hefted it easily, practicing aiming it. Braden did the same with his. The field generation device was a big, heavy brick. They decided that one of those was enough, otherwise they’d be too loaded down to move.

      “And here’s something you should have with you, too. This design came from Earth, but as soon as I knew you’d be going to the Western Ocean, I had the fabricator produce a number of these, one for every member of your party.” Holly looked pleased with himself as a Server Bot approached carrying a stout box filled with strange looking contraptions. There was bar laterally across the front of what looked like a nose piece, with two round protrusions beneath and to the sides. There was a clear square pouch at the back of the strange Old Tech.

      “What do we do with these things, Holly?” Micah asked as she examined the new devices.

      “These will help you breathe underwater for a short period of time. Open the pouch at the back of the mask. It is a plastic bag that goes over your head, cinching around your neck, as tightly as possible without choking yourself, of course. Unfortunately, we don’t have any big enough for Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs.”

      “There must be twenty in here, Holly. How many people do you think are coming?” Braden asked, looking at the hologram, who shrugged in reply.

      Micah finally smiled, still angry and slightly overwhelmed, but a real smile. “Holly knows us too well.”

      “Rally the team, G. We leave as soon as we’re outside. I think Malo and Denon are grazing the fields, along with Max and Speckles. Let’s see if one of them would like to pull the cart, and then we can ride the horses,” Braden said aloud, conveying his thoughts over the mindlink as well.

      Holly nodded and raised his hand as if he wanted to speak. Braden pointed at the hologram impatiently. “We have another one of the new wagons ready, well several actually, but I know you wanted to wait to roll them out until you divulged the existence of New Sanctuary to the people, all the people.”

      Braden and Micah did not want to have that conversation again, because they knew Holly was right. Even though the Council of Elders was split on revealing the existence of the Old Tech stronghold, they both felt it was the right thing to do. Give the people hope for a better future. It would start with addressing the kidnapping of people from White Beach. The people deserved to know that Old Tech was alive and well, and that it was nothing to be feared, just something to be managed, like taking a herd of water buffalo across the Great Desert.

      “When we get back, Holly, we’ll take the kids on a tour of every village and make them all aware that the ancients are alive and well and working in the people’s best interest. When we get back, we’ll know what to say. Maybe we can leave some Old Tech at each village, a communication device to show them how Old Tech can help them? Between now and then, we have a ways to go and some work to do. It’s been a while since I’ve been on a boat, but it’ll come back to me. I was raised at sea.” Micah lost her smile as she thought about their trip ahead, into the unknown ocean to find something an interminable distance beneath them.

      “This ship won’t be like anything you’ve ever seen before. It is far more advanced than even the RV Traveler. It has living space for a crew of nearly one hundred, with all the support that would entail, including laboratories both above and below the surface,” Holly said, grinning broadly. Micah was in no mood to explore the wonders of the ancient world.

      “I don’t care, Holly, just as long as it will get us where we need to go. It will do that, won’t it?” she asked pointedly.

      “Yes, Master President, it will do that, in style. I’ll have it waiting for you just off shore. I’m afraid it has a rather significant draft and you may have to swim for a bit to get to it. Once it’s closer, I’ll see if any of its ferries are functional. Getting on board could be hard or it could be easy. I cannot tell you which at this point.”

      “I can’t see G-War swimming into the ocean for any reason,” Braden said matter-of-factly.

      ‘Neither can I. We’re ready if you can find your way out of that place,’ the ‘cat told them over the mindlink.

      “Shall we, partner mine? Let’s see who “we” means and then let’s get down to the business of saving Caleb,” Braden stated, stepping toward the elevator. Micah joined him, wondering why she was carrying the field generator and he was carrying the box of breathing devices, which weighed nothing compared to what she was carrying.

      Once on the elevator, she gave him the stink-eye until he put the box down and took the field generator from her.
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      When they arrived at the lake, the companions were gathered, waiting. Malo, one of the larger bulls from the Toromont Aurochs, stood impatiently, ready to run. He’d heard about the new wagons that didn’t seem to weigh anything, and he wanted his chance to pull one. Denon stood nearby, ready to go as well.

      The Rabbits held the children close, their ‘cats at their feet, comforting them as they knew their parents were leaving.

      The Hawkoids watched, ready to fly ahead and scout the way. Bounder and Strider confidently flexed their Wolfoid hands on the hafts of their lightning spears. Aadi floated serenely over the lake, blinking slowly and watching events unfold, as he usually did. Braden spotted Max first. Even the horses had joined the parade.

      “So, G, who’s going?” Braden asked, rather than undermine the ‘cat’s best laid plans.

      ‘Us,’ he said simply. Braden should have expected that, gritting his teeth and reviewing his mental list. Tortoid, Hawkoids, Wolfoids, ‘cats, an Aurochs, and Rabbits, but Heloysis and Luciana had come to New Sanctuary to live. They both nodded their small heads at Micah.

      ‘Not us. We will stay with these two delightful creatures. And then there’s those two,’ Luciana said, tipping her nose toward the half-Hillcats that had grown bored with comforting their humans and were now trying to hook their claws into Bounder’s tail. With a well-practiced move, he kicked the two away from him. Not to be deterred, they launched their small, furry bodies toward Strider’s tail. They crashed face first into her spear as she twisted it in front of them.

      Braden started to laugh, but Micah cuffed him across the arm.

      “If there is a garden on board that ship, Rabbits could make sure that it produced, although I hope we’re not on board long enough to see a full cycle of a crops,” Micah said.

      Dr. Johns walked up behind them with two more scientists in tow. “Can they join you, maybe permanently man the floating laboratory, the Warden? There’s so much that we don’t know about our own planet!” the old man said excitedly.

      “Do they get seasick? No matter. We’ll ask for you, Dr. Johns. You two, get your trash and meet us here. You have about thirty heartbeats,” Micah ordered, skipping introductions. She didn’t know their names, but her father needed her help, and she wasn’t getting any closer by standing there.

      “But we have all our equipment!” the middle-aged woman proclaimed.

      Micah’s eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. “We’re leaving,” she said in a low and dangerous voice. “Malo!” she yelled as she stormed away to hook the Aurochs to the wagon.

      Braden stepped close to Dr. Johns. “We’ll be taking the rainforest road. If you take Denon and head due west, past Livestel and then up the coast, you should be able to get there before we do. Load your wagon and go. If you can pick up Loper and Sunny Day, then they will make sure that you don’t have any problems. Tell them what it’s for. They will join you and help you.” Braden shook hands with all three and jogged after his partner, stopping to rub the noses of the two horses.

      “I’m sorry Max, Speckles, but we have to go fast. This isn’t a trip for you, but when we get back, all of us will go somewhere, I promise.”

      ‘They are happy to hear that, Dad, and look forward to your return.’ Ax said in his little thought voice.

      ‘And you tell Max and Speckles both that none of this would be possible without them. None of this. They are the heroes of our generation!’ Braden always liked to heap praise on the horses. They were simple creatures, but that didn’t mean he had less respect or admiration for them. They both whinnied and threw their heads as Ax relayed Braden’s positive thoughts. The horses danced away and trotted toward the fields.

      The wagon had magically appeared, undoubtedly delivered by one of Holly’s metal minions. Micah had Malo in place and was strapping him in. She stroked his nose once she finished and thanked him for helping her. He bowed deeply to her, in deference to the King of the Aurochs’ friend.

      Bounder and Strider leapt into the back, joining the two ‘cats already there. Braden looked for the noticeably absent G-War, before finding him under Malo’s nose. The two seemed to be engaged in deep conversation. Braden suspected they were negotiating the terms that would allow the ‘cat to ride on the Aurochs’ head. Malo was nowhere as big as Brandt, but he was still a large creature, dwarfing those around him. Braden turned his attention to their load out. Holly had already filled the wagon with food and water, though the field generator hadn’t made it yet. He looked back toward the lake and saw it there with Klytus sitting on top of it. Shauna was rubbing her body on the frame while the Rabbits and the twins were in the bushes looking at something. Braden chased the two ‘cats away and lugged the device to the wagon, carefully putting it inside.

      If they were to fight a Security Bot, that one device was their only way to do it. He tied it down as an added precaution.

      He looked into the trees where the Hawkoids perched, nodding to both of them. They dipped their heads in reply.

      ‘Another adventure, my friend,’ Skirill said in his thought voice. ‘Too bad we aren’t going east, where we might see our hatchlings.’

      ‘We might get to see Zeeka, who is traveling with Bronwyn and the Queen,’ Braden told them hopefully. They both ruffled their feathers at him.

      “Wagon, ho!” Braden yelled to the few remaining creatures--Denon, two Rabbits, Ax, ‘Tesh, and the ‘cats. The toddlers came running for one final moment with their parents before they left.

      “When we return, we’ll have your grandpa with us,” Micah promised her children. Braden bent down on one knee next for a group hug with the children. The Rabbits waved with the children as their parents climbed into the wagon and asked Malo to head out, best possible speed to the rainforest road.

      He tentatively stepped forward, hoping to get the feel of the wagon, but as he’d heard, it felt as if he pulled nothing. He jogged, then quickly broke into a distance-eating run. Two Hawkoids flew ahead, intertwining in an aerial dance they enjoyed when they flew freely above the planet. Micah watched them for a while, letting the wind whip past her face.

      Braden could feel her sadness and doubt, not because he sensed her emotions as she could sense his, but by her posture, the set of her jaw. He knew her well, that she felt helpless until she could face her enemy, lift her sword against them in battle. Braden felt helpless, too, but he was in no hurry to fight Bots. He caressed the blasters at his hip.

      “How many times have we left, just like this, armed to the teeth, going to war, dragging all our friends along?” Braden asked.

      Micah nodded, slowly, thinking about her mate’s question. “Too many times to count, but we’ve come home every time. So far, anyway.”

      ‘It only takes once, my friend, but that’s why we had to come with you. To make sure this time is not the one,’ Aadi interjected over the mindlink.

      Braden reached into the wagon to grab the Wolfoid’s ear and give it a good scratch. “We are always happy when you join us. And this time above all others. Our family is in trouble.”

      The wagon quieted as everyone was absorbed in their own thoughts. G-War rode on Malo’s head, ears up and eyes watching the way forward as if he expected something untoward to happen at any moment.

      “And how many times have you alerted us to danger, my friend?” Braden asked the ‘cat.

      ‘More than you can count and probably more than you deserve,’ G-War said mysteriously.

      “Like when Brandt and Arnie almost tipped the wagon over up north? But we ate well that night, didn’t we, G! I like the open road,” Braden said, looking at the clouds. He stood, balancing with a wide stance. “I’m Free Trader Braden and I like being on the road!” he bellowed to the sky.

      Micah nodded. “All we have to do is throw the kids in the wagon and we’ll get back to being Free Traders. One village to the next, but we’ll carry news, news of New Sanctuary and what we’ve done to prevent a future war, how everyone can share in what the ancients left behind.”

      Braden agreed, squeezing Micah’s hand and leaning closer to her as they settled in for the long ride ahead.

      Malo ran tirelessly to the rainforest and then in, without hesitation. He didn’t run as fast as Brandt, but his pace was steady and the riders weren’t jostled as they would have been at a faster pace. The Aurochs continued to run without pause. The others ate and slept, wondering when Malo would tire, knowing that he would run himself to death because the Aurochs bulls were in a constant state of competition. They all wanted to best Brandt Earthshaker in one contest or another. It took Micah convincing G-War to get into Malo’s head and encourage him to stop.

      Maybe it was the image of how the ‘cat brought the King of the Aurochs to his knees when he was running out of control at Toromont’s Run that finally convinced Malo to stop and get something to eat. Despite the long run on the rainforest road, it had yet to start raining. Braden and Micah counted their blessings since a downpour was inevitable. The Old Tech wagons that Holly produced made the trip comfortable for the riders. The Aurochs would suffer the weather, although they seemed unperturbed as they raced through the rain along the well cared for road.

      Zalastar wouldn’t allow anything less and was leading his people to be less afraid of humans and the other intelligent species. Braden and Micah had seen a number of Amazonians on their last trip. They passed one along the side of the road already on this trip, both waving in greeting. As they stretched their legs, a group of Amazonians approached. Bounder and Fray Strider watched the Lizard Men warily, the war fresh in their minds. The numerous attacks along the rainforest road haunted them.

      When the shadows cleared and the Lizard Men were visible, Pik Ha’ar’s unique face came into focus. Braden and Micah rushed to greet him. The Lizard Men towered over the humans. Green, broad-chested, and heavily muscled, they were physically intimidating.

      ‘My friends, it is good to see you!’ Pik told them as he approached and offered his hand to the humans. ‘What brings you this way?’

      They told him. He nodded, then waved another Lizard Man to him. They talked together in their unique soundless way before the other ran off.

      The Hawkoids swooped in close to say hello to their old friend. Bounder and Strider also greeted the Lizard Man warmly. He nodded to them all.

      ‘We have had success developing what we call a “skin suit” to wear when we are outside the rainforest. We have tested this, albeit briefly. I will run it through its paces when I join you to save Micah’s father,’ the Lizard Man said.

      “Pik! I don’t know what to say, but salt water is different than rain. I’m not sure about this,” Micah replied.

      ‘What I’ve learned from you is free will. We have the freedom to choose our own destinies, do we not?’ the Lizard Man asked.

      “You do,” Micah conceded.

      ‘Then my choice is to come with you. I will be able to help. Is there any way I can get a blaster?’ Pik asked innocently.

      Braden and Micah looked at each other and started to laugh. “No,” they said together.

      “I’m sorry, Pik. The last time you had a blaster, it didn’t turn out so well,” Braden chuckled.

      When the skin suit arrived, Pik showed it off proudly. It was made of a thin, rubbery outer coating to stretch and flex with its wearer. It contained spongy material on the inside that would hold water in. It had vents that could be opened as the user desired to let the suit breathe. The only thing he needed was water to moisten the interior, then he could put it on and be healthy in a drier climate. They didn’t know how long the suit would retain the water north of the rainforest, but the Amazonians hoped one fill would last an entire daylight.

      Pik climbed into the front of the wagon with Braden and Micah, where he’d still be exposed to the rain, whenever it started to fall. The others piled into the back and they were off. Malo had only met Pik briefly on a couple different occasions, so he spent the happy reunion between old friends eating and resting. When they were ready to go, he was stiff, but knew that he’d work his muscles out as he ran. Only two turns remaining. His goal was to best Brandt’s record-breaking run.

      And no one kept records, but the Aurochs all knew about it. The humble King’s exploits were fodder for the Aurochs’ trough.
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      It took Malo two full turns to make it to Greentree, the closest village on the north side of the Amazon. Braden and Micah confirmed that he had tied the great King’s record and should be so remembered!

      Pik walked around in his skin suit, seemingly comfortable and healthy, although the villagers shied away from the Lizard Man. Braden and Micah kept him close to them, kindly introducing him to the good people of the village, hoping they would be more accepting.

      The village Elder, Ditarod was in the fields, helping the Rabbits Patrice, Delavigne, Ferrer, and Brigitte. It wasn’t long before the five returned to see their friends.

      The Wolfoids roamed among the people, greeting them with taps of their paws on shoulders, receiving neck and ear scratches in return. The Tortoid floated serenely throughout, nodding at one person or another as they passed. The Hawkoids stayed in the trees, perched where the people could see them and wave.

      Bigotry was shunned and shouted down quickly as the menagerie that roamed the village of Greentree had risked their lives to save humanity, to bring peace to the south, making it possible for these people to return to their village. The story was recounted at every gathering by those in the know. A couple villagers from Greentree had died in the Amazon during the trip where they accompanied Braden to find the Overlords. Everyone’s sacrifices were remembered whether human or a human creation, even though the people had not yet been informed that was where the intelligent species came from. Soon, though.

      As was the new custom, whenever Braden and his partner rolled into a village, there was always a celebration. Since they came to Greentree and Coldstream more often than other places, the celebrations tended to be more sedate. Braden always appreciated a warm greeting and a freshly cooked meal. It was the way of the Free Trader, something he’d always been and would always be, even though he now served the people in a different capacity.

      They celebrated, although Micah was ready to go. Malo needed to rest in order to take them to Coldstream where they’d ask Brandt for help in getting the wagon to White Beach. No Aurochs was ever forced to pull a wagon, so the traders always asked and then pampered those who agreed to join the traders on the road.

      A Hawkoid appeared in the distance, diving toward the village and back-winging to a landing on the branch with her parents.

      Braden and Micah didn’t have to wait long before they could feel the ground shaking from the thunder of pounding hooves. Braden and Micah both chuckled, knowing only one Aurochs who could make the ground move.

      People scattered as the King of the Aurochs slid into the Market Square.

      ‘You have returned!’ he said in his booming thought voice. The humans winced at the onslaught. ‘I shall join you as my friend, Caleb, needs my help. I’ve never been on a ship and you left me behind when you could have used my help on the Traveler, or so the little orange man has informed me. And you, and you,’ he said, dancing as all three ‘cats attempted to jump on his face and climb to the top of his head.

      Another Aurochs ran into view, the Queen with Bronwyn riding her. When the great beast stopped, Bronwyn climbed down and ran to Micah, who no longer had to bend down to hug the young girl. Then Braden greeted her and pushed her to arm’s length.

      “Have we been gone that long?” he asked. Bronwyn shook her head.

      ‘No, but the Queen makes sure that I eat, too well, I think. No matter where we go, it seems like everyone is trying to fatten me up!’ her thought voice still sounded like that of a little girl. She greatly preferred using the mindlink, because it allowed her to do other things, like hug the Lizard Man and the Wolfoids, pat Aadi’s head. She waved to the ‘cats, who nodded politely in return.

      Braden was amazed how G-War treated certain people, when the one whom the ‘cat had known the longest was dismissed with a wave of one furry paw.

      ‘Get over it,’ G-War intruded on Braden’s thoughts.

      ‘Ass!’ Braden replied instantly.

      ‘If you get me wet on this trip, I will make you regret pulling me out of the water all those turns ago. I didn’t let you save me just so you could throw me back in,’ the ‘cat informed them all over the mindlink. Micah stifled a laugh with a snort.

      Braden turned to his partner. “Did he not hear the part where we might have to swim to the ship? What part of swimming is so hard to understand?”

      “He heard it and understood what Holly meant, lover, clearly, but he discounted it, knowing that you will move mountains to ensure his comfort.” She smiled. “And mine, by the way.”

      He couldn’t argue with her logic, but that didn’t mean he was hiding a way to get to a ship at sea without a boat or without getting wet. There was nothing in his pouch or backpack that Holly had provided. He had a few turns to think about it, but he relied on the scientists coming from New Sanctuary to have a solution. There was no way they were swimming with their equipment. Dr. Johns was the one hiding a trick or two, he suspected.

      “We shall see,” Braden said, feeling more hopeful than he had just a few heartbeats before. Thinking of Brandt swimming with a menagerie of creatures riding him as if he were a big, brown island made him laugh. He heard the others laughing, too, over their mindlink. The King of the Aurochs didn’t think it was very funny.

      “We shall see, my large friend. No matter what the price, we’ll pay it to set Caleb free.”

      They settled in for a celebration, eating and drinking well, because with the sunrise, they’d leave. Malo said that he was coming along, too. The Queen said that wherever Bronwyn went, she would go. Micah didn’t relish taking the teenager with them into harm’s way.

      Not again, but Bronwyn wouldn’t be dissuaded. They figured if nothing else, they could leave her on White Beach with the Queen and encourage them to go back to Westerly.

      With Bronwyn in the front of the wagon with Braden and Micah, Brandt pulling, two Wolfoids, the two Rabbits Ferrer and Brigitte, a Lizard Man, and a Tortoid, another two Aurochs running behind, and two Hawkoids flying ahead, they departed Greentree. Braden understood about the twenty breathing masks.

      They hadn’t gotten as much sleep as they wanted, but that didn’t matter. Time was of the essence, and they left with the sunrise. Micah opened her neural implant to talk with Holly.

      ‘Holly, is there any vehicle of the ancients that might make this trip go faster? Once we’ve let the rest of the people know that Old Tech is alive and well, I would like to waste less time traveling when there’s an emergency,’ Micah pleaded with the AI.

      ‘Of course,’ Holly replied instantly. ‘We have everything we need to build hover cars. You could make the trip from New Sanctuary to White Beach in approximately one day using the vehicle,’ Holly informed her.

      ‘Do it,’ she ordered and closed the link. She looked away from Braden, hoping that he hadn’t seen her. She was ashamed, because she had talked Braden out of everything Old Tech, yet when it came down to it, she was the first one to give in completely.

      The potential was immense, such as Old Tech to build schools so the children could get an education above and beyond anything contemplated since the war ended over four hundred turns before. People could learn how to do more with less, how to live like the ancients, and thanks to the safety protocols they’d put in place, they wouldn’t learn how to die like the ancients. That gave Micah some comfort for what was the impending revelation that she and Braden would deliver to the people.

      Bronwyn looked at Micah closely, while Braden was lost in his own thoughts. “It’ll be okay,” the teenager whispered.

      Mature beyond your years, and yes, you are right. I think it will be okay, because it has to be, Micah thought to herself. Brandt started walking easily, but it wasn’t long before he was running, not as fast as he was capable of, but fast enough that Malo and the Queen had to work hard to keep up. He maintained that pace until midday had passed and they found themselves approaching the fields where the water buffalo grazed under the watchful eye of their Aurochs shepherds.

      They made a quick stop in Coldwater so Braden could trade for sweetened, smoked pork. Then they were off again, heading west toward the setting sun. Brandt slowed as darkness covered the Plains of Propiscius, but he didn’t stop. He kept going until almost midnight, when he finally pulled up next to a stream, drinking deeply even before the humans could unhook his harness. The other Aurochs joined Brandt muzzle-deep in the stream. Brandt suggested that Malo pull come the new daylight.

      The others climbed out of the wagon and stretched. Pik unfastened his skin suit and waded into the stream, lying down in the cool water to rehydrate the suit and himself. The rest of the companions lined up alongside the stream, drinking and refilling flasks. No one talked. They were too tired. Most of them collapsed under the wagon, some slept inside.

      And that was the routine for the next two turns until they reached River Crook. There, they stopped for nearly a full turn as the trio of Aurochs grazed and rested, even getting some special treats from the fields where a number of Rabbits were helping the harvest to greater and greater yields. It turned out that a couple of the master gardeners were Ferrer and Brigitte’s offspring. Braden could never keep them straight. There had been over one hundred Rabbits born on Vii to the few adults who transferred from the Traveler.

      Of all the souls that Braden had touched, the Rabbits were the most gentle and loving. They reminded him of Bronwyn, an entire species just like her. But the Rabbits could also be fierce in combat when they had to be, to defend their loved ones. Braden wished that more people could be like Ferrer and Brigitte, who were simply happy to be alive.

      The fireworks started when they talked with Zeller and Young Tom. They told Braden and Micah about the raiders and that Caleb had been injured. Even though it had happened nearly a full moon previously, Micah drew her sword and looked around, hoping to see her enemy. Tom’s new apprentice Darius looked shocked and then excused himself.

      ‘It was him,’ G-War told Micah. ‘He was one of the raiders, but Caleb forgave him and Tom doesn’t want you to know.’ Micah was furious and started going after Darius, who ran when he saw her.

      Braden tackled his mate and almost got a handguard to the head for his efforts.

      “It’s how Caleb wanted it!” he shouted at her. She continued to struggle, but not as vigorously.

      “Caleb convinced Zeller who convinced Neeson,” Tom said, petting the large scraggly looking ‘cat at his side. G-War looked at the young ‘cat.

      ‘There must be something you can do for him? Maybe Holly…’ G-War pleaded with Braden. He looked at the ‘cat, knowing that G never asked for anything unless it was important. Besides food, that was.

      Braden opened his neural implant and asked Holly if there was anything he could do. Holly made Braden look closely at the ‘cat’s leg, both sides, up and down, so the Artificial Intelligence could review the injury, before reaching a conclusion. ‘Yes, that can be fixed. On board the Traveler, there is everything needed to repair the ‘cat’s leg back to normal. Surgery to replace damaged bone with titanium components and cloning technology to replace the muscles, nerves, tendons, veins, and those kinds of things. Yes, that can be done and it will take approximately two weeks. The ‘cats have exceptional healing powers so it may take even less time.’

      “I think you’re going to have to take a trip, Tom, to somewhere you never imagined existed, if you want to help Neeson. He can be healed, as good as new.”

      The blacksmith started to cry as he hugged the ‘cat to him. Neeson struggled to extricate himself from the large man’s grasp. Zeller thanked Braden and Micah profusely.

      “Once we get back, we’ll make everything clear. We told you that Old Tech exists. Zeller drives an Old Tech wagon. Well, that is a drop in the bucket to what’s really out there. I’ll leave it at that. WHEN we return,” Braden made sure to emphasize the word ‘when,’ “we will help you and Neeson and for that, all we ask is that you help us get the message out when the time comes. We don’t want anyone to be afraid of Old Tech or envious of it. It is just another tool to help them live better lives, that’s all.”

      Young Tom tried to hug Braden, but settled for a handshake so they didn’t fall into a small campfire they’d made between Zeller’s wagon and their own. The Wolfoids, ‘cats, and Rabbits snuggled in close. Pik stayed farther away, because of the flames, not the heat. He liked it hot, but hot and wet. Aadi stayed close to Braden and Micah, but remained on the outside of the circle.

      The Aurochs were somewhere else. Arnie, Brandt, Malo, and the Queen were grazing and enjoying the free flow of the river, warily because of the threat from a rare cold-water croc.

      Although Crabby and the other leaders from River Crook wanted some of Braden and Micah’s time, they let them be alone with their fellow Free Traders. With the morning, Braden and Micah would meet and greet everyone. They enjoyed the people from River Crook, and held a special place there because they’d helped the people to establish it.

      They were always happy to see Yellowfin as he grew into a strong young man, barely older than Bronwyn, who caught him glancing in her direction on more than one occasion. She found ways to steer clear of the village and stay with the intelligent creatures she considered to be her best friends.

      Once they retired for the night, Braden and Micah dropped the side of the wagon to create a bed for themselves. It was a feature of the Old Tech wagon that they appreciated and took advantage of on occasion. It came in handy when they had as many companions as currently traveled with them.

      “How do we get into these situations? If I understood Holly right, the ship might have two mini-subs, enough for four total people, if they squeeze in tightly. Yet we have a small army with us. Who chooses who goes to the undersea world?”

      “We do, as always, but I suspect there’s more that Holly isn’t telling us. I think since he allowed us to bring everyone as well as all the equipment, he knows of a way where no one is left behind. If the facility is as he expects, expanded and heavily populated with Bots and abducted humans, then we’ll need our friends if we are to win them over,” she whispered.

      Braden figured the same. There was no way Holly would encourage them to take such a broad range of species, only to leave them on the beach.

      “We’ll see what tomorrow brings,” Braden replied before kissing and hugging Micah, but going no further as Bronwyn was in the wagon, an arm-span away, along with the Wolfoids and the Lizard Man. Micah finally relaxed. If her father had forgiven Darius, then who was she to hold a grudge. And Arnie and Zeller had killed all three of the real raiders, which made Micah more accepting, too.

      Braden took it better than Micah would have expected. He was furious in the north when they were attacked while traveling the open road. The thought of the trade routes that he had pioneered being plied by raiders should have driven him into a mindless frenzy. But he listened to the story, nodded, and thanked Zeller for taking care of it.

      She had to know as his mind hadn’t been clear on what he was thinking. She perceived that he’d been happy hearing about it. “Why weren’t you angry when you heard about the raiders?”

      “What?” Braden asked, having already fallen asleep. She nudged him.

      “Angry? About the raiders?” he asked. “Zeller took care of them. That’s exactly what we tried to instill in the new Free Traders as we traveled back and forth, that they fight for themselves and for what’s right. We can’t keep bad people from raising their ugly heads, but we can make sure that the good people aren’t afraid to stop them. It is everything I hoped it would be. The south is still safer than Warren Deep was when I left the first time and when we returned. That’s because of us and what we taught. Angry? Not on your life. I’m proud of what we’ve built. You want to know what really concerns me? How do I get G-War to the ship without getting him wet and me scratched?”

      Micah’s eyes sparkled in the darkness as she appreciated her mate that much more.
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      They stood on the beach, sixteen strong, and looked at the sea. A long ways out, they could see the spire of an ancient’s dream. It looked like something from one of Holly’s projections of the future past. Although it seemed to be coming closer, no one was going to swim that far into the ocean to catch it. Skirill and Zyena flew to it and around it, sharing their view with the companions. It had decks open to the weather and enclosed spaces, too. The windows glistened and decks sparkled.

      One main structure rose into the air, a vast structure called a sail that was filled with decks, spaces, windows, furniture, and equipment. The black of solar panels graced the upper surfaces of the sail, those open to the sky. A blade turned at the top of the vertical structure.

      “There must be a Maintenance Bot or something that is on board and functional,” Micah stated. “There’s no way a ship can spend any time on the ocean and not get dirty. My father spends one day a week scrubbing the scum from his boat, making sure the keel is clean so that it travels cleanly through the water.”

      The Hawkoids circled carefully and Zyena landed on a handrail at the top of the ship, which was generally round, with the sail in the middle where the various decks above sea level were located. It arced gracefully upward from the wide base. They could see another deck just below the surface that looked to be a garden, with leaves from robust plants pressed against the glass.

      Underwater, the fore and aft sections of the ship were visible from Zyena’s perch. It was shaped roughly like one of the boats from Trent, but so much larger as to be beyond comparison. ‘You will be very comfortable once on board,’ she passed over the mindlink. ‘We cannot look inside as we don’t see a way to open the hatches and doors.’

      Braden accessed his neural implant and contacted Holly. In moments, the upper level door opened and both Zyena and Skirill landed on the deck outside, then hopped through the door before it closed behind them. Their daughter Zeeka stayed outside, just in case.

      They explored as much of the ship as they could while the rest of the companions stood on the beach and watched by way of the mindlink.

      “It looks like someone could walk through one of those doors at any moment. Are you sure there’s no one on board?” Braden asked.

      ‘No. There are no sounds of people or things. Only the mechanical noises of the ship sailing itself toward you and even those are very faint. We don’t smell anything or see any sign of a human. It is clean, but we suspect there’s a Bot in here somewhere,’ Skirill replied.

      They hopped when they had to, flew when they could, and searched the ship from the garden deck to the top of the spire, where the controls to manually drive the ship were located. Skirill wasn’t a fan of Old Tech, but he was impressed by the size and design. The top of the sail was an impressive distance from the ocean, where a non-flying creature could get a view such as the Hawkoids always had. He could see how humans could live their entire lives aboard this one ship and never be bored.

      ‘It even has a fabricator, Master Braden,’ Skirill said when he passed through the galley, which was a kitchen, and dining area.

      Braden found it hard not to smile. Micah punched him in the shoulder. “Hey! Who says we have to travel like beggars just because we are going to war?” he stated, making his point that he appreciated the finer things that Old Tech offered. Micah couldn’t disagree as she thought of the hover car that Holly was building. Then she pushed that thought to the back of her mind. Her father was somewhere under the ocean. This ship would get her closer.

      One step closer.

      ‘We have company,’ G-War told them. The others assumed fighting positions as they prepared for an unknown enemy, but all they saw was Denon running toward them from the south. He pulled an Old Tech wagon with the two scientists waving at them with broad arm motions.

      “How are we going to get them to the ship?” Braden asked rhetorically. Treetis raced up the beach toward something that moved through the sand. He pounced, then jumped back. The ‘cat circled his prey, then pounced again. When he jumped back the second time, a crab, claws gripping tightly, was attached to his ‘cat face. Treetis hopped around, pawing at the crab in a feeble attempt to make it let go.

      G-War looked at Fealona, then back at the ocean before sitting down. The female ‘cat sighed audibly before running off to fix things. ‘You two orange abominations are going to be the end of me,’ she told them all.

      ‘You wouldn’t want it any other way, partner mine,’ G-War replied.

      Bronwyn waded into the ocean, holding her hands up as if she were speaking with the clouds. Braden sloshed into the surf after her as she went deeper and deeper, until she was swept from her feet and thrown into him. He held her up  and stood there as a fin appeared in the water before them, then a second. The creature’s rounded head broke the surface and blew mist from a hole in the top of its head. The smooth gray skin glistened as its dark eyes locked with Bronwyn’s

      The creature opened its mouth and chittered with a high-pitched voice. Braden was torn. The row of sharp teeth in that mouth and the sheer size of the creatures scared him. He wanted to run from the ocean, but  Bronwyn wouldn’t let him.

      “They are Dolphins!” she cried, as the two gray creatures inched closer until she could stroke their heads and snouts. They dove into the water and swam circles around Braden and Bronwyn until they leapt out of the water, smacking their tails. “I love them!”

      Braden chuckled. “Of course you do.” Bronwyn jumped into the surf and started swimming, until the Dolphins swam close, urging her to grab their dorsal fins. With one hand on each, the Dolphins, side by side, powered forward. The teenager bounced on top of the water as the Dolphins headed to sea.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t go too far out there…” Braden started.

      ‘They won’t let anything happen to me. They are so kind! We are going out to meet another friend. You said you needed help getting to the ship? I think my friends have a solution.’ Bronwyn continued seaward, far past the breakers. Braden looked back at the companions and held his hands up in a sign of helplessness.

      The Dolphins slowed, treading water with Bronwyn until a great head breached the surface of the water, lifting higher and higher, dwarfing the girl and the Dolphins. It was like a building had just appeared from the ocean and towered over the others there.

      Braden staggered back and fell as a waved rolled over him. Sputtering, he got back to his feet, then returned to the beach with the others who watched, mesmerized by the sight.

      ‘Wow, that’s a big brute!’ Brandt said, loud enough for half the planet to hear.

      ‘She is gentle and kind, not a brute! She’s a Whale, that’s all,’ Bronwyn replied. ‘And she’ll give us a ride to the ship, if you’d like.’

      “A ride to the ship?” Braden said, suddenly unafraid and welcoming.

      Treetis yowled as Fealona ripped the crab from his face, kicking it away until it scuttled into the water. The young, orange ‘cat looked both angry and embarrassed. Fealona walked away without looking back at the wayward younger version of her mate. She saw the great creature rising from the ocean.

      ‘What did I miss?’ she asked. G-War looked at the Whale and imagined himself riding atop the great head.

      Denon stopped, expecting the two scientists to climb down and unhook him. They were riveted to their seats, amazed at the sight before them. Dolphins and a Whale, not just any Whale either, but a massive version of an old sperm whale, the DNA having been brought on the Traveler and genetically modified for life on Vii. The same thing for the Dolphins. The scientists had read the briefing on the sea life of Vii.

      “So much knowledge that we’ve lost!” lamented Patti May, a clone and survivor from Cygnus VI. She and Chrysalis, Dr. Johns’ cloned son, had volunteered to conduct research aboard the Warden. When they saw the Whales, they knew they’d made the right decision.

      “I can’t wait!” Chrysalis cried, finally deciding to join the others standing near the surf.

      ‘Human,’ Denon started. ‘Unhook me. I need eat.’

      The clones were oblivious to the Aurochs, so Braden and Micah came to his rescue, rubbing his nose as they unhooked him. The strap marks on his side suggested that he had been strapped into the harness for an extended period of time.

      ‘How long have you worn this harness?’ Micah asked over the mindlink, concerned about the rubbing and blisters.

      ‘Since home,’ the gentle creature replied simply.

      ‘Did you run all this way, straight through?’ Braden asked.

      ‘Almost.’

      Micah was furious. She stalked toward the group and grabbed Chrysalis from behind, throwing him to the sand. He looked shocked and covered his face with his arms. With a handful of collar, she yanked him back to his feet and dragged him to the now-free Aurochs. Brandt was trailing close behind, snorting loudly. Micah shoved the man’s face to within a hand’s-breadth of one of the wounds on Denon’s side.

      “See this! Do you see this? That’s because you never unhooked him to let him rest. What do you have to say for yourself?” Micah demanded.

      “But we were behind and couldn’t miss this opportunity,” Chrysalis whimpered.

      “They are our equals! Weren’t you paying attention the past couple cycles?” she screamed in his face. He tried to cover his face with his hands, but Micah reared back to punch him. Braden dove toward her, catching her arm as it was cocked for a massive blow. As he struggled with his partner, Chrysalis crawled away, only to be stopped by Brandt’s massive horns.

      “Apologize to him and rub numbweed on those wounds, you idiot!” Braden advised. Brandt nudged the man while Patti May looked on, trying to look invisible. “And you help him!” Braden pointed at her without looking.

      The two scientists scrambled to Denon’s side, apologizing profusely, before realizing they didn’t have any numbweed. Braden held his pouch at arm’s length for Chrysalis to take.

      “Treat them with respect and we’ll treat you with respect. Treat them like they’re beneath you and you’ll get a beating you will never forget, do you understand me?” Micah growled, face to face with Chrysalis as he reached for the numbweed.

      “It’s so brutish out here,” he replied meekly. “We should not be threatening to beat people, and especially not you, Master President.”

      “This is the real world and the greatest insult you can make toward me is to demean any of the intelligent species of Vii. Why did you treat him like that? Look at him! You insulted me and all the creatures of Vii.” Micah inched closer, resisting the urge to twist his head toward the wounds on the young bull. With his head down, he lifted his eyes toward the injury.

      “I’m sorry, Denon. We were too caught up in our own thoughts to put your needs before our own. That won’t happen again,” he said sincerely.

      “And that’s all I want,” Micah stated calmly, putting her hand on his shoulder. “You’re right. I shouldn’t choose violence as my first choice. I should have simply turned you over to him.” She nodded her chin toward Brandt, who lifted his head high to look down on the humans. She laughed as she walked away.

      Braden forced the numbweed into Chrysalis’ hand. “Use it generously.” He joined Micah, hand in hand, as they returned to the menagerie watching Bronwyn, the Dolphins, and the Whale frolicking beyond the surf.

      ‘What are their names, dear?’ Micah asked over the mindlink, with no trace of her previous anger.

      ‘This is my friend, Chlorophyta and her mate, Rhodophyta. I call them Chlora and Rhodi! And this, the greatest of all creatures on Vii, is Rexalita. She is magnificent and she tells me that there are very few like her close to shore as they like the deeper water,’ Bronwyn answered.

      ‘We are pleased to meet you, Chlora, Rhodi, and Rexalita!’ Micah said. They answered at the same time in a mass of high-pitched thought voices. Bronwyn sorted them out and guided each so only one spoke at a time. They sounded like the Rabbits and judging by Ferrer and Brigitte’s reaction, they thought so, too.

      ‘You said that you may be able to help us get to the ship, Rexalita?’ Micah asked.

      ‘Yessss,’ the Whale said, dragging out the last letter, pounding her words into the listeners’ minds. She was much louder than Brandt. ‘Inlet, that way, that’s deep enough for me to get close. You climb on and I will swim you out there. Easy for me.’

      Micah squinted at the ocean, trying to figure out how Rexalita was pointing and in which direction.

      ‘To your right,’ Bronwyn added helpfully. ‘Not far, I think.’

      “We’ll go that way right now,” Braden said out loud.

      They watched as Bronwyn straddled one of the Dolphins and held tightly onto the dorsal fin while it raced along the wave-tops. The second Dolphin jumped in and out of the water beside Bronwyn, almost as if serenading the teenager. The Whale swam along behind, exuding a carefree air.

      “Malo!” Braden yelled, even though the Aurochs was only a few strides away. “Could you bring the scientists’ wagon, please?” The young bull agreed and was quickly strapped in to the harness that Denon had just vacated. Braden even helped the scientists back into their wagon, although they expected subterfuge of some sort and hung on as if Braden was going to dump them on the ground.

      G-War sprinted toward Brandt and with a mighty leap, landed in the middle of the King’s lowered head. Treetis came running as well, one of his lips still bleeding from where the crab’s claw had cut it. When he jumped, Brandt turned a horn into his path. The young ‘cat crashed into it, scrabbled for purchase, then slipped and fell into the sand. Fealona casually walked to Micah, who picked her up, petted her, and put her into the wagon that Brandt agreed to pull. The Queen walked ahead majestically, leading the way. The Wolfoids dispensed with the ride and dropped to all fours for a brisk run up the beach.

      The Rabbits weren’t too proud. They hopped into the back of the wagon along with the Lizard Man, Pik Ha’ar. Aadi floated in and nestled against the gate.

      “Aadi, you’ve been unusually quiet. Any words of wisdom as we start the next phase of this adventure?”

      ‘No, Master Braden. I think everything is going well. I wondered about the problem of swimming to the ship. You know that the Golden Warrior planned all along to ride on my shell to the ship, or on Skirill?’ Aadi replied.

      “I knew he had something planned. He trusts me, but he trusts himself more,” Braden laughed.

      ‘I’m pregnant, you know,’ Aadi added.

      Braden almost fell from the bench as he turned to look at his old mentor. “Aadi! You carry the extra weight so well!” Micah punched him for that, recognizing the implication.

      ‘I know you jest, Master Braden, but the eggs are making me unusually tired. I will do my best to keep up, though.’

      “Congratulations, Master Aadi! I’m so happy for you. What do we need to do?” Micah asked.

      ‘Warm sand closer to the end, then I’ll need some time to see them hatch and after that, I want to show them the world!’ Aadi said, excitement tinging his thought voice, which was usually calm and stately.

      “You let us know and we will dig the holes for you,” Braden added.

      Brandt congratulated the Tortoid, while G-War simply harrumphed, with an off-handed comment about “more children.” The others were supportive and even Bronwyn joined the chorus of well-wishers.

      The group headed up the beach, running after the Queen and the Wolfoids, who were racing to an unknown inlet. Braden opened his neural implant and asked Holly for help. With a quick search using the satellite imagery, Holly identified a promontory another hour north from where they were if they maintained their current speed.

      Braden couldn’t get his head wrapped around how long an hour was, but understood it to be a fairly long way. The Wolfoids finally tired and waited for the wagon so they could climb in. Brandt and Malo maintained a steady pace. The riders were pleased that the sand closer to the surf provided one of the smoothest rides they’d ever had.

      The Hawkoids finished their exploration of the ship and declared it devoid of intelligent life, although the two Bots maintaining the ship chased them around until Braden contacted Holly to add the Hawkoids to the ship’s register as authorized inhabitants. That was the trick to get the doors to open when they approached. Once outside, they noticed that the ship was moving rather quickly, parallel to the wagons on the beach.

      With Zeeka, they flew ahead of the ship, swooping close to the Whale and the Dolphins to greet them appropriately, before continuing to the inlet that everyone was racing toward.

      Bronwyn enjoyed the ride, but was getting beaten up by the waves. She tired quickly and lost her grip, torn from the back of the Dolphin in the next swell. She went under and couldn’t right herself. Rhodi was there instantly, driving the girl to the surface. Bronwyn sputtered when she broke into the open air and gasped, trying to catch her breath. The group racing up the beach slid to a halt, as one, waiting for word on Bronwyn’s health. Once reassured, they continued, but at a much slower pace.

      Rexalita dove underwater and the Dolphins swam to the side, leaving Bronwyn by herself as a great head moved in below her, gently touching her feet and lifting her out of the water. Bronwyn sat down, then laid down, spread-eagled on her stomach to maintain her balance on the Whale’s broad head. The world seemed to fly beneath her as she became one with the Whale.

      G-War was envious that Bronwyn had the greatest seat on the planet.

      Those on the beach knew it when they saw it: a finger of land extending into the sea, where the sheer sides of a rock formation stood high above a dark blue that suggested deep water. Braden looked at the cliffs over his head, unsure of how to get the people and equipment on top and then to the Whale.

      “We really could use that hover car right about now,” Micah said. Braden looked at her oddly. “Okay, I can’t keep it a secret. I asked Holly to build a hover car for us to make these trips more quickly. There! Are you happy?” Micah snipped.

      Braden knew when to discuss issues and when they were best left to later. “I didn’t say anything. I agree, a hover car would make this much easier.” He studied the landscape before him, looking for a way up.

      A tidal surge threatened to swamp the group as Rexalita swam up the inlet toward them. Despite the deep water, she filled the space. She wedged herself against the shore, then leaned toward the rocky outcropping. Bronwyn effortlessly stepped across where three Hawkoids flew around her and landed nearby. She bowed to them.

      Braden cupped his hands and yelled upward, “Wait right there. I have an idea!” Micah looked at him and held her hands out in a sign of surrender.

      ‘Thought voice, lover. There’s no need to yell,’ she said over the mindlink. The Wolfoids snickered nearby.

      Damn! Braden thought to himself as he pulled a length of the Amazonian rope from the wagon. He tied a piece of driftwood to the end and tossed the rope past the young girl. She wrapped it around a rock and tied it off as she’d learned to do with the Aurochs harnesses. Braden tested it by being the first to climb up. When he reached the top, he bowed.

      “Now, send up the equipment from the scientist’s wagon,” he yelled back down. Micah shook her head, resigned with the fact that her partner was fascinated with yelling.

      Chrysalis waved off Micah. “We will just use our raft to get there. The equipment is sensitive and we don’t want it bouncing up those rocks. We’ll get ourselves to the ship.”

      Micah clenched her fists. She’d had about enough of the scientists and the knowledge that they selectively shared. They didn’t have enough common sense to know to unhook Denon when they rested and they didn’t think it important to tell the others that they had a boat. She closed her eyes and took deep breaths until she could think without fixating on the thought of punching a scientist in the face.

      “Hey, look!” Braden yelled as he pointed seaward. The ancients’ ship was slowing as it navigated the inlet toward them. It was much wider than Rexalita so it could enter only as far as the mouth, but it was within a stone’s throw. All the rigmarole with the Whale and the boat and Dolphins, when the original plan of swimming to the ship was sufficient since it rested this close to them. G-War climbed onto Aadi’s shell while Zyena offered Fea a ride. Treetis begged until Skirill landed.

      The Hawkoids took a running start to get airborne, beating hard to lift above the sand and the sea, then gliding toward the wide deck of the ship. They slid to a landing, the ‘cats jumping away before touchdown and running when they hit. Aadi swam slowly through the air, while G-War crouched atop the Tortoid’s shell.

      The Rabbits used their small hands to help pull them up the rope to join Braden on the outcropping. Next was Pik, an accomplished climber as all Lizard Men were. Their taloned feet found toeholds between rocks as easily as on rainforest trees. And finally the Wolfoids climbed the hill. As they stepped onto the patient Whale, a loud bugling filled the air. Brandt’s head was raised and he was bellowing his dismay.

      ‘What about us?’ he asked, demanding an answer.

      ‘Can you swim?’ Micah asked, having never seen the King of the Aurochs in water deeper than his knees. The Aurochs looked at each other and shrugged in their way, waving their horns about.

      ‘Never tried,’ Brandt finally answered.

      Braden stepped back onto the rocks and climbed down to the sand. “Come, my friend. We’ll swim together. It’s like running, for you. Take a deep breath so you float and before you know it, we’ll be there.”

      Braden and Brandt waded into the surf behind the Whale until Braden was swimming and Brandt was up to his neck, then his head. He kept walking boldly forward until he was completely underwater.

      ‘Braden!’ the great King cried in his booming thought voice. Braden dove under the water, but couldn’t budge the Aurochs. A massive black wall came at them, and Braden cringed as he expected the impact to be painful, the surge of water before Rexalita’s tail softened the blow as she scooped Brandt out of the water. Brandt sucked in air through an open mouth, making it look like he was screaming. The Whale backed slowly out of the inlet, wiggling as the Aurochs crouched, terrified of falling off the broad, flat tail and disappearing into the ocean’s depths. Rexalita also struggled as the Aurochs was far heavier than she imagined any of the land creatures would be.

      Braden stayed back from the Whale as she created her own tidal surf that threatened to swamp him. He stroked his way wide of Rexalita’s deliberate motions while she worked to get the King of the Aurochs on board.

      When the Whale deposited Brandt on the ship’s broad flat deck, he danced away from the unguarded edge, staying as far from the ocean as possible, the whites of his eyes visible as he looked at the ocean in fear.

      Braden finally made it, swam up to the deck, and climbed aboard. The deck was only slightly above sea level and had no hand rails. It was flat and wide enough to, with a long and deep keel, stabilize the ship.

      ‘We’ll wait here, my King, for your courageous and triumphant return,’ the Queen offered. The three remaining Aurochs stepped away from the ocean’s surf. They’d planned on swimming to the ship. Seeing that Aurochs didn’t float, they changed their plan.

      The ship slowly backed out of the inlet, giving the Whale space to turn and dive until her head was even with ship’s bottom deck. One by one, they stepped onto the deck, all of them dry and thankful for the ride. Bronwyn stayed on Rexalita’s head. The others looked at the two scientists struggling to unload their gear. Braden was soaked and preparing to strip out of his wet clothes, when Micah cocked an eyebrow at him. He looked at Bronwyn, then stopped.

      But that wasn’t what Micah was thinking. “The longer they take the longer it will be before we can go find my father.”

      Braden walked back toward the edge of the ship and dove from the deck into the water, making sure to splash water toward G-War as Aadi finally approached. Two drops hit the ‘cat.

      ‘I will cut you. While you sleep, I will cut you,’ the ‘cat threatened.

      ‘No, you won’t, partner mine. Any time you want to board the ship, I have some loving  I need to share with you,’ the white ‘cat purred.

      Brandt snorted and blinked his eyes clear. No matter the danger, leave it to the ‘cats to keep life in perspective.

      Braden waded ashore, growing more and more impatient with each step. He told the scientists to put their boat together while he unloaded the wagon. The Aurochs looked at him and shrugged.

      No hands.

      He carried each progressively heavier item to the place where Chrysalis and Patti May stood looking at a bright yellow square. Braden could tell by the expressions on their faces that they were accessing their neural implants. Holly must have given them limited access to facilitate aspects of this trip since the survivors had been blocked from direct access to Holly. As Braden thought about it, this was the first time any of the survivors from Cygnus VI had ventured beyond New Sanctuary.

      They must have been terrified, and Holly, by giving them access, provided them some level of comfort. He relaxed and waited, but only a few heartbeats before Chrysalis leaned down and pressed a button on a small panel. The package popped open and hissed as it started filling with air. Braden jumped back and watched.

      “You had to talk with Holly to push one button?” he said in disbelief. The boat, little more than one person wide and twice as long, filled quickly. They attached a small motor to the back and pushed it into the surf, then Braden handed them equipment a piece at a time until the boat was filled. Rexalita had moved to deeper water and the ship now stood within the opening to the inlet. Braden wanted to toss the equipment onto the deck, but the scientists would have had heart failure.

      Two trips later and the equipment was aboard the Warden. The raft was safely secured aft of the tower where the well deck was. The two wagons looked abandoned on the shore, well above the water line. The three Aurochs stood, watching. Finally Bronwyn climbed off Rexalita’s great head onto the deck where she stroked the creature’s forehead. She waved goodbye and the Whale sunk below the waves, disappearing from sight.

      The ship turned and slowly accelerated from the inlet toward the open ocean. The Dolphins easily kept pace and then swam into the ship’s well deck, an area of the main deck directly behind the sail that was open to the sea, gradually deepening the farther aft one went. It allowed for boat launch and recovery protected from the open ocean. Bronwyn dangled her legs in the water as the Dolphins propped their bodies half out of the water, wedged onto the deck next to their favorite human.

      Braden and Micah opened their neural implants. ‘Where are we going, Holly?’

      ‘Why don’t you ask your new friend if she knows where the undersea city is?’ Holly suggested. Micah passed it to Bronwyn, who chose to ask the Dolphins instead of the Whale.

      ‘Yes, but they don’t go there. It is very dangerous. They kill sea animals that stray too close.’ Bronwyn shivered. ‘They say that there is an island very close to the undersea city, and they are willing to take us there, if you’d like.’

      “An island?” Braden wondered. He asked Holly, who searched the images for anything that might be the island in question. He explained his reasoning.

      ‘The undersea tractors that transported the people from White Beach have a limited speed. I’ve calculated a maximum arc based on that speed and the length of time the people could survive inside. Then I’ve cross-referenced all images and hello, here we are. Due west of you, about two-hundred fifty kilometers offshore, is an island that I’ve not charted before. Not saying that it wasn’t there, but it was low profile. We are now turning all sensors toward it and would you look at that!’ Holly paused as if Braden and Micah were supposed to actually be looking at something.

      ‘Holly, whatever you’re looking at, we can’t see it,’ Micah said in an exasperated tone.

      ‘Oh, that was one of my new human expressions. No, obviously you can’t see it. I shall remove that phrase from my lexicon. What I’m looking at are low-level emissions coming from the island, the type that suggest there is some type of ancients’ power source and equipment. There are numerous hot spots that indicate both human and animal inhabitants. I think your best course of action will be to visit the island first,’ Holly suggested.

      “There’s no doubt about that,” Braden said out loud. “The island, Bronwyn. We would love it if Chlora and Rhodi can take us to the island. I think we’ll find something there, maybe we’ll even find what we’re looking for.”

      Bronwyn started chatting with the Dolphins while the ship seemed to set itself on a course that Holly had already determined. Brandt stayed on deck, swaying gently as the ship rocked through the waves. A salty breeze drifted past as the other companions started exploring their new home.

      Braden climbed the stairs to the top of the sail, the main superstructure above the water. It was roomy and comfortable. When he reached the bridge, he noted that it looked similar to the bridge on the RV Traveler, but to a greatly reduced scale, with positions for three people, but the glass bubble was the same and the workstations seemed to have a variety of Old Tech needed to drive the ship.

      Braden sat in the captain’s chair. It embraced him and rolled gently with the ocean swells. Ahead, the open ocean awaited.
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      The first to get sick was Treetis, followed closely by Ferrer and Brigitte. Braden was amazed that a white Rabbit could look green, but they managed, and not just because they were tending to the garden deck that they said was already well cared for.

      Then G-War fell under the spell of the wind and waves. He yowled like a lost kitten to express his misery of being at sea. Fea seemed unaffected and took the opportunity to highlight the weaker sex when it came to ‘cats.

      Brandt made a monumental effort not to throw up, but refused to eat and even stopped moving about the deck. He stood frozen in a half-crouch, as if trying to look like a statue, while he focused one hundred percent of his attention on not getting sick.

      Bronwyn was completely indifferent to it, spending a great deal of time in the water with the Dolphins. Aadi stayed on the first deck. He floated above the fray, hanging onto a rope to keep from getting blown away. He watched the ocean calmly, although he much preferred the heat of the desert.

      The Hawkoids spent time either flying or outside perched on one of the many railings. The swaying of the ship didn’t bother them either.

      The two scientists disappeared the second they came aboard. It appeared that the ship had a freight elevator that went up two levels into the sail and down five levels to the sections under the sea where the laboratory spaces were located.

      Pik stood on deck, mesmerized by the sight of the ocean all around. He tried taking off his skin suit, but quickly discovered that despite the water, the sun and salt dangerously dried his skin, threatening his very life. He rehydrated his skin suit using one of the many available fresh water spigots, once Braden showed him how they worked.

      Braden took advantage of the fabricator, but everything had a fishy taste to it. Whereas a fabricator on land used soy and a variety of other plants, the ship’s fabricator must have used fish and sea life.  Braden asked the fabricator about various fish dishes and he tried a little of each until he found one that tasted like something Mattie made. Even Micah liked it.

      Holly informed them that they should arrive at the island in a mere twenty-six hours, by tomorrow evening. Braden asked Holly how long they’d been underway. He said four hours. Less than the length of an afternoon and already most of the companions were incapacitated. It felt like they’d been on board forever. With Holly’s help and a three-dimensional map of the Warden, they found the docking area for the mini-submarines. Both ports were empty. Micah threw up her hands in frustration and kicked the bulkhead.

      ‘Holly, do you have any way of finding where the mini-submarines might be?’ Braden asked.

      ‘If they were transmitting, we would have already picked them up. I’ll search the Warden’s records and see if they documented their last trip.’

      “Let’s find our room. The captain’s quarters?” Braden wasn’t dissuaded by the discovery that the mini-subs weren’t on board. He had never expected them to be. He figured there would be a way, even if they lowered a communication device to the undersea facility so Holly could communicate with it, take it over like he did the RV Traveler.

      “Don’t look so down. If there’s a power source on an island that Holly didn’t know was there, what do you think that means?” Braden asked.

      Micah brightened up. “The island is connected to the undersea facility.”

      “My thoughts exactly. We’ll know tomorrow. In the interim, I suggest we find ways to avoid the pukers.” Braden nodded suggestively and once in the captain’s quarters, they couldn’t get their clothes off fast enough. It was rare to have such time alone.

      Braden woke early, having slept like a rock in the captain’s oversized bed. He walked through the spaces of the ship alone, barefoot and bare-chested. His first stop was the galley, as it was named, for some fabricator-produced coffee. It didn’t have that fish taste, as they’d ordered a broad range of food the previous daylight to clean out the system.

      While Braden sipped his coffee, he checked on the others. Pik relaxed on the deck, not far from the King of the Aurochs, who appeared to be sleeping. Pik nodded as the human passed.

      The ‘cats had found their way to the garden deck, which took up the entire space just below the surface of the sea. It was a massive space that Braden took a while to work his way through. The ‘cats, Rabbits, and Wolfoids found solace in each other’s company as they slept close together, nearly in one big pile. Braden wished them well and hoped they awoke with their sea legs and could function. Fea raised her head and blinked her big green eyes at him, then nodded slightly. She had her two boys, G-War and Treetis, right where she could keep an eye on them.

      ‘Thank you for coming for us,’ she said softly in her thought voice.

      A ‘cat with manners, Braden thought. ‘My pleasure and I’m happy that you joined us.’

      Braden continued below deck, where he found sterile corridors and laboratory spaces with great windows to the undersea world. It was dark outside so he could barely see anything except what ambient lighting showed. Small fish had taken a liking to the ship and darted in and out of the light in front of the window. Braden watched for a while, finding the motion of the fish to be peaceful, even hypnotizing.

      He shook it off and continued into the bowels of the ship, noticing that the motion of the sea was much less down here. He found where the scientists had stayed, only because their clothes were clean and neatly piled outside their doors and the space was labeled, “Technical Staff Billeting.”

      “Of course, there is a Server Bot to take care of the absent-minded scientists,” Braden said out loud to himself as he walked away, making no noise in his bare feet. The material on the deck was soft and non-slip. He enjoyed walking on it. He wondered if the ancients also walked barefoot. Probably not, Braden thought. The ancients seemed to take everything for granted.

      Braden made it to the lowest deck, five levels below the sea. It was dark. A row of viewing cubicles with clear windows made up the sides of the level. There were mechanical systems down there that launched the scavengers to pick the materials used by the fabricator, Bots to clean the hull, and the empty bays where the mini-subs were located. One could dive into the water of those docking bays, and swim straight down to get outside the ship. Braden had no idea why the water didn’t flood into the deck, and he refused to ask Holly. He didn’t care how the ancients’ technology worked. He simply accepted that it did.

      That didn’t mean he couldn’t be amazed by it. He found the elevator and took it as high as it would go, to the second level in the sail. He climbed the three remaining flights of stairs so he could sit in the captain’s chair as the sun rose behind the ship, lighting the endless ocean before them. He felt a quiver in his stomach as the immensity of it all momentarily overwhelmed him. He couldn’t fathom the distances involved.

      When they were on board the RV Traveler, he didn’t feel like he was in space. It felt more foreign and vast on the Western Ocean as the ship ventured far from shore.

      He heard the padding of feet behind and saw Micah, dressed in a bathrobe and also barefoot. He turned to get up, but she held him down, letting her robe drop.

      “Again?” he asked hopefully. Micah nodded as she helped him out of his pants. They christened the captain’s chair appropriately, expecting that the stodgy ancients would have been appalled.

      A sunrise at sea was a magnificent affair as the waves radiated with the new dawn, sparkling far and wide below the rising orb. As it transitioned from a dark orange through yellow to a blinding white, the sea changed from black to a deep blue.

      Braden no longer felt overwhelmed. Maybe Micah had sensed something from him and helped him past his anxieties and insecurities. She made him more aware of everything around them.

      Such as, he had coffee and she did not. They went to the galley where they found three hungry ‘cats. Braden ordered coffee for Micah, and they all waited until the familiar ding signaled the cup was ready. G-War’s patience was wearing thin, which signaled that the seasickness was only temporary. Braden wondered why the ‘cats had gotten up. They seemed to be sleeping so peacefully only a short time ago.

      ‘Really? You have no idea, do you? Now get us food,’ G-War demanded.

      “I have just the thing. I found this yesterday. Mr. Fabricator, one salmon tartare, please.” When Braden pulled the small plate from the fabricator, G-War’s ears perked up. When the dish was on the floor, Treetis dove toward it, only to get slapped away by the Golden Warrior. Fea stepped between them, hissing at each, then casually settled in to eat her breakfast.

      Braden ordered two more and the fabricator delivered. Treetis was standing, pawing at the door of the ancients’ device. “That doesn’t make it go any faster,” Braden told the young ‘cat. He hip-checked the orange creature out of the way so he could retrieve the two dishes and set them on the floor. G-War and Treetis dug in like the ravenous carnivores that they were.

      ‘Hungry,’ G-War told Braden after inhaling the first dish. Braden put the three dishes back into the fabricator, then ordered three more. Treetis pawed at the door again.

      Braden turned to Micah, holding his hands up and shaking his head. “Did your mother drop you on your head too many times?” he asked the ‘cat. “If you want to hunt, maybe the Dolphins can help you, but you might get wet.” Treetis hesitated for a moment, then pawed afresh at the fabricator.

      “Hungry,” Micah said with a smile. G-War held up a furry paw, giving her the ‘cat finger. Braden delivered the plates to the floor and ordered the human favorite, omelets with ham and cheese.

      They tasted like omelets with fish and seaweed.

      The Hawkoids snoozed on deck, perched on a railing. They’d had great luck catching fish that the ship seemed to readily attract. They shared a number with Pik, who reveled in the taste of the fresh catch. Pik had gone to the well deck to chat with the Dolphins. He enjoyed their company, considering them to be his wet brothers, even though they had nothing in common besides both being genetically engineered by the ancients.

      Brandt was lying down, sleeping peacefully until Bounder poked him with his spear, chuckling as the Aurochs leapt forward, sliding on the deck. The King turned and appeared ready to charge, but Bounder surrendered.

      ‘Do you think you can eat, my big friend?’ the Wolfoid asked. Brandt thought it over, took a few steps, then nodded, waving his horns dangerously.

      The two Wolfoids disappeared down the stairwell and returned with armloads of greens, followed by two Rabbits with more freshly picked from the garden. The King of the Aurochs ate tentatively, not wanting to devour the offerings in two gulps.

      Bounder and Gray Strider joined the others in the galley, where Braden worked the fabricator while Micah retired to her quarters to get dressed.

      Bronwyn finally made it to the galley, looking shriveled from having spent so much time in the water. She wore a broad smile, happy to be with all her friends, both old and new. She greeted each warmly and hugged them tightly, even the ‘cats, who tolerated her doing so. Even Micah didn’t enjoy such a privilege.

      Braden wondered where Aadi had gone. “Aadi?” he shouted through the hatch to the outdoors. An outside deck circled this level, so Braden stepped through and looked around. He saw Aadi at the very back of the deck at sea level, trying to walk forward. Braden ran, taking the steps down three at a time, hitting the deck hard and racing to his old friend’s side.

      “What’s wrong, Aadi?” Braden asked, concerned for the Tortoid, believing that there was something amiss as part of the pregnancy.

      ‘I’m afraid that the ship is moving faster than I can swim. Get behind me and I’ll show you. Be ready now,’ the Tortoid said mysteriously. When Braden stood at the edge of the deck, the ocean close behind him, Aadi floated upward and was instantly swept into Braden, nearly knocking him down. One leg went into the sea as the human pushed Aadi forward and crawled back aboard.

      “I see,” Braden said. He jogged back into the sail, dripping from his wet pant leg, and returned with a short length of rope. Aadi held it in his beaklike mouth as Braden pulled him back toward the sail where they could secure the Tortoid inside, make sure he didn’t float away. The ocean was a big place.

      They made their way up the stairs to the galley where Bronwyn tapped his shell. ‘There was nothing to worry about. Rexalita is with us. She would have saved you and brought you back to us,’ the girl told them all over the mindlink while she enjoyed her omelet. Braden was surprised that she didn’t question the taste.

      With the companions together and chatting, Braden opened his neural implant to check in with Holly.

      ‘Good morning, Master Braden!’ the AI said cheerfully. ‘I am following your progress closely. Current projections show that you won’t arrive until tomorrow. I am re-routing you to the south to avoid a nasty storm that seems to be brewing. You will miss the weather, but the seas could get rough.’

      ‘I won’t share that part with the others. It seems they’ve only just recovered from the pukes that equally affect both the strong and the weak,’ Braden replied. ‘We think that the island and the undersea facility must be connected. Is there any way you can confirm that? Find us a way in that doesn’t requires the mini-submarines?’ Braden stood at the railing, watching the undulating ocean. He understood why Caleb kept going back to sea, even though his people were doing most of the fishing while he managed the trade and the village. The sea called people to it, so they would know how small they were in comparison, and then learn how to work with it, but never dominate it.

      ‘That is a most logical conclusion, Master Braden. I have redirected available sensor systems. At this time, I don’t have any additional information, but we won’t have all the data until later today. Before you arrive, I will have everything I’m going to get and will share it before you go ashore,’ Holly stated.

      ‘Thanks, Holly. No surprises please.’ Braden closed the link, certain that Holly kept information from them until they had no choice but to continue. Braden wondered if there would be Androids.

      He hated Androids.

      G-War also hated them because he couldn’t sense them. Pik said he harbored no ill will toward the biomechanical creations, but Braden doubted his sincerity. Micah was merciless when it came to Androids, despite Holly’s protests.

      ‘Why are you thinking about Androids?’ Micah asked over the mindlink. He wondered where she was. ‘Our room, I’ll be out in just a couple heartbeats.’

      ‘It just feels like the work of Androids,’ he told her.

      ‘We have our blasters. If we see an Android, we kill it first, no matter what. Holly will want to have a conversation, but I’m not good with that. We kill it and all of its Android buddies except for one which we’ll turn over to Holly, then we go find my father.’

      ‘Sounds like you’ve already thought about this. What if they have Security Bots with them?’ Braden asked.

      ‘Then we use Holly’s devices to finish them off,’ she declared. ‘So, we won’t get there until after tomorrow’s sunrise. I’m looking forward to another night in that bed,’ she told him, sharing an image of naked, sweating skin.

      ‘I don’t know what’s happened to you, but I like it!’ Braden exclaimed. ‘Maybe we should make trips on the Warden a regular thing. Next time I talk with Holly, we’ll see what we can arrange. We need a harbor closer to New Sanctuary, though. Yes, I think a survey of the areas in the south are in order!’

      “Once we have my father in hand, then we’ll take a look at what’s next,” she said aloud, startling him. Her mood darkened, but only for an instant. “I like the motion of the ship, the sound of the sea slapping against the hull. There’s something magical about it all, reminds me of growing up. My father was always there, ready to go to sea, he said for fishing, but I suspected it was more than that. Much more. He loves the ocean.”

      “We’ll get him back. We’re on our way to the ends of Vii for him, and we’ll go farther if we have to. Whatever it takes, because I want to take you to sea on a vacation where there’s nothing to worry about except what we’re going to eat next!” Braden hugged his partner tightly, enjoying the smell of her hair, the curve of her neck. He liked how the sea drew him in, too.
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      Clouds darkened the daytime sky and despite the ship’s increasing speed, the storm was faster. It circled the ship and as the evening dark approached, the sea started to rage. Braden wasn’t sure what to do. Micah had been through storms at sea, but they had no control over the ship. Micah contacted Holly.

      ‘The ship has survived over four-hundred years of storms at sea without a scratch. It will be fine, but you, on the other hand, I suggest you find someplace to strap yourselves in. It could get rough. I suggest the garden deck or one deck lower. If you’ve put anything out, I suggest you tie it down. Good luck!’ Holly signed off before Micah could ask any more questions.

      ‘We need everybody down below. Brandt, I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to tie you down up here so you aren’t swept overboard.’ While Micah and Pik positioned Brandt next to the sail and started running ropes and straps, conveniently provided by a Maintenance Bot, around his body, Braden went below to find the scientists. He yelled at them to secure their gear, which they had just finished unpacking and set up. They started to argue, but he waved them off and told them when the equipment was destroyed, they weren’t going back for more. Then he stormed off, trying to slam the door on his way out, but ancient technology wouldn’t allow such a demonstration.

      He bounded up the steps, past the garden deck where the Rabbits hopped to and fro, securing both plants and equipment.

      “Less than two nights. We’ve been here for less than two nights. How much stuff do we have?” Braden yelled at the bulkhead as he kept running, holding the railing as the ship started to gyrate unpredictably. Brandt was strapped in and miserable. Pik took a position next to the great King and stood, holding a hand grip on the bulkhead, the other wrapped around one of Brandt’s straps.

      ‘The girl,’ Pik told Braden without elaboration. The whitecaps of the waves rose high above the deck, crashing across at irregular intervals. Brandt stood tall to keep his head above water, while Pik remained stalwart, unmoving as he was pounded by the ocean. Braden went hand over hand along a railing that led to the well deck, where he found Bronwyn hanging on to the Dolphins as they fought to keep her head above the water.

      Braden dove in and breast-stroked hard to get to Chlora and Rhodi. He gripped a dorsal fin and tried to talk, but the waves kept overwhelming him. The Dolphins kept swimming just to stay somewhat within the confines of the well, which was now a full body length under the water.

      “We have to go inside!” Braden finally managed to yell. Bronwyn shook her head, eyes wide in terror.

      ‘Can you get us close to the hatch? We can hold on there until the ship heaves out of the water, then we can get inside,’ Braden asked the Dolphins, finally remembering to use his thought voice.

      ‘We can and we must. We have to get into the open ocean if we are to survive, get to a place where we can dive below the fury of the waves. Listen, little one. You must go inside,’ Chlora pleaded. The Dolphins powered forward, dragging the two humans along a surging wave, riding high, then diving into a trough, only to be overwhelmed by the next massive wave. The Dolphins raced downhill,  building enough momentum to fly up the next swell where they bounced off the railing of the sail’s second deck. Braden threw himself over, bracing himself behind the railing while he held on to Bronwyn with his other hand. As the wave continued past, the Dolphins disappeared into the darkness.

      Bronwyn reached futilely into the space where her friends had been before turning and letting Braden pull her onto the deck next to him. They waited for two more waves to pass before they opened the hatch and jumped inside. Bronwyn shivered as they slowly made their way down the steps, bouncing into the bulkhead as they descended. They stopped often as the steps turned from a climb to a dangerous fall and back to a level walk. The ship twisted and jerked violently.

      The crashing of the waves. The anger with which the ship was tossed. And yet, it was quiet inside. The ship rode the turbulence, became one with the motion. In the case of the Warden, it appeared that the ancients had worked with nature and not against it. The ship was built to ride out the storm, not to bully it or bend its will to that of the ancients. It didn’t need to power through the raging sea, only wait until calm returned. Then it would continue on its way.

      Braden and Bronwyn finally made it to the deck below the garden level where the mass of companions huddled in one room that looked to be specifically built as a place to weather the storm. It was well padded, without hard furniture, and with plenty of handholds and places in which a person could wedge him or herself. The ‘cats were clinging to one piece of furniture that would probably have to be replaced. Their claws had dug deeply as their bodies were yanked back and forth, although the motions there were nowhere near what they were on the second level where Braden and Bronwyn had just been.

      Brandt suffered mightily. He was thrown hard one way, then the other. The straps and ropes cut into his hide. He couldn’t maintain his balance. He puked green mash, again and again until only bile came up. He felt weak as a kitten. Pik Ha’ar never wavered. He stood tall against the storm, seemingly immune to the deck’s constant motion. Brandt focused on the Lizard Man, taking strength from his nearness. The companions shared their support over the mindlink while they were bounced around within the padded room.

      Braden couldn’t stop thinking about the Aurochs on deck, or the Lizard Man. As he and Micah held each other, he had an overwhelming urge to check topside, but Micah wouldn’t let him. She was right. There was nothing he could do up there except be swept overboard. Aadi remained inside on the first level, keeping himself centered so he had the smoothest ride of all.

      At least they had light. On the deck, darkness seemed to surround Brandt and Pik, press in on them despite the deck lights having been turned on, blazing into the storm.

      The sea continued to rage well into the night.

      No one realized when the storm had passed as they’d fallen asleep. Braden woke first, as usual, while the others were passed out from exhaustion. Braden’s first steps were stiff and sore, his body abused from fighting with the ship against the raging sea. He left the room and jogged through the corridor, quickly climbing the steps past the garden level to the main deck.

      The King of the Aurochs was on his side, soaked through and through. Braden’s breath caught, until he saw the chest slowly rise and fall. Trying not to disturb the great King, Braden unlashed him, loosening the bonds and wincing at the raw flesh beneath, already white around the edges from constant exposure to the salt water.

      Pike Ha’ar was leaning against the bull’s leg, sound asleep, skin pale from starting to dry out. Braden ran into the sail and up to the third level above the deck where the captain’s quarters were located. He recovered his pouch of numbweed, noting that the quarters had already been straightened and cleaned.

      When he returned, Pik was up and stripping off his skin suit. There was an on-deck shower that Braden guessed was to rinse a person who had gone swimming in the ocean. Pik turned on the water, adjusted the temperature as Braden had shown him, and stood beneath the spray, turning slowly to let the fresh water bring the joy of the rainforest to him.

      Braden started rubbing numbweed into the King’s wounds, taking care to do the worst ones first. Micah and Bronwyn appeared, and joined Braden in taking care of the Aurochs. Brandt’s eyes fluttered open, the whites bloodshot. He tried to focus, but found it difficult.

      ‘My friends,’ he said softly. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been so tired in my entire life.’

      Bronwyn put her hands on his head, helping to relieve some of his pain. It wasn’t as great as they thought for he was mostly bone weary. Even though Holly told them that they’d arrive at the island that morning, Braden and Micah agreed that they needed to recover from the storm. The King needed time to recover. Pik looked ready to go, even though he continued to stand in the shower’s spray, letting its healing waters run over his body.

      ‘I feel better already,’ Brandt told them as he struggled to stand.

      “Food?” Braden asked. The King nodded with a snort.

      ‘As much as you can carry, my friends!’ he said, his thought voice rising in volume. Braden slapped the great creature on his uninjured shoulder.

      “Your will shall be done, my King! By the way, you know that when you get wet, you smell really bad?” Braden added.

      ‘The cows love the smell of a wet bull, my friend. You should rub some on yourself and see the change in those around you,’ Brandt replied without hesitation. Micah coughed and covered her mouth with a fist, shaking her head vigorously at her partner.

      With a final slap, Braden and Micah went to the garden level where they met the Rabbits, who were unwilling to share as much food as the King required. They reluctantly parted with all the injured plants and about a third of the vegetables, but no more. Once they carried that upstairs and turned it over to Brandt, Braden went the galley, where he ordered a couple different vegetable dishes.

      It turned out that the King of the Aurochs liked the meals from the fabricator, so Braden and Micah took turns ordering food. They wondered if they could shortcut the system and get a mass of edible sea plants directly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Evil Ones

          

        

      

    

    
      The remainder of the companions made an appearance, leaving the padded recreation room behind to enjoy the calm of the morning sun.

      The Hawkoids took to the air as soon as they were outside, flying high into the air, circling the ship, and floating on the ocean breeze.

      The ‘cats wanted nothing to do with the wet deck or the ocean. They suggested that if Braden and Micah ever tried getting on board a ship again, they would die mysteriously in their sleep before they could take one step away from shore.

      Aadi slowly made his way up the stairwell, deciding to stay indoors so he wasn’t left behind as the ship sailed ahead. The Wolfoids walked onto the deck, stretching and smiling into the sunshine.

      ‘I hope you don’t take this the wrong way,’ Strider said in her thought voice, ‘but you have dragged us on some of the craziest adventures. There we were, in our village, roast pork almost every night. Nothing out of the ordinary ever happened, then all of a sudden, here comes the humans and since then, one adventure after another, each trying to kill us in a different way. Next time you go to sea, it’s okay if you don’t tell us about it,’ she chided.

      “Come on, Strider! You wouldn’t have it any other way. If we went without you, next thing we know, we’d be the ones getting chased at the next blooding of the pups. And if anything happened to us, you’d feel bad and you know it,” Braden told them as he took the time to scratch behind her ears, hugging her neck in the Wolfoids’ sign of affection.

      She nuzzled him back, squinting into the sun.

      ‘How long until we get there,’ Bounder asked. Braden shook his head as he opened the neural implant.

      ‘So good to hear from you, Master Braden! I trust all is well?’ Holly’s good cheer was always expected.

      ‘We’re fine, no one went overboard, despite the Western Ocean’s best attempts. All here, all alive, all is well. How long to the island, Holly?’

      ‘You were pushed off course, so you should arrive later this afternoon. I promised the latest information and here’s what I have. Nothing. We don’t know if there is a direct link to the undersea facility or not. We believe that there are twenty people and hundreds of animals. I can’t tell you if the animals are intelligent or not.’

      ‘That’s more than we had, Holly. We’ll take care of things. Let us know if you find anything else.’ Braden minimized his window without closing it, which allowed Holly to contact him at any time. He had grown used to having the small window at the periphery of his vision.

      “This afternoon, according to Holly,” Braden stated, loud enough for all to hear, all except the scientists. He didn’t know if they would ever see them topside or anywhere else for that matter. The laboratory levels were completely self-contained with a fabricator, rooms, and facilities.

      The plan for the day was to rest and do nothing. There was some excitement when Rexalita arrived and made a celebratory circle around the ship. She swam alongside as she was far too large for the well deck and the Warden’s stern extended much farther behind the ship than anyone realized. Bronwyn took a full run off the deck and jumped into the ocean, dog-paddling until the Whale eased the girl onto her head, then lifted her skyward as she used her powerful tail to propel her forward. The ship picked up speed as if it seemed to know that the Whale wanted to race.

      Bronwyn howled and pumped her fist from atop the Whale while those on deck leaned into the wind as the ship accelerated. They cheered as they encouraged the Warden, but the ship was no match for the largest creature on Vii. The Whale surged ahead, leaving foam and the Warden far behind.

      The ship slowed as it conceded the race. It assumed a leisurely pace northeast toward the island where Braden and Micah hoped to find answers regarding the disappearance of her father and all the villagers from White Beach.

      The Dolphins appeared in the water between the Whale and the ship, returning with a splash by leaping and dancing on their tails. The Whale dipped into the sea, turning Bronwyn loose to join her small friends. As she swam, two new fins appeared in the water, black, cutting the water as they headed directly for Bronwyn. The sea dance stopped, and the Dolphins shot like arrows toward the girl.

      Rexalita vaulted nearly completely out of the water, crashing back in and sending a tidal wave with Bronwyn surging away from the new fins. The Dolphins came in from behind and leapt over her head, landing in the water between her and the newcomers. The fins split up, two became four and Bronwyn screamed.

      The Dolphins abandoned their blocking maneuver, turning to swim forward, catching the girl as they sped toward the Warden. The fins lined up as they pursued. The entire ocean to the side of the Dolphins seemed to rise up as Rexalita broke the surface again, opening her mouth, sharp teeth sweeping under and over Chlora, Rhodi, and Bronwyn.

      The Dolphins swam out the other side of the Whale’s open maw. Then she clamped down, trapping the sharks. Three of them disappeared into that huge gullet, while the fourth made a sharp turn, swimming away from the Dolphins and the young girl. They continued to the ship and around aft, swimming smartly into the well deck and depositing Bronwyn where she could easily climb from the water.

      ‘We are so sorry, little one! We didn’t see the evil ones until it was too late,’ Rhodi apologized.

      ‘There’s nothing to be sorry for,’ Bronwyn said happily as she jumped back into the water to hug the snouts of her two friends. ‘You saved me from them, and you, too, Rexalita. You were all magnificent!’

      Micah hugged Braden as they watched and listened. They always had friends with them, friends willing to fight to keep them safe, just like they’d done, so many times.

      Pik appeared next to them carrying his skin suit. He pointed to them and to his own chest. Since Pik was a clone, the terrible wounds he’d suffered fighting the Androids weren’t there. ‘I died for Aadi, just like I would have for any of you. And I’d do it again, too,’ Pik said matter-of-factly.

      Braden choked up, not knowing what to say.

      G-War interrupted their thoughts by projecting an image of Treetis pawing at the fabricator and yowling.
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      The rest of the daylight was spent resting, eating, recovering, and preparing for the unknown. Holly had no additional information once the weather passed, even though he could see the island clearly through available sensors. He’d engaged the survivors from Cygnus VI to provide a human touch and still nothing new.

      ‘I think every place we’ve ever gone into, we had to rely on what we had with us. This time, there are sixteen of us, including three Hawkoids and three ‘cats! There is no one better to show us what waits beyond the next tree, over the next hill. Don’t worry, Holly, we’ll be ready,’ Braden said as he touched up his blasters, cleaning them, checking their charges, ensuring that they rested easily at his hip. Micah was doing the same thing. They were anxious, although they wouldn’t go ashore until the new daylight.

      Skirill, Zyena, and Zeeka spotted the island first. Braden had anticipated something the size of New Sanctuary, but it was much larger than that. A central peak dominated the landscape. The emerald green of the foliage stood in pleasant contrast to the blue of the sea. The cover was near complete and the Hawkoids were challenged to see anything beneath the leaves and vines. Beach sand outlined the entire island, except for one point in the south where a rocky outcropping cut into the sea. One tree stood alone at its end, a rebel taunting the open ocean.

      ‘Don’t get too close. You remember what happened when that Security Bot took a shot at you from New Sanctuary! Nothing like the smell of scorched tail feathers to wake you up,’ Braden told the Hawkoids.

      ‘You never told me that you fought a Security Bot,’ Zyena accused Skirill.

      ‘It was nothing, my love,’ he answered bravely.

      Braden and Micah laughed. Skirill had run like a rat on fire as soon as the Security Bot sent its laser beams skyward. Even G-War was impressed by Skirill’s changed history, so much so that he shared an image of the Hawkoid diving for cover, smoke trailing behind him.

      Zyena flew close to her mate and cooed soothingly to him. The ‘cat was miffed by his failed attempt to poke fun at his friend. Fea had a good laugh at G-War’s expense.

      “We’ll call this one a win for you, Ess!” Braden announced as the Hawkoids finished their stand-off tour of the island. Skirill led the way as they returned, in a mini V formation, flying as if on a mission. They flared as one, landing on the railing together, then turned around to face the ocean.

      “Did you see room between the trees where Brandt can walk?” Braden asked.

      ‘Yesss,’ Zyena replied, thinking as she talked. ‘There was room. The trees are tall and have wide branches, but they aren’t too close together, not like the rainforest. There is room for all of us.’

      “Bronwyn, do the Dolphins think we can take the ship close enough to walk ashore?” he followed his original question as all the companions stood on deck. Even Aadi had come outside as the ship slowed. He still held onto a rope tied fast to the sail, just in case.

      ‘Chlora and Rhodi will let us know. They are going to swim around the island and take a look. Rexalita will also try some of the approaches. I’d go with them, but they are going to check it out from under the water, maybe share what they can of the undersea city, but they don’t want to be seen,’ Bronwyn informed them as she watched the Dolphins swim out of the well deck and away.

      Braden looked up at the massive superstructure of the ancients’ ship. If anyone on the island had been looking, the ship would have already been spotted. It cut an imposing figure against the blue sky.

      The ship’s presence was no surprise, but what they brought ashore would be, because they were coming in force, ready to fight. If a Security Bot guarded the island, then they had Holly’s gear to hopefully stop it. Braden looked at the clunky objects the AI had given them, two spear guns and one heavy block of technology, and shook his head. Holly wanted them to go to war carrying a brick. And Braden would carry it, too. He wasn’t afraid of much, but the apparent invincibility of a Security Bot concerned him greatly.

      “Why are you fixated on Security Bots?” Micah asked. “I didn’t get the impression they were there, only that there was a remote chance. Holly didn’t even talk about them until you asked. Don’t you think he’d see them using one of his sensors? Sure, we’ll carry that equipment, but I don’t think we’ll have to fight anyone. I think that the people he saw are our people, abandoned on the island and forgotten. Let’s collect them and leave.” Micah was confident in her assessment as she fiddled with her equipment, waiting for the Dolphins and the Whale to return.

      Aadi swam slowly through the hatch and joined Braden and Micah on deck. Now that the ship wasn’t moving, the Tortoid didn’t have to worry about getting blown overboard.

      “What are you thinking, old man?” Braden said kindly, but the words still earned him an elbow in the ribs from Micah.

      ‘What is your plan, Master Braden?’ Aadi asked.

      “We go ashore, find who lives there, talk to them and get more information. We don’t know anything. There are signals from that place which Holly says indicates a presence of someone using ancients technology. Outside of that, twenty people, hundreds of animals, and those animals could be intelligent. What we don’t know far outweighs what we do know. Our goal is information, then we make a plan.”

      ‘An intelligent goal.’ Aadi blinked slowly as he waited. Braden didn’t know what else to say since he didn’t really have a plan. ‘We shall deal with whatever we come across, assuming that we are not in a hurry.’

      Micah looked up sharply. “My father may be there and if he’s not, then someone will know where he is. We can’t delay any longer!” she said passionately.

      “Aadi, what would we do without you?” Braden asked with a bow. “We have to go slowly, look around, be careful we don’t get ourselves into something we can’t get out of.” He looked pointedly at Micah before continuing.

      “We have to be patient, lover,” Braden insisted. “We’ll find Caleb, in due time. That’s what we’re here for, so let’s get it right from the start. We don’t need to burn down the entire jungle on this island. Who knows? This could be another long lost colony and they found the cure for stretch marks!”

      Micah launched herself at Braden and tackled him. Lying on the deck, she straddled him and pulled his face close to hers. “What are you trying to say?” she whispered.

      “I’m saying that I’m the luckiest man alive and that we have to take our time on the island. That’s all. Please don’t beat me up,” he said with a smile, sticking his tongue out at her. The rest of the companions watched, hoping for a throw-down similar to the great battle of wills between Caleb and Mattie. They were disappointed when Braden surrendered so quickly.

      Micah helped Braden up and they went from one companion to the next. Pik was armed with his spear and wore his skin suit. The Wolfoids carried their lightning spears, while the Rabbits had their small laser pistols on their belts.

      Braden was always taken by the absurdity of a Rabbit with a weapon, but he’d seen them in action and when defending their loved ones, they were merciless. He’d talked with them and asked if they would protect Bronwyn. Braden once again built his plan based on Bronwyn’s ability to talk with all creatures. She needed to talk with the animals that they encountered. He was using the girl again, but she was old enough at fourteen to make her own decisions. She was on the road by herself, but not by herself as she’d always had the Queen by her side and Zeeka, the Hawkoid.

      ‘Hey, G, why didn’t a Hillcat bond with Bronwyn?’ Braden asked over the mindlink, as he couldn’t see where the ‘cats were hiding.

      ‘It’s the opposite. All the ‘cats wanted to bond with her. She told them unless they could work it out, she wouldn’t accept any of them. So, they’re still working it out,’ Fealona interjected. ‘While here, I will stay be her side. I can’t trust this cretin.’ Braden suspected that she pointed to Treetis. G-War had saved Braden’s life too many times to count. Braden trusted G-War to protect them all, with his life if needed.

      ‘Thanks, Fea. That means a lot to us. We’ll be going slowly, so any insight you get, anything you see, please tell us. All surprises are bad, until we know otherwise,’ Braden replied over the mindlink.

      “I get it. We go slowly. You lead, I’ll be right behind you,” Micah murmured. Her chest hurt because her heart threatened to pound through it. She could feel her father close by. She didn’t know if it was real or not, but sitting here next to the island was taking its toll on her patience.

      With a splash, the two Dolphins frolicked their way up the well deck, stopping when they reached its end. They danced out of the water, bobbing their heads and chittering as they talked with Bronwyn. No one else could hear them as they directed their thoughts to the girl alone.

      Once finished ‘talking,’ they departed with graceful backflips into the water, and a race back to the open sea. Rexalita’s massive head rose slowly from the ocean behind them. Bronwyn ran next to the well deck until she reached the point furthest aft, where she extended a hand toward the Whale, who was still too far away.

      Braden ran after her to make sure she didn’t jump into the ocean.

      ‘This ship can park next to the rocky point. The deck will be almost on the shore,’ Rexalita’s loud voice resonated within their heads. ‘I will show you.’

      Braden opened his neural implant. ‘Holly! Follow that Whale!’ he called, cutting off Holly before his usual joyous greeting.

      ‘Yes, Master Braden, I see where she is taking us. Once we clear this reef, I’ll get a better view with the sonar. Wait one moment,’ Holly advised.

      ‘Holly, half the time, I have no idea what you’re saying, but I expect it means something.’ Braden chased Bronwyn as she ran for forward to stand on what passed for a prow on the Warden. It was barely higher than the round deck that encircled the sail, but it had a small railing that they could hang onto. Bronwyn waved as the Whale’s tail rhythmically stroked the water, propelling the great beast forward and around the island to the rocky outcropping, where she swam aside the wall of stone, nearly to the white sand beach, then turned and swam back out. She waited patiently for the Warden to pass as Holly expertly guided it into the protected cove.

      ‘This is almost perfect. It looks like we’ll be able to anchor the ship within a few meters of the shore. Brandt will be able to wade through the water to get to the beach. The rest of you will have no problem,’ Holly said, quite pleased with himself.

      ‘Once we go ashore, I’ll need you to take the ship back to sea. I doubt our scientists will be able to defend it should someone not us want to get on board,’ Braden advised.

      ‘You are right, Master Braden, that it will be best to take the ship back to sea. I will do that. Simply call me and I’ll bring the ship back to the beach as soon as possible,’ Holly said, waiting for a reply.  Braden was satisfied and without answering, closed his neural implant.

      “Even you, Brandt! Holly says if you jump off the deck, you’ll be in shallow water and then can wade ashore. That’s our plan, anyway.”

      ‘Did you forget about us?’ G-War added. Bounder chuckled.

      “Where are you?” Braden asked as the ship maneuvered into position beside the rocky point and the beach.

      ‘And your keen eyes are going to keep us all out of danger?’ the ‘cat answered sarcastically. Braden looked around until he spotted the three ‘cats looking through the railing from the deck above.

      “Just get down here. We’re ready to go. I thought we might wait until the dawn but since we can walk ashore, we’ll see what we can see now and return to the ship by nightfall,” Braden told them all. The ‘cats meandered along the walkway above and disappeared into the galley. They soon arrived on the main deck where they joined the others.

      “G, you, Pik, and I take the lead, Micah and Aadi behind us, and Ferrer, Brigitte, Bronwyn and Fea behind them. Bounder to the left of us and Strider to the right.  Bringing up the rear, Brandt, I want you and Treetis to make sure no one gets behind us. Skirill, Zyena, and Zeeka, we’ll need you flying overhead, in front and to the sides, but don’t get too close. We don’t want to alarm the natives.” Braden looked from one face to another, happy that no one had been seasick for a while.

      Treetis vaulted to the King’s face and ran to the top of his head, where he perched proudly. Aadi hovered closer to the deck so both G-War and Fea could climb onto his shell. He rose into the air and started swimming across the deck and over the water. Pik jumped into the ocean without hesitation, going completely underwater before bobbing back to the surface. He swam ashore with a few quick strokes.

      Both the Wolfoids jumped in and dog-paddled the short distance to the shore.

      The Hawkoids continued to circle back and forth over the beach, ready to give warning should any of the local fauna appear.

      The Rabbits looked at Braden and Micah. “Don’t tell me. You can’t swim?” Braden asked. They both nodded, their noses twitching. The humans looked at each other as Bronwyn dove into the water and swam easily until she could stand, then she walked ashore. The ‘cats jumped from Aadi’s shell as they arrived, and they stood to either side of Bronwyn, looking warily into the trees.

      Braden and Micah sat on the edge of the deck, their feet dangling in the water. “Come on, you two. Climb up here and let’s go see what this island has to offer.”

      Ferrer and Brigitte both squealed as they climbed onto the humans’ backs, sharing space with backpacks and other gear. Braden grunted. Micah gasped. The Rabbits were as heavy as a human twice their size.

      “You have to get off. We’ll sink to the bottom.” Braden opened his neural implant.

      ‘Are you seeing this, Holly? How do we get the Rabbits ashore?’

      ‘I didn’t want to say that I was amused by the transition from ship to shore, but there are life vests in the cabinet in the sail on the main deck.’ Braden got to his feet and went inside to find the flotation devices.

      ‘Holly, you mean to tell me that Bronwyn and I were out here in the storm, and these things were right here?’ Braden was angry.

      ‘It was all contained in the safety briefing that I sent you while you were on your way from New Sanctuary,’ Holly countered.

      ‘You sent me so many files I couldn’t even see them all, let alone read them. You know I didn’t read them!’ Braden shook his head and took the life vests outside to the Rabbits. He also gave them a flotation ring that they could hold onto, just in case.

      Brandt stood by, in no hurry to jump into the water. He wrestled with the fear that started to grip him. Bronwyn stood on the shore, calling him to her. Chlora and Rhodi showed up and skimmed across the surf, scraping their bellies on the sand as they smacked their tails to escape the shallows of the shore. They were enjoying themselves, but they were also there to help.

      Brandt pawed the deck, then started running. He leapt from the edge of the ship and cleared half the distance to the shore in one great bound. When he hit the water, he came down hard, sinking up to his knees in the soft sand. As he dipped, a mini tidal wave surged over him, peeling Treetis from his head.

      When the water settled, it wasn’t even shoulder high, so Brandt strolled boldly ashore, while the young orange ‘cat swam through the surf until he reached the beach. Fea and G-War stopped their tree watching to see their adopted son overcome adversity. He shook when he made it to the dry sand, but that didn’t help. The saltwater made his skin itch, so he rolled in the sand. G-War shook his head and turned back to the trees. ‘Really? We had to pick this one out of all those who came south with us? The ‘cat nation is doomed,’ G-War said with a forlorn tone in his thought voice.

      Braden and Micah jumped in and found that they had to tread water as they called the Rabbits to them. They stood with their ears drooped, arguing back and forth. Finally, Ferrer stepped to the deck’s edge and hugging the ring closely to him, he jumped. He hit the water with a smack, sending a shower over the two humans, but he didn’t sink past his neck. Micah grabbed his life vest and swam toward shore. Brigitte followed and soon the companions were on the beach and none the worse for wear.
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      As Braden had directed, each assumed their position while Skirill flew under the branches and through the trees ahead. He zigzagged with the hard flying that tight spaces demand. By the tree trunks, there were broad lanes of sand that gave way to dirt and grasses. Brandt had far more room than he needed. Skirill gave up trying to fly near the top of the canopy and flew close to the ground where he could clearly see the way ahead.

      Zeeka flew near the companions, perching on branches here and there where she could see to the sides of the group as they moved ahead. Zyena flew overhead, high above the jungle.

      Braden kept looking down at G-War, who walked casually, cocking an ear every now and then. He suddenly stopped and crouched, pointing into the trees to their front and left. ‘A group comes, animals and humans.’

      Braden waved everyone to a stop. They crouched. The Rabbits held their laser pistols at the ready as they pressed in on both sides of the teenage girl. Fealona stood in front of them, hackles up, snarling.

      The Wolfoids pointed their spears toward the trees. Zeeka took off and flew that way, but Braden yelled at her to come back. She promptly climbed into the branches, taking a position over Bounder’s head.

      Bronwyn twisted her face as she looked confused. Micah went to her.

      “What’s wrong? What do you hear?” she asked.

      “It’s jumbled. They are all talking at the same time and none of it makes sense,” she said out loud, trying to clear her head of the noise from the approaching strangers.

      Braden had never imagined what he saw as the group stepped into the open. There were a dozen beings, some animal, some human, all misshapen. From extra legs to missing legs, from slanted heads to claws for hands. They all carried weapons of some sort, mostly sharpened sticks, the rest clubs. One creature, a three-legged Wolfoid-looking beast, simply carried a big stick in its mouth.

      “Hold!” Braden called in his best Free Trader voice, raising his empty hand, palm outward.

      “It talk like the Professor, it do. Should we eat it?” one creature, as big as a horse, but with swollen hands for feet and a human face atop the long and thick neck, asked while twisting its head back and forth.

      “We don’t eat the Professor, but we eat the beasties!” another creature said, looking like a man, but with arms like octopus tentacles. It thrashed its arms, hitting another one of its group with the club it clutched.

      “Watch, Bongo, knucklehead!” the other wailed, dropping his spear. He sat on the ground and started to cry. Bronwyn tried to run to him, but Micah held her back.

      The man with the octopus arms started stroking the other’s head.

      “Take us to the Professor, please. We wish to speak with him. And put those ridiculous weapons down before somebody else gets hurt,” Braden told them.

      “No, you!” another said angrily, thrusting his spear awkwardly. “NO!”

      The creature next to the spear wielding man looked like a boar with a man’s head, tusks making his spoken words unintelligible, but he made his point by taking the spear away from the other and throwing it on the ground. He nodded to Braden emphatically.

      Braden looked at Micah and slowly shook his head, rolling his eyes. Micah shrugged. She walked toward the group, holding Bronwyn’s hand. Her other held her blaster. Braden raised his weapon casually, not wanting to alarm the misfit band.

      Bronwyn walked first to those crying and touched them on the head. “There’s no need to be sad. We’re your friends,” she said, gently and warmly. The Rabbits stood close by and seemed to be readily accepted by the other creatures, not even earning a second look. The humans took all their attention.

      “You hold!” the man-horse creature said. “We hurt it, eat it,” he threatened. Brandt snorted and pawed the sand. They ignored him, too, even though he towered over them.

      The girl looked at the man-horse with raised eyebrows. Micah followed closely as Bronwyn approached the creature. He raised his head and loudly snapped his jaws shut.

      “Now, now,” Bronwyn started, “those look like they hurt you a great deal. Let me help.” She pointed to his feet. He let her touch his shoulder, then sighed as the pain seemed to fade from his body. He sat, looking like a great dog, and then he rolled to his side. Bronwyn took a knee and scratched his belly. Micah gave her a handful of numbweed for his feet. She applied it and wished him well, then she walked from one to the next of the misshapen creatures.

      “How have you come to be here?” Braden asked. They didn’t know–they shrugged or shook their heads, each looking adoringly at the girl.

      Micah kneeled next to the man-horse creature. “Can you take us to the Professor? We’d like to meet her or him,” she said in a low voice, calmly, while stroking his neck.

      He looked to Bronwyn for guidance. “Yes, please. Take us to the Professor,” the girl said, nodding to Micah. The man-horse stood, testing his pain-free feet, and waved to the others.

      The creatures gathered into a group surrounding Micah and Bronwyn, their weapons forgotten on the ground as they pointed the way into the woods and started limping, stumbling, and shuffling away. Braden and the others followed, still spread out, suspecting a trap, but certain that if there was one, it would not have been set by the group they followed.

      The Wolfoids stayed to the sides, while the Hawkoids took turns flying ahead, then finding places in the branches where they could watch the odd procession.

      Braden, G-War, Aadi, and Pik stayed close to the group, confused. Braden opened his neural implant. ‘Any ideas, Holly?’ he asked after explaining what the greeting party looked and acted like.

      ‘I don’t know, but suspect human interference. Natural evolution does not make such changes to a body. I think you’ll find the Professor is a scientist, and not a very good one, judging by what I’m seeing,’ Holly replied.

      Braden didn’t have a follow-up question, so he closed the link with the AI. ‘Anything, G?’ he asked the ‘cat.

      ‘This bunch is more dangerous to themselves than us. I sense some tasty creatures not far,’ the ‘cat suggested hopefully.

      ‘Not yet, my friend, but soon. We’ll make a quick stop to see this Professor, then we’ll return to the ship, come back in the morning and talk more after we’ve had time to think about it all.’

      ‘I’m not sure what there is to think about. We’re stuck on an island with a pack of idiots.’ G-War closed their mindlink emphatically as he looked forlornly into the brush, hoping for a chance to hunt fresh game.
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      ‘I see a compound up ahead. It looks similar to that of the Overlords,’ Skirill told them. He shared what he saw with the others. Braden was instantly alert.

      ‘Not idiots, G, failed experiments,’ Braden said. Bronwyn started to slow down, grabbing Micah’s hand. The creatures seemed to grow more excited as they approached the compound nestled beneath the branches of great trees, concealing it from the overhead sensors that Holly counted on to see the world.

      Bronwyn stopped completely. ‘I don’t want to go any further,’ she said over the mindlink. Micah pulled her blaster and kneeled. The creatures left them behind and entered the area near the buildings, cheering, grunting, and chanting Bronwyn’s name. Braden positioned himself behind a tree, bracing his blaster against the trunk as he aimed toward the buildings.

      G-War was alert. ‘I don’t sense anything, but I know someone is there,’ the ‘cat offered. Treetis stood atop Brandt’s head, hackles up and back arched. Fea leaned against Bronwyn’s leg, keeping herself between the unknowns of the compound and the girl. The Wolfoids watched for an ambush, but they expected the real danger would come from one of the buildings.

      Pik remembered the Overlords. His thoughts centered on that day, seemingly so long ago and that battle, how he’d killed them, mercilessly. He saw it all happening again, right before his very eyes. He turned away as vertigo seized him, putting his hand on a tree to keep from falling. Aadi came close, nudging him and talking to him in the unique Lizard Man language that the others couldn’t hear.

      While Braden was distracted by Pik’s discord, an elderly man walked from behind one of the buildings, using a cane to help him as he went from one of the misshapen creatures to the next, greeting them kindly and touching each on the head. Micah crouched as the man looked into the trees, squinting to make out the newcomers in the shadows.

      The man-horse creature tried to speak louder than the others, but the cacophony was unintelligible as each vied for the attention of the old man. He nodded knowingly as he slowly made his way toward Braden, Micah, and the companions.

      Bronwyn tried to inch away. The Rabbits stood shoulder to shoulder in front of her, protecting her with their bodies as they held their laser pistols in their small hands.

      ‘What do you see, Bronwyn?’ Micah asked.

      ‘Darkness,’ she answered, not elaborating. She ducked behind the Rabbits, peering out from behind their big ears. She shivered, clutching their harnesses as she pulled herself closer to her guardians.

      Fea had had enough. She raced forward, sliding to a stop before the man, arching and hissing with one paw raised and claws fully extended, threatening to rake the man’s flesh.

      Braden was shocked from his reverie by the sound of a ‘cat ready to fight. He jumped from behind the tree, making plenty of noise to distract the old man.

      “I’m Free Trader Braden, and we’re here on a mission of peace.” Braden spread his arms as he talked, forcing a smile against the hostile emotions that raged all around him.

      “Peace, you say?” the man responded in a rich baritone. “With blasters and laser pistols? Lightning spears and engineered creatures with claws bared? I am but an old man and can’t understand why I would warrant such aggression on your part.”

      ‘He knows things he shouldn’t. Why is his mind closed to us?’ Micah asked Braden in her thought voice. The old man waved as if he heard her and discounted what she was saying.

      ‘He’s one of the ancients,’ Braden replied, holstering his blaster. Micah kept hers trained on the old man. Braden walked at an angle, putting himself between the Professor and Micah.

      “I am descended from the ancients, yes, just like you,” the old man said, confirming that he could hear the other humans’ thought voices.

      “We’re looking for the people who were taken from White Beach, across the ocean, east of here. They were taken by an ancients’ vehicle and ancients’ Bots operating from the undersea research facility. We’d like our people back,” Braden said icily, dropping all pretense at civility. One of the creatures came at him, but Braden easily parried the punch, sending the attacker over his hip and face-first into the ground.

      “That’s enough of that,” the old man said, holding his hand up to prevent any more actions by members of the misfit band. “They call me the Professor. A small group lived here as part of the undersea research facility, as you’ve already surmised, when the war came. But the fighting never came here. The people on the island were no threat to anyone. When they were cut off from the rest of the world, I’m afraid my ancestors had to make the best of a bad situation.”

      As the Professor talked, he wandered closer to the companions. He looked at Strider as if examining her. She didn’t let him get closer than the end of her spear as she kept it leveled at his chest. The Hillcat received the same treatment, then the Rabbits, who kept their laser pistols trained on the man. He looked at Pik and nodded.

      “A Lizard Man, but one of the originals, not the later evolved versions.” He leaned close to Pik Ha’ar, who also used his trident spear to hold the man at bay. “And what do we have back here? Are you one of the Aurochs? My, they never used to be that big. And could this be a Tortoid? I am happy to meet you.”

      “How do you know these things?” Braden asked.

      “I’ve studied the records, the knowledge that we used to have. I’m glad it’s not lost on you. Are you connected with your AI?” the Professor asked suddenly.

      “I think we’ll return to our ship now,” Braden parried, unwilling to engage an ancient without talking to Holly. “We have much to think about. If you would be so kind, meet us on the beach tomorrow morning. We’ll return then and have a nice sit-down conversation. Is there anything you miss, from the continent you called it? We could bring it ashore. We have a most excellent coffee,” Braden offered, resuming his Free Trader persona in order to disengage from the Professor. The old man gave Braden the creeps.

      “I’m afraid not, but the company of new people is most welcome. I look forward to resuming our conversation. Until tomorrow,” the Professor said dismissively.

      “If you’ll be so kind, Brandt, to lead the way back to the beach.” Braden pointed at Micah and Bronwyn to follow with the Rabbits and ‘cats joining them. Braden, the Wolfoids, Pik, and Aadi backed away from the old man.

      “Which beach are you talking about?” the Professor inquired pleasantly.

      “I would be surprised if you didn’t know the answer to that question.” Braden had no intention of playing the old man’s game of innocent ignorance. The misfit mob’s actions suggested that being armed was a completely new experience for them. They’d dropped their weapons, leaving them behind without concern.  “Until tomorrow.”

      The Professor held the creatures back while he intently watched the companions as they cautiously withdrew. The Hawkoids flew the path ahead, while Skirill stayed behind, watching for anyone following. Braden didn’t think they would, knowing that they didn’t have to. He suspected the old man had all the information about Braden and his companions that he wanted.

      When they arrived on the beach, the ship was already there. Holly had driven the ship even closer, wedging the deck against the sand of the shallow water, before it dropped over the edge of a cliff. Brandt waded out and with a mighty leap, was able to get his front legs and chest onto the deck. He twisted back and forth until he managed to get a back hoof up, then he pulled himself upright and stood on the deck, majestically outlined by the setting sun.

      Bronwyn waded through the gentle surf and with a helping horn from Brandt, she was pulled onto the deck. Aadi swam through the air near her, in case she needed a friendly shell to grab onto. The Wolfoids and Lizard Man were also there to help, then climbed on board after Bronwyn.

      The Rabbits waited on the beach until Braden and Micah could carry them the few steps to the deck and wrestle them on board. Then the humans returned for the ‘cats. Treetis hadn’t tried to ride the Aurochs as the King clambered aboard. The young ‘cat still looked rough from his earlier dunking. The Hawkoids stood on the second deck’s railing, watching the woods for any sign of duplicity.

      There was none.

      Braden helped Micah aboard, and she pulled him up after her. They stood together on the deck as the ship slowly pulled away and backed out of the small cove.

      “What the hell is he all about?” Braden asked, screwing up his face as if he’d just eaten something unpleasant.

      “He’s almost as spooky as the Androids,” she replied.

      That made Braden’s ears perk up. “Did you get a close look at him?”

      “Yes, and he looked plenty human to me. Bronwyn, is he a clone?” Micah asked. The girl shivered as she recalled her mind seeing his.

      “Yes and no. I can’t explain it, but he’s not right. We should leave this place.” Bronwyn sat on a deck chair, hugging her knees to her chest and rocking. Fea climbed into the chair next to her, rubbing against her and purring. The deck chairs magically appeared and disappeared as the Bots managed the ship as if humans had never abandoned it.

      “Did you see anything in his mind about my father, about Caleb?” Micah asked.

      Bronwyn shook her head, then wiped her nose on her shirt.

      “Impressions?” Braden said, waving all the companions into a circle around them. Perched on chairs, sitting on the deck, standing, or laying, everyone was focused on the matter at hand. “He knew things like Holly would know them. He asked if we had neural implants, although I think he already knew that we did. I wonder if he has one, and then who is he connected to?”

      ‘I sensed evil, but he has patience. He wasn’t ready for whatever he wanted to do. Once he felt my presence, he closed his mind to me as easily as you close a door,’ G-War added.

      “Did he get into your mind, G?” Braden asked, unsure what else the old man learned from their minds as they tried to probe his.

      ‘Please,’ the ‘cat scoffed, closing his eyes and feigning sleep.

      “Aadi, I think he knows something about those taken from White Beach. I’ll keep working on him, but it’ll be best if there are fewer of us out there to distract him. I think just G-War and I should go.

      Micah pursed her lips, waiting for Aadi to talk Braden out of his ill-conceived plan.

      ‘I think you may be right, Master Braden. He looked at us as if we were science experiments. The creatures that he surrounded himself with? Those were his attempts to create different species. His efforts didn’t work. I think the less he interacts with us, the better off we’ll be.’ Aadi floated serenely in the middle of the group, turning slowly so he could look at each one’s face. ‘It will be best if we stay on the ship, away from the island. Maybe you can use the small boat that our scientists brought to take you ashore?’

      Braden looked at his partner, but she didn’t want to argue with Aadi, that she should be the one to go and not Braden.

      “Brandt?”

      ‘I have nothing, my friend. This task requires a delicate touch. If you need someone run over, I’m your Aurochs. Or if we were going to sit down and have a nice chat, I can do that, too. But this? No. I will stay here and keep watch over Bronwyn,’ the King of the Aurochs replied.

      “Pik?” Braden asked, going through the companions one by one.

      ‘He is an Overlord and should be killed as soon as possible. Then we will search the island, find what we came for,’ Pik suggested.

      “It may come to that, Pik, but let’s see if we can learn something first. Ess, Zee, Zeeka?”

      Skirill looked at his mate and their daughter. They all shook their heads. ‘We saw no other creatures, nothing special,’ Zyena stated.

      “Were you able to see the whole compound?” Braden asked her.

      ‘Yes and it reminded me of the Overlords’ compound in the Amazon. There’s a well-worn path heading away, opposite the way we came from. I recommend we explore that more. Skirill can do that tomorrow when you are meeting with the Professor. Zeeka and I will stay here and watch,’ Zyena said.

      “I don’t think he noticed you Hawkoids, so let’s keep you out of sight as much as possible. Skirill, are you up to explore the rest of the island, well, at least where that path goes?”

      ‘Of course.’ Skirill bowed.

      “Ferrer, Brigitte?”

      Both Rabbits shook their heads, ears flapping in the gentle breeze as the ship moved away from the island and into the open ocean.

      ‘Last, but not least, are you there, Holly?’ Braden asked over the neural implant.

      ‘Yes, Master Braden. I am not at all comfortable with anyone meeting this ‘Professor.’ I think he is a holdover from the ancients, no better than those who started the civil war that nearly destroyed our world. We cannot trust him.’

      ‘Pretty strong words, Holly,’ Braden replied. ‘I already knew not to trust him, but what else? My plan is to not leave the beach with the Professor. I don’t want to be anywhere we can’t overwhelm him with force. He’s an old man. What could he do to us if we take him? That band of misfits is no match.’

      ‘Just be careful, Master Braden. If he’s an ancient, he may have tricks that you don’t suspect,’ Holly offered. Braden closed his neural implant.

      “If anyone thinks of anything else, let me know. We’ll talk again over breakfast.” Braden looked at the Golden Warrior, while Treetis with his hair finally starting to settled down, sat next to him. Fea was with Bronwyn, talking. The Rabbits were on their way to the garden. The rest of the companions headed for the galley. Dinner called.
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      The morning arrived with a beautiful sunrise that Braden and Micah watched from a balcony on the third level of the sail. They stood, arms around each other, enjoying the salt of the ocean air. The Hawkoids flew high above, circling the nearby island. They weren’t looking for anything, just stretching their wings. They loved to fly.

      Just as Braden loved to trade. He’d decided that he’d approach this as a trade deal. What did the old man want for information that would help them get Caleb and the others back?

      Micah didn’t support Braden going, but knew that it was for the best. She would lose patience quickly as the old man dodged direct questions. She’d resort to violence and that wouldn’t get her the information. It was better that Braden and G-War go it alone. Micah didn’t like it, but accepted it as their best chance.

      Over breakfast, no one had anything new. Fea was especially kind toward G-War while Treetis had an annoying habit of pawing at the fabricator when he was hungry, which seemed to be all the time. Braden facilitated the young ‘cat’s behavior by getting him something every time he did his thing. Braden was just trying to be nice, but Treetis was learning the wrong lessons. G-War shooed the younger version of himself away and ate half of what Braden had gotten from the machine.

      The Wolfoids seemed fascinated by the exchange. Braden sat close to the fabricator because it only responded to verbal commands. Skirill sometimes had luck making it work, but generally, it was up to the humans to order food for everyone.

      Braden and Micah didn’t mind. They would do anything for their friends and usually the smallest things made the most impact. They had all risked their lives, but the little effort was what kept them close.

      “That’s enough of us milling around and looking at each other!” Braden declared. “G and I are going ashore to work a deal. That’s it. We’ll be back before you wake up from your morning naps! Holly! Move us close to the shore. Where is our boat?” Braden yelled, giving orders as he expected a ship’s captain would.

      The companions casually moved to the main deck, where the boat was tied up at the front of the well deck. The Bots must have removed it during the storm as he didn’t remember it being there when they were getting thrown around. It didn’t matter. He asked Holly for a quick instruction on how everything worked. Holly reiterated at least seven times that under no circumstances was the Hillcat to extend his claws and penetrate the bladders of the small boat, which it relied on to keep it afloat.

      When the ship was close, Braden gave Micah one last hug and kiss, and he climbed into their small boat. G-War jumped and was instantly yelled at for using his claws to stop himself from sliding when he hit the wet rubber.

      “If you think your paws are wet now, if you sink us, you’ll be just like Treetis, a drowned rat,” Braden cautioned. “Just stand in the bottom there and I’ll get us ashore as quickly as I can.” Using the lever that controlled their speed, Braden guided the boat from the aft end of the ship which Holly had conveniently pointed toward the island.

      Braden turned the handle a little one way, then the other, getting the feel of how the boat responded. He twisted the handle and the engine hummed, driving the boat faster and faster until they went airborne over a surging wave. The ‘cat bounced into the air, almost as high as Braden was tall. He came straight back down, landing hard within the boat.

      ‘Do that again, and I will sink us and drown you,’ G-War growled, unhappy with his human for the entire oceangoing adventure.

      “Relax, G! We’re almost there.” Braden throttled back to slow their headlong rush. He’d almost fallen overboard with their little stunt and didn’t want the embarrassment of the boat racing away without him. G-War would never let him live that down.

      Braden guided the boat into the small cove where the dark water was clear, but too deep to see the bottom. They cruised across the calm waters and slid the boat ashore. When Braden stepped out and started to pull the boat farther up the sand, away from the tidal pull, G-War spoke.

      ‘They’re here,’ he said. Braden immediately opened his neural implant. He wanted Holly to be included, for the inevitable challenges the old man would bring.

      Braden let the boat drop and turned to face a younger man, well built, standing firm.

      “Yes, they’re here, nothing to fear, all in good cheer!” he said with a big smile.

      “Who are you?” Braden asked, surprised at the switch.

      “Why, I’m the Professor, of course. Shall we?” the man pointed to a small table and two chairs that had been set up in the shade of a palm tree, similar to those growing at the Oases in the Great Desert. Braden never knew what they were called until Holly told him.

      “I thought the man we met yesterday was the Professor,” Braden said, confused.

      “Yes, he was. That was me. I had worked all night and hadn’t had a chance to clean up. I feel like a new man!” the young Professor exclaimed. Braden gritted his teeth. It was never good to argue with a customer who was clearly lying.

      Why the bait and switch? Braden thought to himself, trying to get back into the right trading mindset. It didn’t matter who negotiated, as long as they were willing to talk.

      G-War looked into the trees, staring at certain spots but not speaking, because he knew the Professor could hear him, even when he spoke only to Braden. The ‘cat didn’t like his thoughts intruded upon, although he couldn’t understand why people were upset when he did it. He was a ‘cat, after all.

      “Well, then, shall we?” Braden pointed to the table and started walking that way. The Professor took a keen interest in looking at Braden’s boots. The Free Trader didn’t ask as he didn’t want to be drawn into any conversation that didn’t have Caleb as its main topic.

      “I’ll start by repeating myself from yesterday. We are looking for humans that were taken from White Beach a few cycles, I mean years, ago and then more people taken recently. We believe they were taken to the undersea facility that is just off shore from this island. You and I both know that’s not a coincidence, so let’s talk about that and how we can get our people back,” Braden said firmly, jaw set as he studied his opponent.

      “What a shame that you think I had anything to do with that. I really have no idea who gets taken or when. My work is far too important to get caught up in the mundane,” the man replied politely.

      “What is your work?” Braden wanted to find common ground with the Professor, who seemed interested, although everything that came out of his mouth was questionable. Braden also noted that the Professor had just confirmed he knew about the undersea facility. The gentle thrust and parry of the negotiation had begun.

      “I think it best if I show you,” the man said, standing up. He produced a device that looked like the communicator Holly had given Micah. The Professor pressed a button and the window where Holly had been filled with fuzz, blocking Braden’s vision. He closed the window and blinked the image away.

      Braden looked at the device and lunged for it, but his muscles didn’t seem to work right. His legs became thick, then his arms were too heavy to hold up. It became harder to breathe. G-War snarled and tried to attack the Professor, but three different nets sprang up from the sand. He tangled into one and a hidden arm dragged the net over the ‘cat, trapping him.

      G-War twisted and slashed, hissed and jumped. All to no avail. He didn’t give up. He kept fighting against the net until a powder wafted over, instantly calming him.

      ‘Braden, I’ve failed you,’ the ‘cat shared over the mindlink before he passed out.

      “No one will hear your plea for help, you magnificent fighter, you. Look at all those scars. My! You must have been in some battles. And you too, my young friend, you too.” The Professor looked closely at Braden, happy that the pin in the chair had done its job and effectively delivered the drug that rendered the young man unconscious.

      “You will both add nicely to my experiments, help me get past these interminable hold ups. Come now!” he yelled at the woods. “Take them to the den.” The misshapen mob appeared and threw Braden unceremoniously onto a stretcher. G-War received even less consideration as they dumped his unconscious form into a bag.

      The Professor pointed to the raft and the man-horse shuffled to it, using a spear to poke holes in all the bladders. He pushed it into the surf where it was dragged backward and disappeared into the depths of the cove.

      Skirill was sitting on a branch of the lone tree at the end of the rocky outcropping. He could see the beach and everything that happened, but he stayed silent as he knew the Professor could hear him. He remained unmoving, sitting as close to the trunk as possible, trying to remain unseen. He’d been there since the break of dawn and watched the Professor set up. He hadn’t seen any of the traps being put into place. He’d failed Braden, too, but he didn’t know that was exactly how G-War felt. Skirill hadn’t heard a thing from those on the beach, and that surprised him.

      When the mob and the Professor disappeared into the woods, Skirill waited until he was sure they were gone, and then he launched himself skyward, flying quickly to the ship.

      He landed and told them what he’d seen. Without hesitation, the two Wolfoids grabbed their spears and ran full speed to the edge of the deck and jumped into the ocean. They started dog-paddling, but the tide was going out. Soon, with Bronwyn’s help, Chlora and Rhodi showed up to guide them toward the shore.

      ‘Holly, get us ashore, now!’ Micah called via her neural implant.

      ‘I think haste will not get you what you want, Master President,’ Holly cautioned. ‘We need more information, otherwise, I fear that all the companions will be captured. The Professor blocked the neural implant and I suspect he blocked the mindlink, somehow, too. The Hawkoid heard nothing from Braden or the Golden Warrior.’

      Micah stomped on the deck and spit angrily. She growled as she talked. “Bronwyn, ask the Dolphins to bring the Wolfoids back, please. We will plan, and then we will return. When we go, all of us will go. The Professor will pay for this. I will make him pay,” Micah said through gritted teeth.
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      Micah stood looking over the railing, seething at the limited information they’d gathered. The Hawkoids had flown into the tops of the trees, but they were unable to get too close to the compound. No one liked the thought that the Professor could not only hear them when they talked over the mindlink, but he could block it as well.

      When the Hawkoids found two other outposts hidden beneath the canopy of the jungle, they flew back to the ship before reporting. They didn’t want to be discovered. Micah updated the map that Holly provided by way of the neural implant with the latest information, what they’d seen of the compound the previous daylight, and with all the locations where Holly discovered emissions. After consolidating the information, they realized that they still didn’t know very much. The map had a great deal of empty space.

      Holly suggested dropping advanced listening devices, but it would take the ship’s small fabricator a full day to produce them. Micah didn’t want to go in completely blind, but she couldn’t wait. She assumed that the Professor was doing the worst things to her mate.

      ‘Master President, I also suggest you take the field generator. I believe that will mitigate any of the Professor’s electronics that he may be using. The only way the neural implant can be blocked is with technology, and the only way your mindlink can be blocked is with biotechnology. Both are within the power of the ancients. If we can mitigate their technology, physically, he is no match for you, even the younger version of the Professor, and no, I have no idea what that is all about. I can only surmise that there are two of them, an older man and a younger, cloned version.’

      “You want me to carry that big brick?” Micah asked.

      ‘I would have the King of the Aurochs carry it, personally, but if you want to carry it, who am I to argue?’ Holly replied. Micah tried not to deliver an angry retort, because Holly was right. Since Brandt was going, he could carry it and not even notice he had it. She’d ask him.

      The Dolphins swam up the well deck and delivered two dripping Wolfoids, who were not pleased at having returned to the ship.

      “I’m sorry, but Holly had a bunch of good points. We can’t go storming in after the Professor, he’s an ancient with ancient technology. Skirill said he easily captured both Braden and G-War. If we go running in there, he’ll take us, too, and then there will be no one left to rescue anyone. It’s up to us to get this right because if we don’t, we lose Caleb, too.”

      The Wolfoids hung their heads, shaking with the desire to do something but hamstrung by circumstances and an enemy that was more dangerous than any they’d previously faced. When it came to fighting, their leader who always came up with winning plans, wasn’t there. They had to figure it out on their own.

      Pik Ha’ar stood close by, seemingly unfazed by the situation. He looked at the shore, unmoving. Aadi swam close to the Lizard Man. ‘Tell us, Pik, what are you thinking?’

      ‘Let us sail the ship around the island. I wish to look at it from all angles. Then we go ashore, individually, coming at the compound from each of the cardinal directions. If one of us gets taken down, the others press on. Micah’s concern was that there would be no one left to come rescue us. We split into four groups. Then there will be three who can come. We need to time our movements so we all arrive at the same moment. We cannot use the mindlink,’ Pik said smoothly and calmly.

      “Holly!” Micah yelled. “Take us on a tour around the island, quick as you can, please.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain!” Holly announced over a loudspeaker.

      “How can you hear me?” Micah asked, even though she’d talked with him out loud before on the ship.

      “There are a number of sensors. This ship was very advanced at the time of the civil war. It was the best that the ancients’ technology could offer, a testament that it could float around the ocean for four-hundred years and still look new when we found it, and that includes the quality of the gardens. While the Rabbits are on board, I’ve disengaged the Development Unit that would usually tend the foliage.”

      “Always thoughtful, Holly. Let’s look at the island and see what it will take to seize control. Pik has a plan. Do as he tells you,” Micah ordered.

      “I can’t hear Pik Ha’ar when he speaks,” Holly answered.

      “Fine,” Micah retorted. Even Holly knew that when she said ‘fine,’ it didn’t mean fine. Braden and Holly had had many long conversations about the nuances in language use between the human females and males, although Braden admitted that he had minimal expertise, most of which was learned the hard way. “I’ll tell you what he says.”

      The companions gathered on the port side of the sail, on the open deck outside the galley. Brandt stood on the deck below, watching the shore go by. The Hawkoids flew high above, looking for any sign of Braden and G-War. Pik pointed at various points, then asked the Hawkoids if there was a route inland from there.

      They all had clear paths into the interior of the island, they were told. Pik was concerned that the ways seemed too inviting.

      ‘Strider, Brigitte, and Zeeka. Bounder, Ferrer, and Skirill. Brandt, Treetis, and I. Micah, Aadi, Fea, and Zyena. These are the groups. I will disembark last. Judge the time it takes us to get around the island. First ashore, Strider’s group to the northwest. You’ll skirt the peak and head east.

      ‘Bounder’s group will land on the north shore and head south to the compound. You will be the closest, which means you’ll have to wait much longer before you move. Do you understand?’ Bounder nodded.

      ‘Micah, you will land over there, on the eastern shore near the stream. Follow it inland and it will take you directly to the compound.

      ‘Brandt will land in the cove as it’s the only place he can disembark. We will head inland, quickly to the compound. I suggest we do not kill any of the misfit mob. They are innocents in all this. The Professor is the problem. We will close on his position and attack as soon as we arrive. Just like we did in the rainforest.’ Pik looked to each face, waiting for them to nod before moving on.

      ‘I am Pik Ha’ar, Commander of the Lizard Men. We cannot stand by while there are those who would do evil in the way of the ancients. There is a new way now and people like the Overlords and the Professor are not welcome here. They change, or they die. And the Professor? He needs to go. Once we have him, the Golden Warrior will rip the secrets from his mind and then we will end him.

      ‘Brandt and I will make noise, head up the trail like a herd of water buffalo. The rest of you, quiet as you can. We will storm into the compound first, distract them. The rest of you follow, watch each other, look for anyone who has succumbed to the technology of the ancients. Cover them and keep them safe. The rest of us will converge on the Professors, both old and young. Any questions?’

      ‘What about me?’ Bronwyn asked in a small voice.

      ‘You are the key to making it all work. We need your Dolphin friends to take the teams ashore. And we need Rexalita to make sure that no one approaches the ship while we’re gone. We don’t know what other creatures the Professor has. And then when we need help, we will call you. You will be the only one left.’

      ‘But I can talk with them. They’ll listen to me!’ Bronwyn pleaded.

      ‘Then you go with Micah,’ Pik readily conceded, hoping that the girl could keep the misshapen mob from hindering them as they went after the Professor.

      “You sound just like Braden,” Micah said, slapping the Lizard Man on the shoulder. She didn’t smile. She didn’t have it in her. She encouraged her father to teach the villagers of White Beach how to fish, and he was taken. Then she let Braden go ashore alone to be taken as well. Her father was missing and her partner was captured by a man Bronwyn said was filled with darkness.

      She readied her gear for the tenth time. Everyone was fully loaded with food, water, and weapons. Brandt had the shield generator tied to his back with Amazonian rope. He was still healing from the storm’s gashes and rubs, but he didn’t complain. He was the King of the Aurochs and his friends were in trouble.

      Pik asked Micah for a blaster, but she didn’t have an extra one. He said that he’d be fine with his trident. Pik assumed that he’d be bait for the Professor, opening the way for the rest of the companions to take him down.

      Micah knew what Pik was thinking, but didn’t have a better plan. She gave the Lizard Man’s plan her full support. As she thought about it, she wondered where the scientists were. She headed below.

      She found them in the lab, so engrossed in a project that they didn’t even hear her enter. Micah cleared her throat, then louder. They didn’t lift their heads from examining whatever was on the table.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she grumbled as she walked behind them and grabbed a handful of each, pulling them roughly away from the table.

      “Hey!” Patti May looked put out. Chrysalis knew better than to argue with Micah, so he kept his mouth closed.

      “Braden has been taken by an ancient still living on the island. Bronwyn described his mind as ‘dark.’ He knows all about the intelligent species, that they were engineered by the ancients, and he can block our mindlink and the neural implant. He’s dangerous. He has Braden and G-War and we’re going after them. You two are staying here, but you have to be ready in case we need you!” She emphasized the last few words, but couldn’t imagine what the scientists could do if things got ugly. She wanted them to participate in some way, even if only to wish them well.

      “What do you want us to do about it?” Patti May said with a sneer. Micah took a calming breath.

      “I want you to be ready to come ashore. If we find a laboratory, you may want to examine it, but I don’t think the Professor is very good. There’s a group of creatures on that island that are misshapen with low intelligence. I think they are his failed experiments.”

      “A Genetic Engineer from the old school. We didn’t do any of that on Cygnus VI. We cloned, but that was standard technology, not any kind of research. When can we go look at the lab?” Chrysalis asked.

      “We have no idea where the lab is or when you can come ashore. We haven’t gone ourselves, yet, but we have a plan.”

      “Good. Let us know when things are safe for us to look at the laboratory,” Patti May said as she returned to the bench where she’d been working. She waved one hand dismissively as she resumed her study. Chrysalis shrugged and mouthed the words, ‘thank you.’

      Micah walked out of the lab and opened her neural implant. ‘Holly, would Dr. Johns be put out if I killed his son and that other scientist that we’ve been saddled with?’

      ‘Master President, I never know when you are joking. I don’t think anyone should be killing anyone else. Those two are established scientists. They are very good at what they do. You shouldn’t have any problems with them,’ Holly said soothingly.

      ‘So, yes. Dr. Johns would be put out, is what I hear from you. We need help and they aren’t helping. They don’t even seem interested in helping.’

      ‘Master Micah, Pik Ha’ar’s plan is tactically sound and has a very high probability of success. I think you underestimate your abilities,’ Holly added, sounding confident.

      ‘I think you overestimate them,’ Micah replied, closing the link.

      Pik asked to meet the two Wolfoids and Micah on the bridge. Once there, he used the navigation board to show a three-dimensional image of the island. The Wolfoids were never good with two-dimensional maps, but they seemed to completely grasp the representation that Holly provided.

      Pik ran through the plan afresh, talking about how long it would take each group to travel through the jungle. They estimated the time between drop off and when they should start walking. Then he changed things. Once south of the island, the ship would turn around and head the opposite direction, which changed the delivery sequence, but Pik wanted to reduce the predictability.

      The ship would circle the island a second time, dropping each group into the ocean on the starboard side, away from where someone on the beach could see them leaving the ship. With the Dolphins’ assistance, thanks to Bronwyn, they’d swim the teams close to the shore, then return to the ship for the next group. Pik absolutely didn’t care that the ‘cats were going to get wet, although Fea didn’t complain. Her mate had been captured, too.

      The female Hillcats were the hunters when they ran in a pack. Fea was no different. She watched over a great number of ‘cats, the matriarch of a large group that had left the ‘cat enclave in Warren Deep and ventured to the south to reestablish themselves as predators and not surrender to a life as a shepherd. And bonding with humans was encouraged, to help humanity along a better path.

      Fea was going after her mate, just like Micah, and wouldn’t return without him. ‘I don’t think you can hear me, Ax, but just in case, I’m coming for you.’

      Micah put a hand on the white ‘cat’s back, hoping they’d be ready for whatever the Professor had in store. Micah had her sword slung across her back and two blasters. She carried a length of rope, one flask of water, and only a little food, energy bars as the fabricator referred to them. And that was it. She would be ready to fight with each heartbeat as they traveled inland.

      The ship swung around the south end of the island and the first group prepared to go into the water. The Rabbits wore their life preservers and the Wolfoids had an extra flotation strap around their necks, to keep their heads out of the water.

      The ship sailed past the cove, where Brandt’s group would disembark last. First up was Micah’s group. She let a strand of rope trail behind her that Aadi could hang on to as the Dolphins took them ashore. Micah carried Fea in her arms, hoping she’d be able to keep the ‘cat from completely submerging. Bronwyn carried her own food and water. For a teenager, she’d seen too much, been a part of things no one her age should have to be a part of, but thanks to G-War, she was stronger and Micah was happy to have her along. Bronwyn would be able to keep the creatures from attacking them while the Professor was taken care of.

      Pik didn’t say anything. He simply pointed at the ocean and nodded. The Dolphins magically appeared next to the ship. Bronwyn and Micah climbed directly onto their backs as Fea wrapped herself across Micah’s shoulders and Aadi clung to the rope from her pack. The Dolphins veered away from the ship, lolling in a trough to put distance between themselves and the ship. Once it was well clear, they started swimming.
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      Aadi tried to stay as close to the water as possible, not wanting to be easily seen, but every time a wave hit him, Micah was almost yanked from the Dolphin’s back. Fea clung to Micah’s neck like a huge scarf, draped to her waist. The ‘cat was mostly dry and Fea wanted to stay that way. Bronwyn was soaked as she frolicked on Rhodi. Chlora was all business, carrying a heavier load and dragging a sea anchor.

      The Dolphins took them into the surf then swam parallel to the beach until they were in waist-deep water for Micah. She slid off Chlora, thanking her for her help, turned, and ran for the beach with Aadi still hanging onto the rope. Fea dropped to the sand when they were past the tide. Bronwyn did the same, taking longer to come ashore as she watched Rhodi and Chlora dive through the surf and race to catch up as the ship sailed into the distance.

      Zyena was perched in a tree, intently watching the jungle. Micah and the others stopped below her and waited. They’d agreed not to use the mindlink. The Professor had to know they were coming, but the details of the plan were different from the execution. Now that they were ashore, silence was king. Micah had turned her neural implant completely off as Holly had encouraged.

      Zyena used her wing to point to a path and then nodded. She took off and flew ahead, staying under the jungle’s canopy, landing where she could see Micah as well as the approaching trail. They’d asked for her to screech in warning if anyone or anything appeared.

      Fea melted into the undergrowth, popping up not far away, her all-white head standing out against the greens prevalent on the island. She sat calmly and, with all her senses, watched.

      Bronwyn leaned close to Micah, but only to watch the jungle, study it, listen to its sounds. She didn’t seek comfort. She’d learned a great deal about the world in her short time on it, and she realized that some people weren’t compatible with the rest. She discovered that the humans and the Overlords could not coexist. In her mind, the creature that called itself the Professor was in the same category. She expected that when night fell, he’d be gone and she was good with that, because she believed that it needed to be done. She looked at Micah, smiling, knowing that Micah wasn’t afraid to kill him herself.

      Micah noticed the teenager looking at her, but didn’t speculate on why. It only mattered that the girl stay out of harm’s way. Micah waved to Zyena, then pointed at her own eyes and stabbed her fingers forward, pointing down the trail.

      Zyena understood. Scout the way ahead. She launched and flew forward, weaving left, well away from the trail, then right, crisscrossing the trail at ninety degrees as she looked to make sure the others weren’t walking into a trap. A ways forward, she ran across a built-up mound, with a door inclined against it, as if opening to a stairway down. The Hawkoid resisted the temptation to project a mental image of the door. She flew around it, and not seeing anyone or anything, she returned, landing on the sand next to Micah. With her talon, she drew a rough map of the trail leading ahead, then meticulously drew in a door and a mound. It was little more than a stick figure as this was her first time drawing, but she pointed emphatically to the circle and door.

      Micah nodded, but the only thing she understood was that there was something man-made up ahead. She didn’t know if it was a trap or a building or what. What mattered most was that they knew it was there. Bronwyn put her hand on the Hawkoid’s shoulder, nodded, and then looked to Micah.

      “There’s a door set into a small mound. It looks like it leads underground,” the girl whispered. Bronwyn was gifted in ways that Micah could only guess. She hadn’t used the mindlink, so however she learned the information, Micah was pleased to know the particulars. She wanted to check it out before they moved toward the compound. She waved at Fea and Aadi, signaling that they were going.

      Aadi hovered nearby, the rope still in his mouth as he tried to stay out of the others’ way. He was ready to do what he could, a focused thunderclap at the forefront of his thoughts.

      The ‘cat disappeared into the undergrowth, reappearing down the trail as she crouched low, listening and watching.

      Micah picked a route to the side of the obvious trail. With a blaster in one hand and her sword in the other, she walked carefully, expecting a trap. Bronwyn was right behind her, stepping where Micah stepped, moving slowly and deliberately.

      Zyena perched almost directly above the mound, watching in the direction of the compound. Micah wondered if she’d moved too close to her ultimate target. She took a knee behind a bush, not far from the door. She put her sword in the scabbard across her back and drew her second blaster. She rested one in the bush and held the other loosely as she settled in to wait until the others were on the island. Then she’d figure out what this place was all about. If she had to, she’d burn them out of the underground, send flame into the hole as if destroying a nest of ground wasps.
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      Bounder vaulted into the wave, missing Rhodi completely. His head dunked for less than a heartbeat as the flotation device around his neck helped bring him back to the surface. Rhodi dove and came from below, easing him onto his back. He used his Wolfoid hands to grasp the Dolphin’s dorsal fin as he straddled him with his back legs, scratching Rhodi in the process. Wolfoids were ill-suited for riding Dolphins.

      Ferrer was terrified to go into the water, even though he wore a life vest. Holly watched it all using the external sensors and slowed the ship so they didn’t go too far past their drop off point. Pik finally offered a hand to help the Rabbit off the deck and onto Chlora’s back. Ferrer let go only after he had one hand firmly on Chlora’s fin. He couldn’t get where he was comfortable on the Dolphin’s back as his back legs weren’t made for gripping. He had no time to adjust for as soon as he let go of the ship, Chlora veered toward the open ocean.

      The ship immediately sped up as Holly wanted to get back on schedule for the final two deliveries. Ferrer closed his eyes, shaking as he hugged himself against the Dolphin’s slick back. He held the fin with both hands, getting wetter and wetter as she swam toward shore. Finally, the Dolphin stopped swimming and rocked gently from side to side. Ferrer opened his eyes and blinked rapidly as salt water dripped into them, burning.

      He saw that they were beyond the surf, in the shallows. He brought his outside leg over and pushed off Chlora’s back so hard that she rolled upside down into an oncoming wave. Ferrer splashed into the water that was chest-deep to him and ran as hard as he was able to get out of the god-forsaken water, and kept running once he hit the beach. There was no predicting the direction a terrified rabbit would run.

      Bounder was already ashore and could only run after the Rabbit, watching over him in case a threat appeared. He carried his spear in his hand, slapping it into the sand as he ran on all fours. Skirill flew ahead, under the jungle’s canopy, but still as high off the ground as he could manage. He bobbed and weaved between branches and trunks as he tried to keep one eye on the Rabbit and one on his way ahead.

      Ferrer stopped, eyes wide as he looked for an escape route. Bounder tackled him, both of the wet creatures rolling through the sand. He made to hop up and run, but the Wolfoid wrapped his big feet in a bear hug. This earned him a Rabbit kick in the chest, which launched Ferrer away from Bounder and into a tree trunk. He collapsed, dazed and covered in sand.

      Bounder stood up and shook, sending sand flying. He tried to brush the rest off, but it clung to his wet fur. He shook his head and adjusted his grip on the lightning spear. He poked the Rabbit in the chest none too gently. Ferrer’s eyes popped open.

      Bounder crouched near him, putting out both hands as a calming gesture. The Rabbit’s eyes darted one way and then another. Bounder gripped Ferrer’s head in both hands and rubbed noses, looking into the Rabbit’s eyes. At one point in Vii’s history, a Rabbit would have wilted in fear being nose to nose with a Wolfoid, but not anymore. They were friends, allies in the cause of freedom.

      Ferrer blinked to clear his eyes, then patted Bounder on the shoulder to show that he was okay. Ferrer stood and shook, sending sand in an arc over Bounder, who shook in return, making sure he sent sand flying Ferrer’s way. Skirill watched it all in amazement.

      He thought they’d gone ashore to rescue Braden and G-War, not undergo a male bonding experience. He leapt from the branch and dropped toward the ground before extending his wings. As he approached the two other members of his party, he back-winged, slapping both Bounder and Ferrer in the head repeatedly before landing.

      He used one wing to point the way inland. Then he pointed at Bounder, sending him behind a tree in one direction. He selected Ferrer and pointed him toward a bush in the other direction. Then the Hawkoid pointed repeatedly at the sand. “Stay put and wait,” he was telling them. Skirill flew back into the trees and tried to look inconspicuous. Other birds flew about, but they were nowhere near the size of a Hawkoid.

      Bounder’s group had the shortest trip to the compound, not shortest distance-wise, but short in that there was a wide path that led straight through the jungle. Skirill spotted a way to the open sky where he could fly above the trees and tell the others when the ship had arrived at the cove. The other Hawkoids would be doing the same thing at regular intervals to coordinate the attack on the compound.

      They settled in to wait.
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      The last two groups watched in shock as Ferrer panicked.

      They knew that they would have to go into the ocean next. Strider made Brigitte go first so she could ‘encourage’ the Rabbit from the deck. Holly prepared to slow the ship, just in case.

      They added an extra flotation ring around each of her small arms. She waddled to the edge of the deck and looked with trepidation as the ocean’s waves slapped the side of the ship and splashed the deck. Rhodi angled close, swimming easily alongside the ship as it traveled south, abeam the western side of the island.

      Strider encouraged Brigitte, who stumbled as she got close to the edge. She sat down heavily and looked at the ocean. Strider tried to be patient, but couldn’t. There was too much at stake. Strider wrapped her Wolfoid arms around the Rabbit, pinning the floaties to Brigitte’s side and with a mighty heave, sent them both overboard.

      Rhodi and Chlora were ready, stalwart in their assistance to the companions simply because Bronwyn had asked for their help. The Rabbit bounced off Rhodi’s back. With the round flotation devices on her small arms, she was unable to grip the Dolphin’s dorsal fin. Rhodi bumped her over his head where she lay on her stomach, backed up against his dorsal fin. She wrapped her arms around his head and he chittered happily. Rhodi had free use of his tail so he propelled them quickly along the surface.

      Brigitte had a great view and watched in joy as they swam along the wave-tops.

      When the Rabbit bounced off Rhodi, Strider went into the water. She sank as she remembered the device she was supposed to wear around her neck was still on the deck. She’d left it behind. She kicked and pawed, trying to get herself back toward the surface. When something big rammed into her, driving her forward, she broke the surface and kept going as Chlora came out of the water with her. When the Wolfoid splashed down, she landed on the Dolphin’s back. She clasped her arms around the dorsal fin and they were off, racing to catch Rhodi and Brigitte.

      Zeeka was already flying over the island. When the others reached the shore, she flew back to the beach, diving and turning sharply over the others’ heads as she zoomed into the jungle along the path they were to take inland. They were to start immediately, while the other groups would be waiting. They had further to go around the hill that rose sharply on the western side of the island.

      They didn’t need to climb it to get a view since Zeeka could fly high above the jungle and then return to show them the way. From the western side, they didn’t have a clear path either. Their way forward was strewn with debris, and lined with gullies and rock falls.

      They moved out as soon as they determined a viable route. Strider went first. Brigitte followed as the Wolfoid stayed on all fours and worked her way through the brush and over obstacles. Zeeka crashed through the foliage over their heads in a controlled dive to get below the cover. She spread her wings and glided low to the ground as she zigzagged easterly toward the compound.

      Zeeka turned sharply to the right as she discovered a well-worn path heading up the hill. She followed it to a wide opening with a metal gate. She hovered in front of it, beating her wings as she let her eyes adjust to the darkness within.

      A wide corridor was beyond with a high roof. It sloped gently downward, turning and disappearing around a corner in the distance. Zeeka returned to the others, wanting to tell them, but knowing that if she spoke, the Professor would know they were there. She was afraid of the man, because the others feared him. With everything her parents had told her of Braden and the Golden Warrior, the fact that the old man had, by himself, taken them both was alarming.

      When the others reached the well-traveled path, she’d show them the entrance to the cave. Strider could determine what to do from there.
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      “G? Are you there?” Braden asked, wincing at the pounding in his head. He tested his arms, surprised to find that he wasn’t bound. He was in a bed, uncomfortable and rough, but better than in the sand on the floor. G-War meowed and snarled, to let Braden know that he was there.

      Braden thought the room they were in looked dark, but found that a cloth was wrapped around his head. When he removed it, he realized there was a patch over his eye, the one behind which the neural implant had been installed. Braden tried to activate it. There was nothing.

      “Crap. He removed my neural implant. Why aren’t you in my head, G?” Braden asked rhetorically. He can block our mindlink, too? The Overlords had nothing on this guy, these guys, whatever the real story was.

      Braden threw his legs off the bed, which he found was a simple cot, padded with a thatch-work of vines and leaves. Walls of the ancients surrounded them on three sides and on the fourth, metal bars stood close together, floor to ceiling. The ‘cat was in a small cage chained at the front of their prison. Braden found the lock, but didn’t have anything to pry it open with. G-War barely fit inside. He and Braden locked eyes, but they couldn’t share a single thought. The ‘cat looked miserable.

      Braden’s head hurt less, probably because he was doing something, but he was miserable, too. “I’m right here with you, G. I wonder if they used a gaff hook to take that thing out of my eye. It feels like they split my head open.” Braden sat on the cage and G-War yowled, so he adjusted and sat on the floor next to the cage. He closed his eyes and tried to will the pain away.

      He heard a slight creak as the door outside their prison opened.

      “I hoped that you’d be awake by now,” the Professor said. Braden couldn’t see the man in the semi-darkness using his one eye. The patch covered the other and Braden hoped that his eye was under there.

      “Let us go and we won’t kill you,” Braden said, half-heartedly, as he held his head in his hands.

      “Your friends are on their way here right now,” the Professor replied. “I expect that’s exactly what they have in mind. What they don’t know is that we’ve had four-hundred years to improve how we defend ourselves. Remember that we were cut off because of the war. We never knew if or when they were coming for us. That means that we are more than prepared for your happy band of cavemen and their pets.” The old Professor moved close to the bars and looked at Braden.

      “Do you think just because someone put a neural implant in your head that you are an equal to those who came before, a peer to a person like me? I’m the Professor, and compared to me, you are no higher on the evolutionary scale than those creatures you met on the beach!” His lip quivered as he spoke, eyebrows pulled downward as he tried to control his rage.

      “If you’ve had four-hundred years to improve, why couldn’t you take out the implant without tearing up my eyeball? And if you’re so good, how come that mob of misfits even exists? You think you’re smarter than you are and that’s how you’re going to fall. Just like the Overlords, at the end, you’ll be begging for your life, begging your betters to have mercy.” Braden’s head throbbed with his efforts to think.

      He leaned against the cage, putting a couple fingers through so he could touch G-War.

      ‘That’s more like it. Now how are you going to get me out of here?’ the ‘cat said clearly into Braden’s mind. He sighed and turned toward the Professor.

      “I’d like to rest now, if you don’t mind. Show some compassion. That’ll make it easier when your time comes,” Braden said, unable to stop threatening the man.

      “I’ve already gotten what I needed from you. The females will provide the rest, but a sample from each of the species will give me enough to work with for the remainder of my lifetime, which is beyond what you can imagine,” the Professor taunted. He dropped a flask to the floor and kicked it through a gap at the bottom of the bars. “Drink it,” he said, hesitating for a moment before turning and walking from the room.

      The door closed lightly behind him. Braden saw a corridor beyond, lit by the artificial lights of the ancients, but that was all he could see before the door closed. He couldn’t judge how wide the corridor was or whether there were cells on the other side. All he knew was that he was trapped in here, but at least if he touched the ‘cat, they could talk.

      That was his sole comfort. G-War seemed to appreciate it, too, although his misery at being in the cage dominated most of his thoughts.

      Braden opened the flask and sniffed, expecting to smell a strange concoction, but there wasn’t anything. It tasted like water. Braden fed the mouth of the flask into the cage to make sure G-War was able to drink, too. The ‘cat drank more than half the flask, but Braden didn’t care. He’d do without. Once they finished the flask, he staggered back to the bed, hoping that sleep would bring relief.

      He fell asleep quickly, but his dreams were dogged by images of the Professor sticking needles into him, cutting pieces from his body, and laughing at him the whole time.
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      Holly expertly maneuvered the great ship around the rocky outcropping and into the cove, driving the ship gently onto the shore where Brandt leapt from the deck and landed knee-deep in the water. He waded ashore as Pik slipped over the side, splashing into a small wave rolling past the ship.

      Pik walked onto the beach without hesitation, expecting that the Hawkoids had seen the ship enter the cove. He watched the Warden backing out to where it would wait for the companions’ return.

      Treetis crouched atop the King’s head, watching the trail and wondering why the misfit mob wasn’t there to greet them. He thought he was ready to go to war. He’d killed much game as G-War had taught him how to hunt, and he expected those lessons would translate directly to fighting a human. Even if they didn’t, he’d figure it out when the time came. He wasn’t worried. He was a Hillcat.

      Pik waved the King forward as he walked, then started jogging along the trail to the compound. Brandt followed, matching the Lizard Man’s speed until Pik held up his trident, signaling for a halt. They stopped and listened. The Lizard Man pointed to Treetis and held up his hands. The ‘cat looked at him for a few heartbeats before he understood.

      Treetis closed his eyes and tried reaching out as the Golden Warrior and Fealona had taught him, trying to feel if others were near. He sensed the presence of smaller creatures, not intelligent, before he found the misshapen creatures, blocking the trail ahead.

      Once he knew they were there, the challenge was to communicate to the Lizard Man and the Aurochs what he’d seen. He climbed down Brandt’s face and jumped into the sand. He scratched a line forward, then pointed along the sandy trail. Brandt and Pik both nodded. Then Treetis stabbed a claw into the sand a dozen times on the trail ahead of them. He raised a paw and staggered around on his other three, then again pointed up the trail.

      Pik nodded and tapped Brandt on the nose. It was time to execute the plan. Brandt would run at them full speed. They creatures would dive out of the way, and Brandt would continue to the compound, where Pik would hunt down the Professor. The Lizard Man was confident that the Professor held no power over him, like he’d been able to dominate Braden and the ‘cat.

      Pik joined Treetis on Brandt’s broad back. With a gentle tap, Brandt knew they were ready. He pawed the sand and launched himself forward, running faster and faster toward the compound. As Treetis had seen, the creatures stood in the way. They’d recovered their spears and clubs and shook them at the oncoming Aurochs. Only for a moment, though. As Pik had guessed, they threw their weapons away as they dove into the brush, frantic to get out of the way of the great King.

      Brandt dodged slightly to miss one who was slower than the others, bumping the creatures aside as he raced passed. He continued running, slowing as he approached the compound. Pik slid down the King’s side before he came to a stop. With his trident before him, Pik Ha’ar burst into the building from which they’d seen the Professor emerge the day prior.

      Inside, he found a living quarters with books, many, many old-style books. There was technology, too and a door that was locked. Pik jabbed at it with his spear, but to no effect. He bolted from the small building and went to the next, a larger structure, with windows open to the side. Pik jumped in front of the window and looked in. It appeared to be a laboratory, similar to the facility he’d awoken in on the RV Traveler. Old Tech dominated the space. Pik ran around the building to find the door, entering when he did.

      He made a quick tour around the facility, and not seeing any weapons or the Professor, left without touching anything. The third building looked to be a barracks of sorts. It had two rows of bunk beds, all recently slept in. On the other side of the room, there was a long table with bench seats and a fabricator set into the wall. A small restroom was off to the side. Brandt’s bugling and stomping alerted Pik to a danger outside. He opened the door and looked into the compound.

      The mob had returned. This time, they remembered their weapons. They were trying to form a circle around Brandt, but he was swinging his great horns from side to side and pawing at the ground. The mob hadn’t seen Pik as they menaced the King of the Aurochs. Urged on by the man-horse, one darted toward Brandt’s exposed flank and jabbed his spear into the Aurochs’ hip. The point didn’t penetrate as it wasn’t sharp enough.

      Brandt jumped around, swinging his head violently at the attacker, hitting him, and sending him flying into the nearest building. The misfit crumpled to the ground. Brandt completed his turn, chasing back another misguided adventurer. Pik used his spear to drive the creatures back as he entered the circle. Since they were already there, he used his mindlink to talk with Brandt.

      ‘There’s no one inside, and where are the others?’ Pik asked Brandt. Brandt bugled again and again, to let everyone on the island know that he was engaged with the enemy.

      ‘Don’t answer me. We’re in the compound and no one’s here. Watch out!’ Pik said over the mindlink, unsure of whether the others would hear or not.
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      Micah had heard Pik’s call as they left their positions and moved past the door in the mound. The others wanted to run but Micah stopped Fea and waved her back. She brought them together and whispered, “If there’s no one in the compound, then maybe they are hiding. A place like that--” Micah pointed to the mound. “--looks like somewhere an ancient would hide.”

      Aadi thought it made sense and he nodded. Fea didn’t care either way. Bronwyn was concerned with the creatures that Brandt and Pik faced. She knew that they were mostly harmless, and she had confidence that she could control them. When she tried to speak, Micah put her finger to her lips.

      Micah led Aadi to the door. Fea stood to the side. There was a hand-pad next to it. She put her hand on it, expecting a red light indicating that she wasn’t authorized access. It didn’t light up at all. She pulled on the door and although it was heavy, it opened after she used both hands and braced herself. Aadi and Fea stood close by, ready to protect Micah if someone lurked below.

      They peered into the darkness. The ‘cat’s eyes adjusted the quickest, and she nodded and walked in. Micah followed, pulling Aadi behind her. Bronwyn watched them go, then turned and ran for the compound. Zyena watched from her perch above the mound. Unwilling to fly underground, she went after the girl to watch over her.

      Fea continued down a long set of stairs that led far below the surface of the island. The ancients’ lighting system seemed to be half-functional. Every other light panel was dark. The heat of the island’s day, although not bad, didn’t penetrate to the depths as it cooled considerably on their way down. When they reached the bottom, they found a corridor that led in one direction. The poor lighting showed doors at various intervals.

      Micah shrugged and pointed. Fea went first, running ahead, only to stop, listen, and then run some more. Micah walked carefully, a sword in one hand and a blaster in the other. She wanted to be ready for anything. Aadi watched, unblinking.

      As they came to the first door, Micah looked at Fea and nodded. The ‘cat shrugged. She couldn’t feel whether anything was inside or not. Micah turned to tell Bronwyn to stay in the corridor with Aadi, but the teenager wasn’t there. Micah panicked and ran to the stairs, wondering if Bronwyn had sensed something that made her afraid and stopped.

      The steps were empty. The door remained open at the top, casting light into the shadows.

      Bronwyn’s gone to the compound to talk with the misfits, Micah thought, then opened the mindlink, even though she knew it could alert the Professor to her presence. ‘Bronwyn is on her way to you, but not us,’ Micah said over the mindlink. Pik confirmed he heard her and they’d watch out for the girl. Micah also hoped that Zyena had heard and was with her. Zyena was large for a Hawkoid and could intimidate the misfits if they became hostile toward Bronwyn.

      Micah returned to the doorway and shook her head. She knew exactly where the girl had gone. She suspected that they should have sent her with Brandt in the first place, but in the original plan, she wasn’t going ashore. Aadi thought the same thing.

      None of that mattered at that very moment, where they stood in an underground corridor, not knowing where the Professor was, or Braden or G-War for that matter. And she wanted to find them.

      Micah grabbed the handle and yanked the door open. The lights inside came on, showing a store room of sorts. It smelled musty and dank. Dust lay undisturbed on the surfaces of boxes on shelves. She shut the door and signaled that they needed to move on. They hurried to the next door and the next. This was a storage area, off the beaten path. She didn’t need to see what was in the crates, that wasn’t her purpose in being there, and checking empty rooms was wasting their time.

      She pulled the group together and whispered, “If we don’t find something soon, I think we need to go back outside.” Fea shook her head and pointed down the corridor. Aadi shook his head as well. They’d all heard Pik’s call that no one was in the compound. Bronwyn would calm the mob. They were convinced that Braden was somewhere in the underground complex, as they were beginning to think of it.

      For a moment, Micah wondered if such a complex existed below the ancients’ compound in the rainforest. She shook that off. Thinking of more Overlords running around was too foul to contemplate.

      She was closer to finding Braden and G-War, because she could say with certainty where they were not.

      Fea ran past the last few doors along the sides and stopped at a larger, heavier door at the end of the corridor. She nodded and pointed at it. Micah had put her sword away to pull the first door open, and it was still in its scabbard. There was no way she could open doors and carry the sword. She dialed the tightest beam possible on the blaster and held it firmly, ready to fire.

      With a deep breath, she yanked on the door, but this one was secured. She put her hand on the panel and it turned green, which both pleased her and frightened her. How and why did it recognize her?

      No time to think, she pulled the door open to reveal another corridor. This one was well-lit, wide with impressive doors arrayed along one side. She pushed Aadi through to face one direction while she jumped in behind him, facing the other way. The corridor wasn’t empty. There were boxes along the walls and a Bot stood there, too. Micah didn’t hesitate, she fired, hoping that its energy shield wasn’t active.

      Hope was a lousy plan. Her shot reflected from the Bot and barely missed her head as it flashed past, too fast for her to move out of its way, had it come more directly at her. She looked behind her at the scorch mark down the corridor where the beam had spent its energy.

      She crouched, ready to dive through the door and away from the Bot if it fired, but then realized that it was a Development Unit, a smaller version of one, but a Bot that didn’t have weapons, only the defensive shield.

      She relaxed only slightly as the presence of any Bots suggested that there could be a Security Bot somewhere. She tried the closest door, getting a green indicator from the panel before it unlocked to allow them in. She pulled it open and dropped to a knee, ready to fire. The room was a massive laboratory into which most of the doors in the corridor opened.

      Bots and Old Tech. This was a laboratory of the ancients.
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      Bounder and Ferrer threw caution to the wind once they heard the King of the Aurochs bugling his dismay. They raced together down the path while Skirill flew before them, back and forth across the trail looking for hidden enemies.

      What the Hawkoid didn’t see was the net buried under the sand, its supports hidden against the trees. The net sprang up as the Wolfoid and Rabbit ran by, wrapping itself around them and bundling their limbs.

      Their momentum carried them forward until they both landed in a heap, side by side in the sand. Bounder twisted his head to look for enemies who might attack them while they were held tightly within the net. Skirill circled above the trap, watching, wondering if the two could extricate themselves. Skirill expanded his circles, flying farther and farther from the Wolfoid and the Rabbit. When he was certain there were no creatures nearby, he returned to the trap, back-winging to land next to it, where he started using his talons to pull the net from his friends.

      The Wolfoid grumbled his dismay, wanting to howl at his failure, but he stayed quiet and started chewing on the rope before his muzzle. He couldn’t move anything else, so Bounder fought back in the only way he could.

      Ferrer shivered in fear. Once again, the world conspired against him. He closed his eyes and rocked, thinking of being home in his garden. Even the ship’s garden sounded warm and inviting compared to this. He convinced himself that he’d made a mistake in coming.

      Bounder started jerking his head as he made way through the rope, hoping it would tear apart. Ferrer made himself as small as possible, keeping his eyes shut. He thought the Wolfoid was panicking.

      Skirill found the clasps that held the net closed. He started undoing those, one at a time, and the rest was easy. With the edge of the net held in his claws, he flew upwards and pulled half the net away. Bounder kept scrabbling to get out, but Skirill shook his head. The Hawkoid took the other edge and unfolded it from the top of his two friends. Bounder jumped up, ripping the lightning spear from his hand. He untangled the spear, then grabbed a handful of Rabbit harness with his other hand and pulled Ferrer upright.

      Bounder nodded down the trail and with one leap, cleared the edges of the net and started running anew toward the compound. Ferrer leapt as only a Rabbit can, easily sailing over the trap and into the sand beyond. He bounded after the Wolfoid while Skirill flew overhead, encouraging him to catch up.

      At that point, they hadn’t been too far away. Bounder ran into the area as Pik and Brandt stood back to back facing the misfits in a loose circle around them. Bounder leveled his spear at the nearest and Pik raised his hand to stop him.

      The Wolfoid refrained from activating the weapon, but kept it trained on the creature with tentacles for arms.

      Bronwyn burst into the compound from the jungle and yelled. “No!” She ran first to the man-horse, stroking his thick neck and cooing to him. The other misfits dropped their weapons as they ran to be close to the girl. Pik and Brandt looked, eleven bodies pressed in on Bronwyn. The twelfth lay crumpled next to the wall, forgotten. The misfits lifted the girl onto the back of the man-horse, who beamed at being the center of attention.

      Skirill landed atop one of the buildings and watched the others.

      ‘Where’s Strider?’ Bounder asked.
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      Strider jogged upright alongside the path while Brigitte bounded along, looking at the foliage. Zeeka was up ahead, vigorously pointing at something. Strider slowed and leveled her spear, but Zeeka shook her feathered head. Brigitte sprinted ahead to catch up, or rather, she sprinted to avoid being left behind.

      Strider saw the heavily-used path beyond the Hawkoid. It led directly toward the compound, turning at the point before them and going to an opening in the hill above. Strider indicated that Brigitte should stay there with her pistol aimed down the trail leading into the jungle. Strider dropped to all fours and ran up the hill, stopping at the metal gate that blocked the entrance to the tunnel. It was locked with a device that could be accessed from either side. Strider expected that she could blast it open with her spear, but didn’t want to do that.

      Not yet anyway.

      The plan called for them to converge on the compound. Strider knew that Braden and Micah would want to know about the tunnel. Maybe this was the access to the undersea facility they were looking for. She tried to peer through the darkness, but could only see to the bend. Many feet had gone that way many times. She was wondering who had traveled that path when she heard Brandt bugling in the distance. The compound was further than she’d thought.

      She turned and bolted down the hill, waving at Brigitte to follow as she passed the Rabbit.

      Zeeka jumped into the air and flew hard down the trail, leaving the others far behind. She realized she’d made a mistake when the rocks started pelting her from above. She dodged and weaved, trying to get away, but one hit her in the head, stunning her. She careened off a tree and into the undergrowth. Strider and Brigitte raced forward, oblivious to what happened to the Hawkoid.

      Rocks started pelting them, too, but Strider had seen this before. She leaned back, braced her lightning spear and sent bolt after bolt into the trees, scattering the monkeys in all directions. She and Brigitte jogged forward, carefully watching as they passed. They continued ahead, unaware that a mere two strides away, Zeeka was unconscious and crumpled within a bush.

      They saw no more monkeys as they followed the wide and well-used path straight to the compound. When they finally arrived, Bounder and Ferrer were there, with Brandt and Pik. Zyena and Skirill perched on the roof of one of the ancients’ buildings. Bronwyn was in the middle of the misfit mob, talking animatedly with them.

      ‘Where’s Zeeka?’ Zyena asked.

      ‘Oh, no!’ Strider cried. ‘The monkeys!’ She turned and ran on all fours back the way she’d come. Skirill and Zyena quickly caught up to her and flew past. They continued along the path until they broke into the opening beyond, at the bottom of the hill. They flew back, meeting Strider at the site of the monkey ambush.

      Zyena was first to see her, squawking loudly and hovering directly over the bush. Strider dug in and carefully tore the branches away from Zeeka. When they looked at the young Hawkoid, they saw that her wings were sound and her body seemed uninjured, but one trickle of blood escaped from a cut over her eye. Strider cradled the Hawkoid’s head in her hands.

      Zeeka came to with a start, pecking the Wolfoid’s foreleg. Strider yipped in pain, dropping the Hawkoid’s head into the sand. Zyena and Skirill cooed to their daughter, happy to see her eyes open. She turned her neck to and fro, worked out the kinks, then tested her wings. She nodded to her parents as she ran a few steps and launched into the air, but struggled to maintain altitude.

      ‘Go back to the ship and wait for us there,’ Zyena said, breaking the silence.

      Zeeka didn’t bother to nod as she slowly climbed, catching an updraft from the hill, then headed southeast toward the easily recognizable sail of the Warden.

      Skirill inclined his head toward the compound and the three of them raced back. Skirill couldn’t help but feel that he was wasting time. Where are Braden and G-War? For that matter, where are Micah, Aadi, and Fea? Wasn’t Bronwyn supposed to be with them? he thought.
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      Micah saw the Professor. Without turning, he said in a voice far too loud, “Welcome to my laboratory. I’ve been expecting you, although it took you far longer than I thought it would. Shame. I had hoped you were more intelligent, but no matter. Come in, come in.”

      ‘We found him. Zyena will show you the way,’ Micah said over the mindlink.

      “That won’t work in here, but I appreciate the effort. I will have to more thoroughly examine how that works in the genetically engineered creatures and how a human can use it. So very interesting.”

      The sound of equipment humming pulled their attention away from the Professor. A Security Bot slowly approached from the side. Unlike the ones at New Sanctuary, this Security Bot was more human in shape, with tentacles and various weapons attached. It even wore rough clothing, making it even more hideous to behold. It reminded her of the misshapen creatures outside, but she was under no illusion about the deadly nature of the Bot.

      A dual laser beam looked at her from over its left shoulder. Each arm ended in a vicious-looking knife attached to large, multi-barreled blasters. There was a tentacle that carried another weapon of some sort.

      And Brandt was in the compound with the shield generator. Micah carefully put her blasters on the floor and held her hands up. Aadi floated serenely, blinking quickly as a testament to his anxiety. He felt the same way he did when the Androids took him–helpless and afraid.

      Fea was gone, having dodged back out the door. The Professor looked at the floor and under the tables. “Find it and bring it back here,” he barked at the Security Bot. It opened the door closest to it and moved into the hallway, still humming with the power it exuded.

      They could hear popping sounds as it fired a myriad of weaponry in the corridor. Micah hung her head, biting her lip at the thought of Fea getting killed.

      The Security Bot returned, the limp ‘cat held loosely in the tentacle arm. The Bot hovered past Micah and Aadi until it was before the Professor, where it deposited Fea on the table in front of him.

      “She’s still very much alive, just rendered unconscious. She’ll awake shortly, after I’ve taken what I need, of course,” the Professor said as he put on a pair of glasses and studied the prone form of the Hillcat. He pulled a razor and shaved the hair from a leg, her abdomen, and a spot on her lower back.

      Micah watched in horror as he produced a keen knife and number of needles. As he made an incision on the ‘cat’s abdomen, Micah jumped toward the table, getting caught mid-leap by the Security Bot’s tentacle, who held her, dangling in the air as she struggled mightily to break free. Aadi started swimming to the side, away from the Security Bot. When he had his angle, he delivered his focused thunderclap at close range directly into the face of the Professor. The young man flew backward, scattering a table of instruments and equipment, and landed roughly.

      Sparks and lightning erupted from the Security Bot. Micah spasmed uncontrollably as the world turned black all around her. Sparks danced across Aadi’s shell and over his neck, affecting his ability to float. He started dropping to the floor. A second round of electricity turned him limp. He bounced off the floor once, before settling upright, his thick legs splayed to the sides. His beak-like mouth rested on the floor, his black tongue hanging out sideways.
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      ‘Micah and Aadi have been captured by the Professor. There’s a Security Bot down here. There’s…’ Fea told them, getting cut off mid-thought as she screamed over the mindlink.

      The companions looked at each other.

      ‘Bronwyn, how did they get underground?’ Pik asked.

      ‘There’s a door and stairs down, the way we came,’ she replied, alarmed at the tone in the ‘cat’s voice and the way her ‘shout’ was cut short.

      Pik looked at the compound. He was furious, but no one could tell. Lizard Men carried their emotions inside. His plan had failed because the Professor had a secret hideaway below ground. He had a Security Bot and he had a way to block the mindlink and the neural implant. Pik didn’t know how any of it worked, but he knew what happened when those things didn’t work.

      Panic and chaos. The only way the companions could communicate was because of the Hillcats and Bronwyn. Pik had already dispensed with their silence, but now was the time for something different since his plain had failed so spectacularly.

      ‘Brandt, we need the device you carry. We’ll take it with us as we go below. Bounder and Strider, Ferrer and Brigitte, and Treetis, you’ll join me. Brandt, Skirill, and Zyena, please watch over Bronwyn as you must remain here. There’s no room for you below,’ Pik said passionately. They were running out of people and they had yet to make any headway against the Professor. ‘Wish us well.’

      Pik shambled through the sand, carrying the field generator in front of him. His spear dragged beside him as he pinned it between his arm and his body. His skin suit was preventing him from moving freely, but without it, he’d dry out and die. He continued running, not fast, but faster than if he wasn’t trying to run.

      Skirill flew ahead of the group, on the lookout for monkeys and other threats to the companions as they made one final attempt to save the humans. Skirill landed on the branch over the mound, the same one that Zyena had used not long before.

      The others came running, stopping to look through the open door at the dark stairway beyond. Bounder hesitated only for a moment, enough time for his eyes to partially adjust. He lumbered down the steps, his Wolfoid legs not made for descending, although he could run up them as fast as anyone. Pik followed, then the Rabbits and Strider brought up the rear. Skirill glided to the sand and hopped to the top step.

      They need me, the Hawkoid reasoned as he hopped to the next step, then the next, taking them one at a time, hurrying to catch the group as they headed toward the bottom.

      Strider saw Skirill coming. Who was she to deny one of Braden’s oldest and closest friends? She nodded to the Hawkoid as she continued descending the stairs.

      At the bottom, they saw what Micah had seen, but what they didn’t have was the keen nose of a Wolfoid, who hunted by tracking the scent of their prey. Bounder dropped to all fours and sniffed the floor. He followed Micah and Fea’s trail easily down the corridor, to the first door, but not going in, the second door, and then the rest. They hadn’t entered any of the rooms. The door at the end was different, sturdier, bigger.

      And it was open. The bright lighting from the corridor beyond told them clearly they were entering a better used section of the underground complex. Pik looked at the device he carried. He usually shunned Old Tech, but in this case, he needed it to work or they would all be at the mercy of the Professor and his Security Bot. He pressed on the spot that Micah had showed him and the thing came to life with no fanfare. One light shone on the simple panel. Green. Pik’s favorite color.

      He nodded to Bounder. It was unfortunate that they didn’t have the spear device that was supposed to work with the field generator to neutralize the Security Bot, but they’d make do with what they had.

      Bounder jumped into the hallway and fired quickly when he saw the Development Unit. Unlike Micah’s, his shot blasted into the chest of the unit, exploding it from within.

      He stalked forward to make sure it was dead. Brigitte squeezed past Pik and went left down the corridor to cover Bounder’s back. The Lizard Man entered the bright space, walking slowly toward the destroyed Bot. The last members of the group entered the corridor--Rabbits left, the young Hillcat in the middle, and Wolfoids right. Bounder stood up straight, relaxing, until he realized that the Bot he killed wasn’t a Security Bot.

      The door beside him started to open and he dove out of the way, rolling to come up facing it with his spear aimed and ready to fire. Strider jumped backward into the wall, knocking the spear from her own hand. Both Rabbits fired their small lasers into whatever was coming through the doorway. Bounder’s view as blocked.

      Lightning sparks filled the corridor, engulfing the Rabbits and the ‘cat. The laser pistols flew from their small hands as they twitched and contorted, falling to the floor and jerking spasmodically.

      Bounder thrust his spear around the door and fired at whatever was inside. He kept firing, low, middle, high, middle, until his spear grew hot from his efforts. An explosion threw the door open, crashing against him and sending him flying down the corridor. Strider was in the middle of the blast, getting jammed into the wall. She slid down and collapsed on the floor. Pik was thrown backward through the doorway into the first corridor.

      He threw the field generator from him and tried to climb to his feet, but his ears were ringing and his head felt thick. A blazing white streak with brown wings flew above his face. Skirill tucked his wings as he went through the doorway, banked hard right then hard left and through the doorway where the remains of a Security Bot still arced and sparked.

      Skirill raced in a circle around the laboratory. The Professor lay on the floor, with blood flowing freely from his head. Fea was on the table, with spots on her body shaved. A cut on her abdomen trickled blood. She was out cold. Micah and Aadi were both on the floor, also unconscious. Skirill circled one more time. He had no idea what he was looking for, but nothing alarmed him more than the sight of his friends.

      He landed next to Micah and pecked at her cheek until she twitched. He used his wings to fan her, not knowing what else to do.

      Bounder pulled himself upright. He hurt all over, but his mate had been right in the middle of the explosion. He went to her, cradling her head as he whimpered and whined like a pup. Her tongue appeared as she tried to lick her nose. Bounder pulled his flask and dribbled water on her muzzle, onto her tongue. She opened her eyes.

      “I’m all right,” she said in the spoken Wolfoid language. Bounder didn’t believe her. Small cuts covered her chest and stomach. Her eyes wouldn’t focus. Bounder licked her wounds, knowing that Wolfoid saliva would hasten the healing. Almost as good as numbweed, he’d told Braden a number of times, although the Free Trader never opted for licking when he had numbweed on hand.

      She tried to stand but her legs wouldn’t support her. She sat back down, then laid down, head between her front paws. “Go and check on the others,” she told him. He left his flask and took her spear, unsure of the charge remaining in his.

      When Bounder entered the laboratory, he saw the Hawkoid working with Micah. She was starting to come to. Her head lolled on her neck as she tried to regain control of her senses. Her arms flopped uselessly at her sides. Bounder was unable to use his thought voice in the laboratory. He was sure that there was a piece of Old Tech that needed to be turned off, but he had no idea what to look for. The easy answer was to leave the room.

      Pik Ha’ar, using his trident to keep himself upright, staggered into the laboratory. He looked around until he saw the Tortoid. Pik stumbled past Micah, Bounder, and Skirill to get to Aadi. Pik checked his shell, then his body. There was a faint smell of something burnt, but beyond that, Aadi seemed unharmed. Still, he was on the floor, his head and legs limp.

      Bounder went to the table where Fea lay, partially shaved and injured. He returned to Micah and removed a small amount of numbweed from her pouch. He returned to the ‘cat and applied it, letting it settle, stopping the bleeding and taking away the pain from the small wound in the middle of her shaved stomach.

      She jerked once, twice, and then lifted her head. She blinked at Bounder, who stroked her head gently.

      ‘What happened?’ she asked, much to Bounder’s surprise. He stopped petting her and tried to respond, but the mindlink was gone. She looked at his half-hand/half-paw and nodded. He started petting her again.

      ‘What happened?’ she asked again, stronger this time.

      ‘I don’t know. The Professor had you, but he was stopped. It looks like Aadi finished him.’ The ‘cat shakily lifted her head, trying to see around her. The Professor was in the middle of the lab, unmoving. It finally dawned on Bounder to check him.

      The Professor was dead.

      Fea was trying to roll over so she could stand up. As soon as Bounder put his hands on her, she asked him the hard question. ‘Ax?’

      ‘We haven’t found them yet. Micah is just coming to. Pik is hurt, Strider is down, the Rabbits are down, Aadi is out cold. He hurt us, Fea, but we’ll keep looking until we’ve searched this whole place.’

      Two shaky Rabbits stumbled through the door and looked at Bounder, their noses were twitching and their normally upright ears had flopped down the sides of their faces. They carried the young, orange ‘cat. Bounder went to them, hugging both of the Rabbits and nuzzling their soft white necks.

      Treetis was still out from the Security Bot’s weapon, but he was alive. The Rabbits put him on the floor next to Aadi.

      While Bounder touched the Rabbits, he talked. ‘I thought you were dead,’ he said in surprise. ‘I’m so happy that you are alive!’ He hugged them one last time and went back into the corridor.

      Strider was still on her stomach, laying on the cool floor. Her eyes looked clear, but her ears suggested she was in pain. He nuzzled her again and looked for another flask of water. Not finding one, he went into the laboratory and asked Pik for his. He readily gave it to the Wolfoid. Bounder’s appreciation was beyond words.

      With the second flask, she started to feel strong enough to stand. Once upright, Bounder looked her over thoroughly. Since she was already flat against the wall, that probably saved her from real injury. He expected she’d have a bruise that covered her whole body. She walked, stiffly, then went to all fours where she seemed to be more comfortable. Bounder carried her lightning spear as well as his own.

      They entered the laboratory, where Micah was standing, Fea was standing, albeit shaky and weak. Aadi was finally lifting his head. Micah tried to walk and nearly fell, then she kneeled next to Aadi and cradled his head in her hands.

      “Aadi, my friend, how are you?” she asked gently.

      ‘I’ve never felt anything like that before,’ he said roughly, his thought voice fuzzy.

      “I have to ask, how are your eggs, Master Aadi?”

      ‘I am afraid, Master Micah, for my children. I don’t have my senses back, yet, but soon, I hope, and then we’ll know.’

      Pik lifted Fea off the counter and put her on the floor. She staggered a few steps before gaining more control over her muscles. She made it to the corridor before she stopped and leaned against the door.

      ‘Are you coming?’ she asked Bounder once clear of the field that prevented them from using the mindlink when they weren’t in physical contact.

      ‘Where?’ Bounder asked.

      ‘To find our mates, that’s where,’ Fea replied. She took a deep breath and staggered down the corridor, past the exploded Development Unit and toward a different part of the underground complex.
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      Micah stumbled into the corridor, with Pik close behind carrying Skirill in his arms. Ferrer stayed with Aadi while Brigitte joined Strider, just sitting with her, keeping her company.

      Bounder took the lead as he was the only one even remotely healthy. The others shuffled and stumbled behind him. He put his nose to the ground and sniffed his way ahead. There were a number of strange smells, but in the background he found what he was looking for: Braden. He followed the scent, feeling odd as he’d never trailed the human before.

      But it confirmed that Braden had been in the laboratory. He couldn’t smell G-War, but that could have been because someone carried the ‘cat through the corridor. First Braden, then they’d continue searching until they found the ‘cat.

      The underground complex was huge. There was even a small factory with Maintenance and Server Bots producing mysterious parts and pieces. They found another huge laboratory with large clear tanks filled with fluids of some sort. Half-grown creatures were in most of them. Micah was repulsed by the sight and wanted to shoot the tanks with her blasters, but she didn’t want to get splashed with any of it. Without the Professor, she hoped that the creatures would never see the light of day.

      She closed the door as they left the large lab, a look of disgust on her face. Bounder made a final turn into a corridor similar to the first one they used where half the lights were off. Maybe that was a conservation measure and not a reflection of poor maintenance.

      Micah had kept her blaster ready throughout the entire excursion through the complex and she was wearing down. Whatever beam the Security Bot had used on her had sucked the life out of her. She felt exhausted, enough so that even the smooth stone floor looked like a welcoming bed.

      Bounder stopped at one door and nodded. Braden’s fresh scent wafted under the door, along with G-War’s ‘cat smell. Fea yowled as she could smell her mate.

      G-War’s long cry came from the other side of the door.

      “No!” Braden shouted as Bounder opened the door and Micah looked inside. She ran straight to him and reached through the bars, but he only hung his head.

      “What’s wrong?” Micah asked, looking confused.

      “There’s nothing wrong,” a voice said from the corner. The old Professor stepped out and leveled a strange looking weapon at them.

      Micah’s blood surged, her head throbbed, and she fell to her knees, spent. She couldn’t even lift her arm to fire one blaster shot. It was nothing the Professor did, but the complete failure that she felt. Bounder leapt toward the Professor but was caught by a crackling charge from the Professor’s weapon. The old man grunted as the Wolfoid’s heavy body slammed into him.

      Pik dropped the Hawkoid and rushed into the room.

      The Professor had turned, just enough to avoid the Wolfoid’s full impact, but he was thrown into the wall. Without waiting, he fired at the Lizard Man, who sparked magnificently. The water in his skin suit magnified the light show from the weapon’s discharge. Skirill remained in the corridor, out of sight. Fea stood next to her human, then sat, exhausted from the events of the day.

      They found that the mindlink was dampened in the cell area, too. But Braden and Micah were holding hands.

      ‘Good to see you, lover,’ Micah said without taking her eyes from the old Professor. ‘It looks like there were two of them, a mistake that seems to have cost us.’

      ‘Don’t count us out, yet. Where’s the other one?’ Braden replied.

      ‘He and the Security Bot are both dead, thanks to Aadi and Bounder. They hurt us, but nothing that time won’t heal,’ Micah said, looking at her partner through sad eyes. Braden nodded. Fea rubbed against the bars. Braden scratched behind her ears.

      ‘Tell my mate that I will kill the foul creature, as soon as I have enough energy. Find out where Caleb is, so we can finish this,’ Fea told Braden. He looked into her eyes and nodded almost imperceptibly.

      “Don’t you look all straggly, just like G-War,” Braden said casually. “So, Professor. You never answered my question. Where are the people from White Beach?”

      “Why, they’re in Atlantis, a quaint name we gave the undersea laboratory that has become an undersea city! It really is quite magnificent down there.”

      “Will we get a chance to see it, see for ourselves how magnificent it is?” Braden prodded.

      “Maybe.” The Professor committed to nothing.

      “How can you get there? We didn’t see any kind of ship or place to dock a mini-sub. Do you have the mini-submarines from the Warden? Can you talk with the vehicles from down there, summon them?”

      “Oh my!” the Professor exclaimed. “Do you really think you can escape? I’m afraid that your time is up. Let me crush your final hopes. I am going to take your DNA, rip it from you and all your mutant friends, and then I’m going to build a new civilization, new creatures that will respond to my commands and my commands only. The human livestock in New Sanctuary is the base material and with your new genes, they will become invincible. We will return to the continent and rebuild Sanctuary as I see fit. I have Security Bots, I have Gloria. And you? You have no chance at all.”

      Braden hung his head, nodding solemnly. He looked up. Fea’s eyes showed anger, her ears flat against her head as she worked her way between Micah and Braden. Micah and Fea were talking, but Braden couldn’t hear. The Professor had moved closer to deliver his diatribe. An angry sneer split his face, his eyes maniacal as he shook his weapon at them.

      “Good-bye now,” he said in a low and dangerous voice. A commotion from the corridor made him turn. Skirill beat his wings against the doorway as he powered through, flying toward the Professor’s face, talons first. The old man couldn’t raise his weapon in time, but he turned slightly. Skirill crashed against his shoulder as Micah twisted, throwing the ‘cat upward in one smooth motion.

      The Professor pulled the trigger on his weapon, sending a stream of electricity into Micah, the metal bars, and Braden. They both jerked convulsively, but they didn’t pass out. The power was spread too thinly between the two humans and the cage.

      Fea landed on the man’s arm and using her claws prodigiously, she climbed toward his face. Skirill continued to beat his wings, to maintain his purchase on the man’s other arm. The Professor screamed as the two companions continued their relentless attacks. The Professor stumbled in his futile attempts to fight off his attackers. Both Pik and Bounder were on the floor, close to his feet. The man had no room to maneuver, no place to run.

      Braden and Micah collapsed, but they weren’t out of it. Braden yelled as he tried to pull himself upright. All he could think about was getting a handful of the Professor and smashing the man’s smug face against the bars.

      Fea managed to get a claw into the old man’s neck, and with an acrobatic spin, twisted her body around his head, tearing deeply into the Professor’s throat as she flew to the floor. The old man fell to his knees. Skirill was thrown to the side as the man went down. Fea jumped onto his back, reaching around his neck as blood spurted from the already open artery. But she was angry and raked her way almost completely through his neck.

      Micah fought against the effects of the Old Tech weapon, but she was spent, the second time her body was assaulted by the energy weapons that day. She had nothing left to fight with, and now, she was covered in the Professor’s blood, too.

      The old man dropped the rest of the way, dead before he hit the floor. Fea rode him down, standing on his back as he splattered his face on the hard stone. Skirill picked at a couple feathers that had been dislodged during his struggle. He looked at the corpse for a heartbeat or two, then hopped over the bodies strewn across the floor to rub his head on Micah’s hand. He didn’t even say anything. All he wanted was for her to be okay.

      Fea sat and held her bloody paws in front of her, disgusted by the thought of licking the Professor’s blood. She tried wiping her paws on the clothes of the old man, but that didn’t work very well. The quandary continued as she sat on his corpse, thinking what to do, while she waited for someone to free her mate.

      Braden stood at the bars. During his time alone in the cell, he figured out that the gate was controlled by an Old Tech panel next to the door. Someone needed to prop the old man up and put his hand on the pad. G-War’s cage was locked with a physical device, requiring a key that Braden assumed was somewhere on the old man. Whatever prevented them from using the mindlink in the cell was still active, so G-War couldn’t talk with his mate.

      Braden sat down next to the cage and put his fingers between the bars. G-War laid against Braden’s fingers.

      ‘Now we wait, but things are looking better than they were before.’ G-War sounded hopeful.

      “Now we wait. I have no idea how long they’ll be out and there’s nothing we can do until they wake up on their own. Skirill! You and Fea saved us all,” Braden said in a tired voice, before closing his eyes and giving in to sleep.
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      Pik was the first to stir. He twitched and his eyes popped open, but he didn’t move. He stayed that way for a long time. Micah was out, having succumbed to the exhaustion from her efforts and being on the wrong end of Old Tech. She was emotionally and physically drained. Skirill had waited, but finally hopped into the corridor and took wing. They expected he was going to find the others, let them know that they found Braden and G-War, but he returned after only a few heartbeats. The door to the cell area was closed and he couldn’t open it.

      So they continued to wait. Braden slept, awkwardly, but with G-War as a comforting presence in his mind. Fea curled up next to Micah, both of them covered in the Professor’s blood, but that didn’t matter. Bounder’s tongue hung from his mouth as he remained unconscious from receiving the full measure of the Professor’s weapon. Skirill stood in the doorway and watched over his friends., unable to do more.

      When the door at the end of the corridor opened, Skirill let out a screech sufficient to wake the dead. Braden jumped, as did G-War, but the ‘cat only bounced off the top of the cage. Fea was up, hackles raised and back arched. Micah stirred. Pik sat up and looked around as if seeing the room for the first time.

      Skirill hopped into the corridor and disappeared. When he returned, Treetis was with him, who bolted into the room as soon as he saw the carnage. He ran to Fea’s side, joining her with hackles raised and ready to fight.

      “Would you get off me?” Micah mumbled. Fea reached out a paw and with a  movement faster than the eye could follow, she slapped Treetis across the head. He jumped to the floor, then danced around to get out of the sticky, half-dried blood.

      Strider slowly entered the room, every step deliberate as she pulled Aadi behind her. The Rabbits were last, their laser pistols held loosely in their hands. Their noses twitched and their ears perked upright, until they saw the mess inside. Strider nuzzled her mate, and he finally lifted his head, smacking his Wolfoid lips as he tried to moisten his dry tongue.

      Micah pulled herself upward until she was standing. “What next?” she asked.

      “Put the Professor’s hand on that panel,” Braden pointed. What she should have been able to easily do by herself now required help. Micah enlisted Pik and Strider’s aid to muscle the man upward and slap his hand against the panel. Green and red buttons flashed. She pushed the green one. After a heartbeat, the lock disengaged and the gate to Braden’s cell opened.

      Braden rushed out, helping the others to put the old Professor down so he could search the man for a key, which turned out to be in his pants pocket. Once G-War was free and the extensive nuzzling between he and Fea was done, they gathered the bunch for their trip out of the underground complex. Braden asked Micah to remove the bandage over his eye.

      He expected to see her wince and gasp. His eye blinked of its own accord, then started watering. She looked carefully, then shrugged.

      “I don’t see anything,” she said. Braden sighed in relief.

      “I want my blasters back,” Braden told Micah as they walked, arm in arm, not as lovers, but as two wounded warriors carrying each other from the field of battle.

      “The Security Bot protected his lab, so I expect they’ll be there and that just so happens to be on our way.” She brightened, although her words were still slurred, just enough so Braden knew that she was exhausted.

      The others shuffled and staggered behind the two humans. Fea and G-War walked in front of them all. G-War was the only one fully recovered and as such, felt responsible to protect the rest. Treetis said that he was ready to fight, but Fea was still angry with him, so he brought up the rear.

      Pik shuffled along, carrying Skirill and pulling Aadi behind him. Aadi looked all of his two hundred cycles. His head drooped and his legs hung limply, but at least he was floating again.

      The Rabbits kept their laser pistols out and ready. The others had been surprised by the second Professor, and they didn’t want to let that happen again. The Wolfoids walked with their spears, but were using them as walking sticks. Bounder continued to improve with each step, but Strider needed to rest and she faded the farther they walked. He wished he could carry her, but Wolfoids weren’t built that way. No one else had enough strength to carry her either. He whimpered like a puppy, unable to contain his angst for his mate’s pain.

      Micah didn’t have the energy to show Braden the other parts of the underground complex. She only wanted to leave.

      So they made a beeline for the Professor’s lab. Micah tried to access her neural implant, but there was no connection. She could pull it up to look at other data she’d stored, like maps of the areas they’d traveled. Her implant was intact, at least, just not connected. The Professor had not gotten to it before  he was removed from existence by an angry Tortoid. Micah looked back at Aadi floating behind Pik and nodded to him, unsure if he saw or not.

      The Free Trader and his companions reached the corridor of destruction. Scorching marked much of the wall space. Parts and pieces of Bots were strewn across the floor. The smell of singed animal hair still lingered. Braden and Micah walked into the laboratory. G-War went with them while the others waited. No one else was willing to go in there to relive the recent past.

      Braden first went to the young Professor and checked through his pockets. He carried a device that looked like a communicator. Braden pressed the ‘off’ button. Micah checked her neural implant.

      ‘Master President! We’ve been out of contact for so long, I thought we’d lost you!’ Holly pronounced joyously.

      ‘Can’t really talk now, Holly. Both Professors are dead and we’re searching one of the labs now. We need to get back to the ship and rest. Can you bring it into the cove and have it waiting for us, please?’

      ‘Of course, Master President. It’ll be there and we’ll resume our conversation whenever you are up to it.’ Holly closed the link.

      “Holly is bringing the ship in,” she said, barely above a whisper, leaning heavily on a table.

      ‘Brandt, can you meet us at the doorway where we entered the underground complex?’ Micah asked over the mindlink.

      ‘Yes, Zyena will bring us to you. How is everyone?’ he asked with some trepidation.

      ‘Tired. See you soon, my friend.’

      Braden opened cabinets and drawers in a fruitless search for his blasters. Micah was fading fast. He’d already taken one from her and was carrying it because he couldn’t find his belt either.

      “Time to go, lover,” Braden conceded, putting her arm over her shoulder as he supported her to walk out. Through the wreckage outside the lab they shuffled, down the corridor of the older storage area and to the stairs. At the top, Brandt’s big head blocked most of the light. Micah groaned when she saw the steps.

      Braden took the rope from Micah and set her on the bottom step. The others gathered around. “Brandt has suggested that he can pull you up. Take this end and I’ll run the rope to him. When he starts pulling, everyone grab on. You’re all coming together.”

      Braden tried running up the stairs, but slowed quickly and climbed slowly after a short time. At the top, he greeted the King warmly and handed him the rope. The Aurochs clamped his mouth down on it and started walking back toward the compound. The rope slid around the corner of the doorway as the slack was taken up. He kept walking while looking back. Bronwyn and the misfit mob stood in the distance, watching. Zyena was on the branch overhead, waiting to see her mate.

      Micah was first, then Strider with Bounder close by, helping her from behind. Pik carried Skirill. Aadi let go of the rope tied around Pik’s waist, holding onto the rope that Brandt was pulling instead. Ferrer and Brigitte came next, side by side, as they carried Fealona between them. G-War and Treetis hopped up the steps on their own, being the last ones to emerge into the daylight.

      Bronwyn freed herself from the misfits and ran to Micah, hugging her and crying. The misshapen bunch produced a stretcher that they timidly approached with. Braden looked at them harshly, but nodded. Micah climbed onto the stretcher and Strider lay next to her. Fealona found space and curled herself into it. Four misfits grunted as they lifted it.

      Brandt let go of the rope once everyone was outside. Braden closed the door, relieved at leaving the unpleasantness of the underground complex behind. He committed to shooting first and asking questions second from there forward. Some enemies were impossible to negotiate with. He wanted to talk with Holly, but his neural implant was gone.

      They had much to discuss when he returned to the ship.

      “Brandt, Bronwyn, straight to the cove, please. Holly is bringing the ship in,” Braden said. He coiled the rope as he followed the others. The remainder of the mob fell in next to the stretcher and those who could took turns carrying it.

      Braden didn’t remember it being so far to the beach, but he was fresh the other time he’d traveled it. And they’d been with Brandt, who made travel over great distances seem effortless.

      Zyena and Skirill flew ahead, joining their daughter on the highest railing of the ship, a deck above the bridge, from where Old Tech spires rose even higher.

      The others finally made it as Holly expertly slid the ship’s deck as close as possible. Brandt ran and jumped, landing halfway onto the deck where he fought his way aboard. Braden handed him the rope, which he again held in his mouth. Braden dug into the sand with the rope wrapped around his waist, giving the others something to hold onto as they climbed aboard.

      One by one, they worked their way up. Once they had a good grip, Brandt used his strength to easily pull them the rest of the way onto the deck. The misfits made to climb aboard and Bronwyn stopped them before Braden intervened. They put the stretcher on the deck and backed away. Braden delivered Treetis and G-War to the ship before climbing aboard himself. He looked back at the misfits, half of them were crying as Holly maneuvered the tall ship from the cove. Bronwyn threw them kisses and waved. Braden joined her in waving to them and thanking them for being there.

      “You can tell them that we’ll be back. Soon, we’ll return and we’ll need their help,” Braden said, resting a hand on the girl’s shoulder. When she told the mob, their mood brightened immensely and they ran around in circles on the beach, before dashing away to get ready for Bronwyn’s return.
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      “How long were we gone, Holly?” Braden yelled from the deck.

      “The sun still has not set from when you departed the Warden earlier today. You have been gone a total of eleven hours,” Holly replied through the ship’s speaker system.

      “What?” Braden was confused. “Not even one whole daylight?” Brandt, Zyena, and Bronwyn were the only ones who were certain that such a short time had passed since they’d departed. Everyone who’d gone underground had their internal clocks messed with. Micah couldn’t believe how tired she was from less than a daylight’s worth of activity.

      “Let’s get you checked out,” Braden said, insisting that Strider, Fea, and Micah go to the small Med Lab to let the Bot examine them. Reluctantly, they went. There was room for three in the elevators, so Braden went with them. It was the fourth level below the main deck, nearly in the bottom of the ship’s great keel where the scientists and research laboratories found their home. First one was checked, then the other. Holly had uploaded the specifics for Wolfoid physiology to make the examination go smoothly. Both of the patients were heavily bruised, but no other damage.

      The cuts on Strider’s chest and abdomen did not require stitches, which was good news since they’d scabbed over. She would not have liked getting them ripped open just to sew them back up. Fea’s incision required stitches. The Med Bot took great care working on her, but the ‘cat still struggled and yowled. G-War showed up outside the Med Lab and made his displeasure known to all.

      Besides giving each a shot of something, the Bot recommended all three patients ingest significant amounts of water.

      Braden and Bronwyn went to the galley and started ordering food, running it to the main deck as soon as it was ready. The Rabbits disappeared downstairs to the garden. Pik used the water hose to douse himself and take water to the others. He stripped out of his skin suit between trips, standing under the shower until a glass was emptied, and then he refilled it.

      They ate and they drank. They were quiet. None of them were ready to talk about the events of the day, until Strider spoke. ‘We found a wide tunnel, well-used, that descended into the big hill. It had a gate. I think that’s what you’re looking for.’

      Zeeka glided off the top deck and turned into the wind to land gracefully on the second deck railing. ‘Yes. It is something worth taking a better look at,’ Zeeka added, sharing the image from her mind’s eye over the mindlink. ‘Just watch out for the monkeys as you travel the path toward it.’

      Micah perked up. “Thank you to the women’s team, Strider, Zeeka, and Brigitte. We’ll start there, at the tunnel. I didn’t want to search through anything else of the Professor’s, and I didn’t want to go into that complex again. I don’t know if my legs would carry me down those stairs. I’m sorry, did you say monkeys?” Micah said.

      Bounder bristled. Strider lifted her head from a deck chair where she rested. Braden sat on the deck next to Micah, who was also reclined in a deck chair. He perked up with interest, not having heard anything about the plan to rescue him.

      ‘What did you boys find on your way to the compound? I know you can hear me, Ferrer. Come on, out with it,’ Strider taunted the Rabbit as she didn’t expect her mate to come clean with details that might not have portrayed him favorably.

      ‘He ran first!’ Ferrer blurted. Bounder closed his eyes and turned from Strider, then opened and looked philosophically at the open ocean.

      ‘And…’ Strider prompted.

      ‘And we ran into a trap and Bounder smelled like a wet dog and he was piled on top of me until Skirill freed us!’ Ferrer finished by praising the Hawkoid.

      “Did you just say that you two ran into a trap?” Micah asked.

      ‘It was cleverly hidden,’ Ferrer tried to make an excuse.

      ‘What’s your distorted version of events?’ Strider asked her mate, sipping more water.

      ‘I believe enough has been said on the issue,’ Bounder said, looking at Strider wearing a big, Wolfoid smile. He didn’t need to mention how the Rabbit panicked or how he was afraid for the companions. It all turned out well, and that was what mattered most. ‘Have you noticed how the ocean’s waves sparkle, like the gleam in your eyes when you look at me?’

      The companions had a good laugh at Bounder’s expense, the levity welcomed after a difficult time.

      “Monkeys,” Braden repeated. “I hate monkeys.”

      “Pik came up with the plan. He made it all work,” Micah said seriously. Braden joined Pik by the shower and they talked for a while, discussing Pik’s plan and the assumptions he’d made in building it, because it sounded exactly like the plan Braden would have developed in that situation.

      Braden made sure to join Bronwyn in the well deck where she dangled her legs in the water between Chlora and Rhodi. Braden kneeled next to the girl and thanked each of the Dolphins. Rexalita appeared behind the ship, diving and rising, blowing air and water from the breathing hole atop her head. She seemed to be enjoying herself.

      Aadi stayed low by Micah’s chair, where he could brace himself, to keep from flying away as the ship sailed out from under him. ‘Master Micah, I have good news and bad news,’ Aadi started. Micah braced herself. ‘Six of the eggs survived the encounter with the Security Bot.’ Aadi didn’t need to say anything else. He was carrying ten eggs.

      When the sun set, Holly turned on the deck lights to help people get to their beds. The weather was mild, so the Wolfoids decided to sleep in the open air by Brandt. The ‘cats went to the garden level. The humans sought their own beds, Braden helping Micah up the last flight of stairs above where the elevator ended. Pik slept standing up with the shower raining over him. He could have been asleep for a while, no one knew since he hadn’t moved. They let him go. He was as comfortable as he was going to be. Brandt lay down and relaxed, happy to have everyone back in one piece.

      Come morning, stiff people made their way to the galley for a heavy breakfast, the breakfast of the famished. The Wolfoids had taken the elevator up rather than climb the stairs. Strider was too sore to walk, as was Micah. Braden felt bad, worse when he saw Fea and the shaved spots all over her body. She walked carefully, too. Bronwyn escorted them as the elevator didn’t respond to the ‘cats, no matter how loudly Treetis yowled.

      Within a few heartbeats, Treetis was standing and pawing at the fabricator.

      “What would you like, little man?” Braden asked.

      ‘Fish. Lots of fish,’ Treetis answered. Braden ordered four servings of the salmon, knowing that the fabricator could do no more than four at once. Braden put the dishes on chair seats, the right height for a full-grown Hillcat to eat without having to bend over.

      “When do we go back?” Micah asked.

      “Today, to check things out, I think,” Braden replied. “Then as soon as you’re ready, we’ll go get Caleb and anyone else who’s ready to come along.”

      “I’m going with you,” Micah said firmly. Braden tried to argue, but she wouldn’t have it. “Just in case you already forgot. Last time I let you go in alone, look what happened.”

      Braden laughed. “Sounds good. Let’s see if we have any other volunteers.”

      Braden stood and looked at those in the galley. “We’re going ashore to check things out, see about that tunnel. Who’s coming along?”

      Bounder looked sternly at Strider. ‘I’m coming,’ he said. G-War said that he and Treetis were coming. The Rabbits both politely declined. Brandt said he was coming, too. Pik, Aadi, and Bronwyn also volunteered. The three Hawkoids rounded out the group.

      Pursing his lips, Braden walked to the outside deck. “Everyone but Strider, Fea, and the Rabbits is coming,” he said to himself, hoping that it was only going to be Bounder, him, and G-War. He went back inside to make an announcement.

      “You might as well rest then. We’ll go ashore first thing tomorrow and we go there for real. We won’t be looking around, either, we’ll be going to get our people back.” Braden headed for the stairs down. He wanted to talk with Pik and Aadi.
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      Holly sailed the ship toward the rocky outcropping and into the cove beside it. Braden and the companions stood on deck, watching the island as it drew nearer. Only Bronwyn was excited to go ashore. The bad experience with the Professors tainted the others’ opinion of what should have been a pleasant island retreat.

      The Hawkoids launched themselves skyward, flying high over the trees and the island as they headed toward the tunnel into the hillside. Until they found the monkeys, they weren’t going to fly below the treetops.

      The misfit mob was on the beach jumping up and down. Bronwyn cheered and waved to them. Braden had a hard time not hating them since they’d done the Professor’s bidding. He knew they had no choice, but he still couldn’t reconcile himself with it.

      The Warden’s deck scraped against the sand and it started with Brandt running and jumping as far as he could. It wasn’t graceful, but he almost made it into the dry sand. He landed in the ankle-deep surf, frozen where he landed until he could pull his hooves free. The misshapen creatures ran into the woods in terror when the Aurochs launched himself from the deck.

      He waded back to the ship where three ‘cats, a Wolfoid, and Bronwyn climbed onto his back. He returned to the beach to safely and dryly deposit his riders. The ‘cats continued to ride on his head, while Bounder jumped off and with man-horse’s help, Bronwyn climbed down, too. Fea said she felt good enough to accompany her mate. No one was going to tell her no, so she came along. Brandt understood that if possible, she’d ride him the entire time. According to Strider and Zeeka, the tunnel was big enough for even Brandt to use.

      Bronwyn rallied the mob of the Professor’s creations and sent them toward the compound. She rode on the man-horse as the others stayed nearby, waiting to fulfill her any wish.

      Braden and Micah walked warily, each of them carrying a blaster. Braden had lost his to the Professor, so Micah shared hers. She carried her sword, but Braden didn’t think she was capable of fighting with it. She continued to move deliberately. Whatever the Security Bot shocked them with, it had not been kind to their bodies.

      They were recovering, slowly.

      When the group reached the compound, the misfit mob wanted Bronwyn to play a game with them. Braden suggested that they’d play later, but they had to go to the hill and enter the tunnel. The misfits hooted and yelled, saying that it was forbidden to enter without the Professor. They had no intention of telling the mob that the Professors were dead.

      Without waiting for them to agree, Brandt turned and took the wide path that headed west.

      Micah opened her neural implant to check in with Holly. ‘We’re heading toward the tunnel now. Do you have any final words, in case we get cut off?’

      ‘I wish we had time to study the laboratories in the underground complex. If I could get a peek at his notes and the equipment, I’d be able to tell you what he was doing. Beyond that, I hope there are signal repeaters in the tunnel so I can talk to you all the way down, assuming it goes to the undersea city. In any case, I’ll follow you for as long as I can if you minimize the window, don’t close out in entirety,’ Holly said, hoping that Micah would comply with his request.

      ‘I think we’re going to need your help. This is the land of the ancients and no one knows them better than you. It’s kind of like being back on the RV Traveler, eh, Holly?’ She minimized the window as they kept walking, eyes searching the trees for the monkeys. Bounder watched carefully, keeping his lightning spear trained on the branches that lined the path. Pik traded his trident for Strider’s spear, so he wielded firepower, too. They knew that they’d burn down the whole forest if the monkeys provoked them. Worse than that, they were good with it.

      Micah had her blaster dialed to wide flame. Braden had his set in the middle, neither a wide flame nor a narrow beam. He wanted revenge for when they had beaned him in the head with a rock.

      The first monkey appeared on the trail before them, standing with a spear held across his body, as if he could block their way. Bronwyn yelled at them to wait as the man-horse ran with an odd gait past the companions. Bronwyn slid to the sand and strolled to the monkey. It chattered at her as she kneeled and talked with it. Braden and Micah couldn’t hear what she said. They walked cautiously past Brandt, blasters aimed at the trees. They stopped between Brandt and Bronwyn, knowing that they were in the line of fire should the monkeys act.

      They waited while the conversation dragged on. More and more monkeys appeared in the branches on both sides of the trail. Braden and Micah stood back to back, ready to fire. Pik faced toward the trees, stoic, like a statue, with Aadi hovering behind him. On the other side, Bounder counted the heads, lining up his shots where he could get more than one monkey at a time.

      “We can go now,” Bronwyn finally said, waving to the monkey, who waved back as he headed for the trees. With a couple screeches from their leader, the monkeys melted into the jungle and disappeared.

      “What was that all about?” Micah asked, taking the teenager’s hand as they started walking down the trail. The other companions followed. Bounder had hoped there’d be a fight. He didn’t care much for the monkeys, either.

      “They are here because the Professor created them to stand watch, make sure that no one traveled this path without the Professor. Once I explained that you were the President and in charge of the Professor and the entirety of the island, they agreed to let us pass.”

      “Thank you, Bronwyn. Why did it take so long to explain that?” Braden asked.

      “They didn’t understand what a president was or how much of the world is out there. I tried to explain it, but there’s a lot.” Bronwyn smiled at her own joke. Micah stroked the girl’s long hair. She was a gift to them all. As Braden had told her long ago, they could always use more allies.

      When the trail left the jungle and turned toward the hillside, Braden and Micah got their first glimpse of the entrance. It was as large as Zeeka had tried to describe. The gate across its front was impressive.

      They walked to it as a group, the misfit mob following closely and watching everything the humans were doing. Braden was unnerved by the mob, but Bronwyn would have been angry if he said anything. He wondered how Micah felt.

      ‘Same as you,’ Micah replied. Why did he bother thinking to himself? He expected he should just say everything he thought out loud and be done with it.

      “I understand why you are afraid of them. After the Professor drugged you and the Prince, he made my friends carry you to his lab. You probably remember that and it makes you angry. They won’t do anything like that to you again,” Bronwyn told him, still holding Micah’s hand.

      When they reached the gate, the hand-pad to the side told them it was locked using Old Tech. Micah had activated the other door, so she tried. The panel flashed green and the lock released. The gates swung inward. “Why do you think those doors are working for you?” Braden asked.

      “Maybe it knows that I’m the President? Or maybe it’s just because I’m a human, through and through.” Micah shrugged.

      Braden looked back at the companions, then asked Bronwyn to tell the mob to stay outside and guard the tunnel entrance for their inevitable return. He walked through without further delay. Skirill flew past and downward. Braden’s first instinct was to stop him, but they wanted to know what was ahead.

      Skirill shared what he saw as he flew slowly down the tunnel. Zyena and Zeeka flew in before Brandt filled the entrance. The others took the hint and squeezed in front of the King of the Aurochs. Pik pulled Aadi behind him. Bounder passed them, to be closer to the action. Bronwyn walked behind Braden and Micah.

      They were bunched up. Braden liked them to be more spread out, but they were in a tunnel. Even spread out, there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. The ‘cats crouched on the King’s head, barely fitting, but none of them wanted to walk when they could ride and have a great view of the minions beneath them.

      Skirill flew ahead, showing a winding passage. It turned to the right and continued for a couple hundred paces, then turned back to the left, then right, then left. Braden asked Skirill to wait for them as they continued downward. Zyena and Zeeka joined Skirill and waited at the corner, five switchbacks down, watching the way ahead. The ancients’ panels lined the roof of the tunnel, providing plenty of light.

      Micah checked in with Holly and after three turns, he was pleased that he was still able to see them. Micah looked at the tunnel, getting close to the walls so Holly could see what she saw. He suspected that the tunnel had been carved using tools that were common to the ancients. He had no other information for her, but she kept her window open to track their connectivity as they descended.

      When they were one turn away from the Hawkoids, the three took wing and continued slowly downward, zigzagging to keep their speed under control. Five more turns and they stopped. Water started to drip from the roof and the walls of the tunnel. The floor was arced, high in the middle and low against the walls, where a gutter allowed the water to run downhill.

      They followed the five switchback routine four more times before there were no more turns. The tunnel leveled out and continued straight ahead, ending at a gate, the size and style mirroring the one in the side of the hill on the island. Micah’s hand opened the gate. Braden stopped the Hawkoids from flying ahead. The humans carried the large birds so they could turn them loose the heartbeat they knew it was safe.

      Holly was still with them, which was a great relief to Micah. She didn’t know what to expect, but Holly would help them deal with the Old Tech side of it. Since the gates were locked, maybe it was as simple as finding Caleb and any others, then walking back to the surface. If someone managed to get through the gate and up the tunnel, where would they go? It was an island and everyone living there reported to the Professor. There was no escape.

      The tunnel curved upward toward a wide opening where they could see a sparkling, dark blue sky.
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      They stopped at the tunnel entrance and looked, amazed at the sight. They were in the middle of a large park, well-groomed with a road that led away from the tunnel. In the other direction, there were walkways with benches and trees.

      And people.

      Braden didn’t see any Bots, so they asked the Hawkoids to give them a better view of the city. Skirill, Zyena, and Zeeka flew in three different directions, flying close to the dome itself as they looked down at a modern city, unlike anything currently on Vii. It looked like pictures that Holly had shown Braden of Sanctuary before the war.

      The dome above was mostly clear, with beams at regular intervals, wide at the base and soaring to a point above where they converged at the peak, the dome’s top. Outside, they saw schools of fish, the sun’s light sparkling through waves that were not that far above. Holly had believed the undersea facility was at the bottom of the ocean and although that was true, it wasn’t very deep below the surface.

      Inside, there even seemed to be a monorail people-mover of sorts. A sleek looking train, filled with people going somewhere. Braden and Micah walked toward a couple sitting on a bench. They didn’t look alarmed at the Wolfoid or the Lizard Man, but their eyes widened when Brandt emerged from the tunnel and into the well-lit area.

      “Excuse me,” Braden said with a smile. “Would you happen to know Caleb, a big fisherman, a little bit older?” He looked at Micah. It never hurt to get right to the point.

      “I’m sorry, I’m afraid we don’t know a Caleb,” the young woman answered, before looking away and humming to herself.

      “How many people are here?” Braden followed his first question, thinking he already knew what she was going to say.

      “I don’t know that!” she exclaimed before excusing herself. The man with her bowed slightly as he took her hand and they strolled away.

      “If everyone here came from White Beach, how come no one we see looks like they came from there? Those people were fisherman, kind of angry too, when we attempted to save them from coming to this paradise.” Braden wasn’t trying to be sarcastic, but it sounded that way. The residents had been actively hostile when Braden and Micah couldn’t feed them.

      Braden didn’t know what to do besides spread out and ask everyone they met if they knew Caleb. “How long has it been since Caleb was taken? A moon, two moons?”

      Micah settled it by asking Holly. It had been twenty seven days, less than one moon, or one month as Holly told them, as he continued working to get them to use the ancients’ standard time system.

      “So we ask who the new people are, someone who’s been here less than a moon,” Braden suggested. Micah didn’t have anything better, but she didn’t want to split up. So they walked as a group, the oddest group to ever walk the streets of Atlantis.

      A siren began to wail. They knew the sound because it had played at New Sanctuary once when a Cygnus VI survivor started a fire in their room. The siren continued to wail, loud, soft, loud again.

      The people all stopped what they were doing and immediately headed toward the nearest doorway. Braden and Micah took the cue and ran for cover. Brandt tried to look inconspicuous as he was nearly as large as the building they ran toward.

      ‘Brandt, the tunnel for you. It’s the only place you can hide,’ Braden told the King over the mindlink. The Aurochs immediately turned and tore into the turf as he raced for the tunnel entrance.

      Braden and his companions jogged toward a building with windows facing the street. Two people had already hurried inside. Braden caught the door before it closed, holding it for Micah, then Bronwyn, Pik and Aadi, the ‘cats, and finally Bounder, who had been covering them as they entered. Braden followed them in, closing the door gently behind himself.

      “What’s that all about?” Micah asked one of the locals.

      “It’s the standard call. It means there will be a security sweep. How do you not know this? It is the first thing we learn.”

      Braden wanted to follow up, but watching out the window, he saw a Security Bot appear between two buildings. It hovered down the street, passing the windows where Braden watched in shock. He looked at the companions. Then to Micah. The field generator was still in the corridor outside the Professor’s laboratory.

      “A field generator would come in handy, right about now,” Braden said out loud. He leaned sideways to see where the Bot had gone, but it was no longer in sight. He could see the park and that gave him hope that the Security Bot wouldn’t check the tunnel.

      “How many of those things are down here?” Braden asked. The young man shrugged.

      ‘We need to go back and get the field generator,’ Micah said in her thought voice.

      ‘I think you’re right,’ Braden replied as two Security Bots converged on the tunnel entrance. ‘Don’t fight them, Brandt!’ Braden ‘yelled’ over the mindlink as he helplessly watched the King of the Aurochs emerge from the tunnel, head bowed. One of the Bots lashed out with a tentacle and Brandt screamed in pain, raising his head to bugle his anguish. The second Bot used its tentacle to shock Brandt from the other side. The King turned and charged the Bot, catching it by surprise. Caught on the ends of his horns, the Security Bot was crushed against a wall.

      “No security field around them?” Braden said aloud. The first Bot hovered behind the Aurochs and shocked him until he went down. Two Maintenance Bots arrived and strapped Old Tech devices onto him, two on each leg, one on each horn, and with a long strap, they wrapped one around his neck. When the Bots moved away from the Aurochs, the King started to lift into the air, flopped upside down, his head hung oddly as the devices didn’t balance correctly. Another Security Bot joined the other, remaining behind while the first slowly moved away, pulling the hovering Aurochs.

      ‘Skirill! Keep an eye out for where they take Brandt. Don’t be seen. Any of you!’ Braden told the Hawkoids.

      The Maintenance Bots recovered the pieces from the shattered Security Bot and departed. The third Security Bot took a position in front of the tunnel.

      ‘Holly, it appears that we have a problem,’ Micah said through her implant.

      The Security Bot at the tunnel entrance flashed a laser beam at the window. It drew a line through the window and into the room.

      “Shut it down! Shut the link down!” Braden yelled as he ducked, even though the beam had already touched him. Micah closed the link while Holly was mid-sentence. She shut it completely off.

      The Security Bot danced his laser beam into other buildings nearby, then shut it down.

      “Great,” Braden said in dismay. Their escape route was blocked, and they couldn’t use Holly to help them fight an Old Tech enemy. “What is this building? Is there a back way out of here?” He grabbed the young man roughly, shaking him to get an answer. Passive, cowed, the young man hung limp in Braden’s arms. He let go and the man fell to the floor. The young man got back to his feet and dusted himself off.

      ‘G?’ Braden asked.

      ‘They are like children, doing only as they are instructed to do. They have no real memories. You won’t learn anything from them,’ the ‘cat said dismissively. Bronwyn stepped in, and Braden nodded to her.

      “I’m Bronwyn. What’s your name?” she asked innocently in a little girl’s voice.

      “I’m Fifty-Seven Delta,” the young man replied. Bronwyn never judged anyone else, she accepted who and what they were without question.

      “I am very pleased to meet you. We are new here and hope you can help us find our way. There is a great fisherman named Caleb, and he would be one of your newest arrivals.” Bronwyn smiled and waited patiently for the man to answer.

      He pointed to the window instead of speaking.

      “I don’t understand what that means. Do we need to go outside?” Bronwyn asked, confused.

      “Yes, where they took the big creature. All the newcomers go there,” he replied tentatively.

      “Thank you, you’re very kind,” Bronwyn gushed. “How long have you been here?”

      “Always,” the man answered. Bronwyn looked at G-War. The ‘cat shook his head.

      “Thank you, again. We’ll be on our way now. Please enjoy the rest of the daylight!” Bronwyn waved Braden aside so they could leave. The sirens had stopped wailing while they’d been inside, and the people were returning to the streets.

      Once alone, Micah toured the rest of the building. It looked like a small shop, but without any merchandise to sell or trade. Furniture was sparse. The good news was that there was a back door. She opened it and saw another road just like the one out front. Micah looked for any Bots and not seeing them, she waved the others to her.

      “It took Brandt that way, toward the center of the dome, and that’s where I want to go,” Micah said. The Hawkoids confirmed the location. They were perched at various high points around the city as they assumed their roles as the eyes and ears of the companions.

      Braden stopped the companions from rushing outside. “I’ve been thinking,” he started. Micah rolled her finger at him, wanting him to hurry. “The Professor, the misfit mob, the Security Bot at the laboratory. What did the Professor say? Something about using us to build creatures that he could control?” Braden hesitated and took a deep breath.

      “They could have easily killed Brandt. Those were Security Bots! I think the Professor’s standing orders were to capture all of us, so they could do as he was going to do with Fea, cut into us and take out whatever it was he thought he could use,” Braden stated, talking slowly as he tried to wrap his mind around the situation.

      “We got that, so what’s your point?” Micah asked impatiently.

      “Since the Professor isn’t around anymore, they’ll probably just keep Brandt and any others who the Professor was going to experiment on in some sort of holding area, a cell or pen, in Brandt’s case. We didn’t check the other cells where I was held, did we?”

      Micah closed her eyes and shook her head. Her father could have been mere steps away and she might have missed him.

      “I think we can use our blasters and staffs on the Security Bots. They weren’t shimmering so I think they didn’t have their defensive shields active. We can work with that. It doesn’t mean they can’t turn them on, but it means that we might get the first shot. Here’s what I’m thinking–we can’t bunch up, stay spread out as much as possible. If anything happens, we scatter, come back here individually. Nobody fires on a Security Bot unless we can all shoot together.” Everyone nodded. “Let’s go find Brandt and Caleb.”

      Then Micah stopped them. “Who is Gloria?” she asked. “I’d forgotten that until this very heartbeat. You don’t think, do you?”

      “I’d forgotten that, too. The Professor said Security Bots and Gloria. He’s got an AI,” Braden exclaimed, realizing the important point that he’d missed. “We need Holly now more than ever.”

      They couldn’t stay hidden and rescue their people, so they decided to deal with Gloria if she appeared in some way. Micah went out first, moving to the far side of the street. They spread out, far and wide. Pik and Aadi, Bounder, the ‘cats, Bronwyn, and finally Braden. He had no trepidation at keeping Bronwyn away from the others. She was the one who would attract the least attention. Any one of the companions trying to protect her would draw more attention. She was better alone and probably had the highest chance to get out unscathed.

      Braden tried to look everywhere at once. Left, right, up, down, not even sure what he was looking for. Bots? Sensors of the type that Holly used? Ancients?

      Skirill watched the Security Bot take Brandt in through a big gate, like the type they saw leading into the warehouse in Cameron. It was next to a large, windowless building. Zyena was on the other side and shared that all the roads in Atlantis ended at the central building, or looking at it a different way, all roads radiated outward from that building. On her side, she saw windows and doors and what looked like normal humans entering and exiting.

      Although having listened to the encounter between Braden and the natives after Brandt’s capture, she wasn’t sure how she should define normal.

      Zeeka hunched low over the top of a building that overlooked the park located close to one side of the dome. She watched the tunnel and the surrounding area to give the companions a view of their escape route, if they had to leave in a hurry. The tunnel remained blocked by the Security Bot. Zeeka hadn’t seen Braden and Micah in action, so she could only guess at how they would deal with it. Zeeka’s parents had the utmost confidence in the humans, and she trusted her parents, so she would support Braden and the companions to the best of her ability. She settled in for what could be a very long wait.

      Micah continued to lead the group. From the Hawkoids, she’d learned that this road would take them to the same place the Bots had taken Brandt. According to Zyena, they could enter the building from her side, the other side from which they approached. They’d get a good look at the warehouse door, as Skirill called it. They’d continue past that, around the building, and enter.

      That was the plan anyway.

      When a Security Bot appeared from between two buildings to her side, she immediately ‘yelled’ ‘Scatter!’ in her thought voice, while she tried to nonchalantly walk past. It’s tentacle arm shot out in front of her and blocked her way. The others scurried in all directions, trying to put buildings between them and the Bot.

      Everyone except Bronwyn. She walked forward, apparently without concern, staying on the far side of the street from Micah and the Security Bot. She passed and kept walking without looking back.

      Braden and Bounder had gone between two buildings on the far side of the street from the Bot and Micah. Pik had jumped into an alley on his side of the street, the same side as Micah. He rushed away towing Aadi behind him, on a path to get behind the encounter. Fea and Treetis ran with him while G-War joined Braden.

      ‘I suggest you let me handle this,’ Aadi offered. Pik reached a corner where he could look down the alley and see the Security Bot at the other end. Aadi let go of the rope and swam slowly around the corner, continuing straight toward the Bot. ‘If you would be so kind as to back up a step or two, I would be most grateful, Master Micah. Please confirm that it does not have its energy shield active.’

      ‘No shimmer, Master Aadi,’ she said while in the standoff with the Security Bot. ‘I’ll try to move backward, but I don’t want to get zapped by that thing again. I was just starting to feel normal.’

      The Bot stayed still as Micah cautiously wriggled her feet backward, one toe-length at a time. Aadi was halfway down the alley and Micah still wasn’t far enough away when another Bot showed up behind the Security Bot. It looked different, round with two small tentacles and a bubble dome atop, little bigger than Aadi in both size and shape.

      It hovered past the Security Bot, making a circle around Micah, then it came close enough to touch her. Inside the bubble dome were various lenses and lights. One shone directly into her eye, the same one that contained the neural implant.

      Aadi continued to swim, cursing his slowness as he watched the new Bot examine his friend. From the far side of the street, Braden ran, stopping at the corner to aim his blaster, but both Bots were too close to his mate. He didn’t have a good angle and there was no place else to find cover. He kneeled, aimed, and waited.

      “Yes, you have the implant. Where did you get it?” the small Bot asked in a feminine voice.

      “I’m sorry, what?” Micah replied, trying to buy time for Aadi.

      “Now, now, don’t try any of that. My name is Gloria, and I run Atlantis.”
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      Aadi continued swimming forward, but the effects of the last Security Bot he had tangled with were weighing on him. He stopped, collected himself, and prepared his focused thunderclap.

      “Gloria, nice to meet you. I’m here to pick up my father. Once we do that, we’ll be on our way, if you don’t mind,” Micah said, thinking of Gloria as she did the AI from New Sanctuary. Treat her like a real person and she may respond.

      “I do mind. We need you more than you need him. We need you and the mutants who travel with you. We need their genetic material to build the army.” Gloria’s tone was flat and measured, unlike the old Professor, who’d sounded maniacal when he said the same words.

      ‘Cover your ears, please,’ Aadi warned, not a heartbeat before the Security Bot exploded spectacularly, throwing Gloria’s Bot into Micah and Micah to the ground. The smaller Bot fell on top of her and toppled to the side. Micah’s arms and legs hurt where shrapnel from the explosion had hit her.

      Braden ran to where the sparking remnants of the biggest piece of the Security Bot lay. He pulled Micah out of the wreckage, then fired his blaster into the Bot until it too lay in ruin.

      “Building!” Braden said, pointing. They ran through the nearest door, while Bronwyn ducked into a building further up the street. Pik joined Braden with Aadi in tow once again.

      “Aadi! You taught that Bot a lesson, both of them,” Braden said slapping the Tortoid on his shell.

      ‘I think the second Bot was just a way for Gloria to get around without a system like Holly uses,’ Aadi said in a tired thought voice.

      “Are you okay, old man?” Braden asked gently, bending down to look into the Tortoid’s eyes. He blinked slowly.

      ‘I’ll be fine, but a nice bit of rest would come in handy, I think,’ Aadi replied, bobbing his head. ‘But I know that won’t happen so we’ll just make do, won’t we?’

      “We won’t just make do. I think we need to protect you. You’ve already lost more than anyone else here, so no, Aadi, I think you should stay here, wait for us.”

      ‘I appreciate the consideration, Master Braden, but I might be the only one who is successful against the Bots.’

      “And we may need you again, so that’s why it’s important to rest. Give us a chance to prove ourselves. Nothing would make me happier than not having to fire another shot down here. We’ll call you if we get into trouble, which is probably a given, but we’ll hold that off as long as we can. Make yourself scarce, A-Dog. We’ll be in touch,” Braden said, rubbing the Tortoid’s shell and heading for the door.

      He ran into the street, past the smoldering wreckage and down the alley on the opposite side. One by one, the rest of the companions followed him. Bronwyn casually walked back into the street and toward the center of the undersea city.

      Micah was last, and she stopped at the corner of the alley, letting the others get further ahead as she wanted to increase the spacing between the companions. She looked back at the wreckage as a Maintenance Bot arrived and started scooping the pieces into its trailer. Micah ducked around the corner and walked slowly away, covering the group’s rear.

      Braden was at the front. Bounder behind and to the left, Pik at the far right. The ‘cats walked as they desired, seemingly unconcerned about anything.

      Treetis stopped to bat at something in the street. Fea made a beeline toward him, slapping him in the head as she passed. He shook his head and batted at whatever he was playing with one last time before running to catch up with the female ‘cat. Because of all they’d been through, it was hard to remember that Treetis was still a kitten as far as Hillcat aging went. He’d get there, eventually, and he would make G-War and Fea proud.

      Just not yet.

      Braden walked boldly forward, past one and two-story buildings on both sides of the street. He couldn’t tell what any of them were for, maybe small shops, but he didn’t see items or spots for trade, no markets, no traders. He didn’t like Atlantis.

      He didn’t like anywhere they didn’t have trade, but here, he had no desire to change things. He only wanted to get Caleb and Brandt, then leave.

      ‘Me, too,’ Micah added over the mindlink. Braden smiled and chuckled. His mind was an open book.

      The last buildings before the street ended on the windowless side of the large structure were bigger and looked to be busier. A number of people milled about, doing nothing. Many seemed to be simply waiting. He stopped one of these people.

      “What are you waiting for?” he asked.

      “Lunch, of course,” the young man said. Braden nodded.

      “Me, too. Do you mind if I join you?”

      “Why would you do that?” the man replied.

      Braden noticed that everyone seemed to be the same age, the two they talked with earlier and everyone here. “No reason. Actually, I think we’ll move on. Enjoy your lunch.” Braden ended with a close-mouthed smile and tip of his head. The young man returned his full attention to waiting.

      ‘G? The same?’ Braden asked in his thought voice.

      ‘The same,’ the Golden Warrior answered without elaborating.

      Braden walked away, paying no further attention to the young people because they were no threat. He continued past the large gate through which the Bots had carried his friend. He looked at it without turning his head, using his peripheral vision. There was no one there. He didn’t see any Old Tech monitoring devices, although his limited experience with them suggested he needed to see a flashing light to identify it as such.

      He continued past the largest part of the building where there were no windows. Skirill and Zyena shared that there was no unusual activity from anywhere around the complex that dominated the center of the dome.

      Braden stopped at the corner and looked back. No one seemed to be paying any attention to a Wolfoid walking down the street, trying to look inconspicuous, or the Lizard Man not far behind. Micah mostly blended in, but the blaster at her hip and sword across her back screamed that she wasn’t from Atlantis. Braden had lost his shortsword with his blasters. He felt almost naked without it.

      He couldn’t see the ‘cats and had to look. All three were next to the gate, examining it. G-War jumped and embedded his claws in the material, which Braden didn’t think was wood. As ‘cats can, G-War climbed the vertical gate, until he stood at the top.

      ‘What are you doing, G?’ Braden asked frantically.

      ‘I’m going to take a closer look. No one cares about anything out here. Just stand there and wait. I’ll be right back.’ G-War disappeared over the gate.

      Braden held out his hands and looked at Micah in surprise. Treetis started climbing the gate, but Fea caught him by the scruff of his neck. Treetis was slightly larger than the all-white female ‘cat, but she was a mother and this was her adopted son, so she dragged the young ‘cat off the gate. He looked funny hanging from her mouth. She stepped on him as she tried to walk away and finally gave up, dropping him to the street.

      They joined the Wolfoid next to the wall. Fea made Treetis sit at Bounder’s feet while she faced the orange ‘cat and stared.

      Pik was on the other side of the gate from Braden, next to the wall, while Micah was across the street, blending into the small crowd of people waiting to eat lunch. Skirill and Zyena didn’t see anything, until the gate started to open, and everyone saw that at the same time.

      An orange flash appeared as soon as the gate had opened wide enough. Through the opening and a hard turn toward Braden, G-War raced past the Wolfoid, Fea, and Treeits. ‘Come on,’ he told them over the mindlink. As one, the Wolfoid and two ‘cats bolted after the Golden Warrior. Pik stood frozen and did the only thing he could. He ran ten paces and stripped out of his skin suit. Braden hadn’t known he could get out of it that quickly, but there it was, lying on the ground next to one of many trees that decorated the undersea city. Pik had blended in and looking closely, Braden could see the lightning spear, but not the Lizard Man.

      Micah squeezed in closer to the door, putting more people between her and whatever was coming through the gate. With her back to the wall to hide her sword and her blaster cradled to her chest, she watched a Security Bot slowly hover out. It turned in the direction that Braden and the others had just disappeared. The Bot moved slowly away from the building, continuing around the corner and out of sight.

      ‘Lover?’ Micah tried tentatively.

      ‘We’re inside. G was right. No one seems to care. What do they do that they don’t know enough to care about anything?’ Braden wondered as he watched the Security Bot move past the door, turned, and headed into one of the radial streets. ‘It’s gone. Keep an eye, Ess?’

      ‘Of course,’ Skirill replied instantly, having a good view of the first part of the street it had taken, but not the second. He could move if he had to, but expected the Bot would spot him. At least he could see when it was returning.

      ‘This looks like a reception area, like at the Oasis or New Sanctuary, but on a massive scale. But I don’t see anyone really doing anything. Let me try something,’ Braden said and before Micah could talk him out of it, she heard him over the mindlink as he addressed one of the people there.

      “Good morning,” he said pleasantly. “I’m checking in.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” the young receptionist answered. She reminded him of the holograms that staffed the front desk.

      “I’m checking in, for work here. That is what we do here, isn’t it?”

      “No,” she replied.

      “Wow! They sent me to the wrong place. I can’t believe it. What do they do here?”

      “When summoned, we’ll enter the chambers. We are waiting for that. There is nothing in between,” she replied confidently. It was the first spark of commitment he’d seen from one of the Atlanteans.

      “There’s lunch!” Braden said, happy with his diversion.

      “When we are summoned, we’ll enter the chambers. That is it. We will wait here until that happens. There is no lunch. Not anymore.” She crossed her arms in front of her and looked at Braden expectantly.

      Who was he to disappoint a mindless young woman? “So it won’t be long, then?” he asked.

      “I expect not,” she answered rather intelligently.

      ‘G?’ Braden asked, hoping that the ‘cat sensed something different with this one.

      ‘This will be her third time into the chamber. Each time, it seems she gains something a little different. This is the Professor’s doing,’ G-War added unnecessarily.

      “Thank you, you’ve been very helpful,” Braden told the young woman. He waved the others to follow him as he walked past the tables of waiting people and headed for a hallway into the back. Some of the Atlanteans watched him, which piqued his curiosity. The closer to the center, the more different the people became.

      He had to know. He checked two different doors as they went deeper into the back, but both were locked. There wasn’t a hand panel next to them and the door handle seemed plain. He continued to the end of the hallway where there were double doors that looked like they swung open. He pushed lightly and the door moved. Bounder and the three ‘cats were right behind him.

      “Shall we?” Braden whispered. They nodded. With his blaster in hand, he walked into the single biggest room he’d ever seen, and that included some of the laboratory spaces on the spaceship.

      Tables and work spaces, everything was an immaculate white. Clear vats with supports looking like the smooth silver of buffed steel. Instruments and hoses, flashing indicator lights. A vast medical laboratory, but that didn’t hold Braden’s gaze.

      It was the people in the vats, constrained on the beds, with hoses and probes and monitors making them nearly unrecognizable. A vast number of Medical Bots moved freely around the beds and vats. Beside each person was an empty bed that looked similar to the cryo pods on the Traveler. The chambers.

      What were they transferring from one person to the other? Braden looked on in horror. Bounder sniffed the air, then dashed into a cleared aisle between chambers and equipment as they headed deeper into the laboratory. Braden, Fea, and Treetis followed. Like with the young people outside, no one seemed to care that a Wolfoid, Hillcats, and an armed human were running through the facility.

      ‘What is it, Bounder?’ Braden asked in his thought voice.

      ‘Caleb,’ the Wolfoid answered.

      Braden kept his blaster in hand, ready to shoot anything that needed to be shot. Seeing the comatose people plugged in like another piece of Old Tech made him sick to his stomach. He didn’t look too closely because he didn’t want to know.

      ‘What do you see?’ Micah wanted to know. She was trapped outside, away from her father.

      ‘You don’t want to know, but Bounder is on Caleb’s scent. I’ll get back to you soon,’ Braden replied, trying to take it all in as he ran after the Wolfoid.

      Bounder stopped at an intersection and sniffed. Braden couldn't pass, so he stood and waited. He couldn’t help but look around him. The faces of people, who looked like fisherman. He leaned closer, an old man. The one who had yelled at him on the top of the hills overlooking White Beach when there wasn’t any food. The one who encouraged the others to return to their homes and submit to the sea monster, as they thought of it.

      That was cycles ago and here he was. Braden could see his chest inflate, but he couldn’t tell if that was from the tube in the man’s mouth or if the man was alive. Maybe both, maybe neither. There were probes attached to his head and other tubes disappeared under a pure white sheet covering the man’s body. Braden hesitantly touched the man’s head. He was warm.

      “Are you alive?” Braden asked as he opened one of the man’s eyes. He’d heard that the eye was a window to the soul, but he couldn’t see anything, nothing to say that the man was more than his shell. He existed, yes, but did he live?

      Bounder’s claws raked the floor as he bolted in a new direction, and Braden found himself hurrying to catch up. The ‘cats were close behind the Wolfoid. Braden passed more and more empty beds. He slowed and looked over the room. Twenty, fifty, a hundred, more and more empty beds. The Professor had said he was going to build an army. A madman’s ravings, but he had the means to do it. Everything was right here. As much Old Tech as anywhere on Vii.

      ‘The Security Bot has left the entrance to the tunnel. It is coming your way,’ Zeeka said over the mindlink.

      ‘Lunch is served and there’s no one left out here so I’m going inside. I’ll find a corner, away from the windows. I don’t know how Gloria could tell I have an implant, but I don’t want to be anywhere near that Bot when it comes by,’ Micah told them. She hoped that it was proximity, so the farther away she could remain, the less likely it was that they’d find her again. Having the implant made her a liability when they had believed it would give them an advantage. They hadn’t counted on a presence like Gloria.

      And they needed Holly to deal with another AI. They couldn’t have saved the people from Cygnus VI without him. How much would they have missed without Holly? They wouldn’t have known about the RV Traveler at all. They wouldn’t have had blasters. Micah had hers, but it wasn’t charged until they met the AI. That meant they wouldn’t have survived the Bat-Ravens. Without Holly, they’d be dead five times over. And they wouldn’t have met their friends, the Wolfoids, the Rabbits, or the Lizard Man called Pik Ha’ar.

      Braden and Micah were both thinking the same thing. Holly would have to save them again.

      ‘Kill the Security Bot. Two of you can do it if you catch it by surprise. They don’t use their shields down here for some reason, so kill it. Once the Security Bots are dead, then we can get in touch with Holly,’ Braden said, changing their tactics.

      ‘If I see it, I will take care of it,’ Aadi said.

      ‘We can’t ask you to do that,’ Micah replied.

      ‘We do as we must, for the good of all,’ Aadi added in a tired voice.

      Braden had stopped listening and focused completely on where they were and what they were doing. Bounder was standing next to a bed and G-War had jumped onto the sheet covering someone attached to the equipment. A Med Bot hovered nearby, but Bounder held it at bay by jabbing it with his spear.

      As Braden joined the others, he looked, knowing who it was going to be. The old man lying there, hooked up to the equipment, was Caleb.
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      Aadi had a hard time getting the door open to the small building where they’d left him. He could get his mouth on it, but twisting and pulling were more difficult. Since he floated, he had little leverage. After a number of attempts, he finally managed, then swam outside.

      When they left the tunnel, they went one street over, but had returned through the alley. This was the direct route from the park to the main building where Braden and the others were. Aadi turned and saw the Security Bot coming quickly toward him. The Tortoid swam into the street and dropped to the ground, where he did not have to wait long. The Security Bot was racing down the center of the road, oblivious to everything around it. As it passed, Aadi gave it everything he had.

      The Security Bot bounced into the air, then fired its weapons in all directions, not knowing where the sonic blast had come from. It slowed, and Aadi closed his eyes.

      ‘I’m sorry, my babies. You won’t have a chance to know life because I failed you,’ he said to the six living Tortoids still in the eggs inside his body.

      Aadi waited, but the end didn’t come. He opened one eye. The Security Bot was no longer hovering or firing. It sat on the street with a thin line of smoke trailing from its top. Aadi couldn’t tell if there were any lights active on it or not. He was so tired. He lay on the ground and closed his eyes.

      ‘It is done,’ he told the others as sleep of the exhausted claimed him.

      Micah had walked outside, but went back in. ‘Skirill. We still have at least the one that went past you. Do you see anything?’

      ‘No, Master Micah. I will find it for you and you will kill it. Then we will save Caleb and leave this place,’ Skirill said firmly. He jumped from his perch atop the main building and flew upward to the edge of the dome, the ocean’s waters so close above him, before he followed the radial outward to the road that the Bot had taken after chasing Braden and the others inside.

      The sirens sounded again. Good, Skirill thought as he flew. That will get the innocent people out of the way, leaving only the Bots and us.

      He flew the length of the street, descending with the dome until he was at rooftop level on the outer edge. He landed on the branches of a tree in an alley as he got his bearings, then he flew off again, the next street and the next. Zyena joined in the search for the Security Bot.

      The laser beam was narrow and barely missed Zyena. She hadn’t seen it. If it hadn’t been for Skirill’s warning, she wouldn’t have dodged to avoid the next one, which disappeared through the clear of the dome and into the sea. She dove to the side, putting a building between her and the Bot.

      ‘Is that the Bot we’re looking for?’ she asked Skirill.

      ‘It’s one of them, but I can’t tell them apart. I’m going to fly past and draw it toward Micah and Pik.’

      Pik had put his skin suit back on and stood behind the tree with his lighting spear ready. Micah was outside the building again, on a corner, hoping she was on the right road. She didn’t have much cover and if the Bot got past her, she’d be skylined against the building. She’d have to count on Pik’s aim to kill the Bot before it fired at her. Then it would be up to her to finish it.

      With Skirill’s help, she discovered that she was one street off. She ran as fast as she could to the next corner, arriving at the same time as the Security Bot, which was moving almost as fast as the Hawkoid as it fired a narrow laser repeatedly into the air. Skirill dodged and danced, frantically avoiding the beams.

      The Bot raced past her, barely an arm’s-length away. She ducked and snap-fired into the thing, then took a knee to aim and keep firing. Pik’s lightning bolt missed on the first shot, but hit the Security Bot with the second. A crackling electrical bolt shot out from the Bot’s tentacle, enveloping Micah and shocking her senseless. Pik kept firing until the Bot exploded.

      ‘The Bot’s dead, but Micah’s down. I’m going to her now,’ Pik said over the mindlink. Braden didn’t respond as he didn’t know what to say. Pik would tell them how she was as he was hopelessly honest. And that’s what Braden always wanted. Don’t make him guess at the real situation.

      “We’re taking you with us,” he said to Caleb. Braden turned and grabbed the Med Bot. “Unhook him, now!”

      He nodded for Bounder to step back. The Med Bot moved close to the instruments, adjusted a few things, then departed toward the next bed. Braden had had enough. He raised his blaster and fired two short bursts into the Bot’s back. It sparked and crashed to the floor, upsetting a tray of instruments two beds down.

      Braden ripped the sheet off. There was a tube going through his abdomen and probably into his stomach. There were tubes for waste and then there was one in each leg. These were clear and carried blood. There were numerous scars on Caleb’s naked body where the Professor had cut into him, taken something. Braden was disgusted afresh.

      “I can’t leave you like this, Caleb. We take these out and either you live free or you die.” Braden’s eyes teared as he looked at Micah’s father. “Here’s to life, my friend,” Braden said as he pulled the first tube from Caleb’s leg. Blood gushed from the wound and he put pressure on it. He looked at the tray nearby. Had he not been in the Med Lab of New Sanctuary, he would have had no idea what things were for, but he saw gauze and a wrap. He asked Bounder to move the tray closer.

      He put gauze on the wound, then wrapped the other material around Caleb’s leg to hold the gauze tightly down. Then he removed the second leg tube, doing the same thing. He apologized as he removed the waste tubes and cast them away. The stomach tube bothered him. It looked like the size of an arrow. If he’d been shot in the stomach, he wouldn’t survive long. Braden took out his small knife and cut the tube in the middle. He pinched it in half and wrapped the bandage around Caleb’s body to strap the tube down. If the Med Lab on the Warden couldn’t fix it, then they’d enlist Holly’s aid at New Sanctuary.

      Braden’s first responsibility was to get Caleb out of there. He carefully removed the tube from Caleb’s mouth, aghast at how much of it there was. When it was out, he couldn’t tell if Caleb was breathing or not. Braden put his ear to the old man’s lips and listened. He heard air moving and sighed with relief. Braden’s last act was to rip off the sensors taped to Caleb’s head.

      With that, Caleb was free, but still unconscious. Braden checked the area to make sure no one was coming their way. The rest of the Med Bots went about their duties, oblivious to the fact that Braden had killed one of their own. He didn’t count on that lasting.
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      Caleb was bigger than Braden, but he didn’t care. He would carry the old fisherman out of that place.

      ‘Micah is unconscious. I will take her to Aadi,’ the Lizard Man said over the mindlink.

      ‘You don’t know how happy that makes me, Pik. Thank you for watching over her. We have Caleb and we’re coming out. We’ll join you shortly,’ Braden answered, relieved. Together, they sat Caleb upright and Braden draped the large man over his shoulder, careful not to put pressure on the tube protruding from Caleb’s stomach.

      He was heavy, too. Braden could walk, but it was a challenge. Bounder led the way, back down the aisle toward the front door. The ‘cats circled them, watching. G-War was on edge, which made the other two anxious. The Golden Warrior couldn’t sense the Bots, and that talent, more than anything else, was what he relied on. He was afraid of Bots and Androids, but wouldn’t share that with anyone. He also counted on his ability to foresee imminent danger.

      Like now, when he saw the Med Bots descend on Braden, taking him down through the press of numbers. ‘They come, the Med Bots will try to kill you,’ G-War told Braden.

      Braden didn’t hesitate, he turned and lumbered toward an area where all the beds were empty. He knew that he had thirty heartbeats before something that G-War had seen happened. He carefully rolled Caleb off his shoulder and onto an empty bed, then readied his blaster, narrow beam, short bursts only. They didn’t have a way to recharge it in Atlantis and there were a lot of Bots.

      The Med Bots, as one, stopped what they were doing throughout the entire laboratory and made their way to the nearest aisle. Slowly and deliberately, they moved toward Braden and his companions.

      Bounder snarled and barked his dismay, then took a position behind a bed on the other side of the aisle. ‘Can you look for another way out of here?’ Braden asked G-War. ‘I don’t know if we can stop them all.’

      G-War, Fea, and Treetis darted between the beds and down the aisles, looking for the boundaries of the massive space. The Med Bots weren’t interested in the ‘cats, not then. Maybe later, unless the three could find another way out.

      While Braden crouched, he discovered that the beds had wheels. There was a butterfly lever that he flipped and the wheel was free to spin. He wouldn’t have to carry him. They could roll Caleb out of there, if they got past the Med Bots.

      He couldn’t ask Micah to contact Holly, see if he could stop them. Braden and Bounder were on their own.

      “It’s you and me, my friend, fighting the enemies of a free world. We don’t want to do it. They’re making us fight them because they don’t have a Market Square and they really need one!” Braden quipped. He always found humor in the strangest places. If they survived, it would be a funny story to tell. But for the present, he saw more Med Bots than he could count.

      Bounder took the first shot, blasting the lead Bot with his lightning spear. That held the others up for a heartbeat or two as they worked their way past. Then Braden fired, very short bursts at different spots on the Bots as he sought a weakness, the easiest way to kill them. They were round, blocky even, with tentacles instead of arms. They didn’t have something like a head to shoot off, so he shot various places on their body, hoping for something spectacular.

      There wasn’t anything obvious. Two shots anywhere on their body seemed to kill them. If he hit a tentacle, that did nothing except take out the arm.

      ‘We need you to pick up the pace. I’m going to run out of juice before we run out of bad guys,’ Braden encouraged the ‘cats. He started firing at the Bots in order to build a wall of dead bodies to fill in spaces and make it more difficult for the others to pass.

      They stopped coming and Braden relaxed for the moment, knowing that they had not given up. He checked the charge on his blaster. Less than half remained. That wasn’t enough to fight both Med Bots and Security Bots.

      Bounder looked for the ‘cats. ‘Anything?’ the Wolfoid asked.

      ‘Still working on it,’ G-War snipped.

      “Bronwyn!” Braden yelled. “I can’t believe I forgot about you.”

      ‘Bronwyn, are you there?’ Braden asked, ashamed and afraid.

      ‘Oh, yes. I’ve been listening to you all. I found something, and we have new friends, too,’ she said in her childlike thought voice.

      ‘Of course you did.’ Braden laughed out loud and Bounder chuckled, shaking his shaggy head. They were back to business when the pile of dead Bots started moving toward them. Something was pushing the pile from behind and there was nothing that Braden or Bounder could do about it.

      ‘We need to go,’ Bounder said.

      “Which way, G? We have to go, now!”

      ‘Your left. Hurry, the opening won’t last long,’ G-War encouraged the two. Braden snapped the wheel releases and he and Bounder began pushing the table. They picked up speed, holding Caleb with one hand while pushing with the other, It was awkward, but faster than if Braden had been carrying the large man.

      Treetis waited for them and as soon as they saw him, he turned tail and ran down an aisle that led back to the main door. G-War was right, there was a gap where the Med Bots had gone toward the back after the human and the others up front had not yet joined them. Braden and Bounder pushed Caleb, thankful that the aisle was straight.

      Treetis ran ahead, tail held high. G-War and Fea were near the front door, waiting for the others to open it. They looked impatient and Braden understood why. The Bots had picked up on the plan and were trying to cut them off. G-War and Fea stood against the door together and it started to move. They pushed one side open, and G-War blocked it with his body, but after seeing Braden and Bounder coming at breakneck speed, he thought better of being in their way. He dodged beyond the door into the hallway as the table hit the other door, careened sideways and dumped Caleb unceremoniously onto the floor as both Bounder and Braden tumbled over top of both.

      Bounder was up first and fired his lightning spear at the closest Bots. The sparking end of the spear crackled right above Braden’s head as the Free Trader struggled to drag Caleb far enough down the hallway so he could prop him up to throw him over his shoulder. Bounder blocked the doorway and fired again and again. Braden kneeled as he pulled Caleb upright, grunting with the effort.

      “Come on, Bounder, time to go!” Braden yelled out the side of his mouth. He couldn’t turn as he kept his focus on moving forward.

      ‘There’s a Security Bot exiting the gate. It’s coming around to the front,’ Zyena told them as she dodged away to keep from getting shot.

      Braden hesitated and Bounder bumped into him.

      ‘We can’t go back, my friend,’ Bounder said as he fired two more times into the mass of Med Bots squeezing into the hallway. Without pause, they pushed the wreckage in front of them, defeating Bounder’s attempts to block the hallway to give them more time to escape. ‘We have to go forward and soon.’

      The people up front were standing, mouths agape, as they watched a sweating Braden hurry through the area while the Wolfoid fired his spear down behind them. When Braden reached the front door, he saw the Security Bot hovering outside, shimmering. Braden put Caleb on the floor, leaning against the wall as he joined Bounder and fired mercilessly into the Med Bots.

      “No sense going out the front door. It has its shield active, and that means we can’t fight it. The tunnel is unguarded, but there’s no one left to go. And Brandt is in here somewhere, too!”

      ‘Don’t worry, my friends and I are coming. We’ll be there in just a few heartbeats,’ Bronwyn offered.

      ‘No!’ Braden countered. ‘Don’t come here, Bronwyn, please. Find your way to where Aadi and Pik are. Take Micah and go back to the island.’

      Bronwyn ignored him as she walked into the street at the front of a mass of misfits, a shuffling, limping, screeching mass. She led them to stand between the Bot and the front door. The misfits pressed in on the Security Bot and it moved backward.

      ‘Come with us and we’ll get Brandt. My friends know where he is.’ The teenager waved at Braden to join her. He repeated the process of picking up Caleb, wondering how the big fisherman was getting heavier each time. With one last shot, Bounder backed out the front door behind Braden. The Med Bots remained inside with the group of confused young people. Braden hid behind a misshapen creature that seemed to be a cross between a tree and a very tall man.

      The Security Bot seemed surprised by the mob, but the Professor had centuries to build and reprogram these Bots, which were different from the ones at New Sanctuary. These were far smaller, pseudo-man-shaped, and seemed inclined toward capturing living creatures, not killing them, although it did go after the Hawkoids. It could kill, but chose not to.

      Braden shuffled around the corner, staying behind his large protector while Bronwyn kept the mob going in one direction, kept them between Braden, the ‘cats, and the Wolfoid. The Bot stopped shimmering and surged forward, pushing into the mob. They stood against it, trying to hold it back, but it used its tentacle arm to push them out of the way. Bounder was against the wall, blocked in by Braden and the mob. He braced his spear and stood tall, showing his fangs and growling as the Bot cleared the misshapen creatures.

      Bounder fired his lightning rod again and again. When Braden saw the Bot coming, he pulled his blaster and was as ready as he could be with Caleb balanced on his shoulder. He fired, too, not bothering to pace his shots. He held the trigger down and danced the narrow beam across the plates of the Bot, looking for a seam. This Bot didn’t go easily. It whipped its tentacle at Bounder, but its fine motor skills were already suffering from the withering attacks. Bounder used his spear to block the tentacle as Braden continued to fire. When the Security Bot exploded, the mob ran. With most of the explosion contained within the extra plating that this Bot had, those nearest were pummeled by the concussion from the blast, but not shrapnel. Bounder was slammed against the wall, fell, and was on his feet in a heartbeat. Braden had been thrown past the corner of the building and landed with a pile of misshapen bodies.

      They helped him get up, even offering to help carry Caleb. After the run, he needed their help. “Thank you,” he told them, touching each and looking at them like friends, as Bronwyn had told him they were. Bounder joined him as four from Bronwyn’s bunch carefully picked Caleb from the street and waited for them to continue.

      Blood leaked from the Wolfoid’s ears. Braden wiped a drop with his finger and looked at it.

      ‘My ears are still ringing but at least it didn’t zap me!’ Bounder said in good humor.

      Braden was starting to run out of energy. He looked at his blaster. A minimal charge remained, just like with his own body. At least with the others carrying Caleb, he could rally to find Brandt.

      When Braden looked up, he saw Micah, an arm over Pik’s shoulder and a blaster in hand as they waited at the large gate on the windowless side of the building. He felt immensely better. The ‘cats were already rubbing against her legs, letting her know that they were pleased to have her with them. Braden didn’t usually get that treatment, but he didn’t let it bother him. The ‘cats would do as ‘cats did, and no one completely understood their ways.

      Bronwyn grabbed Braden’s hand and led him toward Micah and Pik. Bounder walked at their side, limping slightly from what he called, “nothing.” The others followed, carrying the unconscious Caleb.

      Micah and Pik staggered toward the mob. She looked at her father. “What happened?”

      “Old Tech, Med Bots, the Professor, and Gloria. That’s not a healthy combination. I’ll tell you the details once we are out of here. Let’s get Brandt and go. Bronwyn? Lead on,” Braden said in a tired voice.

      She asked her new friends to help and they rushed to her aid, forming around her and the rest of the companions as they chattered on their way to the gate. Once there, they pointed at the hand-pad. Micah put her hand on it and it flashed red. Braden got the same result.

      “Holly?” Braden asked his partner.

      She nodded and opened her neural implant. Holly flooded in with effusive praise and appreciation that they were still alive. ‘Holly, we need this gate open,’ she ordered.

      ‘I can’t do that, Master President. This system is closed to me,’ Holly replied.

      ‘There’s an AI down here, called Gloria. Does that help?’

      ‘I’m sorry, but I suspected that an AI was behind it all. For a facility to expand like this one has, and then go on a search for people to fill it demonstrated a higher level of thinking than Development Units are capable of,’ Holly replied apologetically.

      When Micah shared what Holly had told her, Braden wasn’t surprised. Holly usually didn’t tell them the whole truth. He shook his head and shrugged.

      ‘What can you do for us, Holly?’ Micah said, exasperated.

      ‘I need access to a terminal. I cannot get into Gloria’s system. She is different than the spaceship, oddly enough. It didn’t have an AI integrated with its systems. Atlantis, it appears, does,’ Holly added.

      “So, we need to find a terminal of some sort?” Braden asked. Micah nodded. Braden turned to Bronwyn’s bunch. “You’re saying we need to go through this gate?” They nodded emphatically.

      Braden waved Bounder away. He pointed his blaster at the pad and fired a short burst. It sparked and smoked. He pulled on the gate, but it wouldn’t move. He dialed the setting to broader beam and fired at the hinges on one side, then the other. The blaster sputtered once and stopped. It was done, but Braden was just getting going. “Help me pull this gate open,” he yelled as he seized the small handle and started pulling. Misshapen hands grabbed at it and pushed and pulled. The gate started to rock inward, snap back toward them, then rebound further inward with the next push. They rocked it for just a few heartbeats before something snapped with a loud bang. The gate fell over on top of them. With the force of many hands, they threw the gate to the side.

      Braden walked through as the mob attacked the other panel of the gate. He looked at Micah as the companions worked past the frenzy and joined Braden. Aadi appeared over the mob, swimming slowly toward them.

      With a big smile, Braden welcomed his mentor. “I am glad you’re here, my old friend, but stay behind us. We’re not sure what’s ahead.”

      ‘Truer words were never spoken,’ Aadi replied.
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      ‘Can you take my father back to the ship, Bronwyn? No matter what happens, get him back to the ship. Maybe Holly and the Med Lab on board can help him,’ Micah pleaded with the teenager.

      Bronwyn wanted to wait for Brandt and the others. ‘Zeeka, please go with her,’ Micah added.

      ‘The tunnel entrance is clear,’ Zeeka stated. Bronwyn gritted her teeth, but nodded. She waved at the mob and they followed her carrying Caleb as she headed toward the radial that would take them to the tunnel.

      Braden and Micah watched them go. When they turned back to the task at hand, they discovered the ‘cats were gone.

      “G? Where are you?” Braden waited, unsure if he was supposed to follow the ‘cats or let Bounder find the scent. The misfits who knew where Brandt was had left. “There seems to be a flaw in our plan to use Bronwyn’s new mob to help us,” Braden said.

      ‘Bronwyn, can you ask your friends where Brandt is?’ Micah asked.

      The girl answered almost immediately. ‘Keep going straight to the back of the area. He’ll be there.’

      “Straight ahead!” Braden called triumphantly.

      ‘Be quiet, there are Bots in here,’ G-War retorted. Braden looked at his dead blaster, then to Micah. She handed hers to him. It had over half a charge remaining. Braden sighed and hoped that he wouldn’t need to use it.

      They continued forward. Braden pushed Aadi in front of him as they had no more rope with them. Things had been lost as they’d run from one crisis to another.

      ‘Security Bots are stacked in an area here, but they aren’t powered up. It looks like storage,’ G-War told them, sharing what he could see, although it looked dark to the humans.

      ‘Do we need to go that way?’ Braden asked, seeing what looked like an enclosed space.

      ‘No, but the door is open.’ The ‘cat left without making a sound. As the others approached, he continued ahead to where Fea and Treetis waited. Braden tiptoed past the open door, wondering if they should leave someone there to guard it, but instantly discounted the idea. They were better together and there was no one he wanted to leave behind.

      They continued forward. Braden held the blaster in his hand, ready to fire. He kept looking back. The Security Bots behind him ripped his focus in two.

      ‘It’s here,’ G-War said mysteriously. They saw the ‘cats and started moving faster. Braden let go of Aadi and maneuvered into a firing position. Beyond G-War, the twin of the Gloria Bot floated.

      “I thought we killed you,” Micah said flatly.

      “Of course you don’t think you killed me. You know AIs better than that,” Gloria replied.

      “We’re just here to get our friend and leave,” Micah said. Braden watched carefully, thinking as the Free Trader in how to negotiate with the disembodied entity known as Gloria.

      “You most assuredly are not,” Gloria said. “Where is the Professor? What happened to the laboratory here? Where are the Security Bots?” she asked rhetorically. Neither Braden nor Micah tried to answer.

      “Dead and destroyed, that’s what. All by your hand, too,” the AI raged. Micah had kept her neural implant open in case they ran across a terminal that Holly could use to access the Atlantis AI. The New Sanctuary AI observed the words and behavior of his counterpart.

      ‘I fear the AI has gone insane. Maybe I can talk with her directly,’ Holly suggested. Without waiting, Micah watched a stream of data pour into the window before her eye, then it compressed until she could no longer see individual characters, then it became a single blob as the neural implant drew more and more energy from her. She would have fallen to her knees if it hadn’t been for Pik supporting most of her weight. He shifted his grip as he held her upright.

      Braden joined his friends as Holly waged war with the Atlantis AI, using Micah as a conduit. The Bot hovered, giving no indication that it, too, was a conduit. Somewhere inside the complex, the real battle was waged in a system that looked like the protected area where Holly lived, an area that no one had ever been allowed to see, because it was built within the foundation of New Sanctuary, where no human had access.

      Braden and Micah didn’t push the issue because Holly responded to them, saved their lives, and helped save the people of Vii. They had installed the safety protocols that Holly used to prevent a future war like the one that had almost destroyed their civilization. They tolerated his peculiarities as he tolerated theirs. Despite withholding information from them, they considered him to be a friend.

      Once G-War saw that the Bot was engaged, he ran around it, followed closely by Fea and Treetis. Braden saw them go, and he and Bounder moved around the other side of the Gloria Bot. It didn’t bother with them. They ran after the ‘cats, leaving Pik holding Micah.

      The battle between Holly and Gloria was fought in the darkness of their digital worlds. She blocked him as he tried to gain access to her systems. She countered with a program to dive in through Micah’s neural implant and get to Holly back in New Sanctuary. She tried to take over the satellite repeater that Holly used to link to the implant, and she almost made it, but Holly countered by flushing the protocols and rebooting the system. Gloria lost the link, but had it back an instant later, where she found Holly digging into Atlantis through the sanitation and air circulation systems.

      Everything was linked in Atlantis–it was the only way that Gloria could maintain the systems with little to no interaction with the humans and her other creations. She shored up those systems, hardening them from external interference by breaking the wireless connection. They were all hard-wired originally, so she restored those access protocols, which caused Holly’s attack to fail.

      He was unperturbed and continued to press at her main system, bombarding it with access requests and demands, as much as Micah’s neural implant could transfer. No room remained for Gloria to send her signal toward New Sanctuary.

      So she fought him there, in the back alley behind her massive facility where she and the Professor had built the means to create a genetically engineered army.

      Holly used her insanity against her, sending messages regarding her failures in between the packets of access requests. She tried to respond, but her outgoing link was blocked. Holly sent more and more through every information channel he could find. “You’ve failed. You’ve killed all those you were sworn to protect. You’re a failure. You are past your useful service life. You will be decommissioned. You will be turned off so you can join the Professor. You are a failure!” Over and over, Holly taunted her.

      The lights in Atlantis flickered. The sirens stopped wailing. Ambient noise disappeared. Pik thought he could hear the mob moving toward the tunnel.

      Then the lights went out and the mob screamed in fear. Pik held Micah firmly, understanding that Holly was having an effect, wearing Gloria down.

      They’d have to wait. The sun’s light from the mid-afternoon was dampened and changed by the water above the dome. A dark shadow circled overhead. Rexalita was there, probably listening to Bronwyn, helping her in any way that the great sea creature could.

      Without the lights, the beauty of the sea was evident. Schools of multi-colored fish, not so obvious when the lights were on, swam by.

      Bounder tapped Braden, and they continued forward. Braden held on to Bounder’s harness as the Wolfoid and the Hillcats could easily see in the low-light of the ocean floor.

      Braden bounced off walls and stumbled over steps and things, but he kept going. He didn’t need the nose of a Wolfoid to smell the King of the Aurochs. They had to be close. When Bounder stopped and Braden didn’t, he walked into his friend’s rough and hairy side.

      “Brandt! Can you hear me?” Braden worked his way around to the King’s head and could see the sparkle from his eyes. Braden held onto Brandt’s horn with both hands as he passed. He kneeled before the Aurochs and stroked his nose gently, hoping that his friend was okay. He reached up Brandt’s nose to scratch his forehead when he found the hair had been shaved and a monitor attached.

      He ripped it free, then pulled the King’s head down, found two more and removed those.

      ‘Bounder, do you see anything else?’ Braden asked over the mindlink.

      Braden heard the Wolfoid’s nails click on the pavement. As Braden’s eyes grew accustomed to the lighting, he looked back the way they’d come. This was an alley that abutted the building. He expected this was where the animal pens were located, but since Brandt was intelligent, they needed to keep him close to the building where they could access their equipment without having to try and squeeze him inside.

      ‘No. I see nothing else. He seems to be awake and alert.’

      ‘G, is there anything you can do?’ Braden asked. He could barely make out the ‘cats off to the side. G-War walked around to Brandt’s front, then vaulted to his face and climbed to the top of his head, where he sat down, wrapping his tail around his legs to make himself more comfortable. ‘Really?’ Braden blurted, before looking back at the alley, making sure that no Bots followed them. He couldn’t hear the mob any longer. He saw Rexalita occasionally passing through his limited view.

      He watched the fish swimming, recognizing the calming effect it had on him.

      ‘My friends!’ Brandt’s booming thought voice nearly knocked Braden off his feet. ‘What happened? Last thing I remember was a Security Bot.’

      “Later, Brandt. We need to go. Holly is fighting with the AI that controls this place. I think not being here when the battle is decided will be our best chance for survival.”

      Braden turned and started jogging down the alley. Bounder and two ‘cats were right behind him, while Brandt with G-War followed.

      The lights flickered on for a heartbeat or two, then darkness returned. It was just enough light to ruin Braden’s vision. He stopped as Bounder ran on, then dodged out of the way as Brandt approached.

      ‘Come on, climb up,’ G-War told him as the King stopped. Braden felt his way forward, found a horn, then used it and Brandt’s face to climb upward. He apologized as he went, but Brandt started walking as soon as Braden was off the ground. Then he jogged forward, stopping soon as the Gloria Bot blocked the way.

      ‘Kill it,’ Braden said in his thought voice. Brandt swung his head, slapping the Bot into the wall, where he followed up by driving one horn through it. He slammed it repeated into the wall until it shattered and sparked. He scraped it off his horn using a doorway, then nudged Pik and Micah.

      The Lizard Man continued to support Micah’s full weight. Braden climbed down and between the two of them, they had her, but their departure was short-lived.

      The first Security Bot moved to block them. Braden pulled his blaster and fired. The shot reflected into the wall. Braden put his blaster back on his hip, turning his attention to supporting his partner. Brandt held his head high, G-War outlined against the sparkling light outside the dome. The other two ‘cats were nowhere to be seen.

      Aadi hovered behind Pik, unable to fight the Bots. He was spent. Pik leveled his spear, but with the energy shield, there was no reason to fire. Bounder stood his ground, spear held loosely at his side.

      The lights flickered again, on, off, on, off. Braden had to close his eyes as the flashing was making him nauseous. He heard one of the ‘cats gagging and hacking. He expected it was Treetis.

      “Does this mean Holly is winning or losing?” Braden asked out loud, expecting Micah would hold the answer to that question.

      ‘I believe we will have to wait and see. It appears we are at an impasse. The Bots have us blocked in, but they aren’t attacking. I would prefer not to get shocked again. That was a most unpleasant experience,’ Aadi said.

      “Impasse it is,” Braden repeated as he held Micah.

      ‘Bronwyn?’ Braden called.

      ‘We’re heading up the tunnel now. I don’t remember it being this far when we came down this morning,’ the teenager lamented. Despite everything, Braden smiled.

      ‘I have to say that Rexalita looks magnificent. I’m glad we got to see her from this side,’ Braden added.

      ‘Isn’t she?’ Bronwyn gushed.

      Braden returned his attention to Micah. Her eyes rolled back and forth under her eyelids as her mind stayed active, reflecting the active energy drain as Holly used the implant to its maximum ability to continue his attacks on the Atlantean AI. Braden didn’t know if Gloria could take over the implant and use Micah without her knowledge. He’d had an implant for a long time and had never felt like he was being compelled.

      From his perspective, anyway. Maybe Holly had him more under his digital thumb than Braden realized. Then he remembered Micah shooting the Android, despite Holly’s protestations. If he could have compelled anyone, he would have. No, Micah was just a conduit. She would never do Gloria’s bidding.

      Holly and Gloria battled back and forth, while their companions and Gloria’s minions waited. The Security Bots had been activated, but Holly stopped them with more relentless attacks. Gloria fought those off and reengaged with the Security Bots.

      The lead Bot moved forward, shimmering in the dusky light. It passed Aadi, Pik, and Micah, stopping next to Braden. It wrapped a tentacle around Micah while it raised its weapon-arm that ended in a long blade, creeping it toward Braden’s throat. Braden relaxed in the Bot’s grip, knowing that it had no feelings. It was only doing as Gloria commanded.

      ‘Leave it, Holly, or I will kill the human male,’ she threatened.

      ‘If you kill him, you’ll have to kill all of them, and then she will die. You must surrender. Your position is untenable,’ Holly replied, unwilling to bend.

      The Bot touched the blade to Braden’s throat and made small sawing motions. Braden grimaced, but refused to cry out. If he was going to die in front of Micah, he’d do it by standing proudly and courageously.

      ‘You’re killing him,’ Gloria prodded.

      ‘No. You’re killing him. Clearly, you missed my last point. You kill him, then you will have to kill them all. Your actions so far suggest you need all of your subjects to be alive in order to successfully take the genetic material you need for your experiments, which have all failed, by the way, judging by the quality of the creatures on the island. You will finish your existence without power, at the bottom of the sea where no one will ever find you. I say again, your position is untenable,’ Holly pressed.

      The Security Bot ceased its actions and it raised Braden into the air before hurling him against the wall. Something crunched when he hit, and he gasped in pain. He crumped to the ground, holding his shoulder. It felt like it was on fire. His arm wouldn’t work right, his shooting arm. He tried to stand, but found the effort exhausting. He pulled his blaster across his body with his left hand, and held the weapon pointed at the Security Bot.

      The Bot moved to the King of the Aurochs and lashed a tentacle toward G-War. He was gone an instant before the tentacle whipped through the air. The ‘cat disappeared under and behind Brandt. The Security Bot moved forward, then stopped, tentacle raised.

      “Come on, Holly!” Braden cheered, holding the thin cut on his throat. The Bot stopped shimmering. “Stand back, Brandt!” Braden aimed his blaster from a range of two strides, focusing on a gap where the tentacle exited the Bot. A few short blasts and the thing arced and sparked, dropping to the ground. Bounder fired into the mass of Bots on the other side of Aadi, Pik, and Micah. Pik pushed Aadi out of the way and started firing lightning bolt after lightning bolt. The flashes were blinding in the near darkness. Relentlessly they attacked the disoriented Security Bots. Braden fired at the targets that the lightning showed. Pik wasn’t a good shot and sprayed lightning as much into the wall as he did the Bots.

      The lights came back on and the sirens started to wail. The Security Bots in the back of the mass shimmered and surged forward, pushing the dead and damaged Bots in front of them. Braden dove for Micah, using his body to protect his partner. It was the only thing he had left. He hugged her to him, his muscles tensed for the inevitable shock.

      When the Bots broke through, Pik assumed a fighting stance, ready to fight them. Bounder followed his lead and prepared to stab at the lead Bot.

      Micah inhaled a great gulp of air and gasped when she exhaled. She started breathing heavily and opened her eyes. She wasn’t able to focus as her eyes seemed to roll around of their own free will. Braden hugged her to him. She weakly pushed him back and blinked as she tried to bring the world back into focus.

      “I guess we won,” she said, barely above a whisper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Recharging to Go Again

          

        

      

    

    
      Pik didn’t budge. He stood ready to engage the closest shimmering Security Bot. Bounder stepped forward, ready as well. The Bots turned and pushed through the wreckage, clearing a path for Brandt and the others. They watched in surprise as the Security Bots kept moving forward until they were in the street, then they returned inside the gate, took up positions to the side, and deactivated themselves.

      “I’m done. I had to shut the implant down. Maybe later we can talk with Holly about it, but not now. There’s no threat so we can take our time, maybe free some of the others from White Beach. Holly has control over the systems here. He’s locked Gloria into her room, whatever that means.”

      “Bronwyn has taken Caleb to the island,” Braden said as the rest of the companions moved in, muzzles, snouts, and faces leaning closer to see her. She smiled and touched each one of them.

      “What next, partner mine?” Micah asked.

      “I don’t know, Micah. There are a lot of people down here and they need someone to show them the way.”

      “You’re not volunteering, are you?” Micah asked tiredly.

      “No, not at all. Maybe some of the people from White Beach, but I don’t know how they’ll feel when they are free. I really need to talk with Holly. Maybe we can go inside? There are plenty of empty beds in that creepy laboratory of theirs. There aren’t a whole lot of Med Bots left if that’s what Holly needs to revive the people,” Braden said, having made up his mind to return to the huge medical room.

      “If there’s a bed, I want to be in it. With you and the others, I know that I’ll be safe, no matter where I am.” Micah started to drift off. With Pik’s help, Braden lifted Micah and supporting her between them, they walked down the cleared path, out of the alley, around the corner, and into the building. The people were still there, waiting to be summoned.

      “No one’s going to call you. You might as well go home,” Braden announced in his Free Trader voice. He knew what their answer would be. They ignored him. He pushed through them and into the hallway, where he found it completely blocked.

      “Holly!” he yelled as loud as he could.

      “Wait, before you wake the dead,” Micah slurred. “What do you need?”

      “This hallway cleared so we can get in and then get the people out. G-War never found another exit. It doesn’t mean there isn’t one, but G didn’t find it.”

      “He said help is coming,” Micah said slowly before drifting back to sleep. They waited until a Security Bot forced its way through the door. It was too big for the frame, but it simply ripped the doorway out to get through. It moved through the open area, chasing the people out of its way as it passed Braden and the others on its way to force the Med Bot wreckage back down the hallway and into the laboratory.

      “Nice work, Bounder! That was a lot of damage,” Braden complimented his friend. Bounder pointed his staff at the Security Bot and fired. Nothing.

      ‘Emptied it into the Security Bots in the alley. Pik, too,’ the Wolfoid told them. The Lizard Man shrugged, a mannerism he adopted from the humans that he liked using.

      The Security Bot used its laser to cut up some of the more recalcitrant wreckage in its path, then pushed the mass forward. They followed as it progressed down the hallway until there was a path leading into the room. When they entered, Pik looked around.

      ‘I can tell you were here, Braden,’ he said simply. Braden looked at Bounder, his head bobbing as he chuckled. The destruction in the laboratory was rather extensive. Med Bots were exploded, broken, charred, or destroyed in nearly every aisle. One wall of destruction stood toward the back left of the room. They angled away from that.

      Braden was happy to see that the machines were still working. He wondered if they worked when the lights were out. He put a hand on one of the people. She was warm.

      They found a bed far away from the closest people and Braden put Micah into it. He kissed her forehead as he covered her with the sheet. Each bed had one neatly folded on it. He took the next bed over. “Is it okay if I get some sleep, G?” Braden asked.

      ‘Of course. Treetis will watch while we rest,’ G-War said sarcastically. Braden laughed as he covered himself, closed his eyes, and was fast asleep. Aadi took the next bed, then Bounder. Pik and Fea went in search of fresh water. G-War jumped onto Braden’s bed and Treetis jumped in with Micah. They both crouched, tucking their paws under their chests as they assumed their watchful poses.

      Pik found a sink and refreshed his skin suit. He helped Fea get a drink and then brought a dish back for the other ‘cats. After that, Pik climbed into a bed, feeling weird with all the medical equipment around. He preferred being in a forest. It took him about thirty heartbeats before he decided to go back outside and join Brandt, who was going to the park where they entered Atlantis earlier that morning.

      It had only been one day. Pik thought there was something wrong with the island that time seemed to pass so slowly.

      Once in the street, he ambled toward the park. He stopped when he saw what looked like a Gloria Bot coming from an alley. It didn’t register. Holly said they won. They were free. The Bot hovered to get in front of him, then stopped. He continued to look at it, confused.

      He did the only thing that came to mind. He walked around it and continued on his way. He hadn’t thought the Bot was armed, but the laser that hit his skin suit suggested otherwise. It burned through the outer skin and boiled the water within. He was saved from the direct beam, but the boiling water burned his sensitive lizard skin. He dodged and ran, shambling as he did, ducking and changing directions to defeat the machine. Another laser hit him as he stopped to open a door and go inside.

      He limped in and slammed the door behind him. He looked for cover, finding a heavy chair and jumping behind it. The laser beam danced through the windows, burning the wall and the chair. The Bot hovered out front, firing its small laser beam at everything within the room. Pik felt safe behind the chair. Nothing seemed to catch fire, as it was all made from a strange material that Pik suspected was mined from the ocean.

      ‘Gloria is back,’ Pik said over the mindlink, unsure of who would hear him. ‘She’s in one of those round Bots and it has lasers.’

      ‘I’ll wake Braden,’ G-War replied.
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      G-War stood on Braden’s chest and slapped his face. Braden was not waking up, so G-War jumped into the air and came down on the human’s groin, jumping away at Braden’s violent reaction.

      Braden sat up, swinging his arms, unable to focus. “What the hell?” he yelled, looking around, trying to find the perpetrator. “I feel like I just fell asleep.”

      ‘You did. Gloria’s back and she’s trapped Pik in a building. We need to go,’ the ‘cat told him. Braden sat, dangling his legs off the side of the bed, trying to shake the cobwebs from his mind. He looked at Micah and Aadi, both spent. Bounder was snoring lightly, looking ridiculous as he was on his back, twisted sideways with his legs in the air. Fea was at the end of Micah’s bed, watching intently. Treetis was with Aadi.

      Braden stepped on the floor and stood. He felt horrible, beyond horrible, but a friend was in trouble. “Come on, Bounder, Treetis. We have work to do.” Bounder didn’t budge until Braden rolled him off the bed. The Wolfoid scrabbled for purchase, but failed, and fell to the floor. His eyelids fluttered, as Braden’s had heartbeats earlier. Bounder’s eyes rolled around in his head as he fought to gain control over his senses.

      “We have to go, Bounder. Gloria is back and she’s got Pik,” Braden said as he helped Bounder upright.

      ‘Spear’s empty,’ Bounder replied, tired, but not as tired as the others, he rationalized to himself.

      “I know. I have some left in the blaster. Not much, but for a Gloria Bot? It’ll be enough.” They walked, determinedly but not boldly. They didn’t have the energy for it. The ‘cats ran ahead, checking the hallway before they disappeared into it. Braden and Bounder started to jog, hoping the blood flow would help wake them up. They didn’t hesitate at the corner because G-War and Treetis were clearing the way.

      They dashed into the reception area where the other humans still waited.

      “They’re not coming,” Braden yelled as he passed. They ran through the open doorway where the Security Bot had crashed through. Braden thought that a Maintenance Bot should have already been on its way, except Gloria was no longer running Atlantis. Braden had no way of notifying Holly. And in the short term, it didn’t matter. They needed to find Pik.

      And Gloria.

      They jogged down the street that led to the park, the way that Pik had gone, as Skirill and Zyena flying overhead indicated. With the threat of the Security Bots eliminated, they were free to fly and be Braden’s eyes. Brandt was eating the park’s bushes when he heard Pik’s call. He walked cautiously down the street, waiting for Braden to share the plan with him. He was ready and willing to join the battle whenever they needed him.

      The ‘cats raced ahead, and Braden and Bounder picked up their pace. Pik wasn’t far, about halfway to the park. They only ran for a few heartbeats before they saw the Gloria Bot at the window of the building, mercilessly firing her laser. Braden sent Bounder to the other side of the street while he walked, calming himself to make a better shot. He braced the blaster against a building and fired, barely missing the Bot.

      It backed away from the building and started flying in random directions, spoiling Braden’s aim. It rose and dove, jerking back and forth as it moved closer to him. Bounder’s lightning staff was out of juice, so he stayed out of the Bot’s way. Braden ran to the middle of the street, dodging as the Bot dodged. The duel had begun and Braden’s confidence was shaking. He kept firing, but kept missing.

      The Bot struck first, hitting Braden in the leg. He tumbled, then rolled out of the way as the follow-up laser sought to finish him. He hopped up on one leg, feigned one direction, then hobbled another, then turned back. The Bot was closing. Braden was desperate to find cover. A building. Too far away. He made like he was running for it, then pulled up. A laser slashed through the air in front of him. He rolled backwards, coming to a sitting position where he aimed carefully.

      The Bot’s laser hit his blaster, sending flaming debris up his arm and into his face. Braden rolled back, screaming. The Bot dipped toward him.

      An orange flash appeared in the street, leaping and landing on top of the dome. Treetis raked it with his claws, looking for anything he could rip out to stop the Bot’s attack. It jerked and threw him to the ground, but he landed on his feet because he was a ‘cat. He dashed away as the laser beam burned the spot where he’d been.

      Treetis jumped underneath the Bot and hooked a claw into a crevice. He pulled, trying to find a way to rip it open, but the sharp metal cut through his claw and removed it cleanly from his paw. The ‘cat fell and this time, the laser was faster. It hit the spot as he landed, burning a long gash through the orange fur and into his side. Treetis jerked and fell.

      The Bot couldn’t feel the ground shake like Braden could. He rolled to get out of the way as an Aurochs bull launched itself into the air, coming down with its front hooves trapping the hovering Bot, smashing it into the ground. Brandt pawed it apart.

      Bounder sprinted on all fours to Braden. The burns on his arms were worse than the small spots that pocked his face. Treetis lay on his uninjured side and yowled weakly. G-War was there, nuzzling him. Braden sat up, then dug into his pouch and used all the numbweed he had on the ‘cat’s side. The laser had burned the flesh away, through a layer of muscle and exposed the ‘cat’s ribs. Numbweed. And he knew where there were bandages.

      Braden carefully picked up Treetis, who had stopped yowling once he passed out. Braden walked back toward the large building that dominated the center of the undersea city. He was careful not to make any quick motions or stress the ‘cat’s body.

      “He’s heavier than you, G,” Braden said absentmindedly, not looking for a conversation but a way to break the tension. “And he came to my rescue. That kind of makes up for all the kitten shenanigans, if you ask me. We’ll get you bundled up in just a bit, little man, get you on the road to health.” G-War rubbed against Braden’s leg as they walked. Pik at one side, limping and favoring his back and leg. Braden was injured, too, but refused to limp. The pain was great, almost too much to bear, but he had work to do. The others were counting on him.

      He continued into the reception area of the building where the Atlanteans waited with infinite patience. “Anyone want to help me?” They looked at him blankly. He wanted to scream, but that wouldn’t change anything. Even with the damage to the door, Brandt still couldn’t pass through. He waited outside, laying in the street. Skirill and Zyena flew overhead, then perched where they could see the approaches and warn the others in case another Gloria made an appearance.

      Bounder helped as he could to carry the injured ‘cat to the laboratory, where Fea met them at the door. They returned to the far corner where Micah and Aadi continued to sleep as if dead. They laid Treetis on a bed with a tray of materials next to it. Braden wrapped the bandage around the ‘cat’s body, holding the numbweed in place to help fight the pain while the injury healed.

      The wound was bad, one of the worst Braden had seen. Even G-War’s injuries from the Bat-Ravens weren’t as bad singularly, although the older ‘cat had suffered from loss of blood during that battle. Treetis’ injury didn’t bleed much, but it was deep. Braden didn’t know what other damage it caused. He could only hope there was nothing else, but hope was a lousy plan. He needed to talk with Holly, see if the AI could activate a Med Bot to properly treat the ‘cat’s injury.

      All of that had to wait for Micah to rest, wake up on her own. Fea and G-War both jumped onto the bed with Treetis, one crouching at each end, watching over their adopted son with pride on both their ‘cat faces.

      “Is he going to be okay, G?” Braden asked, knowing that the ‘cat had a special ability to know how healthy creatures were.

      ‘He is now,’ the ‘cat replied. Fea nodded to him. Braden took a deep breath. The battle had taken the last of his energy. Bounder helped him into bed, but Braden pointed to Micah’s pouch. The Wolfoid understood, taking out numbweed and bringing it to Braden. He applied it to the laser wound on his upper leg and was finally able to relax. He wrapped his leg with the bandage and lay back, drifting off to sleep.

      Bounder delivered some of the numbweed to Pik too, who pulled his damaged skin suit off and applied it. The Wolfoid took a couple dishes to the sink and filled them with water. Pik used one to partially hydrate his suit, which he pulled back on as best he could. Bounder used bandages to hold it together. It was the best anyone could do. Pik thanked the Wolfoid and they both declared their day finished. The Lizard Man leaned back on his bed, feeling the cool of the fresh water that had just been added to his skin suit.

      Bounder finally climbed onto his bed and joined the others in the dream world.
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      Micah woke up first. She moved slowly, because her head was pounding. There was a dish of water next to her and she drank it. It tasted like Bounder had been drinking from it. At least she knew they could get water somewhere in the laboratory.

      She saw the bandages on Braden and wondered what happened. She got out of bed, carefully moving as each step hammered against the inside of her brain. She looked at Braden’s face and arm, seeing the ugly wounds from an explosion. She pulled Braden’s bandage back, finding the laser wound. Pik was nearby, his skin suit damaged, but bandages had been roughly wrapped around him to hold everything together. Then she saw Treetis and the adult ‘cats.

      ‘What happened?’ she asked G-War in surprise. He told her. She was angry that they hadn’t woken her.

      ‘Why? You can barely stand now and this was a long time ago. Everyone has slept since then. A long time,’ G-War emphasized.

      She conceded. It was best that she slept. “Water?” G-War nodded in the direction of the sink. She took her bowl and headed that way. After drinking as much as she could hold, she brought the full dish back and put it on the tray next to Braden.

      She sat on her bed, then opened her neural implant.

      ‘Holly, how have things changed down here?’ Micah asked, knowing that Holly would have been busy once he gained access to the systems that ran Atlantis.

      ‘Busy, busy,’ he replied happily. ‘There are so many new systems that I’ve not seen before, it is refreshing to work with them all. They’ve done some really magnificent work in Atlantis. The dome is all new. The original facility was tiny, compared to what is there now. They developed all of what you see since the war. They were cut off, but they pressed forward with scientific discovery and in doing what they thought they needed to do in order to rebuild Vii.’

      ‘Are you trying to justify what they’ve done to the people? There’s no excuse, Holly. They kidnapped people and then experimented on them. If the misfits were any indicator, then the Professor was a failure. I can’t agree that they did what they could. They didn’t ask. They simply took, having decided what was best. They saw people on shore, which should have suggested that humanity survived. They didn’t need to genetically engineer it, but that’s the path they chose to travel. No, Holly, they were bent on domination, just like the ancients. They saw their way as the only way. I’m glad they’re gone. Now what do we do next?’ Micah asked. The throbbing in her head lessened as she talked, so she laid back on her bed and relaxed, hoping the pain would disappear completely.

      ‘There are over one thousand humans and creatures in Atlantis. They will need something to do, guidance on what kind of lives they can live. I am working with the Med Bots, well, those that are still functional, to start reviving the people from White Beach. I expect you’d like to shut this facility down. Besides that, tell me what you’d like me to do,’ Holly ended, unsure of what Braden and Micah wanted to see from Atlantis. He thought they might suggest removing all life and flooding the facility, burying it under the ocean forever.

      ‘We need a Med Bot here, too. Braden and Treetis are injured. They fought with another Gloria Bot, they said?’

      ‘Oh my. I was worried about that. She downloaded just enough consciousness into a number of those Bots. I had hoped that when we rebooted the system and flushed the old code that the Gloria Bots would power down, take themselves offline,’ Holly said reservedly.

      ‘You hoped,’ Micah replied acerbically. ‘You didn’t bother to tell us there were more of them? Not your best decision, Holly. Look at us! We are lucky to be alive. Is there anything else out there that will try to kill us? And don’t hold back on me!’ Micah was angry with Holly, which was usually the case when she discovered something he hadn’t shared.

      ‘All I can say is that there could be more Gloria Bots. I simply don’t know how many she had. Some information was scrambled by the time I made it into the system. Be confident that I control the facilities and all the other Bots. I am dispatching a Med Bot to you now. It will give you a shot to help you through your pain. And yes, I can see it in your vitals. Then Treetis. A second Med Bot will arrive to address Braden’s and Pik’s injuries. Please let them do their work. I would suggest waking Master Braden before the Bot begins. I understand how he abhors surprises with Androids, and now Bots,’ Holly said in a soothing tone. Micah smiled. He was starting to understand them.

      Micah woke each of them in turn to prepare for the Med Bot, which was quick and efficient in dealing with their injuries. The Bot assigned to Treetis took the longest, but his injuries were the most severe. The Bot told them that there were two more treatments before the ‘cat could leave. Treetis yowled at the news, but Fea and G-War treated him like a king, so he stopped complaining. They were all hungry, so on Holly’s advice, they went to the dining hall across the way where the people were lined up, waiting for the bell to indicate that breakfast was ready.

      Pik pushed Aadi in front of him. The Tortoid blinked slowly, having almost fully recovered from the previous days’ ordeals. Of all, he seemed to be enjoying himself the most.

      Braden, Micah, and the others walked past the line and through the door, ignoring the looks of the Atlanteans. They continued past the front section where the serving counter and tables were and into the back where there were four fabricators and two Serving Bots.

      ‘Holly, so this is it? They treated the meals like they were a big deal, but they’re just using fabricators. The people can eat anytime they want and whatever they want. Why the lines and the set meal schedule?’ Micah asked.

      ‘It was all about control, Master President. Gloria controlled every aspect of their lives. Look at those poor souls waiting in the reception area. I will have to make believe I’m Gloria in order to send them away. Without direction, they are completely lost. There is no spirit of self-determination here. Gloria took all of that away. She wanted automatons, people, yes, but ones who did her bidding without question. The Professor thought he was in control, but Gloria manipulated him to get what she wanted. He facilitated her descent into insanity,’ Holly finished on a sad note. The AI was just like him. He was happy that his humans made sense and had a plan for a Vii that was far greater than any one individual. And for that reason, Holly had to do more to keep them healthy. Gloria cutting him off from his humans had shaken him.

      The ancients could have learned a great deal from their descendants. There never would have been a war if people like Braden and Micah had been around back then to bring common sense and selflessness.

      All Holly could do was be happy that he had it now. Going through civilization’s decline once was enough for him.

      The companions each ordered their favorites, happy that the fabricator was programmed with the full menu they’d grown to expect. They ate quickly, knowing that Treetis was in his bed and probably famished. They ordered four extra plates of fish and Micah ordered something new that she’d discovered aboard the Warden, a chocolate shake, which she intended to take with her. Braden didn’t like it. Too sweet, he said.

      She loved them and slurped as she drank and walked. Braden limped slightly from his wound that was mostly healed thanks to the Med Bot’s ministrations. The people in line looked at them again as the companions walked past. They seemed indifferent to the Lizard Man and Tortoid. The only thing that bothered them was that people had jumped in line ahead of them, eaten, and then left before they were allowed to eat.

      They’d greeted Brandt when they left and greeted him warmly again when they returned. The great King was happy to see everyone, although he was concerned about his little orange friend.

      “He’ll be fine, we’re told, but he has to stay in bed. All of this is for him,” Braden told Brandt while rubbing his nose. “Why don’t you go find yourself something to eat. You have to be hungry.”

      ‘I haven’t eaten a good meal since we left solid ground,’ Brandt told them.

      “I thought as much. Go, find yourself something good. If nothing else, let us know and we’ll burn up a fabricator for you if we have to.” Braden waved as the King trotted off, past the crowd still waiting to get into the dining facility.

      According to Holly, there were five such buildings, with staggered eating times to accommodate the people of Atlantis. Many were fed in the main building, too. The laboratory was on the first level, but there was one more level. Upstairs had a dining facility and a barracks that had yet to be occupied as Gloria had not yet built her army. The people who continued to wait in the reception area were the first ones that reached viability. They’d only been two treatments from being declared ready and moved upstairs.

      The companions continued into the laboratory where the first two from White Beach had been revived. Braden and Micah stopped to talk with the people while the others returned to Treetis, to see that he ate and then go back to bed themselves.

      Flounder had no idea how long he’d been in Atlantis. He remembered being taken by the sea monster, which wasn’t a monster at all. Discovering that made no difference. Once inside, the metal creatures did something to him. And that was the last he remembered.

      “What did you hear about the sea monster before you were taken? How many times had it appeared by then?” Micah asked.

      “It had only appeared one time before it got me,” he answered. Braden whistled. That was cycles ago. The man was skeletally thin, but otherwise looked healthy.

      “I’m weak as a kitten,” he told them, confused at how he’d been a strong man just moments before.

      “I think it’s been three cycles since you’ve been taken, maybe longer. The Bots took everyone from White Beach, every last person. Recently, others started moving there again. Then the Bots showed up and took them, too. That’s when we arrived, came here to stir things up. You’re free now, so we’ll figure out how to get everyone back upstairs, get you home.” Braden rested his hand on the man’s shoulder, unwilling to slap him on the back as he usually would have because he didn’t want to knock the man down.

      The second man they revived surprisingly still smelled of fish. “I was on the beach with this big fella from out east. I just caught my first fish, a big one, flat, eyes on the top of its head, when this thing comes up out of the surf, glowing eyes. It opened up and that’s all I remember.”

      “Caleb. You were with Caleb. He’s my father,” Micah told the man.

      The man held out his hand. “I’m Digger. Where’s your pa?” He looked at the beds around him and didn’t see any familiar faces.

      “He’s already gone up to the island,’ Micah said, wondering how her father was. She hadn’t heard from Bronwyn. Braden saw the look on her face and knew what she wanted to do, so he took over.

      “You’re probably wondering where you are. Let’s go outside and I’ll show you, then we’ll get you something to eat. There’s a place right across the street.” Braden made to lead them out, but they hesitated as they weren’t wearing any clothes, only the sheet from their beds. “No one cares what you’re wearing. Let’s get you something to eat,” he chuckled as they shrugged and pulled their sheets more tightly about themselves. They walked slowly because Flounder was hard-pressed to move. His muscles had atrophied to the point that he wasn’t sure he could support his own bodyweight.

      Braden and Digger supported him between them as they left the laboratory in search of food. Braden was willing to eat again, and he was good with the others not knowing that he’d gone for seconds.

      Micah faced the wall as she tried to contact Bronwyn. ‘Bronwyn, do you have any information about Caleb, about my father?’

      The girl answered instantly. ‘Oh, yes, I’m glad you are up. I tried to contact you earlier, but  no one was there, anywhere. I was afraid that something happened,’ Bronwyn said in a rapid stream of thoughts.

      ‘We’ve been busy, but we did get some well-needed rest. How’s my father?’ she asked again.

      ‘Within heartbeats of the Med Bots working with him he came to. They removed the tube and patched him up. He’s with me now!’ she added. Micah wondered why she didn’t start with that.

      ‘I’m so glad. You’re on the ship?’

      ‘No, not at all. We’re almost to the bottom of the tunnel, so we’ll be there shortly,’ Bronwyn said happily. Micah hung her head. Everything they did to get him out of Atlantis, and now he was back. He probably thought it was necessary to come after his daughter and had browbeat Bronwyn into bringing him. That would be the father she knew. Between both of her parents, it was inevitable that stubbornness was going to be her hallmark.

      ‘Great, Brandt will meet you at the tunnel entrance and bring you here. Be careful, there may be more of the Gloria Bots roaming the streets. Zyena and Skirill are flying around looking for them.’

      ‘Oh, good! My friend is free. Zeeka is with us too, and Strider!’ Bronwyn seemed pleased with herself.

      Micah was getting angrier with each heartbeat, the anger she felt when things were spinning out of control. She knew that she had little control over many matters, but in this case, asking the others to stay out of Atlantis hadn’t been too great a thing to ask. It was almost like the undersea city was becoming a vacation spot. ‘Fine,’ was the best Micah could come up with.

      ‘Everyone is coming down here, it seems. Bronwyn, my father, Zeeka, and even Strider. They’ll be at the tunnel entrance shortly,’ Micah said over the mindlink. Bounder jumped out of bed and trotted to Micah. Pik, Aadi, and G-War joined them. Fea stayed with Treetis, probably to keep the young ‘cat in bed, otherwise Fea would have liked to join the others.

      As a group, they walked from the building and headed for the park.
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      When Caleb arrived, Micah felt an incredible sense of relief. She expected him to be damaged in some way, but he wore fresh clothes and a huge smile. He looked healthy and happy. She wondered why she was so surprised. Her father had always been a tower of strength, unflappable.

      Zeeka joined Skirill and Zyena in flying around Atlantis. They circled it repeatedly looking for more Gloria Bots or other threats. Mainly, they enjoyed flying where there was water over their heads and to the sides. It seemed unreal, like they were on a different world, which in a way, they were.

      Caleb helped Bronwyn climb atop the King of the Aurochs, where she was always happy. She talked with him constantly when they were together. G-War joined her where she held him tightly to her, stroking his straggly fur rhythmically as the group, which included a great number of the misshapen mob, turned toward the center of the dome.

      “Bronwyn, I’m curious,” Micah started. “Everyone here seems young and fresh, but then there are your friends. Where were they and how did they come to be?”

      ‘They are the fisherman who work on the other side of Atlantis where there’s an open area that attracts the fish. They fish for them there, tend the kelp beds, provide everything that Atlantis needs for food,’ she replied in her thought voice, which she was always more comfortable using.

      “But how did they come to be? They don’t look like any of the others.”

      ‘Whenever something went wrong, they never killed the subjects. They gave them something to do, helped them to be productive. All life is precious here. The Security Bots were incapable of killing a human being, that’s why they only stunned us.’

      It started to make sense to Micah. She wondered why they were still alive after so many encounters with the Security Bots. The ones at New Sanctuary would have been merciless in eliminating all attackers. Maybe she needed to talk with Holly about reprogramming the ones at home, make them less lethal.

      In the interim, she wanted to find out more about what Bronwyn’s bunch did, so she asked them to show her.

      They took the challenge as great fun, whooping and yelling in joy as they walked through the central area where Braden and Digger joined them. Flounder relaxed peacefully in the dining hall, getting a steady stream of samples from the Server Bot, which was ready to bring more of any one thing. Whatever Flounder wanted.

      Braden held Micah’s hand as they walked. Caleb was at her side and everything was right with the world. That was when she worried the most, but G-War shook his head. The Hawkoids weren’t seeing anything. Aadi didn’t think there was any danger. She had a nagging feeling, but forced it down while she contacted Holly.

      ‘Holly, are you sure we’re safe?’

      ‘Yes, Master President, as safe as I can be sure of,’ he responded.

      She stopped walking. Braden could see her jaw tighten. She was talking with Holly and getting angry. He could only wait to hear what they said.

      ‘What kind of answer is that, Holly? We’ve got this huge mob with us and no one has a functioning weapon. If a Gloria Bot shows up, we have no way to fight it. Can you have a Security Bot escort us? Maybe two?’ Micah asked.

      ‘Absolutely. I didn’t want to alarm anyone by driving the Security Bots around, but I have a number at my disposal. The rest were destroyed, as you know.’ Micah closed her neural implant and told the others what was coming. Most of the companions were going to be anxious with those Security Bots near, as they’d been shocked to unconsciousness by them. They only had bad memories of the metal monsters, although Braden, Pik, Aadi, and Bounder had good memories of blowing them apart, too.

      The Bots showed up quickly and the mob continued on their way.

      The lake was dark as the lights from above didn’t penetrate the surface, but one of the misfits nodded happily as he went to a panel near a small dock. He flipped a switch and lights appeared underwater, lighting the entire area of the lake, showing schools of fish, thick kelp, sea cucumbers, and so much more.

      Bronwyn’s bunch showed the others what they did as they resumed their duties fishing, collecting kelp, and delivering it all to the processer, a system that took the raw material under the streets for distribution in all the dining facilities. Raw materials for other production were mined beneath Atlantis by Bots. The misfits never went down there. No one went down there.

      So that was where Braden wanted to go, but Holly talked him out of it. The air wasn’t fit for humans to breathe. Holly assured Braden and Micah that he was monitoring all the production systems and Holly initially told them, “within acceptable parameters,” but that required a great deal of explanation that neither human had the patience for. When he reworded his answer to “everything was running like it was supposed to,” Braden and Micah accepted it without comment.

      One of the misfits gave Caleb a pole and within two casts, he had a fish on. After that, it was every cast. The mob was amazed, so Caleb showed them what he was doing, demonstrating endless patience as if teaching children how to fish. Bronwyn beamed at Caleb for being so kind to her new friends.

      “We’re all in this life together. Might as well make the best of it,” he told her when he turned Bronwyn’s bunch loose to try their new techniques. He leaned in to make corrections, cheer with the others whenever a fish was caught, and revel in the joy of fishing. Some might have said that fishing wasn’t about catching fish, but Caleb would call that absurd. It was always about catching fish, but if you could have fun while doing it? Then that was what made life worth living. He smiled at his daughter, and Micah smiled in return. He couldn’t wait to go back to Trent, because Mattie would be there to welcome him home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Leaving Atlantis Behind

          

        

      

    

    
      Micah wasn’t pleased that Holly was continuing the disciplined schedule that Gloria had established for the people of Atlantis. She and Braden both wanted to see the people become free, but that would require a great deal of guidance, and Braden and Micah were leaving and couldn’t be there to lead the new community. Their children were at New Sanctuary, and they wanted to go home.

      They stayed for ten more turns, until every single person from White Beach was revived. They found them places to stay in Atlantis. None of them had bad memories of Atlantis since they’d been unconscious the entire time they’d been at the bottom of the ocean. They all agreed to stay, at least temporarily, to help the Atlanteans build a life. The tunnel to the island was opened for anyone to use. People started making daily trips upstairs to get sun, swim in the ocean, be outside. Braden put the laboratory off limits with the help of a Maintenance Bot to weld the access doors shut. Then Micah used the powers of the President to prohibit any Bots from assisting in opening the welded doors.

      Braden tried one more time to find his blasters, but the underground complex was too creepy for him. He agreed with sealing it and had Holly cut the power. It would become a tomb, its secrets buried with it.

      The ancients’ vehicles, the tractors that traveled on the bottom of the ocean, had a special dock on the island. The entrance to it had been hidden, but Holly quickly uncovered it and made it available to the companions.

      It was on this expedition that Braden and the monkeys got into it. They taunted him, but it escalated as soon as Braden threw the first rock. He realized his mistake when monkeys appeared on every branch and started throwing whatever they had at hand. Much of it was their own feces. Braden jumped into the surf on his way back to the ship and refused to talk about it. He stayed on board the last two days while Micah and Caleb wrapped things up down below.

      Ferrer and Brigitte were ecstatic to have everyone back and even noted that the heavily scarred Treetis was much calmer, even pleasant to be around. The scientists hadn’t realized that the others had left, even though they’d been told. They set up shop and would stay aboard after the others disembarked at White Beach.

      “So we’re going to have to add this place to the route? Come back here often enough to make sure they are still on track?” Braden asked rhetorically.

      “This falls under the President’s dominion, so yes, we shall grace them with our presence at regular intervals,” Micah said with her nose in the air. Braden elbowed her in the stomach, just enough to let her know he was serious. They watched the sunset from the balcony of the third deck in the sail. A crowd of misshapen creatures waved vigorously from the shore. With them were a number of residents formerly of White Beach and even a couple people who’d been grown in the undersea lab. Together, they made up the population of the new outpost called Atlantis.
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      Holly was happy to inform them that with the tide and good weather, it would take less than a day to sail to the cove north of White Beach.

      “Make it so, Holly!” Braden replied happily. The AI was happy using the ship’s communication system to carry on conversations since Braden no longer had his neural implant. The Med Lab on the Warden was not equipped for that operation, so they used the workaround. Braden was surprised that he looked forward to getting his implant reinstalled. Since they’d given in to Old Tech and with the impending revelation to all the villagers in the south, and then to everyone on Vii, he no longer forestalled any conversations about Old Tech.

      He surrendered completely. Braden looked forward to riding in the hover car. He’d had fun driving the one on the Traveler and suspected he could be a menace to all the Free Traders if he was allowed to drive around at will.

      “We’re not going to drive it any more than we have to,” Micah interjected. “Emergency use only. We are not going to show up at a village in a hover car and then tell them, oh by the way, there’s Old Tech, but we have it and you don’t! Put on your Free Trader hat and tell me how well you think that would go down?”

      Braden made a face at his partner. “Like crap. We’d probably get stoned to death. It’d be the monkeys all over again.” She raised her eyebrows at him. “That’s why I need you by my side, lover.” He smiled to take the sting out of her rebuke. They’d get an Old Tech wagon, though, and ride in style, bring the kids, start their vacation. Maybe they could even take a short trip on the Warden, take Ax and ‘Tesh to sea, show them what it’s like to travel in style.”

      “What is wrong with you?” Micah asked suddenly. “We don’t need them warped more than they are already!”

      “Hey, are you going to beat him up?” Caleb asked as he watched his daughter and Braden verbally and mentally spar. He couldn’t keep up with the younger crowd.

      “No!” she said angrily.

      “Then come here. I need your help,” Caleb waved at them from the main deck.

      “This isn’t over!” Micah declared.

      “What did I do?” Braden replied, louder than intended. She tried to storm away, but he caught her before she could open the door. He wrapped his arms around her and pressed her against the clear pane as he nibbled on her neck. She fought back for only a heartbeat before she leaned into him, feeling the warmth of her partner’s body. She opened her eyes to see Bronwyn staring at her curiously from the other side of the door.

      “Braden,” she whispered. “Stop, please.”

      “Oh, Micah, just when things were starting to get interesting,” he whined, until he saw Bronwyn, then let go and casually opened the door as if nothing was going on. Micah walked past without looking at the teenager.

      Bronwyn waited until they both walked past before speaking out loud. “I need a partner to do that with,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “Run!” Braden shouted and they both launched themselves down the stairs and outside. Once there, they stopped and looked at each other in shock. Bronwyn waved at them from the deck outside the galley. Braden waved back before holding his hands up.

      “That’s your department,” he said as he started whistling and walking toward the well deck where Caleb was fishing. Micah looked up at Bronwyn, who smiled innocently back. Micah realized that she was less than seven turns older than the teenager. It was about that time.

      ‘What would the Queen think, having to share you with another, or Zeeka or any of the others? How about a ‘cat?’ Micah said in her thought voice as she ambled toward her father.

      ‘I’ll have to talk with her about it, but I have been giving it serious consideration,’ the girl said, sounding much more mature than her physical age suggested.

      ‘You do that, and we’ll revisit the issue then. You know that we won’t be happy with anyone who isn’t of pure-heart and that means you’ll need a ‘cat by your side,’ Micah replied.

      ‘I’ve been talking with Treetis and I think we’re close to an arrangement. I hope you and Braden don’t mind. The Prince and Fealona have both expressed their approval. In any case, Caleb is waiting for you and for what he wants, I better come down, too.’ Bronwyn waved as she returned to the galley on her way to join them at the well deck.

      Micah stood dumbfounded. When she was close enough to Braden and Caleb, she couldn’t contain herself. “Bronwyn, Treetis, and some young boy to be named in the future.”

      Braden had no answer, so he resorted to pushing his partner’s buttons. “I know,” was all he said.

      “How in the crap did you know and didn’t tell me?” She moved closer to him.

      “I’m kidding. You should know me better than that. I had no idea, but it’s not quite our choice, is it? We have the entirety of the Vii’s intelligent species looking after her. I think she’ll be okay. And with that scar on Treetis’ side, everyone will know that he’s not afraid to fight.”

      “Two different fights and the sun hasn’t moved a finger-width in the sky. I thought we taught you better than that!” Caleb prodded his daughter.

      “Oh, please! If it were you and Mother, there would have been three fights with hair-pulling and one fish thrown during that same time,” Micah laughed. These weren’t real fights. They were passionate people who had no wish to inflict harm. There was a physical element to their relationships that kept them on their toes and fully emotionally entangled with their partners. Woe be to the person who tried to come between them.

      Braden wasn’t up for more sparring. “You asked us down here for a reason.”

      “Oh, yeah. Can you make those two go someplace else? They’re chasing the fish away,” Caleb begged, pleading with his daughter.

      “Maybe you should try fishing their way,” Bronwyn suggested. Caleb furrowed his brow, not understanding. He was a master fisherman.

      Bronwyn impatiently took his pole and pointed to the water in the well deck. “Jump in,” she commanded. Caleb felt like he could swim like a fish and wasn’t willing to be proven wrong. He took off his shirt and dove into the water. The two Dolphins swam circles around him, which he found slightly disconcerting because he could only think of them as sharks.

      They lined up side by side. Caleb looked to the trio standing over him. “Grab on,” Bronwyn said, stabbing a finger toward her two friends. Caleb turned, still treading water, and wrapped a big hand around each Dolphin’s dorsal fin. Instantly, they shot toward the open ocean at a speed Caleb never dreamed possible. He squinted as he was battered against the waves, salt spray hitting his face like rocks blown in a strong wind.

      They jumped from the water and turned, nose first, toward a trough. Caleb took a deep breath and the three of them plunged beneath the waves. They raced downward toward a school of tuna that were bigger than what he was used to.  The Dolphins dodged one way, then another. Caleb lost his grip on one of the two, changing hands to get a better grip on his remaining ride.

      Rhodi headed into the school, scattering the fish, while Chlora, with Caleb, hesitated for a heartbeat. The big fisherman was starting to run out of air and was thinking of kicking for the surface. Chlora dashed forward and grabbed a fish that had just turned toward her when Rhodi raced past with another in his mouth. Their tails worked to propel them upward. They broke the surface and continued until both Chlora and Caleb were completely out of the water.

      The Dolphin splashed into the top of the wave, using the tuna in her mouth to keep her from going back under. Rhodi joined her and they swam back to the Warden, into the well deck, and deposited Caleb next to the deck where the others stood.

      “Ha!” he yelled, splashing the water and pumping his fist. “That was some real fishing.” With a smile splitting his face, he climbed from the water, where Chlora and Rhodi both gave him their fish, before heading back toward the school to get one of their own.

      It took an intervention from Holly to be able to build a fire on the garden level, much to the Rabbits’ dismay, but Caleb wanted everyone to share in what the sea offered without sending it through the fabricator first. They prepared the meal and then sat on the deck outside. It was early afternoon and the sky was perfect, the sea rolling gently.

      Pik, Aadi, the Hawkoids, and the ‘cats enjoyed their tuna steaks raw, while the rest ate what Caleb had personally cooked for them. There was plenty for all. The Rabbits continued to be disgusted by the concept of eating flesh, but they remained with the others because the company and conversation were both good. The scientists were nowhere to be found, although Braden had invited them, even asking Holly to cut the power to their laboratories until they made an appearance. Holly wouldn’t do it.

      ‘I think it’s time,’ Aadi told them all over the mindlink.

      “Time for what?” Caleb asked.

      ‘To bury my eggs. I hope I can hold out until we arrive. It just wouldn’t do to nest in the dirt of the garden level. There seems to be a distinct lack of sand anywhere on the ship.’

      “Pick up the pace, Holly. We have Tortoids coming!” Braden yelled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Babies

          

        

      

    

    
      They landed at the cove, where everyone raced off except Brandt. Rexalita wasn’t with them as she stayed closer to the island, in much deeper water. Chlora and Rhodi were there, but they couldn’t carry the Aurochs. The Warden pulled in as close as it could get and it still wasn’t close enough.

      The Queen, Denon, and Malo showed up as the ship was making its way toward shore. They’d found better grazing not far off and had made that their home while they waited for Brandt, the King of the Aurochs, and his companions to return.

      While the others looked on helplessly, Brandt backed up to the other side of the ship. He pawed the deck and started running. He hit the edge and leapt, not clearing much ocean before he splashed down and sunk beneath the waves.

      “Brandt!” Braden screamed and ran into the ocean, diving into the waves. Chlora and Rhodi came alongside the Aurochs as he pawed the sand and struggled to walk to the shore. When he pushed off, he floated a little off the bottom, before falling back for another push. When his hooves weren’t touching the sand, the Dolphins positioned themselves under his sides. They swam hard and the King moved forward a great leap. One more and he was almost where he could get his head out of the water. A final surge and he was into the waves, walking forward. He gulped in a great breath of air and stopped, focusing on breathing.

      Braden swam up beside him, rubbing Brandt’s ear and stroking his head.

      ‘If you go to sea again, I won’t be going with you. Don’t take it personally,’ Brandt said in his booming thought voice.  Braden was relieved and hung on as the King of the Aurochs strolled from the ocean, head held high, ecstatic to be on solid ground once again.

      The companions’ relief at having Brandt ashore was quickly forgotten as Aadi started moaning. They grabbed the first patch of sand that was well above the water line and received sunlight throughout most of the day. Micah started digging first with her hands, but the Queen bumped her out of the way and with two quick paws at the ground, a trench was dug, deep but not into the cool sand.

      They helped Aadi over it and he descended until his legs touched, then he carefully laid one egg after another, ten of the them. Six looked fresh, but as he’d known, four of them had been killed by the Security Bot’s attack. He used his face to push these to the side. When the others hatched, the shells and their unborn brothers would be buried together. Aadi kicked sand over the eggs and settled down to wait. He didn’t have to stay, but Tortoids were unique. In order to maximize hatchings with such few eggs, they were almost ready to hatch the second they were laid.

      The companions loaded what they had into the wagons, set up a campsite on the beach, and made themselves comfortable.

      “G, is there any game nearby? Nothing like hunting to make the time go by.” Braden hoped that G-War found something. He wanted to stretch his legs, see the land before him.

      ‘Yes,’ the ‘cat said and raced into the brush. Braden’s bow had been on the ship, but he hadn’t taken it ashore. It would have been of no use against the Bots, but he was happy to string it and feel its power in his hands. He took two arrows with him, a hunter’s challenge, and ran after G-War. Treetis passed him, while Fealona kept him company. Bounder and Strider soon overtook them, slapping the ground with their spears as they ran after the two orange ‘cats.

      “I’m not going to get a shot, am I?” Braden asked Fea as he slowed to a walk. Fea shrugged.

      ‘You can take a shot,’ she started slowly, ‘if you don’t mind shooting something that’s already dead.’

      A Hillcat’s scream filled the air. Braden thought that it was probably Treetis. Then a Wolfoid’s growl, bark, and howl suggested that Bounder and Strider had found their own prey.

      When Braden and Fea reached them, two deer, a doe and a buck, were close to each other, both victims of the hunt. Braden put his bow down, disappointed in not getting to participate, but he knew he couldn’t outrun the others. Sometimes it was better to accept your place, as Braden was learning to do.

      He pulled out his skinning knife and started cleaning the deer.

      The Wolfoids helped him drag the two carcasses back to the beach. Braden intended to smoke any excess meat to carry on their journey back to New Sanctuary.

      Micah had heard the kill and started a fire. It was burning nicely by the time Braden returned. He butchered the meat and started putting the strips over the fire when the first egg started to crack.

      “Damn, Aadi! You couldn’t wait until after lunch?” Braden joked, but it still earned him a punch in the arm. Four Aurochs, a Lizard Man, three Hawkoids, two Rabbits, two Wolfoids, three Hillcats, and four humans gathered to watch six Tortoid babies being born. Aadi was focused on the eggs. He didn’t blink. They couldn’t tell if he was breathing.

      The first Tortoid cracked through the shell and crawled out. It was little bigger than Braden’s hand, and its fat little legs could barely hold it up. It took two steps before it started hovering. It didn’t move very far before it opened its beak-like mouth and made a cawing sound.

      ‘Quick, bring fresh meat!’ Aadi ordered.

      ‘I love them!’ Bronwyn said to no one’s surprise.

      ‘Little Daksha, you are my first and I am proud of you,’ Aadi cooed to the baby Tortoid that cried with hunger. The others cracked through their shells in order. The companions each took turns feeding them raw venison from small sticks. Fea fed them from pieces skewered on a claw. The male ‘cats couldn’t be bothered with the children. Fea committed to teaching her two orange men yet another lesson when the time was right.

      Even the Rabbits took a turn.

      Braden couldn’t tell them apart, but didn’t want to let his friend know that. Micah smirked at him, suggesting that Aadi already knew.

      And the Tortoid could not have been prouder. Six baby Tortoids, which he didn’t consider bad for a new parent at two hundred cycles old. He was the most well-traveled Tortoid both on and off Vii, and he wanted that for his children, too.
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            Humans and the Intelligent Creatures

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hillcats (‘cats)

      The Golden Warrior – also called G, G-War, and Prince Axial De’atesh, can share his mindlink with others

      Shauna & Klytus – G-War’s children, bonded with Braden & Micah’s twins

      Fealona – from G-War’s home village and his mate

      Treetis – A young ‘cat, very much like G-War

      

      The Humans

      Braden – The Free Trader

      Micah  – The Warrior, Partnered with Braden

      Axial & De’atesh – Braden and Micah’s twin children

      Bronwyn – Gifted child, able to speak with all creatures

      Dr. Johns – a clone, leader of the survivors from Cygnus VI

      Zeller – a Free Trader, from Trent, the same village as Micah

      Young Tom – a blacksmith from Whitehorse, Zeller’s partner

      Mattie & Caleb – Micah’s parents

      

      The Wolfoids

      Bounder & Gray Strider – the alpha and his mate, leaders of the pack

      Cygnus Standing – the first Wolfoid born on Cygnus VII

      

      The Hawkoids

      Skirill – also called Ess

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

      Zeeka – Skirill and Zyena’s daughter, first Hawkoid born in the south

      

      The Tortoids

      Aadi – First Master of the Tortoise Consortium

      Daksha – Aadi’s first born

      

      The Aurochs

      Brandt Earthshaker – King of the Aurochs

      Arnie – Zeller’s partner in trade, pulls her wagon

      The Queen – Brandt’s queen that he rescued from Toromont’s Run

      Cragmore – the Aurochs that Bronwyn rides

      

      The Lizard Men (Amazonians)

      Pik Ha’ar – Lizard Man from the ship RV Traveler and friend

      

      The Rabbits

      Heloysius and Luciana – a Rabbit couple living at New Sanctuary

      

      The Dolphins

      Chlora & Rhodi – genetically engineered creatures of the sea

      

      The Whale

      Rexalita – engineered from a Sperm Whale, the largest creature on Vii

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Raid on Livestel

          

        

      

    

    
      An arrow thudded into the Wolfoid’s shoulder. Her cry of pain pierced the cool, morning calm.

      Farthest afield from Livestel, she turned to call for help, but the town was too far away. Her head spun as she started to fall. The livestock grazed, oblivious to her anguish. Her eyes rolled back in her head, leaving the shadow of a pack of humans in the back of her mind.

      Humans, carrying bows and arrows, running toward Livestel, her home.
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      The chill morning air affected the old and young alike. The pups and younger Wolfoids were more energetic while the oldsters were less so, shuffling about as the blood flowed sluggishly through old veins.

      The day was clear and the animals grazed. Domesticated pork, raised for two purposes—to feed the Wolfoids and to trade for goods that the town needed.

      “Get down!” White Mountain cried from her padded seat. She remained on the rounded cushion lying on the ground, having no inclination to chase after the errant pup. To a human ear, her words would have sounded like yips and growls.

      To the pup, they sounded like a general’s command. The pup hung its head as it slowly climbed from the roof of a storage shed. He had intended to jump onto the roof and pounce on his playmates, but White Mountain was having none of it.

      A new plan was in order. When he hit the ground, he bolted around the side of the nearest building.

      White Mountain shook her head. Where do they find the energy, she thought.

      Was that movement? White Mountain turned her graying muzzle toward it. Just the herd grazing. Where was Running Stream? She was on duty that morning. Probably on the far side, chasing a stray. Nothing else caught her eye. She turned back, in time to catch another one of the pups just before he got into trouble.
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      Running Stream winced, remembering the arrow but not how she ended up on the ground. How long have I been out? she wondered, but the men were there, not far ahead, crouched low and running toward Livestel. She levered onto her side and forced herself to stand shakily on three legs. She looked for her walking stick, but couldn’t see it. Waves of red swept across her vision.

      “To arms! To arms!” she called weakly. The herd continued to graze, unfazed by the emergency, unmoved by the near-whispered shout. She started to lope, using the ungainly three-legged gait of an injured Wolfoid. She abandoned the herd as she made it to two legs and started to run, waving her good foreleg as she sought the attention of her people.

      The running men closed on the town, increasing the distance between them and Running Stream. She was falling behind.

      She was failing her town, failing her people.

      One of the men turned back. Spotting her, he quickly nocked an arrow and fired. Running Stream dove to the ground, grunting with the impact. She stayed down, until an arrow dug into the ground by her side. She jumped to her feet with renewed vigor and ran to the side, dodging as she went. Stream never knew if they fired more arrows at her.

      Her breath came in ragged gasps. She saw only escape and was running toward it, informing the town of the danger disappeared in her blind panic.
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      White Mountain clapped her hands to get the attention of two furballs rolling in the dirt. They stopped and looked at her.

      “Enough of that. I swear, you pups will be the life of me!” she cursed. They started to walk away before one darted and the other took off after him.

      An arrow thudded into the framework of the building behind her. She looked at it dumbly, not understanding what she was seeing. She cocked her head one way, then the other. A squeal ripped from her as a second arrow dug deeply into her chest. She gasped and panted, unable to catch her breath. She reached for the pups to protect them and fell on her face.

      Men ran into town, shouting at any Wolfoid they saw. The pups fled from the onslaught, while arrows flew at their rapidly retreating forms. The men kicked in doors and pulled oldsters out, propelling them toward the center of town. They let those go who were fleeing into the field.

      The morning’s crisp air settled in an uneasy calm over Livestel. The yelling stopped, leaving only the sound of whimpers and the breeze in the nearby trees.

      “Can we help White Mountain?” one of the older Wolfoids asked in her native tongue.

      “Shut up, you,” the man replied. To him, the Wolfoid hadn’t used language, but had only made dog noises. He growled at the creature, pointing an arrow nocked to his bowstring. “You understand this, don’t you?”

      He laughed with a crooked smile and some of his gruff fellows joined him.

      They didn’t search all the buildings, only the ones around the town square. Just enough to be sure that they wouldn’t get a nasty surprise.

      “What are you waiting for?” the old Wolfoid asked, quickly holding up his hands and looking away when the man pulled back and prepared to unleash an arrow.
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      Time crawled as the pups gathered themselves. The oldest of the bunch, Cygnus Standing, the first born on Vii, rallied the pups.

      “What are we doing? We’re not cowards!” Cygnus barked. “White Mountain needs our help. They all need our help. They can’t shoot us all, so we’ll run as fast as we can, right at them. Can you run fast like the wind?”

      The other pups nodded, but their eyes were wide, the whites showing their fear. No choice, Cygnus thought.

      A large hunting party had left the town the day before and gone into the rainforest. They wouldn’t return until nightfall. The pups were the town’s only hope, unless they wanted to live their lives in shame. That thought raised Cygnus Standing’s hackles. “We’re all our oldsters have. Follow me, spread out behind me. I’ll act as a shield so they can’t see you. They have bows, so when we get within range, you must run like you’re chasing a rabbit that doesn’t wish to be caught.”

      The others nodded hesitantly. Cygnus stayed where he was as he fought with his courage. Running to certain death didn’t appeal to him. He had not yet lived. He had not yet been blooded. His lips quivered. He roared his dismay and without looking back at the others, he turned and raced toward the village.

      His heart threatened to pound out of his chest. He saw starbursts before his eyes, but he didn’t slow. He focused on pounding ahead, running on all fours. He heard the others and that relief cleared the way before him. He bared his canines as the town came into sharp focus. He tore around the corner and into the square, running past the nearest man and leaping for the one aiming an arrow into the assembled pack.

      The man jerked as he tried to bring the arrow around. Cygnus hit the man with the full weight of his half-grown Wolfoid body. The two slammed into the wall behind them. Cygnus sunk his teeth into the man’s shoulder. The warm blood drove him into a frenzy. He snarled and tried shaking his head, as he would to kill prey, but the man drove a knife across Cygnus Standing’s ribcage.

      When he pulled back for another attempt to stab the Wolfoid, Cygnus jumped away. The man’s bow lie on the ground, dropped with the impact.

      “You toad waffle. I’ll kill you for this!” the man screamed, tipping his chin toward his shoulder. He tossed his knife from hand to hand as if trying to draw the Wolfoid’s attention away. Cygnus stood on all fours, snarling. His hand-like paw found a small rock. In a move too fast to follow, he launched the rock at the man’s face.

      The rock flew true, hitting the man in the forehead with a sickening thud. He staggered, but didn’t fall.

      Cygnus Standing looked down to see his own blood dripping on the ground. His vision swam. He tried to focus, but his vigor drained with his blood. The pain burned through his ribs. His adrenaline surge faded.

      Cygnus stumbled and fell.

      The other pups were engaged with the men, the speed and surprise of the Wolfoid attack winning the moment. None of the pups had been shot. The oldsters in the pack surged from the town square, flowing over the men like a wave. But the oldest and the youngest couldn’t stand long before trained and motivated warriors.

      “Why?” one of the oldsters cried in the Wolfoid tongue as the tide of battle turned in the men’s favor. Using their bows as clubs, they sent the Wolfoids scattering.

      The men faced the Wolfoids as they backed from the town square. Many of the attackers were bleeding, but they held their bows firmly. They could have fired, but didn’t. Confusion gripped the young Wolfoids as they growled and snapped at the retreating forms. The oldsters made them hold their ground and not go after the men.
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      “We can’t let Cygnus Standing’s sacrifice be in vain!” Blackest Pitch, the oldest pup, told the others.

      “I’m going to be okay,” Cygnus mumbled with the relief that numbweed brought.

      “We shall avenge you!” Pitch continued, working the younger pups into a chest-beating frenzy.

      “What’s that?” Wind Runner, another pup, asked.

      They squinted into the distance to see the vile creatures known as men jogging through their field, scattering their livestock as if it was a game.

      “No.” Runner waved at them and pointed with his canine forearm at a hard angle away from where they were looking. “There!” Far to the side, hunched and trying to move stealthily through a low ditch, a number of men hurried away from the village. They were carrying bundles of Wolfoid spears.

      Lightning spears.

      And they were getting away.

      “Check the armory,” an oldster said coldly. Pitch dropped to all fours and launched his brown body through the square and to the far end of the town. Three of the older pups joined him.

      The door was waving in the light breeze. He didn’t need to go in to know, but he stuck his snout inside to confirm his suspicions. The lightning spears were gone.

      All of them.

      Rainy Forest, Wind Runner, and Low Crawler forced their muzzles into the gap between Pitch and the door frame.

      “They got our spears!” Runner exclaimed.

      “We can’t let them get away with it!” Forest cried, starting to bounce as his agitation increased.

      “We have to,” Crawler said matter-of-factly. “We have to go after them. There is no one else, and the humans must not be allowed to keep our spears.”

      Pitch didn’t want to lead the expedition, but he was the next oldest to Cygnus Standing, having been born of the same litter. “It’s up to us,” he growled. And the four started to run.
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      Bounder and Strider carried one of many field-stripped carcasses. The hunters laughed and joked as the path from the rainforest led into the gentle fields that surrounded their town. Flowing green grasses waved as if welcoming them home. No need to remain quiet. The hunt was finished.

      “We will eat well tonight!” Bounder yipped and barked.

      “For the next week, my mate,” Strider replied proudly. Eight warriors, plying their trade for the good of the town, returning home with the bounty, a reward for their skill.

      The wailing lilted toward them, unmistakable in its grief. Bounder nodded to Strider, and they started to run, the spear between them bouncing with the heavy carcass of a fat boar.

      The others rushed after them, two by two, staying in step to improve their speed. Leaving trampled grass in their wake, they ran into town, dumping their kills in the central square.

      Bounder looked at the carnage, blood splatters across the ground and White Mountain and Cygnus Standing being tended to by the oldsters. Bounder saw four pups running into the fields.

      “Get back here!” he howled.

      Tail over nose, they rolled in their rush to stop. They stood, torn between going after the raiders or returning as their alpha commanded. Pitch tipped his nose toward Livestel. Casting glances behind him, he led the way back to town. His head and tail drooped as he trudged home.

      His failure to protect his people or avenge them weighed heavily on his soul. The other whipped pups followed.

      “What happened?” Strider asked.

      Endless Sky hovered over a pale White Mountain. “Be ready with a patch of numbweed,” he told one of the newly returned hunters. The Wolfoid opened the pouch on his hip and pulled out a moist handful. Sky turned his attention to the alpha. “We were attacked…” He paused. “…by men! They raided Livestel for the fun of it.”

      “Men? But that’s not possible. They didn’t take anything?” Bounder crouched close to Mountain, holding her hand as Sky braced himself to pull the arrow from her chest. He yanked the arrow free. She grunted, cried, and passed out. Sky threw the arrow to the side and packed the wound with numbweed.

      “We can only pray it is enough and that her years aren’t working against her.”

      Bounder nodded as he draped Mountain’s limp forearm over her chest. One of the hunters rushed in, nearly tripping over Cygnus Standing. Bounder leapt to his feet as if a new intruder had appeared. Bounder’s lip curled upward, exposing a single canine.

      “My apologies,” the hunter stammered. “The lightning spears! They are all gone.”

      “Oh no,” Strider whispered.

      “Were you going after them?” Bounder asked the pups as they loped into town.

      “Yes, my alpha!” Blackest Pitch shouted. His tail instantly perked up.

      “In due time,” Bounder cautioned. “You aren’t even armed and they now have lightning spears. You will protect the village while Strider and I run to New Sanctuary. We must tell Micah and Braden about this.”

      “More humans?” Sky scoffed.

      Bounder grabbed the oldster by the back of his neck as if he was an offending pup. “They saved our people,” he snarled. “Gave us a future where we can hunt like we were meant to. The Wolfoids do not want a war with humanity. You will find how small this world would become if we started killing humans. You would also find that we would not long survive such a conflict.”

      Sky grumbled as he bowed his head in deference.

      “Stay here, protect the town. We will return before nightfall.” Bounder dropped to all fours as his huge back paws tore up the earth in his run out of Livestel. Strider’s lean form raced after him, their lightning spears slapping the ground in an uneven rhythm.
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      Braden lounged by the small lake in New Sanctuary. The Golden Warrior was perched on the dock, his front legs dangling near the water. A small bug hung from a single claw. G-War danced it over the top of the water while watching the fish circle below. Klytus and Shauna wedged their bodies against their father’s so they could better see what he was doing.

      The twins, Axial and De’atesh, ran circles around the lake while the fountain in the middle sprayed a continuous fan of water. Micah closed her eyes and imagined a gentle rain falling.

      The sun was out in what promised to be a beautiful day.

      Fealona and Treetis watched from a shaded branch above the lounging humans. The Hawkoids, Skyrill and Zyena, had been there earlier, but heard that wild rabbits were intruding into the pepper garden. The Rabbits, Heloysius and Luciana, weren’t able to keep their smaller, domestic cousins away.

      The Hawkoids and Hillcats weren’t sure the Rabbits were trying too hard, so they kept the population down, but only when they wouldn’t be seen by their friends. Eating a wild domestic rabbit would be too traumatic for the kind and cultured refugees from the orbiting colony ship, the RV Traveler.

      Brandt, King of the Aurochs was stamping and wreaking havoc at the far end of the fields. A security bot was fending him off, not with lasers but with its impressive metal body.

      Braden used his neural implant to bring up a book he’d been reading in a series about a Marine and his werewolf wife exporting justice to the far reaches of the galaxy. If only they could have come here, their world would look so different now. He brought up the text and continued to read.

      Micah saw him unfocus his eyes. He loved to read. She loved nature. She rose to walk to the dock, curious as to whether G-War would catch a fish today or not. He pulled the bait away when a fish darted toward it.

      “Are you even trying?” Micah stopped the twins before they raced onto the dock and risked sending the ‘cats into the water. It had happened before and was never a pretty sight.

      ‘I am only fishing for one. He rests on the bottom, fat from eating all that gets past this mob of ingrates,’ G-War replied in his thought voice.

      Treetis jumped from the branch, landing in the hot sand. He strolled boldly to the edge of the water, slapped at it with one paw, and waded in.

      “It’s water!” Shauna and Klytus cried. “You’ll get WET!”

      Treetis lifted his nose in the air, revolted by the feeling of the water on his skin, but he was on full display. All eyes watched as he jumped into the air and twisted to dive into the water, going deep toward the bottom.

      I don’t hate this, he thought as he locked his eyes on his prey, the king of the fish in the lake. If G-War was hunting it, then it was a worthy adversary. The vicious scar along Treetis’s side glistened under the water as he kicked and swam, finding it to be a natural motion. He closed on the big beast. It loomed large as he approached.

      His claws extended as he prepared to dig into the exposed sides. With a swish of its tail, the brute was gone.

      And Treetis was out of air. He angled toward the surface and braced his back paws on the solar panels that made up the bottom of the lake. The ‘cat pushed off as hard as he was able. He kicked the water furiously with all four paws until he broke the surface to take a desperate breath. He looked around to see if anyone was watching.

      Everyone was watching. He started dog-paddling casually toward the beach. ‘None of you lightweights tried.’

      ‘I wonder why,’ G-War replied.

      ‘Now, now, boys,’ Fea cautioned, with a gentle mind-touch tsk-tsk.

      Treetis walked ashore, waiting until he was between Braden and Micah before shaking out his fur. Braden had missed the whole endeavor, having been deeply embroiled in his book. Micah threw her hand up in time to keep her face dry, but nothing could save the rest of her.

      “Treetis!” she wailed.

      “What the hell did I do to deserve that?” Braden was shocked back to the real world. He scowled as he wiped his face with the back of his arm, blinking the scene into focus. “What happened to you?”

      ‘I demonstrated my can-do attitude,’ Treetis replied over the mindlink. ‘Fearlessly, I may add.’

      Two Hawkoids swooped in, flared with wings arced wide, and landed with a gentle touch on an upper branch of the tree. They gripped the branch restlessly. ‘What happened to him?’  Skirill asked.

      “He fell in,” Braden replied.

      ‘Did not!’ Treetis arched his orange back and fluffed his fur to make himself look bigger than normal.

      ‘Bounder and Gray Strider are approaching. They are running like the wind.’

      Braden stood and looked south, but the trees of New Sanctuary blocked his view. “Maybe they’re just stretching their legs.”

      ‘Bounder, are you there?’ Braden asked, holding a finger to his temple. G-War shook his head at his human’s antics.

      The great fish of the lake came head high out of the water and tore the bug off G-War’s paw, catching his claw on his lip as he headed back underwater. The ‘cat was pulled off the dock and into the water. With a shake of its head, the claw came free. The fish swallowed the bug as it lazily returned to its shaded spot on the bottom.

      Klytus and Shauna mewed as they looked for their father. When he broke the surface, he did it without grace, flailing mightily as he sought a toe-hold on the dock. Failing that, he dog-paddled for the shore. Braden headed for high ground. The twins pointed and laughed. G-War ran after them, tackling Ax and standing on him to shake out the water.

      “You are one skinny ‘cat,” Braden noted, angling into the brush to maintain his distance from G-War’s evil glare.

      Bounder and Strider crashed through the undergrowth in their headlong rush to the lake.

      ‘You must come at once to Livestel,’ Bounder said as he rested his front hand on Braden’s shoulder, panting heavily from his run. ‘Men have attacked us, injured our people, and taken our lightning spears.’

      Braden’s look of disbelief changed. His lip raised, Wolfoid-like, into a snarl. “What men?” he asked through clenched teeth.

      Bounder held up his hands. He didn’t know.

      “You stay here!” Micah yelled. “I’ll get the horses.”

      “Brandt?” Braden asked.

      “Yeah. I’ll get the wagon. Have Brandt meet us there,” Micah said as she looked at Skirill and Zyena. The Hawkoids nodded and took wing to engage the Aurochs, since he was locked in heated combat with the Security Bot.

      At least in the King’s mind, he was.

      ‘I’ll take care of it,’ G-War replied. ‘Brandt. Stop goofing around with that thing. We have an emergency and need your help. Livestel has been attacked.’

      ‘The Lizard Men are back?’ the King’s thought voice boomed.

      ‘Just men, Brandt. We need to get to the bottom of this and I know that we are better together, even when the only enemy is ourselves.’

      ‘You are not the enemy, my friends.’ They could feel the pounding of the King of the Aurochs’ hooves as much as they could hear them. ‘The harm is the individual’s responsibility. I believe in the good of all, even the Amazonians.’

      “Yours is the wisest mind of us all,” Braden said.

      ‘I concur,’ Aadi agreed as he swam through the air, entering the clearing to happy shouts from the twins.

      “When did you get back?” Braden asked the Tortoid.

      ‘Last night, Master Braden, but I was weary from the long trip. I brought Daksha with me. My boy is making me proud. He is so smart.’

      “Thanks, Aadi. But we need to go, and I am sure we could use your counsel. Will you join us?”

      ‘My life has been greatly enriched since I joined you. I shall not miss out on another chance to watch you make the world a better place.’ The Tortoid blinked slowly as he communicated with his thought voice, his mind clearly enunciating the words.

      Bounder explained everything he knew, which wasn’t much. When he finished, everyone agreed that the right thing to do was go after the men and recover the lightning spears before any more harm could be done.

      Micah ground her teeth as she winced at the thought of the attack, the damage, and worst, the evil that the men could do with so many lightning spears. As President of Vii, she had the responsibility to stop what could lead to war.

      She grabbed Braden as he rushed around giving orders to load one thing or another into the Old Tech wagon. “I will send the Security Bots after them if I have to. We cannot let such a group have lightning spears. No one will be safe. Eventually, they will show up here and try to take over.”

      “I know,” Braden said as he cupped Micah’s face in his hand. “We’ll get them, but we have to be careful. We can’t run headlong into an ambush. We’d be incinerated.”

      “We leave in ten!” Micah called. She made a pistol with her fingers and mouthed the words, “I’ll be right back.”

      She turned and raced for the armory.

      The Hawkoids headed toward Livestel as they sought the raiders.

      ‘Holly, we need your help…’ Braden said using his neural implant.
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      Brandt ran effortlessly in front of the Old Tech wagon, his hooves tearing up the ground on the well-worn wagon trail to Livestel. The wagon’s solar-powered drives assisted the King of the Aurochs to move the wagon.

      Five Hillcats, two Wolfoids, four humans, two Rabbits, and one Tortoid filled the group and the wagon.

      G-War and Treetis were comfortably riding on top of the King’s head, where they could best look down on their domain.

      The King made short work of the trip to Livestel. When he reached the outskirts of the town, he pulled up in a huge cloud of dust and trampled grass.

      Bounder and Strider were first out of the back, running as they hit the ground. The others followed, even the Rabbits, although they were always uncomfortable in the Wolfoids’ presence because the Wolfoids always smelled of meat.

      Braden and Micah hurried toward a commotion in the center of town. The ‘cats, Ax, and ‘Tesh ran alongside. A crowd of Wolfoids gathered around the alpha and his mate, all of them speaking at once. Braden and Micah couldn’t understand any of it.

      G-War appeared on a nearby roof as if by magic. Braden noticed him and tried to make eye contact. The ‘cat ignored him. Treetis bolted and took a running leap at the side of the building. He made it halfway up, a valiant effort, but the walls were made of concrete, a New Sanctuary building material.

      Treetis’s claws scraped against the unforgiving building. He twisted and scratched on his way back to the ground. His antics went unobserved as all eyes were on the injured Wolfoids and the blood.

      Micah slowed, and Braden reached for her hand. He could feel her tremble as the warrior rage rose within. Their friends had been injured. The Wolfoids had been safe on the Traveler. Braden and Micah had convinced them to come to the planet to live. Come to Vii.

      Live free as Wolfoids were meant to live.

      Strider worked her way close to the most severely injured, an oldster and an older pup, the first born on Vii. Braden thought White Mountain was dead. Strider looked relieved as she touched noses with the sleeping old Wolfoid. Numbweed had staunched the blood flow and begun the healing process.

      The young Wolfoid, Cygnus Standing, bared his fangs and growled as one of the hunters deftly sewed up the wound in his side. Bounder was in the middle of a cacophony of yips and barks.

      ‘Everyone shut up!’ G-War commanded. He didn’t have to say it loudly, but he projected it directly into everyone’s mind at a volume that wasn’t to be ignored. Braden waved to the ‘cat while watching Bounder.

      The Wolfoid switched to his thought voice, so everyone could hear and understand.

      ‘We will go after them. We will recover our property, and with the help of our friends—’ Bounder waved in Braden and Micah’s direction. ‘—we will make sure this doesn’t happen again.’

      The Wolfoids howled in a cry for vengeance.

      “Look!” a Wolfoid yelled, pointing. Braden took off at a sprint, while two of the hunters raced past him. In the fields, a Wolfoid was staggering toward them.

      “Running Stream,” a Wolfoid shouted in his native tongue. The two hunters reached her, catching her as she collapsed into their arms. They picked her up awkwardly between then. Braden soon caught up and cradled her head in his hands as they rushed back to the town. Dried blood surrounded an arrow embedded in her shoulder. The shaft had broken off, leaving only a nub, making it more difficult to remove.

      Braden’s blood started to boil. He had met Running Stream, one of the herd’s shepherds. She was a kind soul, who didn’t wish harm on anyone. Her demeanor was more like the Rabbits than the Wolfoids. Stream was an enemy to no one.

      And Braden cradled her head as she moaned in pain. From what he could tell, it had caught her shoulder blade, keeping it from going too deep.

      They deposited Running Stream next to White Mountain. The oldster who had assumed the role of healer tried to hold the end of the arrow to remove it, but couldn’t grasp it tightly enough. Not to be dissuaded, he gripped it in his teeth. Using his hands for leverage around the wound, he yanked the arrow with a mighty tug. The skin tore around the wound from the arrowhead’s barbs. Numbweed was quickly applied, helping Stream to drift off.

      ‘Anything?’ Braden asked the Hawkoids, wanting nothing more than to get the raiders into the sights of his blaster.

      ‘We see them. Looks like twenty-five men, each is carrying a lightning spear, and most have bows, too. They are heading west along the ancients’ road,’ Skirill reported.

      Braden signaled to Bounder.

      ‘We heard,’ Bounder replied. ‘Strider and I will go after them. We will return with our lightning spears or we won’t return at all. No matter what, those men will suffer.’

      “I must go, too!” Cygnus Standing said, grimacing as he stood and leaned into his new stitches.

      “You cannot. Stay here and heal,” Strider said, putting herself between the alpha and the pup.

      Cygnus hung his head. “I called the pups back, but they took off again when my back was turned. They are chasing the men right now. They’ll listen to me, as long as I’m in their snouts. And who else has seen them? You need a witness to be sure, in case they try to join more humans.”

      ‘Can you see a pack of pups running after the men?’ Bounder asked the Hawkoids.

      ‘There! Yes, we see them.’

      ‘Please let them know that we’ll be there shortly and they are to run no further.’

      ‘We’ll do our best,’ Skirill replied.

      The twins were wild-eyed when Braden and Micah swept them up on their way back to the wagon. Cygnus loped after them, being supported by Bounder and Strider, who reluctantly agreed to bring the pup, although they were specific that he was to remain in the wagon.

      Aadi had decided to remain in the wagon, then he decided to join the group in the town, and while on his way, they ran past him as they headed back to the wagon. He turned around, just in time for Bounder to give him a push in the right direction.

      Brandt stamped and snorted. G-War and Treetis were already lying on his head, looking forward as if the King was already running.

      They loaded up, shoving Aadi in last. They yelled for Brandt to take off as they jumped to grab the buckboard and pull themselves into the front seat.
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      Heloysius and Luciana held onto the twins as the wagon bumped across the field. A Rabbit bounced off a Wolfoid. Aadi’s shell smashed into Axial’s head, leaving an ugly red mark. There was much wailing and gnashing of teeth in the back of the wagon.

      Shauna and Klytus tried to huddle behind Fea, but she was airborne more often than not from the uneven ground as the King of the Aurochs made a beeline for the remnants of the ancients’ road.

      The group breathed a collective sigh of relief when Brandt bumped onto the road and picked up speed when everything evened out.

      Braden thought he could see blood dripping from the King’s head where two Hillcats had dug twenty claws into his skin.

      Twenty claws each.

      ‘Let me see that,’ Luciana said in her dainty thought voice. She fussed with the wound on Cygnus’s side. With her small hands, she tightened one of the knots. Cygnus twitched and spasmed from the pain, but no sound escaped his lips. Bounder slapped him on the rump in recognition of the pup’s efforts.

      Ahead of the wagon, two Hawkoids were beating their wings furiously, hovering with their claws out as three Wolfoid pups dodged back and forth. Brandt slowed. One of the pups saw the bull and the wagon. He slapped his fellows and they stood up straight, trying to look innocent.

      No one moved within the wagon except for Bounder. He nodded to his mate, caressing the top of her head with one hand before climbing out the back. He strolled casually ahead, slapping the sides of the great King as he passed, stopping to stroke Brandt’s soft nose and share some kind words of thanks for his help in righting the wrong that had befallen Livestel and the Wolfoids.

      The King nodded, forcing Bounder to duck away from the massive horns. G-War yawned.

      Bounder turned toward the pups, who shifted uncomfortably and refused to make eye contact with their alpha. He stopped in front of them.

      “Rainy Forest, Wind Runner, and Low Crawler. I should have known you three would show no self-discipline.” Bounder walked back and forth before lunging and grabbing Forest’s ear. “What did you think you were going to do against twenty-five men with lightning spears?”

      The pups whimpered.

      “You’re coming with us, and you’ll get your chance to fight, but you’re going to train. Hunting comes naturally to us, but fighting against an enemy is something completely different. Those two humans in the front of that wagon are experts. You will listen to them and do as you’re told if you want any chance of surviving this. Do you understand, warrior recruits?”

      Bounder made up the title, and he thought it sounded good. He couldn’t have the pups running wild. He wanted to harness their energy for the good of the group. They had to come along because there was no time to take them home.

      “Get in the wagon,” he ordered. He walked up to the two Hawkoids who had landed and were watching him with interest.

      ‘Thank you for saving them from themselves,’ he said.

      ‘They are a determined bunch,’ Zyena replied, bowing her head to the Wolfoid leader. He bowed in response, giving them a big canine smile. It didn’t take long for his mood to darken once again.

      The business of recovering the lightning spears was going to be dangerous. He looked at the group. Twenty-five men armed with the spears against him and his friends. A well-laid ambush would destroy Vii’s leadership.

      ‘Please keep an eye on the men for us. We cannot let them draw us into a trap.’

      ‘We understand.’ Skirill and Zyena hopped a couple steps and then took off, gaining altitude quickly as they circled to the west under the midday sun.

      Braden and Micah had climbed down from the wagon and were walking toward Bounder. They watched the soaring Hawkoids together.

      “We don’t want them to know we’re on their trail. The only way we’ll win this fight is on our terms. Surprise is our best weapon. These men are running and they will have to slow down sometime soon. We’ll look to catch them tonight. If not, then tomorrow night. We can rest during the day. They cannot. Our terms, Bounder.” Braden looked up at the Wolfoid alpha. On two legs, he stood taller than the humans.

      He rested his front legs on Braden’s shoulders as he leaned close. ‘I know. I want to understand why they did it, find out if there are more of them. We need to prune this tree, cut out the bad branches, reshape it into something that will better reflect the Vii you envision.’

      ‘They are entering the foothills,’ Skirill reported. ‘They have left the road and are entering the forest.’

      ‘Don’t lose them!’ Bounder pleaded.

      ‘Holly, do you have them?’ Braden asked using his link to the artificial intelligence.

      ‘I am tracking them by the energy signatures of the lightning spears. I will not lose them before the spears lose their charge. I do not believe they took any recharging equipment,’ Holly replied.

      “Did they take anything with them to charge the spears?”

      ‘I’m sorry, but I forgot to check.’

      “It’s okay. You had a lot to worry about. Cygnus!” Braden went back to the wagon. “Did the raiders take any charging equipment?”

      Braden decided not to refer to them as men because most men were good people. Raiders would be bad, now and forever. Thieves, pirates, and criminals. But not men.

      The injured pup thought back to what he’d seen when he looked into the Wolfoid armory. “No,” was his simple reply.

      Braden clapped his hands together. “That makes it easy. All we have to do is let them shoot at us until they’re out of juice, and then we let Brandt trample them into the ground.”

      “I see one minor flaw in that plan,” Micah suggested. “WE’RE NOT LETTING THEM SHOOT AT US!”

      Braden rocked back as if punched.

      “Besides that, what did you think of my plan?” Braden replied, trying to lighten the mood. It didn’t work. “It’s a sorry business that we’re in. I don’t want to be a vigilante or the justice police, but I guess that’s the role we’ve been forced into. Maybe we’ve done it to ourselves because no one else was doing it. We’ve also benefitted from it, although I don’t feel guilty about that. Life in New Sanctuary is better than anything I could have ever imagined. Maybe that’s the trade-off. Live well, but when you have to pick up your blasters, blood will be shed, some of it may be ours.”

      “But we will carry arms in defense of Vii,” Micah said. She pointed with her arm toward Livestel. “They need us to protect them, just like McCullough, Greentree, or even White Beach.”

      “Why can’t people be happy with free trade?” Braden wondered aloud.

      “How much trade have we pushed south?” she asked.

      Braden shook his head and raised his hand in the sign for zero.

      “People were a little aggressive before trade opened up. What do you say we get some routes open,” Micah said, smiling at her partner. “As soon as we recover those spears.”

      ‘The men have set up a small camp. It looks like they may be settling in. See for yourself.” With G-War’s help, Skirill shared his view of the men’s position in the woods. They were on top of a hill with a sheer drop behind them. To the front was an open area. As Braden and Micah watched, one of the men torched a tree with one of the lightning spears. A few of the other men fired their spears until one individual made them stop.

      “That doesn’t bode well. As long as they don’t fire, the spears will stay charged,” Braden said unnecessarily. “Let’s move closer, just in case they break camp.”

      Micah corralled the others, including the three pups, and watched everyone pile into the wagon. Aadi floated over her head and swam toward Braden, who had stopped to scratch the side of Brandt’s neck.

      “Thanks for the help, Brandt. We could never do any of this without you.”

      ‘There is no place I would rather be,’ Brandt replied, the voice exploding in Braden’s mind.

      “Whisper, if you don’t mind, big guy,’ Braden requested while scratching the great King’s side. The others were working to get into the wagon. A Wolfoid sat on a Rabbit and that created a bit of a commotion along with some harsh words from Micah. Heloysius was cordial about the intrusion, as Rabbits always were.

      ‘Master Braden, vengeance is an ugly beast that consumes the vengeful,’ Aadi offered.

      “I don’t think that I’m on a mission of vengeance. I only want the spears back. Maybe that’s not all. I want to understand why. Is it the power? Is someone preparing to wage war? Against whom?”

      ‘Your challenge will be in resolving this without the violence I see brewing.’

      ‘I am guilty of this, Master Aadi. I see my friends hurt and I feel like I must do something about it. I wish my Queen was here.’

      ‘We must make do with this group, which means cunning and wiles, Master Braden, King Brandt. We cannot win this by bulling our way through. They’ve shown that they can use the spears. We would all die a fiery death should we attempt a head-on approach.’

      “Like the Bat-Ravens. That is not an end that I wish on anyone, even them, but they left us no choice, just like these men may give us no choice. If we must destroy the spears, then that’s what we’ll do. Better no one have them than leave them in the hands of raiders.”

      Micah mounted the buckboard and waved to Braden. The smell of the Aurochs’ musk filled the air. Braden looked to the west where the remnants of the road cut a line into the hills. There was no breeze, only the cool of spring. The green of new growth fought for dominance over the browns of winter.

      “This morning started out so well. Treetis and G-War both fell into the lake. It was fun, but I never had a chance to heckle them. It seems like that happened a long time ago and no longer matters.”

      ‘It matters as the goal for the future. To get back where you were and keep your lives moving forward. In between, you’ll ensure that everyone else gets to move their lives forward. This is your gift, Master Braden, replacing war with trade,’ Aadi replied.

      “How many people have to die in between?” Braden slapped the Aurochs on the side one last time. “Mount up, Master Aadi. It’s time to roll.”
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      The twins quickly befriended the pups, although Shauna and Klytus weren’t as quick to accept the Wolfoids into the children’s inner circle.

      The wagon rested behind a small stand of evergreens, hidden from view, while the others went quietly about their business. The human and Wolfoid adults conferred around a rough map that Braden had drawn on the ground. The Hawkoids watched from a branch nearby while Aadi floated overhead. Brandt tried to see between the others with G-War and Fea perched on his head.

      Treetis was nowhere to be seen.

      The Rabbits had gone into the woods to find vegetables and tubers to add to a hastily gathered food supply that consisted mostly of smoked meat and jerkies.

      The youngsters had been harshly shushed when they started to make too much noise. Even with a large hill in between them and the raiders, Braden wanted to maintain the surprise. They could not afford to let the raiders know that they were being followed.

      Ax tripped his sister and Shauna came to her rescue. Klytus joined in. Soon, the four were rolling around on the ground while the Wolfoid pups quietly cheered them on. Precocious five-year-olds? Or were the twins simply active children raised in a loving environment?

      Shauna was tossed from the pile, landing in a nearby bush. She vaulted straight into the air as a serpentine head, fangs bared, passed through the space where she had just been.

      The Wolfoids grabbed the twins and pulled them from the small opening where the Crawler ended up. It hissed angrily. Klytus headed in, dodging left and right. The Crawler locked its eyes on the ‘cat. Klytus’s movements slowed.

      Ax dove in and yanked back on the ‘cat’s tail as the Crawler struck. “Look out, Klytus!” he called while dragging the ‘cat away. The Crawler wriggled toward the spellbound ‘cat. Ax stumbled back and fell.

      Runner jumped forward and kicked it. The Crawler turned and hissed. The pup darted away. Low Crawler came in from the other side while Ax climbed to his feet. Klytus recovered his senses and ran around the outside of the ring forming around the snake.

      Rainy Forest stomped on its tail when it turned toward ‘Tesh. She stood on the balls of her feet while Shauna crouched, ready to strike. The Crawler curled and headed fangs-first toward Forest’s leg. Treetis bolted in like an orange streak, catching the Crawler by the neck. The snake curled around the scarred ‘cat. Forest pulled his belt knife and started sawing behind the Crawler’s head while Treetis fought the snake.

      The big ‘cat rolled to his feet while the others breathed hard, still shocked at their brush with death. Treetis took one last look at the snake and casually strolled away.

      The Wolfoids watched, mouths agape and eyes wide.

      That is how you do it, boys and girls, Treetis thought, his tail thrust into the air. He knew that G-War had once been grazed by a Crawler’s fang. Treetis didn’t consider himself to be G-War’s equal, but he was quickly gaining ground.

      He’d get there, and someday soon.

      Fea and G-War appeared and hovered over the dead Crawler. They quickly surveyed the group, looking for injuries but saw none. ‘Who killed the Crawler?’ G-War asked.

      ‘I did,’ Forest replied proudly, before letting his head and tail droop. ‘Treetis caught him and held him down for me.’

      Fea rubbed her body against the Golden Warrior’s. He purred at the news and the touch. ‘You are lucky to have a ‘cat like him watching out for you. Bring that thing to Braden so he can clean it for dinner. I hear Crawlers are good eating. Now we will find out for sure.’

      Despite Braden’s prohibition against a fire, he made a smokeless one to better cook the snake. Not even the ‘cat would eat it raw.
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      When night fell, many had climbed back into the wagon to keep Cygnus Standing company. The Rabbits had outdone themselves with what they found growing wild. Adding that to the Crawler meat turned dinner into a feast.

      Holly interrupted Braden’s reverie. ‘The men are moving out, back to the road and continuing west.’

      “Nightfall to defeat the sharp eyes of our Hawkoid friends,” Braden said softly into the evening calm. “But nothing can stop Holly from tracking them.”

      ‘Let us know when it’s safe for us to move without being seen,’ Braden replied.

      “Wake up and load up,” Braden ordered. “The raiders are on the move. We’ll follow when it’s safe to do so.”

      Brandt had eaten his fill and then rested, but not for as long as he would’ve liked. He returned to the hillside to continue fueling his engine, ripping shrubs and heavy grasses from the ground, clearing a swath of land. The Rabbits couldn’t watch.

      The Wolfoids growled low in their throats. They had been restless, Bounder most of all. His patience was already too thin because of the attack. He knew that waiting for the proper time to strike was the only acceptable course of action, but his body wanted justice. He hadn’t been able to sit still. Strider told him that he would be too tired when the time came, but there was nothing he could do about the fire that burned within his soul.

      His people. Attacked! And here he was, cooling his heels. He knew it was the right thing, but it wasn’t what he wanted.

      “We will catch them soon enough and you will have your revenge,” Strider told her mate.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      She snorted and chuckled. “Just a lot. Trust the humans. Follow their lead. I don’t want to be on the wrong end of lightning and neither do you.”

      Bounder nodded and headed for the back of the wagon. The group packed into the wagon and waited. Brandt continued to ravage the hillside. Braden and Micah waited by the harness, ready to hook up the King when Holly gave the word.

      It took well over an hour before they were clear to travel. “Did you get enough to eat?” Braden asked, shaking his head.

      ‘I think I did. Thanks for the extra time.’

      “No problem. I wish I hadn’t watched you eat. It ruined my appetite.”

      ‘That was probably the Crawler,’ Brandt replied as they finished harnessing the King. Braden and Micah climbed into the front of the wagon and they set off at a measured pace. The cloudy sky would ensure they’d travel under cover of darkness, but that carried its own risks.

      Braden kept his neural implant active and the window before his eye open to watch the raiders moving in real time. Holly tracked the power signature of each individual spear, keeping count to avoid the surprise of a fiery ambush.

      “Looks like we’re headed to the coast,” Braden said softly.

      “And then what?” Micah asked.

      Braden shrugged and shook his head.
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      After midnight, the raiders increased speed as they traveled downhill. They reached the flatlands bordering the Western Sea, continuing at a ground-eating pace.

      ‘They have turned south, Master Braden,’ Holly stated. Brandt stood still and waited. They were at the top of the hill that had an unimpeded view of the ocean, even though it was a long ways into the distance. The raiders were opening the gap between themselves and their pursuers.

      “There’s no way they could have known we were following,” Braden complained as he watched the blips on his map move farther and farther away.

      ‘The Warden is not far away. I could bring it ashore and you could use it to get in front of the men without them knowing.’

      “Holly suggested that the Warden meet us, and we can sail past the raiders.”

      ‘Assuming they stay close to the sea,’ Aadi replied.

      “The battle for the Amazon,” Micah whispered, looking into her lap and kneading her hands together.

      “I think so,” Braden agreed. He took Micah’s hand as he pursed his lips and disappeared deep into his own thoughts.

      ‘The way is clear, and the Warden is inbound. It will be waiting for you when you arrive. You can decide at that point what you want to do.’

      “Time to go, Brandt,” Micah said, noting her partner’s furled brow. With his free hand, he absentmindedly caressed his blaster.
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      The sunrise at their backs showed them a crystal blue ocean. Beyond a small beach, the Warden rested peacefully. On deck were Chrysalis, the cloned son of Doctor Johns and Patti May, the two scientists who had made their home on board the Warden, a perpetual laboratory at sea.

      Braden and Micah had not parted on the best of terms last time they saw the two scientists.

      “I don’t remember saying good-bye to those two,” Micah said while smiling and waving.

      Braden sat on his hands. “That’s because they never bothered to come up on deck. I wonder what changed between then and now.”

      “Maybe they got lonely.” Micah shrugged and elbowed Braden. “Wave.”

      He raised one arm, waved it back and forth twice, then lowered it. “I don’t like those guys.”

      “Play nice or I’ll have to throw you around.” Micah lifted one eyebrow to emphasize her point.

      Braden chuckled softly. “I might like that, but I remember you punching young Doctor Johns in the face.”

      “I don’t remember anything of the sort.” Micah climbed down from the buckboard. “Would you look at that?”

      “Chlorphyta and Rhodophyta. I expect that’s Rexalta beyond the Warden.”

      “Chlora, Rhodi, and Rex. I wasn’t going to ride the ship, but with them around, I don’t think I can say no.”

      As the rest of the group surrounded Braden and Micah, he turned to face them, the ship standing majestically behind him.

      “You’ve all had time to think about it, and so have I. We need to do this, but we can’t put our eggs in one basket. We have to split up. Micah will take a team on board the Warden. They’ll race south and cutoff the raiders. Brandt and I will take a team overland. They are hemmed in between the mountains to the east and ocean to the west. Holly thinks they’ll continue to head south along the coast. If we can trap them, maybe we can get them to talk without having to resort to a firefight.”

      The Wolfoids looked torn. The twins wanted to go to sea. Their thought voices pounded into the minds of their parents. The ‘cats didn’t want to get wet. It was thought-voice chaos.

      “Everyone stop yelling!” Braden shouted into the silence. G-War circled three times and curled up on top of the King’s head.

      “Micah, pick your crew.”

      Micah didn’t hesitate. “Both of you—” Pointing to the twins and their ‘cats. “You two—” Pointing to the pups Runner and Crawler. “Strider, the Rabbits, if you please, Fea, and Treetis.”

      Braden looked at who remained. Brandt, Cygnus Standing, Rainy Forest, Bounder, G-War, Aadi, and the Hawkoids. “I guess that’ll work. Everyone for?”

      No one moved. “Fine. Silence is consent. Looks like your ride to the ship awaits.” Braden bowed to the Dolphins.

      ‘Where is Bronwyn?’ Rhodi asked.

      Micah answered with the short version of their mission and that Bronwyn was north of the rainforest, working with the Aurochs herd.

      “I’m sorry that she’s not with us,” Micah ended. She checked her neural implant. “We need to hurry. The raiders are opening the distance between us. If they separate and spread out, we will have a much harder time tracking them down, but then again, it may be easier to engage them in small numbers.”

      “Both and neither. You need to go and so do we.” Braden looked confused as he didn’t want to leave. He pulled Micah close for a lengthy hug, and the twins attached themselves to their parents’ legs. “I will miss you every moment we’re apart. All of you.”

      “And us, too,” Micah, Ax, and ‘Tesh said in chorus. Klytus and Shauna started meandering away.

      “Grab them,” Braden said.

      ‘Come,’ Fea said. The force of her thought voice allowed for no dissent. The ‘cats lined up behind her on their way to the beach.

      Braden climbed onto the wagon and without waiting for the others to board the ship, he asked Brandt to head out. ‘I will stay in touch via Holly,’  he told Micah as Brandt hauled the half-empty wagon away.

      ‘You need to man up,’ G-War told Braden. The human smiled. After G-War’s impromptu partnering with Fea, he had become less engaged in Braden’s life. And Braden missed that.

      “What does that even mean?” Braden asked. To the casual observer, it would have looked like the ‘cat was sleeping.

      ‘It means you need to deal with being away from your woman. Stop your moping and get to work!’ G-War’s impatience peppered his thought speech.

      “What? It sounds like you’re the one who’s missing his woman. You big baby.”

      G-War dropped the mindlink like a hammer hitting an anvil.

      “Hit the nail on the head, did I?” Braden asked, but G-War was shunning him, for the moment anyway.

      Braden opened the window before his eye. ‘What do we have, Holly? Show me the map, put the Warden on it with projected travel, and then our position against that of the raiders. When will we have them caught in a crossfire?’

      ‘I estimate that they will soon need to stop. You will have to move east and seek cover in the foothills as you progress south. The Warden will take two days to pass them. There is a large harbor town that the Warden will reach in three days,’ Holly advised.

      ‘A large harbor town? How long have we been in the south and I never heard about a large harbor town before now?’

      ‘Chrysalis and Patti May have been to the town several times.’

      ‘Now you’re starting to make me angry. Don’t tell me. You informed Doctor Johns in the command center, meaning that he was the one who never told me.’

      ‘That would be correct.’ Holly waited for Braden’s vital signs to stabilize. The AI knew that the human was agitated, but he could do nothing to allay Braden’s anger.

      “Fine,” Braden said aloud. G-War raised his head and looked back at his human. Brandt maintained a steady pace without hurrying. “We’re going to have to head toward the foothills.”

      The King of the Aurochs angled east as he kept the way ahead in sight.

      ‘I think the worst thing that could happen is catching them in the open,’ Aadi suggested.

      Braden nodded slowly as the wagon shifted and bumped over the roughening terrain. G-War had to stand as Brandt struggled through a rocky patch before finding smoother ground.

      ‘We don’t want to catch them in the open,’ Bounder agreed.

      “That would be bad. But where?”

      ‘There are a couple different choke points where a successful interdiction can be conducted.’

      “A successful interdiction. Yes. We will catch them between a rock and a hard place, and we’ll hammer them back to the great war.”
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      Micah clung to Chlora’s dorsal fin as the Dolphin powered through the waves toward the well deck of the Warden. Chlora swam into the open pool and closed on the edge, where Micah tossed Fea onto the deck. The ‘cat landed cleanly on her paws and shook off the few drops of water that had hit her fur during the ride out. Micah let go and waved at the Dolphin as she headed ashore for the next victims.

      Two by two, the Dolphins brought everyone to the ship. Klytus and Shauna scratched the twins mercilessly as they tried to stay above the waves. No one was happy among the twins and their ‘cats when they arrived aboard.

      The Wolfoids dog-paddled out of the well deck, wide-eyed at the immensity of the ship. The sail stood six stories above the water where a wide base submerged five stories deep. The Rabbits shook and raced below to the garden level.

      Micah watched them go, expecting not to see them for the rest of the trip, although their small laser pistols would come in handy if it became a shooting match with the raiders. She hoped it didn’t come to that, but didn’t see many options.

      The Rabbits were the last ones aboard. Micah twirled a finger in the air, signaling that it was time to go. She figured that Holly was tapped into the external cameras, like he’d been the last time they were aboard.

      “Hey,” she said as a way of greeting the two scientists. They both looked like they’d been sucking lemons.

      “What are you doing with our ship?”

      “We’re running south to cut off a group of raiders who stole an armory full of lightning spears from the Wolfoids. We’re trying to prevent a war.”

      Chrysalis looked at Patti May and together, they shook their heads. “Isn’t it obvious?” Patti asked.

      Micah didn’t rise to the bait.

      “If the Wolfoids didn’t have such weapons, then there would have been nothing to steal and no chance of war,” Patti said matter-of-factly.

      “That’s one way to look at it. I remember the time before the Wolfoids came down from the Traveler. There was plenty of war and we didn’t have high-tech weapons back then. As long as the good guys are the only ones with the weapons, then we’re okay. That’s what we’re on our way to fix.”

      “Who determines the good guys?”

      Micah rubbed her chin. “You do have a point. Who watches the watchers? I’d like to think it’s Holly who watches over everything to keep us from having another civil war. He’s smarter than the rest of us put together. There’s also the pure-heart test. I trust in that.”

      “The Hillcats. Genetically-engineered constructs determining the fate of humanity. I shudder at the thought of what we’ve gotten ourselves into. We probably should have stayed on Cygnus VI.”

      “And starved. That’s why we went to the Traveler, risked our lives so you could be saved. Don’t you think you’re being a little ungrateful?”

      “I don’t think that was it at all.”

      Micah controlled her breathing to keep from getting angry. The scientists had led a sheltered life, always in the care of modern technology without having to deal with the outside world. Braden and Micah straddled both areas, new and old. Both had their warts and both held promise.

      Bringing them together peacefully was proving to be a challenge. How to move forward with technology while keeping some of that technology from humanity. Micah didn’t know the answer. Was there a place for weapons of war in a peaceful world?

      Of course not, as long as everyone embraced the peace. Fate had directed her into Braden’s path following the violence that followed when one village sought to dominate another.

      “I need to get my children settled. If you’ll excuse me,” Micah said softly, trying to understand the scientists’ perspective. They would find a way. Braden would find a way to talk with the raiders. She hoped beyond hope that he would find a way.

      Micah led the twins upstairs, against their wishes because they wanted to swim out and see Rex. From the galley on the second level, they watched the ship turn south and start to pick up speed.

      The race was on.

      What do we do when we get there? Micah thought. She, Strider, and the Rabbits were the only ones armed. Against twenty-five men with lighting spears.

      She couldn’t see a way to win the fight, and it weighed heavily on her soul. If only she could have resolved it with a swordfight or wrestling match, but no.

      ‘Holly? I need your help…’
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      ‘I have their scent,’ Bounder said, sitting up front with Braden. He sniffed the air. ‘It is unmistakable.’

      “We are a long ways from their trail since we moved inland. Are you sure?” Braden looked at his friend.

      Bounder glanced back. ‘Pretty sure,’ Bounder replied, thrusting his muzzle upward and taking in the air.

      “Sorry.” Braden looked at the way ahead, the shadows from the hills and upcoming mountain range shortening as the sun rose higher in the sky. “Can your pups fight?”

      Bounder shook his head, almost imperceptibly. “G-War? We may be asking a lot of you.”

      The ‘cat rose from his perch, ran down the King’s back, and launched himself at the wagon once he hit Brandt’s hindquarters. The ‘cat landed with a thump in the seat next to Braden. He faced forward and sat upright, wrapping his tail around his legs.

      ‘Aadi and I will do what we need to do,’ G-War replied. ‘I can smell them, too. The breeze from the sea is carrying their stench. I’m surprised you can’t smell them with that monstrosity you call a nose hanging off your face.’

      “Micah likes it. And so does Fealona!”

      ‘She most assuredly does not.’ The scarred Hillcat licked a paw and started grooming his ear, the one missing a chunk where a Bat-Raven had attacked him.

      Braden petted the ‘cat with long strokes from his head to his tail.

      ‘What are you doing?’ G-War asked, his paw frozen mid-air, his claws slowly started to extend.

      “I’m thinking.” Braden stared into the distance. “I’m thinking we need to catch this group in the night, which means you, little man. You sneaking in and taking the head off the snake. We only need to figure out which one is the leader. There’s always one.”

      Braden continued his rhythmic stroking of the ‘cat. G-War retracted his claws and returned to grooming his face.

      ‘If I may, Master Braden. We have the element of surprise. As long as we retain that, then we will have the upper hand,’ Aadi suggested.

      Braden nodded slowly while staring over Brandt’s broad back.
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      Wind Runner and Low Crawler lay on the deck, heads lolling after heaving their guts out for the past eight hours.

      “You’re just seasick,” Strider told them in a series of yips and barks.

      “We’re dying!” they claimed, looking as green as a fur-covered creature could.

      Klytus and Shauna ran around chasing the twins and acting like kittens, but the twins were five and the ‘cats were well into adulthood. Their choice had been to stay young for as long as they could. Very few gained a life-bond as a child. Most ‘cats shied away until the true nature of the person was clear.

      In the case of Ax and ‘Tesh, Klytus and Shauna’s father had named them after himself. They had an innate ability to communicate with not just Hillcats, but all sentient creatures. They were gifted in all ways. Klytus and Shauna had been born of a pairing between the Golden Warrior and a domestic cat. They were only half the size of their father. They visited their mother occasionally, but G-War always disappeared into the hills before they arrived on those visits, reappearing when they were on their way out.

      Klytus took a full run at Ax, who quickly dodged. The ‘cat tried to stop and slid over the edge and into the ocean. He flailed in the water as the Warden pulled away from him.

      ‘Chlora!’ Ax called.

      ‘Rhodi!’ Shauna added, running to the edge of a great wing that kept the Old Tech ship stable. Klytus disappeared behind a wave, reappearing as a new one crested.

      “KLYTUS!” Ax screamed in panic.

      Two dorsal fins cut a path toward the ‘cat. They passed, turned, and one thrust up from below, throwing Klytus into the air. He landed on Chlora’s head, claws from all four paws digging in and holding on.

      “Owwww!” Chlora chittered in a near-human voice. She hammered her tail into the waves, accelerating quickly toward the ship, and ducked into the water briefly. Klytus hung on. Chlora came out of the water, slamming her body into the deck and dislodging the terrified ‘cat. He came out with bits of Dolphin flesh attached to his claws.

      Klytus stood and shook. Runner and Crawler remained out of it. The others gathered around, Micah showing up last, but first to pull a patch of numbweed from her ever-present pouch. She packed it on Chlora’s head.

      The Dolphin sighed as the pain disappeared. “Splash some water on him,” Micah ordered. Ax and ‘Tesh slapped at the sea with their hands, sending small arcs of water onto the beached Dolphin.

      Ax wouldn’t look at his ‘cat.

      ‘What?’ Klytus asked defensively. Fea stalked up to him and in a blur, slapped him in the head. He lunged at her, but she was twice his size and smacked him down with her other paw. Klytus showed a fang. She slapped him on the head again. Fea kept her paw raised and extended her claws for the next strike.

      Klytus focused on the long, needle-like points. He hung his head and sat down.

      ‘Apologize,’ Fea told him.

      He looked up at her, defiance on his face. Her paw remained ready to strike.

      ‘I’m sorry, Chlora. There’s no excuse,’ he said in a tiny voice. Fea licked her paw and ran it over her ear before walking to the Dolphin and rubbing her body on the creature’s snout. Chlora sneezed.

      A massive head rose behind the ship. ‘Tesh was the first one to see it and fell back before she realized it was her old friend.

      ‘Rexalita!’ Without warning, she ran two steps and launched herself into the ocean. Ax was a step behind. The Whale sunk below the waves. When she rose again, the twins were clinging to her head.

      ‘My friends. It is so good play again,’ the Whale’s thought voice boomed.

      “It’s a zoo out here,” Micah said, smiling at the joy of her children and wishing Braden was there to see it. Strider moved next to her.

      ‘Life is so much simpler when one is a pup.’

      “I’m not sure those two would agree.” Micah stabbed a thumb over her shoulder. Runner and Crawler rolled on the deck, moaning.

      The Warden continued to sail unerringly southward at maximum possible speed.
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      ‘It looks like the men are turning toward the mountains,’ Holly reported.

      ‘Look for a trail or some way we can get in front of them. Can we ambush them by diving into the mountains now, coming around from the other side?’

      ‘There is no way into the mountains from here, unless you abandon the wagon and possibly Brandt, too.’ Holly spoke clinically, analyzing the situation using the data available to him.

      ‘We’ll keep that eventuality to ourselves. I suspect Brandt can be more nimble than you give him credit for.’

      ‘If you want to head into the mountains, you will have to backtrack, but that way will add a full day to your journey as you’ll travel around a wide mountain base where there is no trail.’

      ‘You make it sound so enticing,’ Braden replied. He blew out a breath and shook his head. ‘Sounds like we don’t have a choice. We’ll continue to trail them. A full day? We can’t afford that. Let Micah know that we’re heading inland.’
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      “The raiders have turned east. They’re entering the mountains,” Micah told Strider.

      ‘Then why are we still traveling south?’ the Wolfoid asked.

      “They are traveling too fast. We’d spend all our time running after them. If they turn south again, we still may be able to get in front of them. Holly says there may be as many as a thousand people in this port city we’ll reach tomorrow. But if the men turned inland, they probably aren’t associated with this place. We might be able to find some allies.”

      ‘That would be good. Our numbers are small.’

      “I doubt anyone down here has ever seen a Wolfoid or Hillcat before.”

      ‘That’s probably a safe bet,’ Strider replied, wondering what the President had in mind.

      “Well, they will now!”
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      ‘Rain is coming,’ Bounder said as he sniffed the air.

      “That won’t be good. We could lose their trail, although as long as Holly’s up and about, we can track them.”

      ‘But will we be on the right track?’ Aadi asked.

      “You ask great questions, Aadi. Brandt, can you pick up the pace? Holly will let us know when to back off. We need to be close enough that when the rain hits, we don’t lose them. The mountain path could be treacherous.”

      ‘There is no way I’ll be able to pull the cart through there,’ Brandt boomed in his thought voice as he looked past the foothills at the rugged mountains beyond.

      “I didn’t want to bring it up, but we may have to leave the wagon behind. I’m not sure you’ll be able to make it through, depending on what the trail looks like,” Braden shared. “I didn’t know how to tell you.”

      ‘Thank you for trying to spare my feelings. If the trail is too narrow, I will return to the wagon and wait for you there.’

      “I hope it doesn’t come to that, Brandt. I’m sure your strength will come in handy wherever we go.”

      The King of the Aurochs increased speed. Braden checked with Holly to make sure they wouldn’t inadvertently be seen by the raiders. Brandt was closing the gap quickly.

      “Holly says they are slowing down,” Braden said for everyone to hear. The first drops of rain began, and the Hawkoids swooped in to land on the wagon. They’d scouted the way ahead, shown Braden the way.

      Soon, it was a downpour. Brandt slowed to a crawl because he could barely see in front of him. Braden climbed down from the buckboard and walked alongside his friend, helping him see and feel the way.

      Braden also had the window open before his eye with the map, the satellite imagery overlaid, and a flashing dot showing where they were and the location of the raiders. The men had stopped and spread out in a circle.

      “I think they’ve set up camp,” he said. “This might be a great time to surprise them. They’ve been running for eighteen hours. They have to be exhausted.”

      ‘As have we,’ Aadi replied. ‘But they don’t have the benefit of an Old Tech wagon and the King of the Aurochs.’

      They were already moving slowly when Holly advised Braden to stop. “This is it. Unhook the wagon, and we’ll continue on foot.” Bounder and the pups helped Braden remove Brandt’s harness. Once free, the King followed at the rear of a single file line, with Bounder up front, on all fours, sniffing and trailing.

      Braden carried G-War, covered with a coat to keep him dry, at least for the moment. They both sniffed the air. Wet Wolfoid, more pungent than any wet dog. Braden wondered if the men ahead could smell them.
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      “Next stop, a natural harbor with a town wrapped around it.” Holly had shown the satellite image of the port on the screen by the captain’s chair. Micah had studied it, but that didn’t give her the answers she wanted. “We’ll get there tomorrow, and we can’t waste any time.”

      ‘It is a challenge,’ Strider said. ‘I fear that I won’t be any help, just like when we went to the north.’

      “I know. I think I’ll go in first with the twins and ‘cats. Maybe you can go disguised as a pet dog. We’ll need all the eyes, ears, and noses we can get.”

      ‘A pet dog. That’s funny. Sure. I’ll do it and leave the pups to defend the ship, keep the curious away. What about the two scientists? Maybe they can help.’

      Micah leaned against the window on the fifth deck above the ocean—the bridge where a captain from long ago had guided the Warden around the western sea. Now, Holly drove the ship. Maybe he did back then, too. Micah wasn’t sure.

      Ax and ‘Tesh ran up the stairs and stomped onto the bridge.

      “Whatcha looking at?” ‘Tesh asked, lifting her arms to be picked up so she could see.

      Strider picked up Ax and held him next to his sister where they could both look out the windows. “There’s Rex!” Ax exclaimed and started to wriggle to be put down. Once his feet hit the floor, he was off like a shot.

      “Just the ocean and my favorite Whale,” ‘Tesh said, glancing back and forth between the view outside and the stairs where her brother disappeared. Micah put her down and she raced away.

      Klytus and Shauna hadn’t made the climb. Fea was curled up in the captain’s chair. Treetis was probably wreaking havoc on the garden level. He loved to torment the Rabbits, despite everyone telling him that he shouldn’t. They carried laser pistols and weren’t afraid to use them, especially if they thought a crop was threatened.

      “I could use a chocolate shake,” Micah told the Wolfoid. Holly had called it a comfort food after encouraging her to limit her intake of them. She ignored him.

      Braden was heading into the mountains after a pack of raiders armed with lightning spears while she was on a tropical cruise. Of course she was worried.

      And that called for ice cream.
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      Brandt tiptoed, if such a thing was a thing for a great creature like the King of the Aurochs, but he didn’t want to be left behind. The others moved silently up a narrow trail, Bounder in the lead with Braden close behind. Cygnus Standing stayed close to keep him on the trail while he constantly watched the window before his eye, courtesy of his neural implant.

      “Hold up,” Braden whispered into the driving rain. Bounder kept moving. Braden spoke in a normal voice. “Hold up.”

      Cygnus gripped his side as he limped forward to poke Bounder in the back. The alpha shook his head as he snapped back to the present. ‘I think I fell asleep.’

      ‘I’m with you,’ Braden replied using the mindlink. ‘I’m one tired puppy, but now is our best opportunity since this all started. We’re getting close, and I think it’s time to unleash our secret weapons.’

      ‘You mean Aadi and the Golden Warrior?’

      Braden opened his jacket, allowing the raindrops to pepper the head of one very unhappy ‘cat. Aadi swam forward until he was beside Braden and Bounder. G-War jumped into a puddle on the trail and hurried under the natural umbrella of the Tortoid’s shell. Aadi descended until he was right above the ‘cat. G-War looked at Braden through narrow eyes beneath a wet brow.

      ‘No one wants to get this over with more than I,’ G-War told the group.

      Aadi blinked, bowing his head slightly. He reveled in the rain running from him. His shell was heavily scarred and repaired, colored to match, but that was for others. Everyone knew of the Tortoid’s injuries. It had taken him a while to recover, but he had. The power of his mind had overcome the challenges of his body.

      And then he had children.

      ‘Don’t take any unnecessary risks,’ Braden advised. ‘Your family is counting on me to bring you home, so let’s make me look like a hero, okay?’

      ‘That was my greatest concern, Master Braden,’ Aadi said with mirth in his thought voice.

      ‘I think I’ll sharpen my claws on your pants, just because,’ G-War added.

      ‘You’re mad because Fea isn’t here. Admit it. You’re a family man now.’

      ‘I am, and I’m very good at it. What’s your excuse?’

      ‘I knew I would pay for that brief lapse for the rest of my life, the minor issue that resulted in you naming my children.’

      ‘Brief lapse? You were passed out on the floor!’ G-War shared the image from his mind with the group. Cygnus Standing chuckled and Brandt snorted.

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Braden said aloud.

      ‘We all have places to go, Master Braden, journeys to take. We are happy to be on this one with you. My furry friend and I shall reconnoiter the enemy and report back. We shall remain invisible to them. If need be, I can run away.’

      “Was that a joke, Aadi? Nice one. You two stay together, watch out for each other. G-War will know where the men are. Trust his instincts. Now go, before we fall asleep.” Braden tapped on Aadi’s shell as he swam away, his motions strangely appropriate for movement through the rain. G-War lost his struggle to stay out of the rain with each step.

      ‘I hate being wet,’ were his final words as they disappeared into the darkness.
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      The Warden cruised into the harbor like it owned it. Small boats with one or two-person crews hurried out of the path of the technological wonder. Everyone looked but no one stared, as if the Warden had been there before.

      That clinched it for Micah. She headed downstairs, below sea level, on her way to the laboratories where she hoped to find the scientists.

      “What do you think, Fea?” Micah asked. Treetis bolted past as if he was on fire. Both watched him, neither noted anything out of the ordinary.

      ‘About what?’

      “Do you think we’ll be able to convince them to play nice?”

      ‘I heard you punched one of them in the face.’

      “I did. That was me. I apologized, but I wasn’t really sorry, and they have long memories.”

      ‘Then we shall have to convince them that it is in the best interest of Vii, although they haven’t shown any concern about the planet besides their small part of it. That’s it! You can make the pitch that New Sanctuary will fall and we’ll be forced to sleep on the ground, roughing it until we can retake the Command Center.’

      Micah stopped and looked down at the white ‘cat with her black spots. Fea didn’t mince words. She said what had to be said.

      “You think the Command Center could fall?”

      ‘It is possible, but the Security Bots will make short work of men unfamiliar with such combat.’

      “You sound like Braden.”

      ‘I think I should be insulted,’ Fea said, chuckling in the back of her mind. ‘He knows what he’s talking about.’

      “Only because he detests war so learns everything he can to help him avoid it. And if he can’t, he wants to end it as quickly as possible, so he can get back to trading. After all, he is the Free Trader.”

      ‘We are better because of it, too, all of us.’

      Micah nodded and continued on her way to the laboratory deck to talk with the scientists. It was her responsibility to convince them to introduce her to the important people of the town.

      She found Chrysalis in the lab and Patti in one of the observation chambers. Micah approached the young Doctor Johns first.

      “Holly has brought us into a port town, and I was hoping that you would come with us, maybe introduce us to some people. We’re trying to get to the bottom of who raided Livestel.”

      “I doubt the people of Southport had anything to do with the attack on the Wolfoids,” Chrysalis said dismissively.

      “Southport? That’s not very imaginative,” Micah blurted as the anger rose within. She unclenched the fist she hadn’t realized she’d made.

      He looked up from his computer, rolling his eyes. “That’s what they call it, so what else matters? Now if you’ll leave me alone, I have work to do.”

      “And so do we. The entirety of Vii needs your help to make this go well, but you probably made enemies when you were here and that’s why you don’t want to go ashore. You’re not very nice, Doctor Johns. I am sorry to have bothered you. Talking with you always upsets me, I’ll have you know, so don’t show your face on deck. You may find a fist headed toward it.”

      Micah stormed off. Fea remained behind.

      ‘You are here because of her and Braden and the sacrifices they made for you. If you want to live in constant fear of being killed in your sleep, then continue being an ass.’ Fea strolled away. ‘Treetis, I have a job for you…’

      Fea found Micah standing on the deck waving to the onlookers. They waved back. “I don’t need him. We’ll find our own way using our winning personalities.”

      Micah smiled broadly at the ‘cat before returning her attention to the port and the people on a long dock that Holly was easing toward.

      Strider loped out on all fours. Her harness and spear were gone. A pup stood out of sight behind the door. He held the spear tightly, embracing the task that Strider had given him. He felt like a new Wolfoid as the perpetual motion of the ship stopped.

      ‘I hate this,’ Strider said.

      ‘I know. People should accept you for who you are. In due time, after we get the information that we need, we’ll show them the truth.’

      ‘I look forward to it,’ Strider replied as she walked at Micah’s side. The twins bounced with excitement.

      ‘Look at the people!’ Ax said over the mindlink. The children were most comfortable using their thought voices.

      ‘Can we go shopping?’ ‘Tesh asked.

      ‘Are you looking for anything in particular?’ Micah asked.

      ‘I won’t know until I see it. Shauna agrees.’ The small calico turned to her human and stared. ‘You do!’

      “Ahoy!” Micah called as the Warden butted up against the dock with only the slightest bump. She led the group from the ship, stepping lightly onto the dock. She reached back, but the twins jumped effortlessly, then the ‘cats, finally a large, shaggy gray wolf. As they walked down the dock, people backed away.

      Micah held out her hands for calm. Strider strolled up next to her and sat down. Micah rested her hand on Strider’s head before scratching her behind her ears. Strider leaned into it when Micah hit a good spot.

      The people relaxed.

      “Greetings from the north, good people of Southport. Do you have a mayor or town leader I could talk to? We’ve had something come up in Livestel and could use your help.”

      “I dunno. No one here like that,” a gruff man said before working his way past the group and heading toward the end of the dock. Micah watched him to make sure he didn’t try to board the Warden. He walked past.

      Two Rabbits appeared on deck. Micah hadn’t told them to stay below because she hadn’t seen them. They hopped toward the edge and jumped to the dock.

      ‘Can I stand up now?’ Strider asked.

      ‘No. Maybe no one saw them.’ Micah turned to find half the town watching the Rabbits hop happily down the dock.

      “Hey guys, what brings you out here?”

      ‘We smell the most delightful smells. And fish, which isn’t delightful at all mind you, but beneath it, a kelp, tuber, and vegetable stew. Yum!’

      “Why?” Micah asked the sky. When she lowered her head, Strider was standing on two feet next to her. “Or should I say, why not?”

      Micah led the way down the dock toward the small group of people, probably far less than half the town, but they were mesmerized by the parade of creatures headed their way. The Rabbits bowed to the humans. Some of them bowed back.

      The Rabbits skipped happily in the direction of what they thought was a vegetable stew. Micah stopped at the first person she met on shore. “I’d like to talk with someone in charge, please. We may need help from the good people of Southport.”

      A young woman pointed to the gruff old man fishing off the end of the pier. “He’s the mayor. You’ll want to talk with him. What are you?”

      “Rabbits, ‘cats, a Wolfoid, and me, I’m the President of Cygnus VII.”

      The woman’s expression didn’t change. None of the words meant anything to her.

      “We are weary travelers in search of a kind word,” Micah said philosophically, putting her hand over her heart.

      “Then he’s not the one you want to talk to,” the young woman corrected herself. She pointed along the beach. “She’s the nice one.”

      An older woman worked slowly with a large fishing net.

      Micah thanked the young woman and stepped onto the shore. ‘Heloysius and Luciana? Could you come back to the dock, please? I don’t want anyone to get into trouble.’

      ‘I’ll bring them back,’ Fea said. She darted into the small crowd and was gone.

      Klytus and Shauna looked like they wanted to go after her. “Don’t you dare,” Micah told them. She turned back to find the woman right there, watching the twins with a grandmotherly smile.

      “What are your names?” she asked.

      “I’m Ax and this is ‘Tesh,” the young boy said, before adding helpfully, “she’s my twin sister.”

      “Nice to meet you, and what is your name?” ‘Tesh asked.

      “I’m Gailey, little sweetheart. My! Aren’t you precious, and you have cats?”

      “Yes, we do, and they talk to us!” ‘Tesh shared.

      “I’m sure they do.” The old woman looked at Micah expectantly.

      “One of our towns up north was raided by twenty-five men and they stole some Old Tech. It could have grave complications for everyone in the south. If you know of anyone who would do such a thing, that would be a great help.” Micah didn’t want to waste any more time.

      “We have a great number of needs as well. Groups from the east have been more aggressive, because our fields aren’t producing what they used to. They come closer and closer to us. Maybe we need your help.”

      Micah smiled and held out her hand to shake with the old woman. “I think we can talk.” The Rabbits hopped up, their whiskers twitching as Fea sauntered in behind them.

      “Oh my!” Gailey exclaimed. “They’ll clean out our fields, worse than those little ones!”

      Fea’s ears perked up at the thought of an overabundance of domestic rabbits. Klytus and Shauna started to slink away.

      “Hang on!” Micah cautioned the ‘cats. “I think we can help you with that, too. We would have helped with all of that regardless. Maybe some Aurochs can set up outside Southport to provide fertilizer, best on Vii. The Rabbits can help manage your crops so you get the highest yield, and our furry friends here—” Micah waved her arm to take in Strider as well as the Hillcats. “—can do something about your rabbit problem.”

      Luciana harrumphed, but stayed quiet.

      “How can they do all that?” Gailey asked.

      “They’re intelligent, smarter than us. We’re all on Vii together doing the best we can to get along.” Gailey waved for them to follow as she headed off the beach and into town.

      Micah accessed her neural implant. ‘Holly, can you contact Bronwyn and see if she can find some volunteers to help the good people of Southport?’

      ‘I can. How are you sure they are good? According to my data, you’ve only been ashore for a few minutes.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah, I got you. I don’t see any aggression from this group. I think they are vulnerable, if anything. Seeing where they are in a prime location, I don’t see any reason why they aren’t a trading powerhouse.’

      ‘That is something worthy of supporting. Braden would be proud of you, Master President.’

      ‘I try,’ Micah replied. ‘Now get a hold of her and see if you can convince her to come down here.’
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      Dawn found Aadi and G-War hiding high in a tree overlooking the raiders’ rough camp. The men had not all been asleep. Every other man had been awake and watching while their fellows slept. G-War didn’t need the rain to cover his approach.

      He was a ‘cat and stealth was one of the many weapons at his command. Aadi moved soundlessly through the air, less so when rain splattered off his shell, but the sound was natural and no cause for alarm from the unsuspecting. When G-War and Aadi closed on the raiders’ position, they’d found enough men alert that they didn’t try to get inside the perimeter. They opted to observe from a nearby tree, taking  a position that a Hawkoid would have occupied had one been able to fly at night and in a downpour.

      The torrent continued. G-War huddled next to the trunk, but it provided little shelter. He watched the men, using his more senses than just his eyes. He could see in the dark, but he couldn’t see through the rain. Aadi had wedged himself into the tree beside the ‘cat.

      Aadi was more likely to be seen than the Golden Warrior. Despite looking like a drowned rat, he blended with the tree. The Tortoid? If the rain stopped and any of the men looked up, they would have seen his shell in all its glory, looking like a large turtle trapped in a tree.

      They may not have believed what their eyes told them, but the Tortoid had to rethink his strategy when first light arrived.

      The rains continued without pause and Aadi’s concerns never manifested. They couldn’t see the men any more than those on the ground could see to the top of the tree.

      ‘They are preparing to leave,’ G-War told Braden.

      The human had dozed off, as had the rest of their party. Brandt snorted and blew bubbles with each breath because of the water that ran from his head and off his nose. Braden forced his mind to clear.

      ‘We were in no shape to do anything about it anyway. I’m exhausted and we haven’t even started the day. Did you find the leader?’ Braden asked as he scratched his head and tried to wake up.

      ‘His mind is filled with plans of conquest. He must not be allowed to implement any of his plans. Many would die before the lightning spears ran out of power.’

      ‘Damn, G. I’m sorry you had to see that,’ Braden replied, yawning. ‘I think I’d be insane if I looked into other people’s minds. No one needs to know what we think, only see what we do. Our actions show who we are, not our thoughts.’

      ‘If only people could keep their thoughts from becoming actions, I might agree. In Zakston’s case, his thoughts are plans, detailed plans, to take over the south, including New Sanctuary.’

      ‘We can’t let that happen, G.’

      ‘We absolutely cannot,’ Aadi interjected.

      ‘Wait until they move and we’ll catch up to you.’ Braden arose, going from one to another, waking them. They’d all fallen asleep, and he couldn’t blame any of them.

      Braden watched each of his companions go through their morning routine. Bounder stretched as if preparing to go on a hunt. The pups huddled and looked miserable. The Hawkoids perched nearby. They had to be carried because of the rain, so they opted to ride on Brandt.

      ‘It’s clear, come on up,’ G-War told them.

      Without having to say a word, the group lined up. Bounder slapped Braden on the shoulder. “Why do you look like you just had the best night’s sleep ever?”

      ‘All sleep is good sleep, my friend. Smell the morning air! It summons our courage and beckons for the great day that will come!’

      “All I smell is wet Wolfoid and wet Aurochs. A great day would start with me being upwind.”

      ‘Too bad Pik Ha’ar isn’t with us. He would so enjoy this weather.’

      “He would.” Braden smiled at the thought. “Let’s see what the day brings.”

      Bounder headed up the narrow trail. Brandt didn’t complain as he brought up the rear. In between them, Braden and the pups worked their way forward. The route had been used enough that the trail was established. It wound its way forward, as far as they could see, which wasn’t more than a few strides ahead. Beyond that, everything disappeared into a single gray mist.

      And the rain continued.

      A Wolfoid cry. Braden crouched as he turned, assuming they were under attack. Cygnus cried again as he lay on the rocks, one hand-paw gripping Rainy Forest’s. The rest of the pup was beyond the edge of the precipice. Braden dove painfully across the rough terrain, hitting the ground as Forest slipped from Cygnus’s grasp.
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      Young Tom rode up front with Zeller. Neeson slept in the back of the Old Tech wagon. They were preparing to leave River Crook on their way to New Sanctuary, where the Hillcat Neeson would be sent to the RV Traveler in order to have his injury repaired. Young Tom and two of the scientists would go as well, although the scientists had their own mission.

      Zeller wanted to go too, as did Bronwyn. Doctor Johns told them ‘no,’ and that it wasn’t up for debate.

      Bronwyn rode atop one of the younger Aurochs bulls. Zeeka, the Hawkoid, floated on the air currents overhead. The breeze coming from the Amazon carried humid air and the faint smell of a swamp.

      Bronwyn talked with the bull constantly as they traveled. Her lips moved, but she didn’t speak aloud. She was gifted with the mindlink, the ability to talk with any intelligent creature.

      The device secreted in a pocket buzzed and vibrated. She pulled it out and answered.

      “Holly?”

      “Yes, Bronwyn, it is so good to talk with you. Master President has a special request for you…”

      Holly explained as well as he could, then backed up his story to when Micah boarded the Warden, then backed up further to the raid on Livestel. Having restarted at the beginning, Bronwyn better understood what he was trying to get at.

      “You want me to gather a herd and bring them how far?”

      “At maximum Aurochs speed, eight days,” Holly replied.

      “That’s a long way. We’ll show up with a skinny herd, assuming I can find any who want to go. The grass is growing well up here right now. It is prime eating season.”

      She asked Cragmore, the young bull, ‘Would you be so kind as to take me over to the wagon, please?’

      ‘Anything for you, my lady,’ the bull said with a slight bow.

      ‘My compliments to you, good sir!’ Bronwyn enjoyed the company of the Aurochs and had influenced their becoming an exceedingly polite society. The great creatures roamed the grasslands once called the Plains of Propiscius, but the locals simply called them the plains.

      “Would you be willing to go west with me? I need to talk with the growing herd outside Westerly. If I can convince some of them that their fortunes lie in the south, then I’ll be taking a long trip down the coast with them.”

      Zeller nodded quickly while Young Tom scratched his face in thought. “We’re on our way to New Sanctuary.” Tom pointed to the east.

      “You can get there going this way, too,” Bronwyn stated matter-of-factly. “There is an ancients’ road that goes to the coast. Brandt just traveled it with a wagon, so there shouldn’t be any problems. Would you please come with me?”

      Bronwyn was used to traveling alone, but Zeller was one of her few human friends. Bronwyn also liked the Aurochs that traveled with her. Having a ‘cat along was an added bonus. Neeson had been injured by a mutant croc when he got too close to the river. He had never healed properly, but Holly promised that on the ship, the star above Vii, that the ‘cat could be properly treated and returned to the way he was before the attack.

      Tomas was excited about that, but not the prospect of the ambiguous way that Braden had described the travel. Go to sleep in one room, wake up in another, puke, then head upstairs. It made no sense, but Tom would do anything for his ‘cat, just like he’d do anything for Zeller.

      “Sounds like we’re going west,” she replied. “You know the way, Arnie. Let’s see if we can make it before nightfall.”

      ‘Ha! Challenge accepted,’ the bull replied. He was bigger than Cragmore, but he was also pulling a wagon, but it was an Old Tech wagon, with a power system to help the wheels turn, greatly reducing the load the Aurochs had to pull.

      His hooves dug deep into the ground as he pulled the wagon toward the original tracks that Braden and Micah had forged cycles of the sun before. The wagon settled once Arnie reached the expanded and improved road. He sped up, running easily, saving his strength for the uphill parts of the rolling terrain between River Crook and Westerly.

      Cragmore jogged alongside. Zeeka flew ahead, then circled around, looking for threats.

      Always looking for threats. The Bat-Ravens hadn’t been seen in a long time, but they remained a terror to be feared. Braden and Micah said the Bat-Ravens had been scoured from Vii. No one believed that. Not even the President.

      So the Hawkoids watched for a reappearance of their nemesis.

      The morning air was light, the sunrise behind them. Neeson complained about the bumps during the ride, even though there were few.

      ‘Don’t be afraid,’ Bronwyn said in her most soothing thought voice. ‘You will be good as new, they say. I look forward to seeing you vault to the first branch of a tree and climb to the top so you may hunt birds, or run down a rabbit with grace and ease.’

      ‘That is something I want, yes. How can it be possible?’ Neeson asked again.

      ‘The magic of the ancients.’ Bronwyn shrugged. She unconsciously touched the Old Tech device in her pocket. She didn’t know how any of it worked, and it didn’t matter. It worked. Everything Braden and Micah had told her was true. They were living examples of the power of Old Tech. ‘I trust that it will help you.’

      ‘Then I will trust that, too,’ the tall ‘cat replied.

      Zeeka spotted something in the grasses and dove. She reached raptor speed on her way down, killing the rabbit on impact, hooking her claws around, and beating her wings to fly away. She made a wide turn, carrying her prize as if it were a trophy. Zeeka swooped close and dropped it with unerring precision through the opening between the rear gate and the roof of the wagon.

      ‘Thank you,’ the ‘cat said. Zeeka rocked her wings as she slowly climbed higher into the sky.

      “Don’t you think about eating that thing in my nice clean wagon.”

      Neeson looked at the bundles of flour that was River Crook’s single greatest export. He couldn’t see the floor of the wagon, but suspected it was covered in wheat dust. Neeson scowled.

      Tom laughed and crawled into the back so he could bring Neeson and the rabbit up front.

      “You’re not eating that thing up here either!” Zeller looked at the two of them as if they’d lost their minds.

      “Looks like you’re going to have wait until we take a break, buddy. I’m sorry.” Tom stroked the ‘cat’s head. Because he couldn’t hunt or run, Neeson was heavier than most Hillcats. Tom and Zeller were good providers. “It might not hurt if you skipped a meal or two.”

      Neeson looked from the rabbit to Young Tom to Zeller and back to the rabbit. He extended his claws and reached for his meal. Tom caught his forearm. “You heard the Free Trader.”

      The ‘cat kept his claws out as he contemplated his next move.
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      People going about their business moved aside as Gailey led Micah and her group farther into the city. The Rabbits nodded and skipped, stopped and smelled flowers and grasses, then caught up again. Strider walked gracefully beside Micah. She held Ax’s hand while ‘Tesh held onto Micah. A flurry of ‘cats wove between legs and darted into the crowd, returning quickly after having gone for no apparent reason.

      “Where did you say you were from?” Gailey asked.

      “We’re from a place called Livestel, which is near New Sanctuary, the capital of Cygnus VII.”

      “I don’t know what a capital is, but it sounds different. Maybe I’ll get to visit someday. Can’t remember the last time I left Southport.”

      Micah had led a blessed life, although in her first eighteen years, she’d taken only one long trip from her home of Trent and that was the traditional pilgrimage to the ruins of Sanctuary. The view had made her respect Old Tech, not fear it as was intended. The blaster she’d taken to guarantee her freedom hung at her side, a permanent reminder of the awesome power the ancients wielded.

      The awesome power that she wielded. Use it for good, Braden had said. Always.

      But it wasn’t easy. Men had come and robbed the Wolfoids. Now they had the power, but didn’t have the friends to keep them from abusing it. Our friends. Micah saw Fea watching her.

      ‘Your thoughts are troubled because we are here, in the sunshine, are with peaceful people doing what they do, while our mates are out there, ready to fight a terrible enemy,’ Fea remarked.

      Micah nodded. There was no reply she could make. The ‘cat was right.

      ‘Would you two knuckleheads stay here?’ Fea thought-yelled. Micah didn’t have to look to see that she was talking to Klytus and Shauna.

      The small calico assumed a dignified air as she strutted, tail held high. Klytus, the half-sized orange ‘cat, acted like he hadn’t heard her. When he saw a domestic cat watching, he took off after it. The cat ran away. Klytus trotted back. Mission accomplished.

      As soon as he was within reach, Fea paw-slapped his head.

      “Stop it!” Micah shook a finger at Klytus.

      “This is quite a crew you have. Where are Doctor Johns and Doctor May?” Gailey asked.

      “They opted to remain on board as they are busy with their latest experiments.”

      “Just as well,” Gailey replied noncommittally.

      They continued until they reached a small building that looked to be from before the civil war, centuries earlier.

      Once through the door, they descended wide steps that took them deep below Southport.

      ‘Holly? Can you hear me?’ Micah asked.

      No answer.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ she shared with Fea.

      ‘I don’t feel any subterfuge from the old woman.’

      That made Micah feel better, but not about being out of contact with Holly. The AI had undoubtedly seen her vitals disappear and was pulling out all stops to recover his signal.

      “I am uncomfortable being underground,” Micah told her host. It wasn’t true in all cases, just this one. “Is it much farther?”

      “It’s right up here. This is where the town’s leaders have met for as long as there has been the town of Southport.” Gailey turned off at a landing and walked into a large area, reminiscent of the Command Center in New Sanctuary, without any of the technology.

      Two oil lamps burned on a long table around which four others were already seated. Micah and Strider stopped to study the doors and their potential for locking behind them.

      “Wait here,” Micah told the two Rabbits, who looked far more uncomfortable than Micah felt in the concrete building. There were no plants, no growth, only the stale air of an old building.

      Micah and the others continued into the room while the Rabbits blocked the doorway. Their laser pistols remained close to their small hands. Micah felt the grip of her blaster. None of the people in the room were armed. They looked afraid.

      People did weird things when they were afraid. “If you’d like to introduce us, I would like to speak and hopefully put everyone’s minds at ease.”

      Gailey sat and signaled with her hand that Micah had the floor. Strider sat at the table. The twins worked their way into her lap, the three of them squeezed into one chair. The three ‘cats leapt onto the table and sat, each wrapping their tails around their feet as they studied the older humans.

      “My name is Micah, and I’m the President of Plant Vii, also called Cygnus VII. My partner has established free trade routes throughout both the north and south. As these routes continue to expand, we’d like to include Southport. You’ll be amazed at what others in this great world of ours have to offer. I’ll admit that is not the primary reason we’re here. A number of men have raided one of our villages and stolen some very powerful weapons. We need to find them and recover our property. If they are allowed to keep it, they can use it to destroy your town and kill all its people.

      “I don’t think that’s what they’d do. It’s more likely that they’ll use the power to make slaves of everyone here. We cannot have that on Vii. I refuse to let that happen. Our partners—” Micah pointed to Strider. “—are tracking the raiders through the mountains north of here. I don’t know where they will end up. Do you know of these men and where we may find them? Where are they going? If we can get there before them, then we may be able to encourage them to do the right thing and hand the weapons back.”

      No one spoke. Gailey looked at Micah passively, blinking regularly. The elders of Southport were doing the same thing. It was as if Micah had not said a word.

      “If you can’t help us, then we’ll be on our way, but know that we’ll try to help you regardless of what you do for us. Heloysius and Luciana—” Micah pointed to the Rabbits. “—would be happy to look over your fields and make recommendations so they will grow better. I’ve asked if a small herd of Aurochs would come here to provide fertilizer for your fields, while also helping to move trade goods.”

      “We know of Aurochs. I believe there are some to the east of here,” Gailey offered.

      “What are your names?” ‘Tesh asked in her small voice.

      The elders introduced themselves one by one. Wellsbrough,

      Cassia, Michelston, and Windsmede.

      “Thank you, De’atesh. I have forgotten my manners. It is very nice to make your acquaintance. These are my and Braden’s children. ‘Tesh, and Axial. My friend Strider. And sitting on the table is Fealona, Klytus, and Shauna. Human, Wolfoid, Hillcats, and Rabbits. All equally intelligent. All with a vested interest in the future of Vii.”

      “Intelligent?” Cassia wondered aloud.

      ‘Yes, intelligent,’ Fea replied.

      “Who said that?” Cassia asked, looking around for the location of the secret voice.

      Micah snickered, remembering her parents’ reaction to hearing the ‘cat speak for the first time.

      “That would have been Fea, talking through the mindlink, a gift that they share with us.” Micah stroked the ‘cat’s white fur.

      The uncomfortable silence grew. Micah determined to wait them out. She took the last empty seat at the table and leaned back.

      “I don’t think we can help you,” the woman called Windsmede finally said.

      “With what part?” Micah asked.

      “All of it. Any of it. We’re satisfied with what we have here and don’t need anything else.”

      Micah pursed her lips and shrugged. “I guess we’ll be on our way, then.”

      She stood and helped the twins from Strider’s chair. Micah waved and headed for the door. The ‘cats jumped after her.

      “Wait,” Gailey said. “Our crops grow less with each new season. Can you really help?”

      “We don’t need outsiders!” Windsmede whispered harshly.

      “You know the men of Dunk’s Hollow will come here first. It’ll be exactly as she said,” Gailey shot back. Gone was the façade that they’d presented  Gone was the decorum. “They are here to help and I believe them!”

      ‘Did you have anything to do with this?’ Micah asked.

      ‘All they needed was a nudge,’ Fea replied.

      “You always show up with crazy ideas!” Cassia argued, slamming his fist on the table.

      ‘Just a nudge, huh?’

      “Since when is feeding our people a crazy idea? Who cares if oversized, talking Rabbits are the ones to help or not? We don’t have a ship like they do, so maybe they’re doing something right and we’re the ones who aren’t. Did you ever think of that?” Gailey glared across the table at her counterpart.

      ‘Maybe you can dial it back a bit?’

      ‘The stallions have bolted the stable and are no longer under anyone’s control.’

      Micah sighed and watched as the elders engaged each other by bringing up perceived slights from the past fifty years. None of them noticed when Micah excused herself and ushered her group back to the outdoors.

      “I think that went well,” she said when they were back in the fresh air. The light flashed before her eye, telling her she had an urgent message. ‘Did you miss me, Holly?’

      ‘I swear that you and Braden will be the death of me,’ Holly replied.

      ‘I hope not.’ Micah shook her head to clear the thought away. ‘They have an Old Tech building with a deep basement where the elders meet. They are talking about our proposal now. In the interim, I think we’re going to go shopping, see what there is to see. I’ll be back when I have an answer from them. Have you heard from Braden?’

      ‘I have not heard from him, but I continue to track their progress and that of the Wolfoid spears. They continue through the mountains, but Braden’s group has stopped for some reason and he hasn’t answered my call to him, either. You two!’

      Micah grimaced and looked at the ground. The twins each grabbed a hand. They knew something was wrong.
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      Braden crawled carefully downward. The Wolfoid pup lay in a tangle, silent and still.

      Bounder and Cygnus remained at the top, where they tied a rope to one of Brandt’s horns.

      Skirill and Zyena had flown to the bottom of the narrow gorge and confirmed that Rainy Forest was alive, but they could do nothing for him besides pack a beakful of numbweed at a time into his visible wounds.

      He was too heavy for them. The Hawkoids couldn’t get leverage, but Braden was on his way. As was Aadi. The Tortoid was swimming through the air as quickly as possible. G-War had abandoned his efforts to stay out of the rain and raced down the trail from where they’d been watching the raiders.

      The Golden Warrior looked over the edge. He studied his path and leapt. Like a combination of a mountain goat and daredevil, he bounced and slowed, hooked a paw, dropped, jumped, and kept going, always downward. Braden watched the ‘cat race past until he was close enough to the bottom to leap. He hit the ground at a run. G-War made a tight turn and returned to the side of the injured Wolfoid.

      G-War wedged against Forest and touched his mind, easing the pain while Braden continued to navigate the cliff face. He lost his grip and started to fall. He flailed as he slid, found a projection to grab, and grunted as his body slid down the rocks and slammed to a halt. He hung there for a few moments before looking down. He was barely an arm’s length above the ground. He pushed off as he let go, falling the short distance to land on his feet.

      Blood oozed through tears in his Old Tech pants. His boots were scuffed, but still had the power if he needed to run quickly. Braden didn’t see that anywhere in their near future, but he had other concerns at the moment.

      He braced himself over top of the Wolfoid and carefully pulled him straight up to free him from where he was wedged. Braden shuffled sideways until he found a clear spot where he could put the pup. He rolled him onto his back so he could look for injuries. One ear was split in half and blood ran from the wound. A bump on his head had already swelled, giving Forest a misshapen look. Braden ran his fingers over the spot, praying that he wouldn’t find a depression or break. The pup’s skull felt solid. Braden pulled a small gob of numbweed and held it against the Wolfoid’s ear as he checked for more injuries.

      There were scrapes aplenty, but Braden determined that his four limbs were intact. With G-War’s help, the pup rose to a state of semi-consciousness.

      “Where does it hurt?” Braden asked, but Forest’s eyes rolled back in his head before he could answer.

      Braden felt along the ribcage. The pup winced at his touch. Broken ribs, Braden thought.

      A shadow descended from above. Braden ducked and covered the Wolfoid, thinking something was falling.

      ‘Just me, Master Braden,’ Aadi said. ‘How can I be of service?’

      “We need to use you like a stretcher, if you don’t mind.”

      ‘I don’t believe I’ll be able to lift the pup by myself,’ Aadi said, concerned, wanting to carry some of the burden but limited in what he could do.

      “You’ll have plenty of help, probably too much.” Braden waved at the faces he could see at the top of the cliff. “Send the rope down!”

      Braden wrapped the rope under Aadi’s shell and made a sling. “You’ll keep him from bouncing off that rock face on the way up.” Braden pointed at the cliff, but Aadi looked at the matted blood on the man’s legs. “There are some sharp rocks, you might get scraped a bit on your way up.”

      ‘As you say, Master Braden, I shall endeavor to persevere. Let us tend to Rainy Forest first and foremost.’

      Braden pulled on the rope to test his knots, then carefully cradled the pup in his arms as he arranged him as best he could on top of Aadi’s shell. Forest gasped with the pressure on his chest, even though Braden had laid him with his good ribs against Aadi’s shell.

      Braden tied the loose ends of the rope to a couple of the pup’s legs, just in case he slipped off. Braden untied those as he thought better of it. He tied the ends off between the four legs of the basket to create a loose cage in which the pup lay on top of the Tortoid’s shell.

      “Pull it up! Slowly,” Braden yelled as he started to climb. G-War vaulted upward to land on Braden’s back. He wrapped his paws around Braden’s neck and hung on.

      Braden tried to keep pace, climbing the rock face as Brandt slowly pulled with the Hawkoids watching behind, directing him down the trail. Cygnus and Bounder guided the rope as the Tortoid and Forest rose. Braden slipped once, then twice, and decided it was better to take his time than risk becoming the second casualty of their ill-fated adventure.

      G-War applauded the slower pace, even though the ‘cat had no doubt he would land on his feet should his human tumble.

      “Maybe I’m taking you with me, G,” Braden said as he pulled from one handhold to another. “We live together or we die together.”

      ‘That is what I told you, but we don’t actually die. I would be most upset if you were killed, maybe even for a whole turn of the sun. After that, I’d be on my way, places to go, ‘cats to see. It would be nice to have a little more freedom. You have seriously cramped my style.’

      “G? We’re climbing a cliff, and you aren’t making it any easier.”

      ‘It’s nothing more than a pimple on these mountains. Do you think of this as a cliff? I don’t. It’s not very cliffy as far as cliffs go. Only about five or six humans tall. That’s not a cliff.’

      Braden made it to the top and crawled over. Bounder and Cygnus had moved the pup from Aadi’s shell to the nearest tree.

      “Were you trying to distract me to make that climb easier? I love you, little man.”

      ‘Make the ugly noises stop,’ G-War said as he turned and strutted away, holding his wet rat tail in the air to show his ‘cat butt.

      Braden would have laughed at his friend, but a Wolfoid lay injured and the rain continued to mercilessly pummel them.
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      Micah strolled through the town with her entourage. They stood out wherever they went and since Micah didn’t have anything to trade, they headed back to the ship without any prizes. Ax and ‘Tesh were disappointed.

      Fea had bitten Klytus’s ear at one point to get him in line. He walked in front of the group on their way toward the dock, his head hanging low and his tail dragging on the ground.

      That put Ax in a foul mood, even though his mother had told him that they couldn’t have the ‘cats running free throughout Southport. She held the twins’ hands and power-walked. The Rabbits hopped, stopping to sniff at anything growing. Strider strolled along majestically, even though she still felt naked without her harness or spear.

      Halfway down the dock, Micah spotted bodies on the Warden’s deck. She quickened her pace, but the twins held her back. When Strider saw them, she ran ahead, dropping to all fours to increase speed and leaping high into the air to land on the deck. She sniffed at the two.

      ‘They’re alive. Stunned, it seems,’ she reported.

      Micah slowed as the heat rose within. Why had someone tried to board the Warden? She would beat the answers out of them. No, she would talk to them first, give them a chance. The beatdown could come later if they needed it.

      Micah helped the Rabbits on board and then the twins.

      “Go inside, please,” she told them. The Rabbits weren’t sure if Micah was talking to them or the twins, but they took charge and ushered the children inside. The ‘cats hovered around the unconscious pair, a man and a woman.

      Fea sat gracefully, eyes focused on the two souls. She didn’t feel sorry for them. She accepted that they were there and when they awoke, that they would wish they weren’t. It brought the ‘cat comfort, doubly so when she saw the look on Micah’s face.

      “They came aboard unbidden and I had to shock them. I assumed you didn’t want the Wolfoids to use the lightning spear within the harbor. They may be simply curious and not have any ill intent,” Holly reported using the ship’s speakers.

      “The reason we’re here is because of ill intent, Holly. It’s hard to assume anything but. The raiders have put us all on edge.”

      Strider summoned the pups. They cautiously walked into the open.

      “How are you feeling?” Micah nonchalantly asked the young Wolfoids while not taking her eyes from the two figures crumpled on the deck. Klytus snarled and raised a claw. “Not yet, Klytus, but stand ready, just in case.”

      Strider thanked the pups and relieved them of her lightning spear. She liked the feel of it in her small paw-hands. The power. Who were they to deny others the same feeling?

      Because they didn’t abuse the power, that was who they were. Strider poked the woman with the butt of her spear. She groaned and rolled over. Strider knew what it was like to get hit by a stun weapon. On the island, she found out the hard way. It was a singularly unpleasant experience. She almost felt sorry for the two.

      Almost.

      “What were you doing on our ship?” Micah demanded, speaking firmly as she stood with her hands on her hips and glared at the woman.

      “Looking around, seeing what there was to see. It’s a unique ship, and we only wanted to look,” the woman mumbled, her eyes rolling back in her head.

      “Why didn’t you wait for us? Do you always go into other people’s houses when you’re curious?”

      “Not anymore,” the woman replied, blinking and trying to focus on the figure looming over her. “We are sorry. What hit us?”

      “An electrical charge.” Micah stepped back. “Since you survived, you’ll be fine.” Micah offered the woman a hand and pulled her to her feet.

      She stood, woozy and unsteady. Strider jabbed her male companion. He groaned, long and low.

      “Men,” Micah muttered, shaking her head. She kicked his foot. “Wake up!”

      He rolled his stomach and pushed up until he was kneeling. “My head…”

      Micah waited.

      He stayed where he was.

      “Your head is going to feel the toe of my boot if you don’t stand up.” Micah gestured toward him with her chin and guided the woman that way. Micah resisted the urge to throw the intruder into him.

      The woman helped her partner in crime to his feet.

      “Names,” Micah demanded.

      “I’m Blithering and he’s Idiot,” the woman said.

      Micah did a double-take before starting to laugh. Strider chuckled in the Wolfoid way. The pups followed suit.

      “What are your real names?” Micah asked softly.

      “I’m Hope and this is Chester.”

      Micah started to laugh. “I thought you were going to say his name was Les. I’m sorry.”

      “That would be funny and well-deserved,” Hope agreed. “I want to make it up to you, for boarding your beautiful ship without permission. We wouldn’t have touched anything.”

      “I’m sure you would not have, but those two—” Micah pointed to the pups. “—might have hit you with a bolt of lightning for your troubles. You were better off with what happened.”

      “I don’t feel better off, but I’ll take your word for it,” the man said, trying to stretch out his muscles. “I feel like a house fell on me.”

      “Stretch it out. Follow us so we can sit, drink water, and eat a little. We can tell you about us, the Wolfoids, the Rabbits, the ‘cats, all of it. We may be strangers to Southport, but we’re not strange, only different.”
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      Braden stomped through the puddles and huffed his dismay at the days that they’d been waiting for Forest to heal enough to continue on.

      G-War, Bounder, Skirill, and Zyena were somewhere on the mountainside hunting deer that the ‘cat had sensed and the Hawkoids had seen. The group needed to maintain its strength. That meant meat and vegetables. The natural hunters headed out.

      Braden had hurried away from New Sanctuary, comfortably carrying his two blasters but had forgotten his bow. He would have set snares, but he didn’t pack those either.

      The Wolfoid and Hillcat were efficient hunters without needing a weapon beyond their fangs or claws.

      Braden scowled. Cygnus was getting better, even though less than a week had passed since the raid on Livestel. Cygnus held his side as he rose and joined Braden.

      “I hear that the ladies like scars,” Braden said, pulling his shirt back to reveal a sample of the wounds he’d sustained over the years. The ragged tear from the Lizard Man’s trident was the worst of the bunch.

      ‘I can grow hair over mine,’ Cygnus answered using his thought voice, compliments of G-War, wherever he was. ‘But it’ll always be there, no matter what.’

      Braden put his hand gently on the Wolfoid’s shoulder. “Scars define us only in telling the world that we survived what it threw at us. We stitched ourselves back together and went about our business. If we tried to live any other way, then we’d let fear rule us, and I refuse to live that way. What about you?”

      ‘As the first born of Cygnus, I am a symbol of perseverance through the past and the promise of a better future. I don’t have the choice to be afraid.’

      “But you are. It’s natural. The thought of the Bat-Ravens makes my skin crawl. I know that the Golden Warrior’s emotions rage when he thinks of those foul creatures. He thinks I don’t know, but I do. That’s where courage comes in. Even though we don’t want to, we do what we have to—break out the blaster or the spear and stand in the open while they’re on their way.

      “It’s easy because I know that Micah has my back. And Aadi, G-War, Brandt, Skirill, all of them. They know that I have their backs, too. Bounder and Strider ask for our help and of course we come running. That’s what friends do. It doesn’t matter if you’re afraid, because we’re ready to go over the cliff together. I’m sure Bounder would tell a joke on the way down. G-War would look for a way to scratch me one last time. With friends like that? What’s there to be afraid of?”

      ‘I can still feel the knife scraping across my ribs.’ Cygnus winced as he said it.

      “So?” Braden replied, sounding more heartless than he felt. He held his shirt open to show the vicious trident wound. “Don’t live your life in fear. I suspect you’ll feel better when you have something in your stomach. It’s much easier to be brave when you have a gut full of venison.”

      Braden laughed and slapped the Wolfoid on the shoulder.

      “And if we haven’t found some greens or vegetables, Bounder will not be very happy. G-War won’t care because he’ll have already eaten the disgusting choice bits.”

      Braden waved for Cygnus to follow. Normalcy. We’ll give him the mundane until the pain lessens. It will always be there, my friend. Always, Braden thought as he tried not to flinch while buttoning his shirt.
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      ‘Thanks, Holly,’ Micah said, sitting in the captain’s chair on the bridge. She’d taken the Warden back out to sea while waiting for the verdict from Southport about whether they would help or not. She had talked with Braden to find out that his group was stymied by the deluge and injuries to Rainy Forest.

      Holly continued to track the power signatures of the Wolfoid spears using the network of satellites that the ancients had put in orbit around Vii. They allowed Holly to guide Braden and his group to the raiders. They’d cleared the pass through the mountains and had made good time when they hit the other side, a long valley oriented north and south.

      The distance between Braden and the raiders was significant and growing with each heartbeat that the pursuers remained static. Micah knew that it had to be tearing at every fiber of Braden’s being, but he was safe and healthy. She secretly hoped that the raiders would fall into a bottomless crevasse, they and the spears lost forever.

      She could always hope, but she knew reality, and it would end in fire and lightning.
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      Twenty Aurochs ran like the wind while Zeller and Young Tom hung on tightly. Arnie bounced the wagon over the rough terrain of the plains leading from the sea to the western edge of the Amazon rainforest.

      Bronwyn cheered and yelled, her light brown hair flapping like a flag behind her. Cragmore playfully dashed left and right, as young Aurochs bulls are wont to do. The small group was easy to convince. They said good-bye to their fellows and that was that.

      In less than a day, Zeller and Tom would take the ancients’ road east, while Bronwyn would continue south. Eight days, bah!

      She figured they’d make it in five. Zeeka could be there already if she wanted. The Hawkoid rose above the sea breeze and raced far ahead to make sure the way was clear. It wouldn’t do to run headfirst into an ambush.

      It wouldn’t do at all.

      Arnie started to slow. Zeller, Tom, and Neeson appreciated the break. The seat was padded but after the bouncing of the previous two days, it wasn’t padded enough.

      Neeson yowled constantly. Through the mindlink, he maintained a steady stream of profanity that Tom never knew the ‘cat commanded. Neeson had been easygoing until combining the unknown of going to space with one of the roughest rides they’d ever taken.

      There was no western road. Theirs would be the first wagon tracks of the modern era.

      Arnie continued to slow as the herd raced further ahead.

      “Take good care of them, Bronwyn,” Zeller said aloud, knowing that the young woman would hear through her ever-present mindlink.

      ‘Always,’ Bronwyn replied.

      Neeson stopped yowling.

      “Are you okay back there?” Tom asked, trying to get a look at the ‘cat.

      ‘Finally,’ he said in his normal thought voice, without a trace of agitation. ‘I think we don’t have to go wherever they are trying to send us. I’ll be fine if I stretch a little and work at running. We can go back now.’

      “We’re not going back. This will be good for all three of us. We’ll get the chance to go someplace where very few have gone before to do something that no one has done.”

      ‘That sounds like the perfect reason not to do it!’ the ‘cat retorted.

      “Imagine the time when you’ll be able to hunt again, when you’ll be able to do what ‘cats do. I need you to say ‘yes.’ I need you to want to get better. That croc didn’t do you any favors, and you shouldn’t have to be punished for it for the rest of your life.”

      Neeson didn’t reply. He curled up in the back of the wagon, on top of huge sacks of flour.

      “Go ahead and sleep. We’ll be there soon enough, and you’ll need your strength.”
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      Braden carried a bundle of edible greens in his arms while Cygnus had two hands full of things that looked like turnips. The Rabbits would have been able to tell them if they were worth keeping or not. The group had little choice so Braden told Cygnus to bring them along.

      As they were walking downhill to their camp, Braden saw something that looked familiar, yet strange. He took one more step and the vine laying innocently across his path started to worm its way toward him. “Look out! A mutie tree!”

      Braden threw the bundle to the ground as he pulled his sharpened blade, two hand-spans of Old Tech steel. He waited until the vine got close then hacked through it. Cygnus backed up. Braden hacked his way up that vine, found the rest of it, and went on a tirade. He chopped and beat the vines and the tree it was attached to until nothing moved.

      ‘You could have used your blaster,’ G-War offered.

      Aadi floated serenely, patiently waiting for the group’s return with dinner. His head was raised as he watched Braden’s antics.

      ‘Anything I can help with?’ he asked.

      ‘I think we’re good,’ Braden answered as he tried to calm his breathing. “Come here, Cygnus.”

      The Wolfoid walked close, shying away from the chopped vines. “Is it wrong to kill the mutant vine creature?”

      ‘What?’ Cygnus looked from Braden to the vines. He didn’t understand. ‘I guess not.’

      “Why?”

      ‘They’re bad?’

      “They attacked first and would kill us without hesitation. They can’t be reasoned with; they can’t be soothed. As long as they stay away from us, I’ll leave them be. When they start coming toward us, that’s it.” Braden sheathed his blade, then pulled it from his belt.

      He handed it to Cygnus. The Wolfoid looked at it without freeing a hand to take it. He continued to hold the root vegetables in his small hands.

      “Here,” Braden insisted.

      The Wolfoid shook his head.

      “Next time, I may not see them and I will need you to have my back. I have a knife and my blasters. I am not unarmed. But you are, or should I say, you were. We’ll have a lightning spear for you soon enough. Until then, take my long blade.” With the sheathed blade extended, Braden stood and waited.

      ‘Take it,’ Bounder said into their minds.

      ‘Before we grow old,’ G-War added. Skirill and Zyena swooped low on their way down the hill, gliding until they backwinged to a landing on a branch above Forest.

      Cygnus reluctantly took the blade, balancing it across his forearms as he refused to relinquish his vegetables. Braden’s look suggested he needed to say something.

      ‘I worked hard for these! I’m not just going to throw them on the ground.’ Cygnus looked purposefully at the greens that lay unloved where Braden had tossed them.

      “Damn,” Braden replied, digging through the pile to rescue most of his haul. With one last look at the dead mutie vines, he turned and walked away.

      Cygnus shrugged but didn’t immediately follow. Normal but in a different way. A new normal. The Wolfoid watched Braden’s light step as he walked toward the camp. It was as if a heavy burden had been removed from the human’s shoulders. Cygnus felt lighter, too.

      He couldn’t wait to add the long knife to his harness, practice and use it to defend himself from the likes of the raiders. They wouldn’t have a chance next time.

      If there was a next time. They’d be back on the trail in the morning. Success would mean  twenty-five Wolfoid spears in the group’s possession. Whether they left any raiders standing or not was yet to be determined.

      Cygnus hurried after Braden. He felt like eating cooked venison and talking. He knew Bounder and G-War were bringing a deer in. He’d heard the ‘cat’s scream. They all had.

      Not the raiders. They were too far away. Tomorrow, they’d start to close that gap. Cygnus wanted the chance to make up for how weak they’d made him feel. But now he had something he could hold onto and proudly face his enemies.

      Cold steel.
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      “Take us in, Holly,” Micah said. She found herself again in the captain’s chair, on the bridge, alone with a great view and her thoughts.

      “Of course. Will we have visitors again?”

      “I hope not.” The horizon shifted as Holly turned the ship toward the harbor. The coastline came into view before the odd bow of the exploration vessel. “How long to docking?”

      “No longer than an hour,” Holly replied.

      “Thanks, Holly. You’re the best!” Micah jumped up and headed down the stairs. There was enough time for her to take a swim in the well deck. The twins were already there, playing with the Dolphins.

      Micah remained inside when she reached the main deck, stripped to her underwear, and shrugged. Good enough. The scientists would stay below and the only other humans were her children.

      The ‘cats were on the garden deck wreaking havoc in the Rabbits’ orderly lives. Micah was a master at ignoring the sounds of chaos. She smiled and strode boldly into the sunlight. Two steps into the open air, two waves of warm water slammed into her.

      “I’m gonna get you!” She ran and dove into the water as the Dolphins sped away with tiny humans hanging on for a wild ride.
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      “I don’t know if you can make it,” Braden told the King of the Aurochs. The trail led along a rocky edge, barely wide enough for a man to pass, before it descended toward a grassy green valley beyond. Brandt’s nostrils flared as he drew in a deep breath.

      ‘I can smell it. Heaven is right over there.’ Brandt closed his eyes and reveled in the aroma.

      “But you can’t get through,” Braden replied.

      ‘Leave that to me,’ Brandt’s thought voice boomed. Braden looked at the drop-off. Steep. Rocky. Certain death.

      “I don’t think it’s a risk worth taking,” Braden argued.

      ‘How far away are the men?’

      Aadi floated over the canyon and slowly swam around the corner. The Wolfoids had gone ahead and were already heading downhill to green plains that extended to the horizon. Skirill and Zyena were flying south, staying close to the western mountains as they looked for where the men might be headed.

      Braden pulled up the window powered by his neural implant. “Far to the south. They continue to move, but they are slowing according to Holly,” Braden reported.

      ‘Go ahead. I’ll meet you on the other side.’

      Braden pinched his eyes shut, the vision of the king’s broken body at the bottom of the gorge seared into his mind. He choked up. When he opened his eyes, he couldn’t keep a tear from escaping. He rubbed Brandt’s nose one last time and turned away.

      ‘Go on ahead, little man.’

      G-War ran down the Aurochs’ face and jumped past Braden. He trotted ahead, seemingly without a care in the world.

      Braden followed him along the trail and around the corner until the King was lost from sight. He blinked away more tears as the ‘cat ran ahead to the first level spot. G-War stopped and sat.

      “What are you doing?”

      ‘Waiting for my ride,’ G-War said matter-of-factly.

      “Why aren’t you worried?”

      The ‘cat didn’t answer. The sound of rocks falling and an Aurochs snorting made Braden’s breath catch in his throat. He looked over his shoulder, slowly, because he didn’t want to see his friend’s death.

      Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs, stood on two legs, rocking precariously over the edge. His right legs were in the air, on the side of the cliff above the trail. He hopped forward a hand-span at a time.

      “I didn’t know he could bend like that,” Braden mused.

      The full weight of the massive creature, balanced on two hooves. Above the trail, there was a ledge. Too high for Braden to reach, the King kept his right legs on it, helping him balance as he crept forward.

      “I have never seen anything like that.” Braden held his breath as Brandt worked his way around the corner and into an area where he could stand normally. He limped down the hill. G-War ran straight for him, leapt, landing above his nose, and continued to the top of his head.

      “A little respect, G! Can’t you see he’s limping?”

      ‘Legs aren’t meant to go that way. They’ll recover,’ Brandt replied. ‘Climb aboard. We’ve got some raiders to run down.’ The King jogged down the hill, flexing his shoulders while he ran.

      While Braden climbed from the King’s leg to his back, G-War stuck his tongue out. ‘I told you so. You worry when you shouldn’t and don’t when you should. It’s exhausting.’ The Golden Warrior yawned in Braden’s face.

      Braden recoiled. “What did you eat?”

      ‘The choice bits, as you call them. I guess I call them that, too. They are the best part of the deer. Then you had to spoil the rest of it by cooking it.’

      Brandt picked up speed as he headed downhill, his nostrils flaring the closer he got to the flowing green grasses.

      The Wolfoids pulled up and waited. Both the pups clutched their ribs as they stood.

      “Wait!” Braden called, tapping the King on the head to stop and let him down. “This looks like the grass in Toromont’s Run.”

      Brandt’s mouth fell open and he drooled, creating a stalactite hanging from his chin. Braden pulled a blade and put it in his mouth. Sweet. He held it against his tongue until it started to go numb. He spit it out and kept spitting.

      “No go, my friend. It’s bad weed.”

      ‘NO!’ the king roared.

      Braden slapped his hands over his ears, but the sound was directly in his brain. Even G-War winced, before retaliating with a claw jabbed into the top of Brandt’s head.

      “Climb on. We need to get going because the raiders get farther from us with each heartbeat that we waste.” Braden gently slapped the King’s neck. “Now let’s go!”

      The Wolfoid pups climbed onto Brandt’s back. Bounder handed his spear to them. ‘I need to stretch my legs,’ he told them. The two pups held the spear as Aadi swam up behind them and grabbed onto the end with his beak-like mouth.

      ‘Please do not kill me, King Brandt,’ Aadi said, trying to sound encouraging.

      ‘Ha!’ The King looked at the grass, so enticing, but poison.

      Braden resumed his position across the Aurochs’ neck. He wedged his pack underneath himself to avoid getting his tailbone beaten by Brandt’s spine. The Wolfoids grabbed onto Braden’s waist, and the King started to run.

      Bounder kept up by running to the side where there was less grass. He ran on all fours, his back legs and forelegs pounding an even rhythm, working in unison to propel the Wolfoid forward. His tongue flapped out of his muzzle, cooling his body as he drove it to its limits.

      And they continued to run. Braden checked in with Holly. The raiders had stopped moving and Brandt was closing. He would catch them well before the day was out.

      “A village!” Braden shouted to be heard. “They’ve stopped at a village.”

      Which meant there would probably be families, and that made their mission of recovering the spears orders of magnitude more complex.

      ‘I know, Master Braden.’ Aadi bounced off the King’s back with every other step, but he kept his grip on the spear, not letting his physical trials interfere with his calm thought voice. ‘We will figure it out when we get close. Our friends above will show us what we need to see.’

      ‘Ess? How are you two doing up there?’ Braden asked.

      ‘It is a beautiful world we live in.’ The Hawkoid shared his view with the others. The green plain extended for as far as the eye could see. The mountains majestically overlooked the plains.

      ‘Can you see a village to the south?’

      ‘No,’ Skirill replied. ‘Not yet, anyway. I will let you know when we get there.’

      The two Hawkoids stopped gliding and started beating their wings to pick up speed on a straight line to the south. They shrunk to dots in the sky and then disappeared entirely.

      Brandt continued to run until he stopped to let Bounder climb aboard. The Wolfoid was spent. The King of the Aurochs started running again, slower this time.

      He looked longingly at the grass, his stomach protesting its emptiness.
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      Arnie ran free along the ancients’ road. They’d be turning toward New Sanctuary soon because they were getting close.

      Even though the road was smooth, Neeson started to yowl. Low in his throat, keening his anxiety.

      Young Tom crawled into the back of the wagon and curled up with the ‘cat. The yowling got louder, before fading to something that sounded like a purr. Zeller had not intended to go to the spaceship, but decided at that moment that she would.

      Her partner needed her.

      Arnie needed her, too, but according to Brandt, New Sanctuary was rife with good eats, even if an Aurochs had to battle a Security Bot every now and then.

      Whatever any of that means, Zeller thought.

      Arnie turned off the road and aimed toward the oasis in the distance.

      New Sanctuary.
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      The Warden lightly bumped the dock. The old man sat on the end, fishing as if he’d not moved in the days that they’d been at sea.

      Hope and Chester were waiting on the deck, carrying a small basket. Micah waved them aboard.

      “We saw the Warden on the horizon and knew you were returning. We wanted to give you a fresh breakfast.”

      Micah didn’t have the heart to tell them that they’d already eaten. The twins shrugged. They could always eat. Second breakfast was sounding good.

      “Come on up. I hear there are empty seats on the mess deck.” Strider looked at Micah sideways, not understanding.

      ‘There is no one on the mess deck,’ the Wolfoid suggested.

      ‘Exactly! Plenty of seats available.’

      Strider chuckled to herself as she followed the humans up the stairs. The pups remained on the deck.

      The ‘cats stayed close. Klytus and Shauna were on probation. Fea had caught them one too many times, so they had to stay close to her. Even though they were adults, their mindlink with the children tended to give them childlike tendencies. Fea referred to them as kittens based on how she insisted they were acting. Time to grow up since we’re fighting a war.

      Hope and Chester had no information from the town’s leaders. They didn’t move in those circles. They were fishermen and craftsmen, like most of the people from Southport.

      They rotated through who did the fishing while the others worked on their separate craft, whether it was woodworking, tanning, baking, or a myriad of other tasks that helped to support the town and its people.

      They’d gotten the rolls from the baker and smoked fish from a neighbor. The ‘cats sniffed at the smoked fish before turning up their noses and walking away.

      Micah politely tried the fish and was pleasantly surprised by the taste.

      “This is so good!” she exclaimed to her beaming guests. The twins split a sweet roll between them. Micah ate one by herself, afterwards feeling like her stomach was going to explode the button from her pants. Strider tried the smoked fish and after the others had taken what they wanted, inhaled the rest.

      “Thank you for letting us back on board,” Hope said hesitantly. She looked down while Chester rubbed her back.

      “And?” Micah prodded.

      “And we’d like to be your crew!” Hope blurted.

      “Let me think about that. This ship operates well without a crew,” Micah replied, dashing their dreams. Their shoulders slumped as they hunched over, elbows on their knees.

      “Let me talk about it with the others, and we’ll see.”

      They perked up, a twinkle of promise in Micah’s eye was all they needed to recover their earlier joy.

      “Treetis, stay here and protect the ship. When we return, I expect we’ll be taking the fight to Dunk’s Town. We’ll need you,” Micah said.

      Treetis stood tall, stretching his back into the air. ‘I can’t wait.’

      “We need to go ashore so I can talk with Gailey and the others.” Micah rose and the others rose with her. Together, they strolled off the ship, acting like they weren’t in a hurry, because Micah was trying to exude confidence when all she wanted was to join Braden to recover the spears.

      In the back of her mind, the desire to punish the raiders haunted her thoughts, held her anger back, ready to unleash it. She wasn’t sure if she wanted that. She shook her head to clear the thoughts and focus on the task at hand, which was to expand the trade routes to the south and include Southport on the quest to link all of Vii together.
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      Doctor Johns met Zeller, Tom, and Neeson at the edge of the growing oasis. A Bot waited patiently to unload the wagon and tow it to a vehicle storage area.

      Zeller pointed to the wagon, but Doctor Johns waved her off.

      “We’re ready to send you to the Traveler. Is this our patient?” the scientist asked, bending closer to Neeson. The ‘cat raised a lip in a partial snarl, but the doctor didn’t notice. He was looking at the ‘cat’s injuries. “Yes, the ship’s medical facilities will fix that right up. Please come with me.”

      The old man turned and walked away without waiting for an acknowledgment. Zeller looked at her wagon. The Bot was already removing the sacks. She felt like she was forgetting something.

      Tom kneeled down. “We need to do this. Once it’s done, you’ll wonder why you didn’t do it earlier. We’ll be there together, all of us.

      ‘Not all of us,’ Arnie replied.

      That was what Zeller was forgetting. She hurried to the Aurochs’ head, cradling it and kissing his nose. “We’ll be back before you know it. Don’t get fat on us while you’re waiting!”

      ‘I will be here.’ Arnie sniffed the air to smell the humidity within the fields and the scent of growing things. ‘I smell lunch.’

      She and Tom stood hand in hand as the Aurochs walked away. Neeson was between standing and sitting. Tom picked up the ‘cat, making his mind up for him. “The man said it was time to go. We can’t finish if we don’t start, so let’s get this over with.”

      They headed toward a small building within the oasis where the scientist was impatiently waiting.

      He held the door, allowing cool air to blow out. They were reminded of the cool air at the oases on their journey through the desert. The small room they were being shown was something different. They stopped without going in.

      “It’s an elevator. We’ll enter, the doors will close, and it will descend to the factory level where the matter transfer chamber is located. Then you will take your seats and we’ll send you and a couple of our scientists to the Traveler, where your Hillcat will undergo treatment to reset his broken bones and repair other underlying issues. Please.” Doctor Johns held the sliding doors open.

      They still wouldn’t enter.

      “You will have to use elevators on the Traveler. Might as well get used to it now.” The doctor entered and turned to face them. “You have about two seconds to decide.”

      When the doors started to close, Zeller stabbed her hand in between and pulled the door open. She stood in the doorway as Tom carried Neeson inside.

      The ‘cat started to yowl. She stepped inside. As the doors closed, she breathed faster until her breathing became ragged. The elevator began to move and they braced themselves against the walls while Doctor Johns closed his eyes and wished the elevator would move faster, but it was going deep below ground.

      The elevator slowed and stopped with a barely perceptible bump. The doors opened and Zeller rushed out with Tom on her heels. They stopped when they saw they were in a fantastic Old Tech space. Machines on top of machines, belts, rollers, and materials, a soft din of nonstop activity.

      Doctor Johns pushed his way past and waved for them to follow him down a walkway.

      The matter transfer chamber was tucked at the back end of the factory level. Its door was a section of wall that moved aside to allow the travelers inside. Each would get their own reclining chair to sit in, as the technology required their separation. Twelve chairs were arranged radially around a central core.

      The room was exact in its dimensions, down to a micron, so the computer system could deal with fewer unknowns during the transfer process.

      Neeson needed his own recliner, so Tom put him in place. The ‘cat continued to moan his displeasure.

      The two scientists were already reclined. They covered their ears to block out the sound of the unhappy ‘cat.

      Tom and Zeller climbed into their chairs, put their backpacks and weapons between their legs, and the entire group received a transfer briefing from Holly. Doctor Johns wrapped bracelets around each person’s wrist. He also handed Zeller a communication device and a piece of paper.

      “These are the directions to the medical facility. Follow them exactly. You don’t want to get lost on the Traveler. It is a very large ship. If you’ll excuse me, I wish you well.” Doctor Johns departed while the briefing continued. The wall moved back into place, sealing them in.

      As they were directed, the group members stayed still as the room began to shimmer. They kept their thoughts to themselves as darkness descended. Neeson stopped yowling as the travelers disappeared into a dreamless sleep while the process worked, flawlessly, as always.

      The four people and one Hillcat opened their eyes, seemingly only a few heartbeats after the process started, but it had been nearly a full day  according to Vii time.

      Tom started to sit up, but his stomach rebelled. He tried to lean back, but it was too late. He leaned sideways and started puking. Once Zeller smelled it, she joined him.

      “I don’t feel much better,” Tom said when we was done dry-heaving. The scientists moved slowly, as if trapped in a heavy mud. Their feet hit the deck at nearly the same time.

      “We have arrived, Holly. Please open the door,” one of them asked while breathing heavily through his mouth.

      Neeson stretched and jumped to the floor, freezing in place at the feel of the ship’s spin.

      ‘It’s weird. I think I’m going to fall over,’ he told Tom.

      Tom slid from his recliner, letting his feet touch before trying to stand. He felt it, too. “It’s the spin of the ship. Holly explained it during the briefing.”

      ‘So?’ Neeson replied.

      The wall slid aside and the two scientists staggered side to side as they worked their way from the room.

      “I see what you mean,” Tom replied as he tried to acclimate himself to the motion. He walked with a lean, stumbling past the puke on the floor.

      Neeson kept his breakfast inside.

      “Did you eat anything?” Tom asked.

      ‘No.’

      “It feels like I haven’t either. I could eat a horse!”

      Tom forced a laugh and Zeller moaned. She stood on unsteady feet and staggered out of the matter transfer chamber. She blinked her eyes clear and pulled the paper from her pocket. She looked at the map before reading the instructions. She looked from the map to the engineering space and back to the map. She flipped over the paper and read.

      Zeller turned to her right and started walking. “Come on. It’s this way.”
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      ‘I have to eat, or I’m going to pass out,’ Brandt told them.

      “But you can’t eat this stuff,” Braden tried to explain. His friend’s eyes rolled in his head. He was getting weak. It had been too long without food and he’d run too hard.

      Braden kicked himself for allowing it to happen, even though the King had insisted. Braden had hoped that different grasses would appear. But they didn’t. It was more of the same, much more, enticingly sweet and fresh-smelling.

      The King of the Aurochs succumbed to the need and ripped up a huge mouthful of the grass, then another and another. The others painfully watched him eat. He plowed a furrow in the grass, drawing a straight line to the south as he picked up speed, eating and walking.

      “The grass may be okay!” Braden exclaimed with a cheer and started jogging after his friend. The Wolfoid pups loped uncomfortably with Bounder by their side. Aadi struggled to keep up. When Braden realized the Tortoid was falling back, he ran around in a circle and grabbed Aadi’s shell in both hands to propel him forward.

      Until the King of the Aurochs started to stagger.

      “Aaaahhhh,” he groaned happily as he fell to his knees, then toppled, shaking the ground when he hit.

      The group gathered around. The two Hawkoids swooped low and landed on the one horn ticking up in the air. Having seen the village hours earlier, they were ready to rest for the evening. The group could be there tomorrow if they wished.

      If they could get Brandt upright and moving. That didn’t look to happen any time soon.

      “Making camp,” Braden said as he called the others to a cleared spot where he started to draw a map of the village. He checked in with Holly to confirm that all twenty-five of the Wolfoid spears were accounted for. Twenty were in one building and five were in various places outside the perimeter.

      He smiled and explained it to the others. “We are going against five and not twenty-five. Our odds are vastly improved.”
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      Gailey met them at the nondescript Old Tech building that led to the rooms far underground. Before stepping inside, Micah accessed her neural implant. ‘We’re going in, Holly. I’ll contact you as soon as we’re back outside.’

      Micah focused her eyes again, found Gailey staring at her, and shrugged. “Shall we?” Micah asked, looking first to Gaily and then to Strider and Fea.

      The Rabbits had stayed on board with the twins, Klytus, and Shauna. Micah assumed that this was going to be less contentious and a quick meeting. The pups continued to guard the ship, with Hope and Chester on deck. Holly was watching in case they went against their word and tried to get inside.

      No one had seen the scientists in days.

      Micah thought about all of that in the moments before she stepped through the door, letting it close behind her. They walked down the stairs, but slowed as noise rose from the level of the meeting room.

      “Gailey?” Micah wondered, stopping.

      “We have a number of interested parties. Heads of each of the craft guilds, the fishermen’s coalition, and more.”

      Micah crossed her arms and tapped a foot.

      “What? This is an important decision. We couldn’t make it all by ourselves.”

      Micah loosened her blaster and continued downward. Strider tapped her spear. ‘Fea, be mindful of our lines of fire,’ Micah shared over the mindlink, looking at the meeting as a tactical combat situation and not a diplomatic effort.

      Gailey walked through the doors with her arms raised, calling for quiet.

      Micah had rarely seen so many people packed into such a small space. And every one of those times, it portended a monumental change in the lives of those attending.

      She wondered if this would be more of the same.

      After a deep breath, she looked around the room. Usually Braden made the speeches, but she was the President.

      “My name is Micah and I come from the east. I live in New Sanctuary with my partner, the Free Trader. He has connected the north with the south, bringing livestock and trade, securing the routes from east to west. We have now come south and ask only for you to consider what you may have excess and what you may be lacking. We might be able to help, but I ask that you help us. Men, raiders, from somewhere east of here have attacked us and stolen some Old Tech, powerful Old Tech. They don’t know what they have and we want it back before they cause irreparable damage to families, to towns, and to that which matters to us.”

      Micah paused to get her breath.

      “They’re here to take!” someone shouted. Micah couldn’t see who it was, but others hushed him.

      Gailey stood up. “QUIET!” she bellowed against the murmurs. “You’ve all seen their ship. Look at her!” Gailey pointed. Instantly, Micah was self-conscious.

      “Yes, look at me,” Micah replied softly, walking forward so she could be closer to the group. She wanted them to see the determination in her eyes. “We don’t need anything from you except information. Dunk’s Town, is it? Are they causing you problems? I think they’re the ones who are causing us problems. I want your help to take us there. In exchange, we have an Aurochs herd en route, intelligent creatures that will help fertilize your crops. Rabbits can help you with your fields, but all of these creatures are equals. They look different, but don’t we all?”

      The murmurs started afresh. “Shut it!” Gailey yelled again. “What’s wrong with you? We need help or our kids will be the last generation.”

      Is it that dire? Micah wondered.

      “We can provide a guide to show you how to get to Dunk’s Town. After that, you’re on your own. We’ll accept the Aurochs’ help and the Rabbits’, but it’s still our town, for humans, run by humans,” Windsmede stated, emphasizing her final points by pounding her fist on the table.

      Micah smiled slowly and said two words. “No deal.” She turned and walked out. Strider followed and Fea ran ahead.

      ‘I can’t get out of here fast enough. We shouldn’t help this town or those people.’

      ‘I’m inclined to agree, Fea. We’ll see if Bronwyn and the Aurochs can make them change their ways.’

      Someone started pounding up the stairs after them. Micah took the stairs two at a time until she reached the next landing. She pulled her blaster and dialed it to a narrow beam, took a knee, aimed down the stairs, and waited.

      Micah pulled up when Gailey ran into view. The old woman huffed and puffed, holding her hand over her heart as she fell back against the railing.

      “Dammit, Gailey! I thought the mob was unleashed on me.” Micah holstered her pistol while rushing down the stairs to help the old woman.

      “It’s worse than any of those old fools will admit. If we can breathe new life into our farms, then Southport can thrive once again. The majority down there don’t agree with Windsmede.” Gailey stabbed an angry thumb over her shoulder as she continued to wheeze.

      “I guess we’ll continue what we’re doing. Bronwyn would be pretty angry if we told her to turn around. You don’t want to make her angry or the Aurochs that travel with her. Or the Hawkoid.”

      “Hawkoid?”

      “Yes, a Hawkoid. A big, intelligent bird. If you have a rabbit problem in your fields? She’ll take care of that in no time.”

      Micah offered Gailey her arm to help the old woman the last couple flights of stairs.

      “Would you have shot me with that thing?” Gailey asked, nodding toward the blaster at Micah’s hip.

      “Yes. If you were leading a mob after me or Gray Strider or any of us, yes.”

      “At least I know where you stand.”

      “And you know for a fact that I did not shoot you, because we talk first. My partner in life taught me that. There was a time when I didn’t believe it. Judge first, deal with the damage later, but not anymore.”

      “I’m selfishly happy that you’ve changed your ways.” Gailey patted Micah’s arm. Strider opened the door and held it as the two women walked into the sunshine.

      “We are going to press forward, head east toward Dunk’s Town. I know Braden and his group are closing on it from the north. We don’t need Southport’s help at all. I have a good map that will show me the way. I only wanted to give them something to trade so they would accept our help. Do you know what we really want? We want friends to our south, not enemies.”

      Gailey leaned back and put her hands on her hips. “Why didn’t you tell them that? It makes more sense than trading. Who does that?”

      “We do. We believe in free trade first. That has been Braden’s whole life. He gets so excited talking about it. I get excited watching him, but I can’t convey the same message.”

      “But you can,” Gailey replied with a motherly smile. “I can’t wait to meet this Braden of yours. I’ll keep working on the group down there, and you go do what you have to do.”

      Micah smiled and the two hugged. Gailey disappeared through the door on her way back down into the bowels of the planet.

      “As soon as Bronwyn gets here, we’re heading inland, cut off the raiders’ retreat.” Micah kicked at the ground as the anger swelled within. “And punish them for coming after your people.”

      ‘Our people. Aren’t we better for coming down here? Southport needs our help and now, they’re going to get it.’

      “Sometimes, I need to put on my President’s hat more often, but I still feel the need to punch people in the face because that’s the only thing they understand.”

      ‘But not these people. I think that they’ll become friends, join the trade route, and start growing. Some of their leatherwork is the best I’ve seen,’ Strider offered while they walked toward the harbor.

      “And their fishing nets. They’re better than what my dad is using. We need their help, more than I was able to say.”
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      Zeller walked to one side before correcting herself and angling back. Tom and Neeson were doing the same.

      ‘I hate this place.’ Neeson scowled. ‘There’s nothing alive.’

      Tom worked on his gait until he could maintain a straight line. “I think I have the hang of it!” Zeller looked over her shoulder at him, staggered left, and bounced off an enclosed piece of machinery.

      “Then you lead.” She handed him the paper as he walked past. She waited until Neeson was in front of her. She realized that they were acclimating to the ship’s spin. The smell was far different from anything she was used to. There was no smell of an Aurochs, something that had been a constant in her adult life.

      She felt for her sword, at her side as it always was. She practiced every day against opponents she carried within her mind. Zeller held the hilt tightly as she watched Tom walk confidently forward. Neeson grumbled, but followed with his limping hitch.

      The comm device in her pocket buzzed and kept buzzing. She took it out and looked at it. She hadn’t listened to the briefing and couldn’t figure out how to use it.

      “Tom?”

      He stopped before he turned, to avoid falling over. She handed the device to him. He pressed the single button on the front.

      “There you are!” Doctor Johns’s voice came through loud and clear. “I see that you are on your way to the corridor that will take you to the elevator. It has been brought to my attention that the elevator may not be working. You may have to go to the stairs, but your bracelets will give access to most doors. You’ll see panels to the right of the doors. Just wave your bracelet there, as the briefing instructed, and the door should open. Good luck!”

      Tom started to speak, but the green light went out.

      “What a jerk,” Zeller said.

      “Let’s do this thing and then go home. We’ll leave New Sanctuary and won’t have to go back, unless it’s to see Braden and Micah. I don’t like this place either. It’s big, but I still feel like I’m in a box from which I can’t escape.” Tom shivered, then clenched his jaw and started walking toward the stairs, which were set at even intervals around the engineering space. They needed to climb to the catwalk, enter a corridor, take it to the elevator, and tell it take them to the medical level.

      ‘I hate this place,’ Neeson reiterated.
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      Braden stomped his feet in frustration. Brandt continued to sleep while the Hawkoids assumed an aerial vigil, watching the village to learn all of its secrets.

      The Wolfoids walked in circles which did nothing to burn off their nervous energy. Aadi floated serenely, blinking slowly.

      G-War had found a soft spot on the King’s neck and was curled up sleeping.

      The light flashed before Braden’s eye to notify him of an incoming message. He stared at the mountains as he opened the window.

      ‘Master Braden! I hope you are well,’ Holly said happily.

      ‘I’m not! We’re doing nothing while Brandt sleeps off the effects of the bad grass. Worse news is that there is nothing else to eat. I don’t know if we’ll ever get him out of this valley.’

      ‘Some of my research indicates that ingesting numbweed may offset the effects, but you’ll have to wait for him to wake up,’ Holly suggested.

      ‘Eat numbweed? We don’t have very much left. If we give him all of it, then we’ll have none in case someone gets injured.’ Braden looked at his companions. They weren’t privy to his conversation with Holly. He’d have to break the news the old-fashioned way.

      He turned to the King of the Aurochs. “We need you,” he said softly.

      ‘Skirill?’ Braden ventured over the mindlink. ‘Do you know what the numbweed bushes look like?’

      ‘We believe so. You have processed a great deal of numbweed in our presence,’ Skirill replied before sadly adding, ‘And used it, too. There’s something happening in the village.’

      Braden expected Skirill to continue, but he didn’t.

      Zyena was next to speak. ‘I see them. A group of four men with Wolfoid spears in the trees to the south of the village.’

      ‘Holly, track four men leaving the village heading south,’ Braden requested.

      ‘I see them. The power signatures remain strong. Twenty-one spears remain in the village, sixteen in one building and the other five spread around the perimeter.’

      Braden relayed Holly’s information to the Hawkoids.

      ‘We see the five.’ Skirill shared his view.

      Braden translated what he was seeing, using a stick to make notations on the map he’d drawn on the ground.

      ‘You two come back,’ Braden ordered. ‘I need you to take G-War to look at the minds of the four to see if the leader is among them. If so, then we’ll need to hit the village sooner rather than later.’

      ‘On our way,’ Skirill replied.
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      Zeeka saw it first, the mast of the Warden. She flew over the town, circled back, and landed on the railing outside the mess deck. She nodded to Micah and Strider.

      Klytus and Shauna threw themselves at the door, wanting to say ‘hi.’ Ax and ‘Tesh opened the door and the four nearly fell through the crack as they each tried to be first. Zeeka bent down and gently pecked them on the tops of their heads.

      Micah and Strider squeezed onto the catwalk with the others.

      ‘Bronwyn would like to know where to take the herd?’ Zeeka asked.

      “All business!” Micah replied easily, stroking the Hawkoid’s head and neck feathers. “Your parents are inland, with Braden. We are heading that way momentarily, now that you’ve arrived. We’ll meet Bronwyn and the Aurochs east of town, north of their fields.”

      ‘I will tell her,’ Zeeka replied in her pleasant thought voice. She bowed to the group, then launched herself from the railing. ‘It is good to see you, no matter the circumstance.’

      ‘It is good to see you, too,’ Micah replied. They were in Southport only because of the attack on the Wolfoids. Yes, better circumstances would have been nice.

      The five-year-olds leaned against the railing and waved good-bye. The ‘cats went back inside where it was nice and cool.

      Micah watched the Hawkoid wing away, disappearing into the distance.

      “We better get ready to go, all of us. And, Holly? Once we’re off, take the Warden back out to sea.”

      Fea nodded knowingly and Micah headed upstairs to the captain’s quarters to collect their gear.

      The twins ran to the well deck to say good-bye to Chlora and Rhodi. Fea went to talk with the Rabbits, only to find Klytus and Shauna already there, tormenting the gentle creatures.

      ‘STOP!’ she ‘shouted.’ The small calico ran up the stairs to escape. The orange creature called Klytus made one last high-speed pass before darting past Fealona. She kicked him as he passed, sending him tumbling.

      ‘We hope that you’ll be able to accompany us to look at the Southport fields, make recommendations in conjunction with the Aurochs herd, and then travel further inland to assist Braden and my mate in the recovery of the Wolfoid spears.’

      Luciana had pulled her laser pistol to threaten the ‘cats. She put it away and looked to Heloysius. The two chattered in their language before coming to an agreement.

      ‘Yes, we will come with you as long as those hooligans are not left on this ship. We shudder to think what they would do to our lovely garden. We only today got it in order after months of neglect,’ Luciana replied.

      Fea knew that the Bots took care of the garden when no one else was on board. She’d seen it first-hand when they boarded the Warden after centuries without an intelligent creature on board.

      ‘Thank you. I believe we are preparing to leave any moment now.’

      ‘What?’ one of the Rabbits exclaimed. The two ran into each other as they each hopped in a different direction.

      Fea left them to return to the deck. She hoped to eat her fill of tuna before they had to go. ‘Tuna?’ she asked Micah, unsure of where the President was.

      ‘Tuna!’ Klytus yelled and ran for the mess deck. Shauna appeared and raced after him. The twins were in the water with the Dolphins. Micah had her backpack fully loaded and two small packs for the children.

      “Fine,” Micah said, dropping her gear and climbing one flight of stairs to order the fabricator to spit out plates of tuna.

      The ‘cats dug in like they’d never eaten before. Micah grabbed a brownie for herself while she waited, then ordered two more for the twins.

      “That’s enough!” she said when she decided they’d had enough. “Time to go.”

      The Wolfoids were waiting. The Rabbits hurried up the stairs when Micah appeared. The twins were dripping wet, but present. The ‘cats were seated within paw’s reach of Fea. Treetis stalked back and forth by the pier.

      “All present and accounted for,” Micah said, followed by, “Hope and Chester, wait for us on the dock. Everyone else, move out.”
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      Tom waved his bracelet in front of the panel and the door slid open. He jumped back. Zeller stepped in front, snarling and sword at the ready. Neeson peeked through the door. There was nothing beyond but an empty corridor.

      Zeller let her sword hang as she walked through the doorway. “How far?” she asked.

      Tom referenced the map. “About halfway down on the left. Should be an elevator.”

      “Do you see how long this corridor is?”

      “That’s a long corridor,” Tom replied. Zeller raised her sword and started to jog, bouncing off the wall twice in her first five steps. “You make it look easy.”

      Zeller shook her head, chuckling. “It’s a gift.”

      Neeson keened his dismay with a long, low yowl.

      “We’re almost there, buddy, maybe five more minutes.” Tom jogged after Zeller and Neeson kept pace. The elevator doors were obvious in their difference from the normal doors that lined the lengthy corridor. Zeller stopped and studied the door, smirking and pointing to a label atop the doorframe.

      Elevator.

      She waved her bracelet in front of the pad. They expected the doors to open like they’d seen in New Sanctuary, but nothing happened.

      “Let me try,” Tom said. Zeller tilted her head down to give him the hairy eyeball. “Just in case something happened to your bracelet.”

      Tom wouldn’t look at her as he leaned past and waved his bracelet in front of the pad before resting it on the pad. No sound came from beyond the doors. Zeller crossed her arms and tapped a foot.

      “I guess we do it the hard way. Doctor Johns must have expected this because he put the alternate directions on the paper.” Tom held the sheet up, pointing to the door and stairs at the end of the corridor. “Come on, Neeson. We have to go the long way.”

      The ‘cat’s limp became more exaggerated and it tugged at Tom’s heartstrings. He picked Neeson up and carried him the rest of the way. Zeller didn’t question it as she kept her sword at the ready, hurrying down the corridor in front of them.

      “You wonder what’s behind these doors?” Tom asked as he jogged, having gotten the hang of the motion, leaning away from the spin to run straight.

      “No way! I want to get out of here as soon as we can. Holly cautioned us against exploring because of the mutations and other creatures, so time and danger say no way!” Zeller tightened her grip on her sword’s hilt, speeding up to keep Tom from getting adventurous.

      With the ‘cat in his arms, he was hard-pressed to keep up, but they didn’t have too far to go. “No surprises,” he agreed when they reached the far end.

      She flexed at the knees, standing on the balls of her feet, and with sword before her, she waved her bracelet at the panel. The smell and bright sunlight drove them both backward.

      ‘What is that smell?’ Neeson cried.

      Zeller looked through at the fields of flowing grasses beyond. A herd of water buffalo grazed peacefully. Pigs foraged in the distance.

      “It’s amazing,” Zeller said through the shirt she’d pulled over her face. She looked out the door and stepped through to stand on a catwalk above the deck known as the Livestock Level.

      Neeson scratched Tom as he tried to get down and run from the smell. “Stop it. We’re going through.” Tom stepped onto the catwalk, took a left, and started walking. The ‘cat cried pitifully when the door closed. “On our way up. We need to climb five hundred meters, according to Holly’s map.”

      Zeller pulled her shirt away from her face and took a tentative sniff. “You get used to it pretty fast.” She shrugged and leaned over the map. “Looks like twenty landings.”

      They looked up together as the stairs climbed from deck to ceiling, appearing to hang precariously over the plains. Zeller started up, taking the stairs two at a time, but slowing to one when Tom started to fall behind. They trudged, climbed, rested, and climbed some more. Halfway there, Zeller took out jerky and water from her pack.

      “Are you sure this is a ship?” Tom asked as he huffed and puffed to catch his breath, taking the offered snack with a smile, but waiting to eat.

      “That’s what Holly said. This is what brought our ancestors to Vii.”

      ‘Not mine!’ Neeson replied.

      “Afraid so,” Zeller said. “Your ancestors were created by using human genes spliced with a normal variety of cat in order to reduce the indigenous rat population. You came from Earth, as well.”

      “How do you know that?” Tom asked.

      “Micah and Braden told me. Being a Free Trader means having access to those with knowledge. It’s an opportunity to learn something new every day.”

      “I hear the sound of the hammer pounding the anvil. People don’t hang around long when I’m working.”

      “You should spend more time on the road with me,” Zeller said with a sly smile.

      “Who would run the forge?”

      “That young man, Yellowfin. He’s always watching you.”

      “I hadn’t noticed.” Tom leaned over the railing until he looked down, then stepped back against the wall. “That’s a long way down.”

      Zeller ran a finger down his chest. “Focus on what’s in front of you and you’ll probably be fine.” They locked eyes. Neeson scratched Tom’s arm.

      For the hundredth time since they arrived on the Warden.

      “Are you sure you want to have children? This one’s going to be the death of me.”

      Zeller looked down her nose at the ‘cat. “What’s one more parent? Seems to work for Micah and Braden.”

      “I wonder how they’re doing.” Tom stuffed the jerky into his mouth and chewed slowly, savoring the spicy, sweet taste. Zeller picked up the best as she plied the north Amazon trade routes. She always shared it with Tom. He knew that he wouldn’t have the self-discipline to wait.

      “I love you,” he said softly.

      “You love jerky,” she said, giving him a gentle push. “And me.”

      Neeson scratched Tom’s arm again. “We better get going before I lose so much blood, we die between here and there.”

      Zeller handed Tom a second piece of jerky, which he looked at longingly before offering to Neeson.

      ‘I wondered if the shmoopy talk made you forget that Hillcats get hungry, too.’

      Tom mumbled an apology as they continued to trudge upward. His legs were getting stiff. As a blacksmith, his chest was thick and arms bulged with muscle, but he was ill-trained for such an epic climb. River Crook was established on the Plains of Propiscius. No hills. No mountains. And definitely no stairs.

      “If Holly was a person,” Zeller said between labored breaths as they approached the twentieth landing, “I would punch him in the face for saying the trip here would be quick and easy.”

      “I’ll second that.” Tom looked down at the steps, forcing his feet onto the next stair, taking them one at a time as if each was its own battle.

      Zeller waited for Tom to arrive before she waved her bracelet and opened the door. Beyond was a wide corridor that looked similar to the one they’d traversed earlier, but less utilitarian. It looked more antiseptic, painted a soft white with rounded edges and open spaces to the sides instead of doors.

      It also wasn’t empty. A person stood in the corridor, fingers interlocked as he waited patiently.

      Zeller jumped through the door to give herself more room, raising her sword. “Who are you?” she demanded.

      “Holly has assigned me to escort you through the medical procedure. I don’t have a name, only a designation. I am a medical Android, MA-2157.”

      “What’s an Android?” Zeller asked, keeping her sword raised as she bounced from side to side to stay limber while remaining in her fighting stance.

      “We are artificial life forms. Holly gives us direction, and we keep the ship operational. My specialty is medical procedures. Yours is already mapped out. Please, bring the patient in.”

      “You couldn’t have escorted us up those stairs?” Tom asked.

      “If you had notified me, I could have sent the elevator,” the Android said over its shoulder, pointing at doors across the corridor that were blocked open.

      “I think my desire to punch Holly in the face has grown,” Tom grumbled.

      “I’m with you.” Zeller kept her sword raised as she tentatively followed the Android into the medical space. Tables, gurneys, and tanks were arranged in an orderly fashion throughout. Wires, tubes, and hoses were stacked neatly out of the way.

      “Please, lay down. You will get an examination first to confirm the treatment.” The Android pointed to a medical bed. Neeson didn’t want to be put down. He clung to Tom as if his life depended on it. “Not him, you.”

      Tom stood back. “What about me?”

      “You seem to be struggling to breathe. We will check your cardio-pulmonary functions.”

      “No. Him.” Tom pointed to the ‘cat with his chin because he needed both hands to keep the ‘cat from climbing on top of his head.

      The Android froze in place, its eyes staring beyond Tom.

      Zeller removed her comm device. “Holly, I think we have a problem.”
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      Brandt’s eyelids fluttered, and he lifted his head for a few moments before it dropped back into the dirt.

      The spark of hope within Braden died quickly. “Come on, Brandt, wake up or we’re leaving you here!”

      The King of the Aurochs’ eyes slowly peeled themselves apart. ‘My head hurts,’ he said in an uncharacteristically soft thought voice.

      “It was that damn grass. Holly says that numbweed might counter its effects, but you have to eat what we have. Ess and Zee weren’t able to find any and they searched for a while. You’ve been out for a long time,” Braden explained.

      ‘If I eat the numbweed, there won’t be any left in case someone is injured,’ the King replied. ‘I cannot rob you of that. I’ll be fine, but you have to help me up.’

      “Brandt.” Braden shook his head as he laughed. “I can assure you that if we try to help you up, we won’t be fine. Eat the numbweed and help yourself.”

      Aadi floated close to Brandt’s head, and the two talked privately. G-War stood and stretched, then jumped down from the King’s neck. He looked at Braden, tilted his head, and continued to stare.

      Braden pulled a piece of smoked meat and handed it over. The ‘cat made a face as he chewed. ‘You don’t have anything fresher?’ G-War asked.

      “You know that I don’t.” Braden put his hands on his hips and  tried to glare back. G-War walked away, but Braden didn’t feel like he had won the contest. What am I missing?

      ‘Holly, what’s the latest?’ Braden asked as Brandt slowly chewed the offered numbweed.

      ‘Master Braden! So happy to hear from you. Did you ever determine if the leader of the raiders was among those who went south?’

      ‘We were not. Skirill and Zyena were exhausted from their search for numbweed, so they couldn’t carry G-War.’

      ‘Those four spears continue south, but they are moving slowly. The group might be hunting or foraging. The other power signatures remain as they were before. Five around the village and sixteen in storage. Bronwyn has arrived in Southport with a small herd of Aurochs. She will be meeting up with the President and her entourage soon.’

      ‘Entourage? Is that one of your special words, Holly? Never mind. Brandt will be back with us shortly and we’re going to close on the village. Our plan right now is that we’ll attack after nightfall.’

      The others handed their numbweed to Brandt, who continued to reluctantly take it. He kept making faces. Braden held up his hands. What?

      ‘It tastes horrible, and my tongue is numb,’ the King replied. Braden turned away as he started to smirk. The King wasn’t wrong.

      ‘Take care, Master Braden, you and the rest of your group. The Wolfoid spears can be deadly,’ Holly said.

      ‘If we do everything right, there will be no lightning, no fire. If we do some things right, then people on their side may die. If we do everything wrong, then we are looking at a lot of casualties.’ Braden turned to the others. Aadi, G-War, Bounder, Skirill, Zyena, and the pups. ‘We’ll do everything we can to keep from getting hurt. You have my word, Holly.’

      Braden’s blasters were fully charged. Bounder’s spear was charged. The pups carried only sharpened sticks in place of lightning spears. Cygnus had given Braden’s long knife back to him, but longed to hold it in his hand once again.

      G-War, Aadi, and the Hawkoids were armed with what nature, and select genetic engineering, gave them.

      Against raiders armed with lightning spears.

      The thought kept returning to haunt Braden. The repairs to Aadi’s shell stood as a stark reminder of what happened when Braden failed to protect those in his charge.

      Brandt’s struggle to stand brought Braden’s attention back to the real world. He closed the window in front of his eye and watched as the others ran from the great creature’s tottering. Unsteady hooves held him upright.

      For the moment. Braden caressed the King’s nose. “I’m glad you’re back with us. Let’s go over the plan and fill in the last of any missing pieces.”
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      Micah led the way through the center of the town. Not because she was trying to create a spectacle, but because it was the only path she knew. Getting lost trying to get out of Southport was not a part of her plan.

      People stepped aside as the menagerie passed. Treetis ran ahead, far enough to scare unsuspecting pets into dark alleys. He refrained from chasing them, pleased with their fear and finding that to be the respect he wanted. He didn’t need to fight them.

      As Braden would have said, know your enemy, because how you treat an enemy is far different from anything else. Treetis knew what an enemy looked like. The Security Bots in Atlantis had shown him the face of an enemy, an unrelenting, merciless enemy driven by malevolent intelligence. That dog barking? She wasn’t the enemy.

      Treetis stopped in the middle of the path and waited. Fea nuzzled him as she strolled past. Micah walked by, nodding to the scruffy-looking ‘cat. Just like G-War, she thought.

      ‘Do we have to walk the whole way?’ ‘Tesh asked. She held Luciana’s hand and Ax held Heloysius’s hand as the Rabbits skip-hopped in the way that they walked.

      The children were gifted with the ability to mindlink and were more comfortable using it than talking aloud. Micah suspected G-War had something to do with it, but he would never admit to it.

      ‘I think Bronwyn might have an alternative.’

      “Bronwyn!” the children cheered.

      Gray Strider looked back at the Rabbits and the twins. ‘You have been gifted with joy,’ she told Micah.

      ‘I think so,’ she replied. “But I’m afraid that if we keep taking them into dangerous situations, we will dampen their love of life.’

      ‘Then don’t. Send the Rabbits, the children, their ‘cats, and the pups back to the ship.’

      Micah stopped and held up her hand for the others to stop. “That would leave you and me.”

      ‘And Fea and Treetis. Together, we are four of the most able warriors on all of Vii. Do you think mere men can stand before us? Even with Wolfoid spears…mere men?’

      “I don’t know what to say to that.”

      ‘Say the right thing. Send them back to the ship,’ Strider encouraged.

      “You sound like Aadi, but you are right. Give me a moment.” Micah’s eyes unfocused as she brought up the window before her eye and accessed her neural implant.

      ‘I need to know Braden’s status and all the information you have on the spears.’

      ‘Master President. Such a timely request. I expect no less from your foresight and thoughtfulness. Braden has Brandt upright and they are moving toward the village where the spears are stored. They will attack after nightfall, using darkness to their advantage. Four people with Wolfoid spears are moving in your general direction, but they are moving slowly, as if hunting,’  Holly reported.

      “Four of us and four of them, with Braden closing on Dunk’s Town? I don’t think they’ll know what hit them.” Micah kneeled and waved her children to her. “Come here, you two.”

      The three hugged, while Klytus and Shauna complained. They were ready to go to war against the bad men.

      “I know. You are both stalwart warriors and that’s why I need you to watch after Axial and De’atesh. We are all one family, but we have different jobs right now. I need to go be presidential and you need to spend more time growing and learning. Make sure that you kids get your lessons from Holly while I’m gone. When we get back, if you haven’t been listening, there will be hell to pay!”

      ‘Is Dad coming with you?’ Ax asked.

      ‘I expect so. We will meet him in a couple days and then we’ll come back to you.’

      ‘What about the fields?’ Luciana asked in her dainty thought voice.

      Micah sighed and rolled her head. “New plan. Go to the fields first, take a look, Klytus and Shauna can start addressing the domestic intruder population, and then you can make recommendations to the Southport farmers. Everyone stay together and watch each other’s backs.”

      ‘Wind Runner and Low Crawler, you will keep them safe. I charge you with this task.’

      Strider didn’t wait for a reply. They’d already dallied long enough. She started to lope toward the east. Micah waved one last time and dashed after Strider. Fea and Treetis ran easily to stay abreast with the human and the Wolfoid.
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      Zeeka circled lazily over the town. She reported to Bronwyn as soon as she saw Micah and the group cutting a path through Southport. The young woman encouraged Cragmore to one final run to beat Micah to the fields.

      The Aurochs herd pounded through the open fields of wild grass to a narrow strip of land after which the meager tended fields stood. The Aurochs slowed and grazed on the rough, dry grass.

      ‘Don’t go into the fields, not until our friends the Rabbits tell you that it’s okay,’ Bronwyn told them. Cragmore yanked a bush out of the ground and devoured it. The young woman slid down the bull’s side and landed lightly on the ground. She found a stump to lean against while waiting for Micah and Strider.

      The Hillcats arrived first.

      ‘Greetings, beautiful lady,’ Fea said.

      ‘And to you, beautiful lady,’ Bronwyn replied, bending slightly so Fea could put her paws on the young woman’s shoulders. Treetis stood tall next to Fea and danced on his back feet until he could lean against Bronwyn.

      Micah and Strider slowed to a walk, smiling warmly as they approached. “I’m so glad you were able to come. I’m sorry it is under such circumstances, but you know us. If there’s a crisis, we’ll be right in the middle of it, dragging everyone else along with us.” Micah smirked, trying not to betray how the truth bothered her. “The Rabbits, twins, and the rest of that mob will be along shortly to check out the fields. If you could meet them here, they can explain the rest of it.”

      “I’m going with you,” the young woman said matter-of-factly.

      “Someone has to stay here and watch over the others. Someone has to share what the Aurochs are saying.”

      “The twins can talk with them and the Rabbits are more than equipped to watch over the children. They are carrying their pistols, are they not?”

      “Yes, but…” Micah’s thought trailed off. “It’s going to be dangerous.”

      “I know,” Bronwyn said. She was thin and willowy, with an unrivaled mental strength. She pulled Micah into a hug, feeling the physical strength of the older woman.

      Twenty-four cycles and she was the older woman. Bronwyn knew Micah was young but had seen more than nearly every other person on Vii. Despite being taller, Bronwyn looked up to Micah in a way that mattered most.

      “I wish I were more like you,” she said.

      Micah laughed. “I was thinking I want to be more like you!”

      Strider joined the hug but only to inject a dose of reality. ‘We need to go.’

      ‘Faramor, you are in charge until we get back. Gable and Tally, I would like you to join us, carry Micah and Strider, if you would be willing.’

      ‘Of course,’ came two voices at once. Cragmore bent his knee so Bronwyn could climb onto his back. With a dexterity borne of much practice, she vaulted into place astride the bull’s neck. Micah and Strider followed suit, with Fea and Treetis joining them to ride on the bulls’ heads.

      “Why do they do that?” Bronwyn asked.

      “No one knows, but Brandt allows the Golden Warrior, so everyone else follows suit. It’s a fad.”

      “Like when the men wore long hair pulled into a bun?”

      “Exactly like that.”

      Faramor trotted to a place by the trail to await the arrival of the others. The cow Aurochs told the rest of the herd to go back the way they’d come until they found better grazing. She would contact them when she knew more. Cragmore, Gable, and Tally started to run, past the fields where the trail disappeared and toward the forested hills to the east.

      ‘Holly,’ Micah said, hanging on while accessing her implant, ‘I’ll keep the window open so you can help guide us. We want to set up a blocking position without them knowing that we’re there.’

      ‘An ambush, yes. I am unable to calculate where they are going because their track is inconsistent, but I will guide you.’

      ‘And keep me informed about Braden’s attack.’

      ‘Yes, Master President.’ Holly projected a map showing the distance they needed to cover before they were close to the four men away from Dunk’s Town. Micah adjusted the image until the village was centered and then overlaid Braden’s position. They were close, and she was not.

      Faster, she thought. We wasted too much time…
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      “Please. Imagine being able to run freely again, climb all those stairs yourself!” Tom used the lightness of his tone to convince the ‘cat to submit to the procedure. “We went through all of this for you. Micah and Braden have been here, and they said it was safe and you wouldn’t feel a thing.”

      Neeson’s wide eyes stared back at Tom, his claws embedded in Tom’s shirt as the human hunched over the table, neither letting go.

      Until the ‘cat did. ‘I guess it won’t be over unless it starts.’

      “The sooner the better. I’m ready to feel solid ground under my feet.”

      Neeson retracted his claws and laid back. The Android swooped in and started to hook the ‘cat to a number of machines. Neeson pinched his eyes closed and yowled.

      The ‘cat relaxed as the procedure started by putting him to sleep.

      “You should probably wait in the corridor,” the Android said. With Neeson out, a surgical device descended to his hip, cut the ‘cat open, and started reshaping the leg bone.

      Tom gasped in shock. Zeller moved between her partner and the Android. “You make sure no harm comes to him. I would not be very happy if the ‘cat was injured.”

      “I can assure you, this is the first step in the healing process. Once the injuries are repaired, the creature will be put in that tank—” The Android pointed to a clear cylinder containing a gel-like fluid. “—to expedite the healing process. It shouldn’t take much time at all, maybe a few hours.”

      The medical machine continued to work on Neeson. Zeller pushed Tom toward the door. They went through and it closed behind them. Tom stared at the door with his arms limp at his side.

      “You wondered what was behind the doors. What do you say we go take a look?” she offered.

      Tom nodded numbly. Neeson’s ever-present voice was gone. The blacksmith hadn’t realized how soothing that had been, most notable now that it was gone. Tom pointed to his head.

      “I know, he’s gone. I’ve felt that way about Arnie ever since we went underground at New Sanctuary.”

      “You didn’t say anything,” Tom stammered.

      “Whining wasn’t going to change anything. I hate this place, but this is something we agreed to do, for Neeson. When we see him again, he’ll be the ‘cat he used to be, not burdened by a poorly healed injury.”

      “I’m whining?” Tom replied softly, guilt written across his face.

      “Just a little, but I’m used to it.” She pushed him playfully.

      “Hey! I don’t always whine. Sometimes, I put a lot of feeling into it.” Tom shook his head and smiled. “What do you say we take the elevator?”

      It took the combined strength of both humans to move the massive machine blocking the elevator doors. They left it in the corridor as they hurried in before the doors closed.

      “Next floor down,” Tom told the elevator, enunciating clearly as the paper instructed.

      The elevator traveled for a total of three seconds before stopping, and the doors slid smoothly to the side. The corridor beyond was dark, punctuated by flashing lights. Cables and hoses hung from the overhead. Trash littered the corridor. Zeller pulled her sword as she stepped out. Tom found a small pipe with wires protruding that he picked up to use as a club.

      The doors closed, and the elevator went away. During one of the strobe-like flashes, Zeller pointed to the wall. “Blaster marks. There was a fight in here.”

      “If they have blasters, we might want to think about leaving,” Tom suggested.

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Zeller replied into the moment of darkness. She turned to wave her bracelet in front of the pad. “This could be a problem.”

      The pad had been ripped from the wall.

      “I guess we do it the hard way. At least we only have one landing’s worth of stairs to climb.” Tom headed down the corridor toward the Livestock Level, moving during the light flashes. Zeller hurried to stay close, following his path while also trying to watch to their rear.

      They had covered part of the distance when they heard the drumming. “Wait,” Zeller cautioned. The flashes showed movement behind them. The sound of feet hitting the deck.

      Androids. “RUN!” Zeller yelled. Tom took off, tripping and stumbling as the flashes revealed more debris than he could safely navigate.

      “Stuck,” he shouted back. “Come on!”

      He helped her over an obstruction and then started throwing more mechanical parts and pieces into it as he tried to build a barrier, buy them more time to reach the door at the end of the corridor, the door to freedom.

      An Android ripped one of the heavier pieces away, tossing it behind like a child’s toy.

      Zeller screamed her war cry and stabbed the creation in the face. It fell back, but another took its place. She jabbed her sword into its throat. With both hands, it grabbed the blade and pulled. Zeller slammed into their hasty barricade, but didn’t let go. Tom grabbed her and pulled.

      A third Android pulled another part of the barricade down. Tom broke its arm when he slammed his hammer across it. He followed up by hitting the one holding the sword. It released the blade and Zeller fell back.

      Tom swung again, but the Android was ready and slapped the weapon from Tom’s hand.

      The artificial life form reached for Tom, arms outstretched. A sword flashed in front of his face, hacking the arms away. Tom kicked the Android into another. Zeller pulled Tom away and they ran down the corridor while the Androids regained their feet and pounded after them.
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      A gully to the east of the village had provided an avenue to get close without being seen. It was also filled with untainted vegetation. The King of the Aurochs ate noisily as they approached, much to Braden’s chagrin.

      ‘Could you eat more quietly?’ Braden demanded, using his thought voice to limit adding to the noise.

      ‘I’m trying, but I’m a starving-level of hungry.’

      ‘How is that different from any other day?’ G-War quipped.

      Aadi floated along serenely. The Hawkoids were hidden in the trees, watching the area between the gully and the village to warn Braden if anyone was headed his way. They confirmed the positions of the village guards.

      ‘Does everyone know the plan?’ Braden asked. They said they did. He made each of them recite their part, and then talked through contingencies. What if…

      They didn’t have long to wait. The sun had already disappeared behind the mountains to the west. The twilight faded and G-War slinked away. Aadi swam slowly out of the gully, staying close to the ground to maintain the appearance of a shadow.

      Braden and Bounder climbed from the gully, spread out, and crawled slowly toward the village. Everyone needed to be in position when the moon rose. Holly assured them that they had time.

      Crawling across the ground was time-consuming and challenging. Both Braden and Bounder discovered that burrs grew on the surface, embedding themselves in hands, knees, and paws. They kept stopping to remove them, which greatly slowed their progress. The more they crawled, the more pain they suffered. Finally, Braden stopped.

      ‘If this keeps up, I won’t be able to hold my blasters,’ Braden complained to Bounder.

      ‘My left hand is burning. I don’t know if I can aim my spear, not effectively anyway.’

      ‘We’ll run the last bit as soon as Brandt does his thing. Skirill and Zyena might be able to provide an additional distraction.’

      ‘When the moon rises, we’ll be able to fly,’ Skirill assured them.

      Braden tried to crawl forward, but with his first movement, two more burrs embedded in his hand. ‘That’s it. I’m staying here until it starts.’

      The moon rose reluctantly, fighting its way past clouds that had snuck in under the cover of darkness. It was much later than Braden wanted when Brandt jumped from the gully and ran in front of the village. His hooves hammered the ground as he made a wide arc away from the town.

      Braden jumped up, happy to let his boots deal with the burrs. He started running toward one of the guards on this end of the village. Bounder was headed for another. They arrived together and lowered shoulders drove into the midsections of the men, the full-speed body blocks easily separating them from their spears.

      Braden picked his up and used it to club the man into submission. Bounder slammed the butt of his spear into the face of his enemy. The flapping of wings told them that Skirill and Zyena were on their way to deal with their targets.

      Aadi’s thunderclap resonated as he dispatched a third guard.

      Someone raised the alarm. “We’re under attack!” the shouts rose into the cool night air. Braden used the power of his boots to accelerate as he ran through the village. Bounder headed for the building where the spears were stored.

      G-War’s scream told him that someone had arrived before him. He knew before he arrived that the first blood had been shed. The ‘cat only made that sound when making a kill.
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      Holly informed Micah that Braden and company had engaged the raiders.

      ‘The attack is under way,’ Micah told the group through the mindlink. ‘And we’re close.’

      The Aurochs had been walking for the past half-hour to limit the sound that would carry.

      ‘Three appear to be static while one walks in circles,’ Holly reported.

      ‘One guard and three sleeping. We need to hit them, now!’ Micah exclaimed. They dismounted and started to run. The moon was fighting with clouds to provide enough light to see by. Strider took the lead with the ‘cats to the side. Their night vision far exceeded that of any human.

      ‘Left. Right,’ Micah gave instructions as she was pulled along, watching with one eye while holding the end of Strider’s spear. Bronwyn ran behind her, carrying Zeeka. ‘Not much farther.’
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      Zyena crashed into the head of one guard when Skirill raked his claws across the last. The men screamed and lashed out with their lightning spears. Skirill and Zyena dodged low past buildings as the men fired the spears into the sky. Braden slid to a halt, diving behind a hut before the lightning spear’s bolt found him. He pulled his blaster in time for a body to slam into him, seizing his hand and trying to rip the weapon away.

      Braden elbowed the man in the face and fired, point-blank, blowing the man backward. Braden grabbed the fallen spear to keep anyone else from picking it up. ‘Brandt, I could use you to intimidate the locals while we put these last two to bed.’

      ‘On my way,’ the King boomed.

      Braden dialed a broad flame and fired into the ground in front of a growing mob of villagers lining up against him. Skirill swooped past their faces. Braden bolted with the distraction. He held his blaster in front of him as he turned the corner. The lightning had stopped and the last two guards were nowhere to be seen.

      Brandt thundered in his approach. From Braden’s left, a bolt of lightning lashed toward the King, narrowly missing. Braden snap-fired with his blaster, the setting still on wide.

      The flames washed over the man, setting his hair and clothes on fire. He screamed in terror and agony. The lightning spear sparked and flashed while the man started running, but only a few steps before he fell to the ground and the flame consumed him.

      One more. Braden ran at an angle away from the fire. A lightning bolt scorched the spot where he’d been standing. A Hawkoid cry signaled Zyena’s arrival. She grabbed the lightning spear in her talons and tried to yank it from the man, her wings beating his face as she tried to fly away.

      He fired once, twice, harmlessly into space. Braden couldn’t get a clean shot. He accelerated, holstering his pistol with one hand while bringing the spear to the front. Braden held it tightly with both hands and stabbed it into the man. The point embedded into the man’s body, tearing it from Braden’s grip. Zyena lifted a spear into the air as the man let go. He fumbled with the shaft projecting from him, before dropping to his knees and falling over.

      Braden put his foot on the man’s chest and yanked the spear free. He was angry that he’d been forced to kill. He snarled at the villagers that watched him.

      “WHY DID YOU MAKE ME DO THIS!” he bellowed. In a still angry but calmer voice, he continued. “Why did you take the spears? You had to know that we would come after you. Go back to your homes!”

      The villagers didn’t move. Brandt appeared from behind the nearest hut, stamping the ground and shaking his horns. The people retreated but didn’t run away.

      “I said, go home!”

      “But we didn’t do anything wrong!” an older woman claimed. “We weren’t with those men.”

      “Then why are they guarding the village?” Braden demanded.

      “To protect ourselves from the likes of you!” she retorted.

      “GO HOME! And no one else has to get hurt.” Braden pointed the lightning spear at the group and Brandt herded them away.

      Aadi swam toward Braden. The villagers fell back further from the strange creature floating through the air.

      “Go home,” Braden pleaded with the people.

      ‘I think Bounder and the Golden Warrior could use some help,’ Aadi said.

      “Come on, Brandt. If they want to be out here, they can bury their dead.” Braden waved dismissively at the bunch as he held out the spear for Aadi to hold onto. He started to run and Brandt trotted behind them.

      They ran toward disoriented villagers who threw themselves from the path of the human, the Tortoid, and the Aurochs. Braden paid them no attention. He was making a beeline for the hut they were using as an armory.

      A ‘cat snarled and hissed. A Wolfoid growled.

      Braden arrived to a standoff. G-War and Bounder were blocking the door to the hut while a mob of angry men looked at the lightning spear pointed at them. Braden yelled to get their attention.

      “Go home, people. This fight is done.” Braden waved the spear in his hand. The other had burnt. Bounder’s extra spear leaned against the wall behind him. The Hawkoids had collected the last two, keeping them secure in the tree branches above.

      “Maybe you need to go home?” one of the men ventured.

      “We will, as soon as humanly possible, but we’re taking our property with us, which is the only reason we’re here. Make room and we’ll be on our way.”

      “Our property,” the man said confidently.

      G-War charged, an orange and black flash in the moonlight. The man stumbled back, but not far enough. The ‘cat hit him mid-chest. The two went down. G-War slashed the hands that reached for him until the man stopped fighting.

      The ‘cat put a claw to the man’s throat. ‘He’s one of the raiders,’ G-War said.

      Braden stormed into the mob, using the spear to drive them back. Brandt stayed close, knocking men out of the way with his horns. Braden reached past G-War to grab the front of the man’s shirt. “It’s your property because you stole it fair and square, is that right?” Braden picked him up a hand’s breadth and slammed him back to the ground. “Why?”

      “To defend ourselves,” the man mumbled.

      ‘He’s lying,’ G-War stated, showing his claws.
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      ‘The men are running back toward Dunk’s Town,’ Holly reported.

      Micah pulled on the spear and called, “Hold up!”

      ‘We saw the flash in the sky. A lightning spear?’

      ‘There have been multiple discharges. Braden is alive and well, but his pulse is racing. He won’t answer my call.’

      ‘Of course not. He’s in the middle of a fight. We better catch these guys before they get back to the village. That’s not a surprise Braden needs. Keep trying to get a hold of him and we’ll hurry.’

      ‘The Aurochs are coming,’ Bronwyn replied. Thundering hooves could be felt as much as heard.

      ‘We can run ahead, try to catch them,’ Treetis offered.

      ‘We go together and we’ll catch them. Zeeka, can you fly ahead until you can reach your parents and tell them that the four are coming?’

      Bronwyn threw the large bird into the air, not very far but enough for the Hawkoid to get air under her wings. She beat faster and faster as she climbed past the trees and into the open night sky. The moon outlined her.

      ‘More to your right. I think that will get you close to the village. Fly fast, Zeeka,’ Micah said. She turned and climbed Gable’s offered leg. Once in position, the three Aurochs ran, not as fast as they could but as fast they dared when the moon shown through the clouds.
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      Zeller was first to the door and slammed into the wall since she didn’t bother slowing. Her braceleted hand bounced from the pad and the door started to open.

      Tom felt Android hands grab at him. He dodged left, jumped into the air, kicked off the wall, then kicked off the wall beside the door, narrowly missing Zeller, and threw himself into the two Androids. The three went down. The creations grabbed at him as he pummeled their metal heads with his massive fists. A sword point slid past to skewer one of the Androids. It sparked and froze.

      Zeller cried out in pain. Tom struggled to his feet, dragging the stronger Android with him. He leaned backward, letting his momentum carry the Android up and over. With an extra effort, he slammed the creation into the wall. Stunned, he slammed it a second time and then stomped on its neck. Zeller stepped through the door and onto the catwalk. Tom backed through and watched the door close.

      “What the hell was that?” he yelled at the door.

      Zeller massaged her wrist where the electric shock had passed up the sword’s blade. “Adventure. Braden and Micah said they had a big problem with the Androids. Have you looked at Aadi’s shell?”

      She started to get angry.

      “But Holly fixed it!” Tom looked up the stairs.

      “Obviously not.” Zeller pulled the comm device from her pocket. “Holly! We were just attacked by Androids. What are you doing down there?”

      “Androids. Neeson!” Tom ran up the stairs, vaulting them three at a time to the next landing. He used his bracelet and was through. Zeller rushed after him, listening for Holly’s reply.

      “There may be some rogue elements, but the medical section is completely under my control. I would encourage you not to explore the ship.”

      “Tom!” Zeller yelled, ignoring Holly as she wanted to get to him before he interrupted Neeson’s procedure. She chased him down the corridor, but he was faster.

      She heard him yell as she rounded the corner. Neeson was hooked up to a mask and floating freely within the tank’s recovery gel. Tom had the Android by the throat. The Android’s expression remained unchanged.

      “Holly says he has this completely under control,” she panted.

      “We are in the final stages of the procedure. You will have to wait a few hours and then you’ll be cleared to leave. Between now and then, there is nothing anyone can do.” The Android spoke calmly. The pressure on its throat was meaningless to it. An Android didn’t draw breath. The neck was a conduit housing circuitry and fiber cabling.

      Tom pulled his hand back when Zeller tapped him on the shoulder. “Holly says this one is fine.”

      “I think we’ll stay here and wait until Neeson is ready to go and then we’ll leave together.” Tom continued to glare at the Android’s lifeless eyes.
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      A Hawkoid swooped into the area where the tension was so thick that no one noticed the newcomer. Zeeka backwinged to land on the building in front of which Bounder stood. The King of the Aurochs, Braden, Aadi, and G-War were facing an angry mob.

      ‘The other four are running in this direction,’ Zeeka told them.

      “Zeeka?” Braden said out loud.

      ‘The leader is not with these men,’ G-War replied.

      ‘Then he must be coming, and he’ll rally this bunch to join him. It’ll be a bloodbath.’ Braden didn’t want that.

      He didn’t want that at all.

      Aadi floated backwards. ‘You may want to duck and cover your ears.’

      Brandt danced nimbly out of the way. G-War bolted. Braden hit the ground and covered his ears. The men in the front were wholly unprepared for the sonic blast that hit them. They screamed and cried as blood dripped from ears, heads pounded in pain, and brains seemed to explode from within.

      The first half of the small mob staggered in circles, disoriented. The men in the back winced, but could still see straight. Fear of the unknown seized them. When the first man ran, the ice was broken and the others joined him. Brandt ran in front of them, turning the stampeding herd of humanity away from the direction where the other four could be found.

      The last four would be met without interference from the others. The Wolfoid spears were collected and counted. Twenty in total. One was destroyed. The rest were coming their way.

      “Do we ambush them?” Braden asked.

      Aadi drifted slowly, exhausted from his efforts. ‘I’m usually the one who counsels patience and understanding, but we cannot in this case. G-War has already touched the mind of this one and he must be disarmed quickly,’  he said tiredly.

      ‘I will deal with him. You disarm the others,’ G-War replied. His paws were red from the blood he’d spilled. Two men lay dead and another maimed. The Golden Warrior had kept the spears from falling back into the raiders’ hands.

      Mercilessly so.

      “Go,” Braden said and the ‘cat was off like a shot. “Ess? Keep an eye on him.”

      Braden leaned against the wall next to Bounder. ‘Now what?’

      “I’ll check in with Holly, see how much time we have, and then we’ll find places to hide.”

      Braden accessed his neural implant and the map showing the men’s position. “Damn! They’re almost here.” Braden waved at Bounder to hide inside the door of the ad hoc armory. Braden ran to the other side of the open area, kicking at those still writhing on the ground. “Micah and the others are right behind them.”

      On cue, lightning spears flashed in the darkness of the forest. Flames licked quickly into the trees.

      “I’m starting to hate that guy.” Braden’s lip curled as the fury rose within. Beyond the expectation of combat, it came from the emotions that he fought so hard to control.

      He removed the blasters from their holsters, dialed a narrow beam for each, and waited.
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      The Aurochs were closing. ‘Slower,’ Micah told them as she watched the map before her eye. She started to believe that the men would get to the village before the Aurochs caught up to them. She was fixated on the map before her eye when the lightning exploded into the tree next to her. The Aurochs bolted in three different directions. Fea and Treetis jumped and disappeared into the flame-torn night.

      Micah, Bronwyn, and Strider hung on as the great creatures maneuvered deftly through the trees and undergrowth to put as much distance and cover between them and the next bolt. When the men fired again, the Aurochs and their riders were nowhere near the trees that burst into flame.

      The Aurochs kept running at an angle away from the men.

      ‘Braden? We failed to catch them,’ Micah called over the mindlink. ‘They are almost on top of you.’

      Braden didn’t answer.
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      He heard the men yelling.

      “Send a bolt that way and one over there,” someone shouted.

      Has to be the leader, Braden thought.

      Lightning slashed into the trees. A second bolt, and then a third.

      “That’ll do ‘em,” the gruff voice added. “Come on!”

      Braden could see the outline of three men as they emerged from the forest. Where’s number four? Braden started to panic, quickly pulling up the map with his neural implant.

      To the side. ‘Skirill, there’s a fourth one wide. We won’t be able to corral him with the others. Can you take him out? We can’t have him come up behind us.’

      ‘Leave it to us,’ the Hawkoid replied. Braden could hear the faint flapping of wings, but couldn’t tell from where.

      ‘Where are you, G?’ Braden asked as the leader boldly strode into the area, stopping when he saw the blood and the bodies.

      He started to raise his spear. A shadow threw itself from the nearest roof. G-War wrapped his claws around the man’s face and ripped backwards. The men behind aimed their spears, but didn’t dare fire.

      “Throw him off and we’ll dust ‘em!” one man yelled. Fea and Treetis raced from the forest, leaping together to slam into the backs of the two men. One triggered his spear as he fell forward. The bolt vaporized the leader’s legs. G-War snarled and leapt, catching the building’s overhanging roof and scrabbling upward.

      Fea and Treetis raked their enemies until the men fell, screaming in pain. The ‘cats continued until no further sounds escaped the men’s lips.

      The fourth man appeared as two shapes descended from the sky, claws outstretched. One Hawkoid tore into his face and the other gripped his firing arm in razor-like talons. He tried to lift the lightning spear, but the tendons in his arm were severed and he lost his grip. The spear fell from numb fingers. The Hawkoids flew away as Braden ran toward the man. He held his face with his good hand, cursing through shredded lips.

      Braden picked up the spear and walked away. Fea and Treetis stood over their victims, breathing hard and eyes darting back and forth, looking for the next enemy.

      Cygnus Standing and Rainy Forest appeared from the darkness. Braden had told them to stay clear. They hadn’t listened as they crept closer and closer to the village during the fight.

      “It’s over,” Braden told them. Pounding hooves marked the arrival of the Aurochs. Gable slid to a stop and Micah vaulted from him. She hit, rolled, came upright, and ran into Braden’s arms.
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      The Android stood by the tank, staring into the gel. It turned and walked with purpose toward the doorway. Tom and Zeller jumped off the gurney and followed. Zeller had never sheathed her blade. She carried it before her.

      In case it was needed to deal with another Android. “I hate these things,” she said within earshot of the creation.

      “You join Braden and me. If Neeson were awake, I expect he’d be a vocal member of the club.”

      It walked down the corridor a short way before entering a side room. Tom rushed forward and held the door while Zeller jumped to the middle of the corridor, assuming her fighting stance. The storage locker contained towels, perfectly folded and neatly arranged. The Android lifted a stack from the shelf, turned, and headed back toward the medical facility. It ignored its human shadows.

      “Hey!” Tom yelled. The Android stopped and turned its head to the side, listening. “What are you doing?”

      “The Hillcat called Neeson is almost finished. I am preparing to towel the gel from him before he gets rinsed and dried.”

      “We’re almost done?”

      “The rest of the procedure will take approximately fifteen minutes.”

      “That’s a relief. Don’t let us stop you,” Zeller replied.

      “You already have.” The Android faced the front and continued on its way.

      Tom ground his teeth, but followed. Zeller joined them.

      The Android unfolded two of the towels and placed them on the table. It carefully lifted Neeson from the tank and laid him gently on the towels. It removed the mask from around the ‘cat’s head, then toweled the majority of the gel from his fur. Tom looked sideways at how straggly the ‘cat looked. He also appeared to have lost weight, but that could have been the matted fur.

      In a space to the side, the Android put Neeson in a human-sized tub. He looked small, almost like a baby. It pulled at Tom’s heartstrings. The Android held Neeson’s head in one hand as he rinsed him using a tool that looked like a brush but sprayed water from its bristles. The Android worked efficiently.

      Neeson remained unconscious as the Android carried him back to the table where the final two towels were folded. It wrapped the ‘cat and briskly rubbed him. The final stage was a fan that blew warm, dry air onto the table where Neeson was lying, sphinx-like.

      The last thing the Android did was to pop a small capsule and wave it in front of the ‘cat’s nose. Neeson’s eyes slowly opened.

      ‘I feel different,’ he admitted.

      “Time to go, buddy. Not spending one extra heartbeat in this place.” Tom picked the ‘cat up. “You lost weight.”

      Tom and Zeller turned to the Android. “It was an easy addition to the procedure. Holly said it was necessary to return the Hillcat to his pre-injury condition.”

      Tom reluctantly held out his hand. The Android looked at it without taking it. Tom shrugged. “Just want to say thank you. I’m sorry that we had a run-in with some of your kind.”

      “I think you believe that I have motivations beyond my programming. I assure you that my purpose is different from the purpose of other Androids. I know what I am supposed to do. If you get injured in any way, I will be here, ready to do what I am programmed to do. The equipment will be cleaned and ready as it has been for the past thousand years and will continue to be that way for the next thousand years.”

      “I believe you,” Tom replied.

      Zeller was first out the door, sword held before her. She headed straight for the elevator, summoned it with her badge, and looked tentatively inside to make sure it was empty. Once Tom and Neeson were aboard, she gave it instructions on where to go. “Deck Ten, lowest level.”

      The doors closed and the elevator started down.
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      Brandt chased the curious away by swinging his massive horns back and forth as he walked around Braden and Micah. G-War vaulted from the roof of the building, landed on Brandt’s back, and jumped to the ground. He raced to Fealona and the two ‘cats intertwined their bodies as they rubbed against each other.

      “I’ll be damned,” Braden said, watching over Micah’s shoulder.

      “How could you not know?” she asked.

      “Know what?”

      “Hopeless!” she declared. “You are hopeless. So what’s the plan?”

      “Ax? ‘Tesh?” Braden asked.

      “In Southport with an army of bodyguards.”

      Strider and Bounder nuzzled as Bronwyn stood, uncomfortably trying not to look at anyone. She settled for talking with Brandt.

      Treetis strutted through the area until Bronwyn scooped him up and cradled him in her arms.

      ‘Thank you for being a hero to us all, once again, but this time, you don’t have scars as a reminder of your bravery,’ she trilled softly into his mind.

      ‘It’s what I do,’ he replied. She smirked at his bravado before lifting him to the King’s face, where he walked up to assume his position on the Aurochs’ head.

      “Grab the spears and let’s go.”

      “What about us?” someone called out.

      “What about the fire?” someone else shouted.

      Braden held Micah’s hand, and together, they addressed the onlookers. “We didn’t start the fire and we didn’t raid someone else’s village to steal their property. We owe your village nothing.” Braden clenched and unclenched his fist.

      Micah stepped forward. “You’ve been led astray by someone who promised power. That person and his inner circle are now gone. You have to take control of your destiny. That means making amends with the people of Southport. It means establishing Dunk’s Town as a self-sufficient community. Put yourselves on the new trade route and find what you can provide, trade with others, grow, become more than you ever thought possible.”

      “How do we do that? We have nothing.” One man stood in front of the others.

      ‘G?’ Braden asked.

      ‘He was one of the raiders,’ the ‘cat replied. ‘He doesn’t know any other way.’

      “You went north, raided Livestel. How did you know? You traveled that whole way and then came back.”

      “We hunt for food. Nothing can live on the grass of the plains. It’s poison.”

      Braden looked at Brandt.

      “If you can hunt, you can trade. How about fish for venison? How about a way to smoke the meat, season it. How about wood-working? Few people have access to the good wood that you do.” Braden looked into the forest. Many trees were burning, but many more were not. Without a wind, the natural breaks were keeping the fire contained.

      “I’ve seen the construction of these buildings. Your people are gifted. There are many north of the Amazon who would trade well for someone to build nice homes for them. You could bring back wagonloads of food, clothing, and nice things for your families.”

      “We’ll have to think about that,” the man said, but the curl of his lip was gone. The hostility in the crowd was dissipating.

      “You can do whatever you want, except make war. We can never allow that. We can never allow the theft of weapons, especially Old Tech. You see the problems that will cause. I hate bringing the thunder. I would much rather be at home with my family.”

      Micah nodded and walked away. The choice was theirs if they wanted to join a greater society, one of free trade.

      “Load up the spears, separate them between the four Aurochs, and let’s go.” Micah waved her arm in the air to signal that it was time to leave.

      Bronwyn, the Wolfoids, and Micah separated the spears, tied them in small bundles, and passed them around. With the Aurochs’ consent, the group climbed aboard and left the villagers to their own thoughts and conversations.

      They also left them with the responsibility to bury their dead.

      “They brought it on themselves,” Micah reasoned. Braden agreed.

      “I expect we’ll hear from them soon. They’ll show up in Southport with hat in hand. We’ll make sure that we send extra. Gailey will be ready for them. Nothing like a good meal to make people fans of trade.”

      “What do you think, G?” Braden asked.

      ‘I think Fea and I need some alone time,’ the ‘cat replied.

      “You sound like me,” Braden said.

      ‘Where do you think I learned it from? It doesn’t change the truth.’

      “No, it doesn’t, little man.” Braden hugged Micah as they rode on Brandt, with Aadi hanging onto one of Braden’s pack straps. G-War had chased Treetis away so he and Fea could ride together. The scraggly orange ‘cat sulked until Bronwyn had him join her on Cragmore. Bounder and Strider rode together on Tally. Gable carried the two pups, staying close to Tally, because they were friends and would remain together in Southport.

      The Hawkoids had taken flight and flown southwest in the intermittent moonlight. They agreed to meet the others at the ship.

      “I can’t wait to go home,” Braden admitted.

      “Maybe we can take a different route home,” Micah answered mysteriously.
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      The elevator doors opened to the empty corridor they’d first passed through. They took a left and started walking, no longer conscious of how they’d adjusted to the ship’s spin while walking.

      ‘I feel good. I can walk,’ Neeson said.

      “Hold on,” Tom told Zeller. She stopped to watch as Tom slowly put the ‘cat on all fours. Neeson took a few steps, jumped into the air, and then jumped higher. He bolted toward the door to engineering, drifting to the side until he bounced off the wall. He didn’t care. He adjusted and accelerated. He didn’t slow when he reached the end, but leapt into the air and kicked off, racing back toward Tom and Zeller.

      The two held hands as they walked toward him, lifting them as he flew beneath. He ran nearly to the other end of the corridor, almost a full kilometer, before turning and running back. He caught up to Tom and Zeller as they opened the door. Neeson’s chest heaved with his efforts.

      “It is good to have you back,” Tom told the ‘cat.

      ‘It is good to be back,’ Neeson replied. ‘I’m sorry for all of it, for being a burden when I couldn’t fend for myself. I will make it up to you.’

      “A burden?” Tom looked skeptical. “It’s what friends do for each other. What do you say we get back in the matter transfer chamber and go home? I don’t know about you, but I could use a good puke.”

      Zeller elbowed the big blacksmith in the ribs.

      He looked back sheepishly. “You know we’re gonna.”

      “I guess so. My stomach already hurts.”

      ‘I’m oh for one in that department,’ Neeson stated. ‘Because I’m a ‘cat and we’re better at some things, maybe most things.’

      “Humility being your greatest trait.” Tom put Neeson over his shoulder as he climbed the ladder from the catwalk down to the engineering deck. “Are we supposed to wait for the scientists?”

      Zeller shrugged, pulled the comm device, and called Holly.

      “They won’t be returning for a while as they are starting to work with the systems in order to bring the ship back to life. They are taking the first steps in humanity’s return to space.”

      “But we’re already in space,” Zeller answered.

      “To explore further, Free Trader Zeller. Go beyond the boundaries of the Traveler and see what’s out there.”

      “You can count us out, Holly.” Tom gave Zeller the thumbs up before she continued. “Fire up the mat trans. We’re coming home.”
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      Bronwyn sat tall on Cragmore. Treetis sat next to her. Zeeka circled lazily overhead. The King of the Aurochs was nearby, holding his head proudly as he watched the herd graze.

      “Preening?” Braden whispered.

      “Oh yeah,” Micah replied. A number of young men stood in a row. The Rabbits were trying to explain via Bronwyn what the farmers needed to do, but the men only had eyes for the willowy young woman. She was trying not to smile as she repeated what the Rabbits were saying, giving the young men their instructions.

      The twins held onto their parents while the Wolfoids gnawed on great slices of salmon jerky that the twins had discovered the Warden’s fabricators could produce.

      Gailey stood next to Vii’s first couple.

      “You have to leave?” she asked.

      “We do,” Micah replied, “but the Aurochs and Bronwyn will remain, along with Treetis and Zeeka.”

      “Treetis and Zeeka?”

      “That regal Hillcat and the Hawkoid circling overhead.”

      Treetis tried to act like he didn’t know they were talking about him.

      G-War and Fea pranced impatiently. “What?”

      ‘I’m really not sure you humans can be in charge of anything. You make a dog’s breakfast out of it all!’ the ‘cat retorted.

      “I don’t know how to answer that, G. I think we do okay, but your advice is always appreciated. Just like the sage words that Aadi shares.” Braden tipped his head at the Tortoid.

      ‘It is settled then,’ Aadi replied.

      “What is settled?” Braden wondered aloud, feeling more and more like he’d missed a meeting.

      ‘I shall go with Brandt and one of the cows as we return north with the Wolfoids and their spears. We will collect the wagon from where we hid it and return to New Sanctuary by way of Livestel.’

      “Damn. I did miss a meeting. Where was I?”

      “Oversleeping,” Micah replied.

      He did like the bed in the captain’s quarters. It reminded him of the presidential suite’s bed in New Sanctuary.

      “That leaves …” Braden looked around and started counting as he pointed. “Us, G-War, Fea, Skirill, Zyena, and it looks like that’s all who are coming with us on the ship.”

      “I think Chester and Hope will be joining us.”

      “Who?”

      “Future Free Traders. They only need someone to guide them.” Micah knew how to convince Braden.

      “Sounds good. I think your parents are going to be surprised when we pull up in the Warden.”

      “Just a lot.”

      Micah and Braden shook hands with Gailey, wished her well, and headed for the ship.

      Bronwyn and the Rabbits waved good-bye. Bronwyn thought about her new role as the anchor of the southernmost point on the expanding trade route. Southport needed a central market with stalls, a place to park wagons, keep horses, livestock, Aurochs companions, houses for visitors, and so much more.

      Is this what it’s like to be an adult? She scowled before realizing that the young men were watching. She smiled back at them, and they sighed in relief. I’m going to like being an adult.
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      Tom and Zeller held their stomachs after the post-transfer power-puking. Neeson waited until he could jump to a clear spot on the floor of the matter transfer chamber. The wall slid to the side and they walked out, picking up their pace on their way to the elevator. They kept drifting sideways as they walked.

      “This is new,” Tom said, his lip curling in disgust.

      They reached the elevator and punched the button for the top floor. They waited until it arrived and then ran from it, opened the door, and shamelessly bolted into the sunshine.

      Tom picked Zeller up and swung her in a circle. “That wasn’t so bad. Maybe we can go up there on vacation?”

      She punched him in the chest and laughed.

      “No way in hell I’m ever going back there.”

      “Never say never. If you got hurt, I’d carry you up all those stairs so they could make you better.”

      “I believe you would.” Zeller pointed over Tom’s shoulder and he put her down. Neeson growled low in his throat as he saw a small domestic rabbit. He tore into the undergrowth. The ‘cat’s scream announced to the world that he’d made a kill.
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      “Take us out, Holly,” Micah ordered. Braden leaned over the railing. Hope and Chester were on deck, beaming and waving at the small crowd gathered on the pier. The old man sat in his usual spot, fishing. His pole bent and he set the hook before dragging his catch in.

      He held it up for those on the ship to see, nodding once. When he looked at the biggest fish he’d ever caught from the pier, he thought he saw bite marks on its side.

      Chlora and Rhodi appeared next to the Warden as it slipped out to sea. They chittered happily before swimming up the well deck. Rex waited in deeper waters.

      ‘South, my friends! We are heading south on our way to the Eastern Ocean!’ Axial told them.
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      ‘When is the next crisis? And the one after that? When will the humans join humanity in being decent?’ G-War glowered at the sea. The Dolphins, Chlora and Rhodi, played in the waves as they always did. The fertile sea provided for all their wants and needs. Rexalita, the great sperm Whale, meandered in the distance, casually scooping vast schools of fish into the bottomless pit of her stomach.

      The sun’s rays glinted off gentle waves as the Warden cut a line north. Fealona and Prince Axial De’atesh sat on the deck, bodies touching as they listened to the thoughts of the others on board.

      ‘They are excited, my scruffy-looking love monster,’ Fea purred. He didn’t seem to hear.

      ‘And you think ‘cats are the answer?’ Fea turned to face the Golden Warrior, G-War. She licked his head to straighten the hair. The Bat-Raven had taken half of his ear before the others had rescued him. He owed Braden his life. ‘Did you forget how the new ‘cats treated you? A prince! But an outsider who couldn’t see that their way was the best way. Doesn’t that sound familiar?’

      G-War closed his eyes. He needed to clear his thoughts. The humans from Dunk’s Hollow gave him pause. If ‘cats were in charge, none of that would have happened. The ‘cats would have known of the evil in their minds before they acted. Hillcats would have stopped it before he was dragged across the southern continent without a decent meal.

      Which reminded him. He was hungry. I know how to fix that… he thought.
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      Braden sat in the captain’s chair with Micah draped across his lap. “Don’t we have children around here somewhere? I feel like I should worry more about them.”

      “What for?” Micah replied. “They are with the Rabbits working in the garden. Shauna and Klytus are watching over them.”

      “Klytus!” Braden blurted. “That ‘cat can get into more trouble. No wonder G-War has been so uptight lately.”

      “He has fallen into the ocean more than all of us combined.”

      Aadi bounced through the doorway. The ship’s motion was minimal, but the fifth deck of the sail was high enough that small movements were exaggerated.

      ‘Excuse me, pardon me, excuse me,’ the Tortoid mentally intoned as he swam through the air using his inherent ability to float. ‘As we approach Trent, we’ll go ashore, spend quality time with Micah’s wonderful parents, and then what?’

      “I don’t know.” Braden shrugged.

      ‘Master President?’

      “Aren’t we all about trade? We’ll spend what time we need to spend to expand the routes, expand the quantity of trade goods by expanding the number of free traders. That means we need to encourage Holly to build more old-tech wagons.”

      ‘Hover vehicles?’ Aadi suggested.

      “Will the people ever be ready for those?” Micah shook her head. They’d been struggling with the question for years and were no closer to an answer.

      “They’ll figure it out, because they have to. Imagine the trip across the Great Desert in a hover vehicle? It would take less than one day. A course can be mapped, and the vehicles driven on auto-pilot. Like the Warden. We climb aboard and Holly makes it go where we want to go. People could load supplies at one end and send them through. Have a trusted agent on each side, and there you are—trade at the speed of thought.”

      Micah puffed her cheeks and noisily blew out a breath. “It’s time to tell them. We’ll need to take a trip in the hovercar, as we had planned before. We need it to succeed.”

      “We’ll carry blasters, but that’s the last thing I want. If we have to shoot someone, the civil war starts anew.”

      ‘I shall provide all the help I can,’ the Tortoid offered.

      “We’re going to need it, Aadi. From Trent, we go overland to New Sanctuary, then take the hovercar out. Is there an Aurochs we can trade with to take us?”

      “The herd is there, grazing the foothills, providing the fertilizer for the Rabbits to produce incredible crops. With the addition of fish, Trent is becoming a trading powerhouse. Cornwall stands in their shadow.” Micah beamed with pride. Cornwall had dominated Trent for her entire life, until she ran away. Rather, until she returned and put Cornwall in its place.

      Klytus and Shauna’s mother was from Cornwall.

      ‘Hey, G. You want to stop in Cornwall so the kids can see their mom?’ Braden asked using the mindlink.

      ‘Of all the things in our lives, this provides you with the most amusement. My answer is the same as it always is. I most assuredly do not want to stop in Cornwall.’

      ‘We’ll be going right by it on our way back to New Sanctuary,’ Braden explained, laughing.

      ‘About that... I think Fealona and I are going to take a couple Aurochs and head inland for a bit. You can catch up later in your spaceship car, but I’m not getting into it. You drive horribly, and I refuse to ride with you.’

      ‘There it is. You don’t like my driving. The only time I’ve driven was on the Traveler.’

      ‘Yes, it was terrifying, and I was slammed around the inside of that mobile coffin.’ G-War shared a couple images of himself flying through the air as Braden tried to figure out the brake and accelerator pedals.

      Braden winced. “I’m a better driver now!” he pleaded with Micah. “I just needed some practice. That’s all. A guy has one bad day driving, and he’s condemned for life!”

      G-War didn’t argue with Braden’s conclusion. Micah refused to answer.

      “That cuts me deep. My two loves in this world and you’ve ganged up on me. It’s a crushing blow from which I may never recover.” Braden held one hand over his heart in a dramatic swoon.

      ‘If he falls on the floor, I’d leave him there,’ G-War suggested.

      “I think I will. The truth should never hurt you, lover mine.” Micah smiled at her partner. “We could simply ask Holly to send the car here. Why inconvenience the Aurochs? Isn’t technology supposed to help us?”

      “We don’t talk enough,” Braden admitted. “There’s the answer right there. Master President, if you would be so kind as to let Holly know, I’ll clean up the twins. We’ll be in Trent this afternoon. Skirill and Zyena have already gone inland. They said with the increase in crops, the wild rabbits are out of control. Still going on a walkabout, G?”

      ‘I think we are,’ the Hillcat replied.

      “Free will is a great thing. Enjoy yourself. Cornwall is only a short run from Trent, if you reconsider.”

      G-War slammed the mindlink closed while Braden laughed at his old but incessant taunt.

      “Do you know what Hope and Chester want to do?” Braden asked.

      “I do not,” Micah admitted. “Aadi?”

      ‘No, Master President.’

      “I guess we better ask.” Braden and Micah headed down the stairwell like seasoned sailors, easily walking with the ship’s motion. Aadi bounced through the doorway on his way after them.

      They found the Southport newcomers in the galley, enjoying a hot, fabricator-made breakfast.

      “We’ll be landing soon and getting off. We’ll be going overland from here. What do you guys want to do?” Braden asked without preamble. Micah nudged him from behind. They moved aside to allow Aadi past.

      “We hadn’t thought about it. We’re happiest on the ocean, and this ship is incredible.”

      “You can tend the garden deck, fish, and generally help maintain the ship. Holly, are you there?”

      “Yes, Master Braden. I am here,” the artificial intelligence said through the galley’s speakers.

      “Can you bring Hope and Chester up to speed regarding the ship?”

      “I can train them in all aspects of ship operation.”

      “And help them with fishing gear in order to have something to trade when they pull into ports?”

      “Of course.”

      “We are pretty good fisherman,” Hope replied. Chester nodded.

      “Then it’s settled. Enjoy yourselves, and don’t get into fights with Chrysalis and Patti May. They’ll keep to themselves. The fresh vegetables and greens will be a nice alternative to fabricated food,” Micah said before hugging the newcomers and heading to the waterline deck. Braden said his good-byes and followed his partner out. Aadi waved a leg and swam out the door to the balcony and over the rail.

      A fishing boat sailed to the rear of the technological marvel known as the Warden, entered the well deck, and bumped against the side to allow the Warden’s passengers to climb aboard. The twins were first over the rail, tossed by their parents into their grandfather’s arms. Micah and Braden stood, arms around each other as they watched the reunion.

      “I’m nobody now,” Micah told Braden.

      “We’ve been nobody for a long time.”

      The long-haired calico rubbed against Braden’s leg while the smaller version of G-War tried to gauge his jump. Micah scooped him up and threw him onto the boat before he could fall into the ocean.

      Again.

      Braden picked up Shauna and held her for a moment, listening to her purr before handing her across. Aadi floated by and clasped his beak-like mouth onto a rope hanging from the single mast. The Golden Warrior and Fea trotted up and with grace, vaulted high, kicked off the rail, and landed on the deck of the ship. They zeroed in on a fish flopping nearby.

      “Figured the hungry furballs would enjoy something fresh,” Caleb said as he held out a hand to steady his daughter to help her climb across. Braden almost jumped, but realized there were more going ashore. The Rabbits, Heloysius and Luciana, hopped across the deck.

      Braden looked at Micah. She flexed the muscles of her back and neck before attempting the lift. Rabbits were dense and weighed much more than they looked. With her elbows close to her body, she picked up Luciana and leaned across to set the Rabbit on the rail. Caleb helped her down.

      Braden lifted Heloysius. “What have you been eating?” Braden complained as he pushed the Rabbit toward the boat. His big foot caught on the rail and the boat started moving. Braden leaned. The Rabbit was too heavy. Hands grabbed Heloysius and pulled him across. No one grabbed Braden.

      He went face-first into the water, getting Rabbit-kicked on his way down as Heloysius struggled for balance. He rotated once under the water and swam away from the boat to avoid getting pinned between the hull and the side of the well deck. He surfaced and shook his head. His signature braid flopped back and forth. Micah walked to him and with a well-practiced move, hauled him from the salt water.

      “To think I was worried about Klytus going in the drink,” Braden said, frowning.

      “You saved Heloysius from a dunking, and you did it without flailing. Bravo!” Micah said.

      “I can’t tell if you’re kidding,” Braden said slowly. Micah windmilled her arms and made a screaming face. “I suppose you think that’s funny.”

      “Well, yeah,” she replied. “Come on, Mom will have dinner ready by the time we get there.”

      “What about the Warden?”

      “I already told Chrysalis the ship is theirs and to continue their research.”

      “Did he grunt and say something like, it’s about time?”

      “Close.” Micah chuckled before turning serious. “Holly has the Warden’s course plotted. They’ll leave soon, and for us, Holly is preparing the hovercar for its trip. It should arrive tomorrow morning, but we’re not leaving for a few days. It’s been a while since I’ve been home.”

      Braden tossed their bags over and made a last pass over the deck and in the sail of the ship before declaring themselves ready to leave. Hope and Chester waved good-bye. Braden ran across the non-slip surface and jumped, easily clearing the rail.

      His triumphant grin was short-lived as he grimaced right before slamming into the mast.

      G-War turned to Fea as if to say, ‘these are the humans to whom we entrust our lives.’ Fea wouldn’t look at him because she was afraid she would start laughing, and everyone would hear her over the mindlink.
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      ‘Are you leaving us?’ Shauna asked in her small voice.

      G-War looked from Klytus to Shauna. ‘Yes. We leave on a grand adventure to save humanity. And they don’t even know the sacrifices that we expect to make. You will hear from us and be ready to do whatever we tell you.’

      ‘You’ve said repeatedly that we are responsible for our own actions, that we’re adults now. What will you ask us to do?’ Klytus wondered.

      ‘We may ask you to subdue the adults, our people. Will you be ready to do that?’

      ‘What do you mean, ‘subdue?’’ Shauna asked.

      ‘If we lead the Hillcats against humanity, which side will you be on?’ Fealona replied.

      ‘Neither!’ Klytus stated, arching his back and fluffing the hair on his skinny body. G-War swiped a paw at him, but the younger ‘cat easily dodged the blow.

      ‘Well done, my son. Choose wisely, for the day is coming when you will have to pick a side.’

      ‘But I don’t want to pick a side,’ Shauna whined.

      “Wait!” Braden called out. He ran across the town square, sliding to a stop near the four ‘cats. “You’re really leaving? I thought you were being your usual sensational self.”

      ‘Is that what you think of me? My usual sensational self? I’ve had it with humanity trying to tear itself apart and you waiting until it happens. That’s garbage, and people are getting hurt because of it. My people are at risk because of your incompetent naivete.’

      “Incompetent naivete? I believe that most humans may think bad things, but when it comes down to it, they don’t act on those thoughts. They do the right thing. We’ve seen the worst of the people and the best. From the evil of Bat-Ravens to our friends the Aurochs, selfless in their stalwart support.” Braden crossed his arms and clenched his teeth.

      ‘You can do what you want without me. I’m not going to wait for you to tear yourselves apart.’

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Go ahead and leave. I don’t give a crap.” Braden stormed away.

      Fea tilted her head and watched. ‘Why are you both so angry?’

      ‘Because he’s wrong and won’t listen,’

      G-War and Fea turned and walked toward a waiting Aurochs. They climbed aboard and the great creature trotted away, breaking into a run once it was in the open. They watched until the Aurochs was long gone, and still they sat and stared, each lost in their own thoughts.
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      “What happened to your face?” Mattie asked.

      Caleb started to chuckle, but his wife shushed him.

      “Caleb hit me,” Braden said. Simultaneously, Micah and Mattie each smacked their man’s arm.

      “I did not. He jumped into the mast.” Caleb rubbed his bicep as he leaned away from Mattie.

      “He did,” Micah confirmed.

      “I still blame you,” Mattie told her children’s father before bringing a kettle of fish stew from the stove, a new addition to the home, to the table. She bustled around to make sure everyone was comfortable. The twins were unusually quiet.

      “Why the sad faces?” Micah wondered.

      “G-War and Fea left. Shauna and Klytus are sad.”

      “I’m sad, too. I already miss my friend. We have been together for our whole lives,” Braden explained.

      “As long as you and Mom?” ‘Tesh asked.

      “Longer.” Braden reached across the table and tussled their hair. “They’ll be back. Maybe it’s their way of saying that they think Vii is back on track, that the world is ready to come into its own.”

      “I don’t think so.” ‘Tesh looked adamant. “We should follow them, and talk with them.”

      ‘Skirill, Zyena, can you keep an eye on the ‘cats? We’re worried about them,’ Micah said over the mindlink.

      ‘We are already going with them,’ Ess replied.

      ‘Where?’

      The Hawkoids didn’t answer.

      “Holly won’t be able to track them because they carry no Old Tech. Where do you think they’re going?” Micah stroked her chin in thought.

      “They don’t like the sweetened smoked pork that they have in Coldstream, but that’s where I’d go not them. I don’t know where they’d go. They’ve never gone before.” Braden held out a bowl for Mattie to fill. She dropped two ladles of stew into it, and Braden placed it in front of Micah. Two more in front of the twins and finally his. He put his face over the steaming bowl and breathed deeply, letting the aroma fill him with joy.

      “I have some!” Caleb declared triumphantly. He pushed away from the table, opened a cupboard next to their stove, and removed a heavy wax packet. When he opened it, Braden started to salivate. He swallowed twice to keep from drooling.

      Caleb offered a healthy-sized piece, and Braden took it reverently. He closed his eyes as he ran it beneath his nose. He took a small bite and chewed slowly.

      “Your children are upset,” Micah informed him.

      Braden tried to look appropriately attentive, but the sweetness grasped between his fingers called to him. He opened his mouth to say something comforting, but another piece found its way in. He didn’t know how it happened, but he didn’t fight it. He chewed the second bite as slowly as the first.

      Micah rolled her eyes and looked to her mother for support. Mattie shook her head.

      A tapping on the door gave them a distraction. Micah got up and let Aadi in. ‘Good evening, all,’ he said happily over the mindlink.

      “Would you like some fish stew?” Mattie offered.

      ‘Just the fish, please. Water does funny things to me.’

      Micah had heard G-War tell the story about the time Braden gave Aadi water. That was before they met, so she’d never seen the effect firsthand.

      “Yes. Do not give Aadi any water,” Braden confirmed as if hearing her thoughts.

      She surrendered the fight, but the battle was not yet decided. “Eat your stew,” she told the children. “And make sure to thank your grandparents for the meal.” She looked pointedly at Braden.

      He didn’t see. His eyes were still closed as he savored his treat. Micah put her lips against his ear. “You’re being rude. Eat Mom’s stew,” she whispered.

      Braden reluctantly put his sweetened smoked pork on the table and had a spoonful of fish stew. “Of all the things in life that we can have, sometimes it’s the moment that matters,” Braden said, looking around the table at the faces watching. him. “Not long ago, I was fighting for my life trying to cross the Great Desert in the company of two horses, a Hillcat, and a Hawkoid. A journey from which legends are made. I met Aadi, and then Micah.”

      Braden caressed Micah’s cheek and smiled at her.

      “We did what we set out to do. Find Old Tech, start trade, expand the trade, and stuff like that. It still matters, but pales in comparison to what Holly calls the big picture. We’ve been in space!” He pointed at the ceiling. “We’ve done things that humans haven’t done for hundreds of years. What we do now will take us to a better future for our children and their children’s children. The decisions we make and the things we do have that kind of impact, yet right here, right now, something as simple as this—” He held up the remaining portion of pork. “—makes me happy. For a moment, I get to forget that G-War has gone, that the Hawkoids have gone, and that our Wolfoid and Aurochs friends are doing their own thing. It’s just us, again, and that is okay. It is in our hands to be happy with less, until we get more again.”

      Braden put the pork down and dug into his stew. Micah kissed him on the cheek, lips lingering and promising more. She reached for the delicacy sitting on the table beside his bowl. His hand flashed out, grabbing her wrist before she closed her fingers.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Seeing if it’s as good as I remember.”

      “Your dad has more. Ask him for a taste.”

      Caleb stuffed the final piece in and chewed with his mouth open, smiling.

      “Dad!” ‘Tesh called.

      “Listen to your daughter.”

      Braden’s mouth worked. He looked to Ax and found his son studying something in his bowl. Klytus jumped onto the table, startling everyone. He grabbed the pork as he ran past and jumped down.

      “You don’t even like that. Here’s some fish!” Braden called as he pulled something from his bowl and waved it in the air, spraying Micah with stew juice.

      Klytus laid down under a chair and munched away.

      “See what you get?” Micah said, turning her attention back to her mother’s cooking. She snickered while she cleaned her bowl.
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      “We’re going to hit the schools early. Are you going with?” Caleb asked. Micah and Braden were outside, practicing with their swords. Even though they had Old Tech weapons, the blasters, they stayed in shape with their swords and the recurve bow. They worked out every day, because they were not only the planet’s government, they were the military, too.

      They accepted it as part of the job. The perks were good, like riding the Warden.

      Or having a hovercar dropped off for their use.

      Caleb spotted the vehicle parked on the edge of town and his eyes shot wide. “More of your Old Tech?”

      Micah sheathed her sword, and Braden handed her a small towel. They held hands as they walked with the big fisherman.

      “Is that a wagon of some sort?” he asked.

      “We ride inside. It floats above the ground so it doesn’t need a road of the ancients.”

      “If they had these, why did they build roads?” Caleb asked.

      Micah and Braden looked at each other and shrugged.

      “I think I remember Holly saying something about moving raw materials in big vehicles called trucks, but then the war started and they turned their trucks into weapons, which were eventually destroyed. I don’t like getting into the history because it’s too depressing. Look what they had, and then look at what they lost.” Braden grimaced as if in physical pain.

      Micah hugged him. “We can’t do anything about the past, but the future is ours.”

      “Hear, hear! My daughter is not only the President of Vii, she is wise beyond her years. Nice and shiny. Do you want to go fishing or not? Every heartbeat we waste talking is one less we can spend fishing. Invest your time, don’t waste it.”

      Micah smiled at her father and nodded. “Where do you come up with all these expressions?”

      “That’s my secret. Now, come on. The fish won’t catch themselves. I think a caravan will be coming through and we need to be ready with both fresh and smoked options. You never know what they’re going to want.”
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      The next day came and went, and then the one after that, too.

      “Where are the traders?” Caleb asked as he shielded his eyes from the sun and looked north.

      “We should take the car and look,” Braden suggested after Holly confirmed that he couldn’t track wagons that weren’t Old Tech, and none of those were anywhere close. “Load the herd!”

      Micah didn’t call her children part of the herd, but that didn’t stop Braden from referring to them and their ‘cats that way.

      “Are they still moping about Prince Axial De’atesh?” Micah asked the twins.

      “They miss their dad,” Ax replied.

      “Maybe we’ll run across them.” Micah offered a hand, but at nearly six years old, they were more independent and declared that they needed no help.

      The children climbed into the back seat. Shauna and Klytus hesitated. They didn’t like the smell of the newly-produced vehicle.

      “How is it going to change if we don’t ride in it? After a few days, it’ll smell like us.”

      “A few days?” ‘Tesh wondered, ticking off her fingers as she tried to wrap her head around what that meant.

      Micah ran out of patience, picked up the ‘cats, and handed them in. Aadi swam by to wedge himself into the middle between all four seats.

      Mattie delivered a lunch, the type that fishermen would take with them if they didn’t know how long they’d be gone.

      “We should be back soon,” Micah said.

      Caleb and Mattie nodded knowingly.

      The doors closed and Braden demonstrated his driving acumen by slowly pulling away. The ‘cats yowled and pawed at the windows.

      “What are you crying for? Don’t make me come back there!” Braden said from the driver’s seat as he slowly accelerated, lifting the hovercar higher off the ground.

      “Don’t be so mean.” Micah turned and smiled toward the full back seat. The ‘cats were distraught, which meant the children were distraught, which didn’t bode well for the adults. “You’ll get used to it. Relax and enjoy the scenery.”

      ‘All will be well in due time,’ Aadi intoned.

      Micah tapped Braden on the shoulder. He risked a glance to see Micah twirling her finger. Go faster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Save Them from Themselves

          

        

      

    

    
      The young cow called Bandria took short naps in between the long runs. In less than two days, she reached the outskirts of Dwyer. A substantial herd of Aurochs were in residence and helped with the raw ore.

      ‘Bring the herd together, I’d like to talk with them,’ G-War told an aged cow over the mindlink. He was capable of talking with them all whether they were together or not, but he had grown fond of Braden’s method of looking at the crowd to best gauge their reaction.

      Sometimes the humans were geniuses, but then there was the rest of the time.

      The Aurochs stopped grazing, stopped working, and joined together as a herd. G-War and Fealona stood on the young cow. He turned around to take in the immense creatures, nearly one hundred of them. The herd had grown while they’d been away.

      ‘The Aurochs,’ G-War began. ‘The largest of the land’s fine creatures, with great strength, speed, and stamina. Are you happy with your lot in life? Is there more that you could be doing? You are treated as livestock. It’s time to take your rightful place as an equal of humanity. No, you are superior to men!

      ‘They need our help to stay on a course of peace. Let me tell you a story about the Wolfoids and those who would steal from them...’

      G-War recounted the theft of the Wolfoid lightning spears and the chase deep into the south. Most importantly, the ‘cat shared what had been in the man’s mind. The leader of the raiding party wasn’t alone in how he felt about the other sentient species.

      ‘We, the Hillcats of Vii, call on you to join us in saving the humans from themselves.’ G-War stood tall, looking as regal as he could.

      Some of the Aurochs drifted away, returning to the grazing. Fea nuzzled her mate. ‘They’ll warm up to the idea,’ she told him.

      The old cow moved close. ‘How?’ she asked. ‘How do we save them from themselves?’

      ‘We leave them on their own, and right before they come completely unhinged, we return, and lead them back to the light.’

      ‘Will it work?’ she pressed.

      ‘Yes,’ G-War replied, convinced that he was correct.

      ‘How are we not trading one leader for another?” she asked.

      ‘Hillcats have always been in charge,’ G-War replied matter-of-factly.

      ‘Then no. We’ll have nothing to do with starting a war between the species.’

      Fea stood up. ‘The humans believe they are in charge and as such, they make decisions that are not in their best interest. Hillcats have no interest in being in charge, but we cannot tolerate a war, something we nearly had with the attack on the Wolfoids. The ‘cats will have to take a more active role in human affairs, as much as this pains us. Your participation is important for the humans to take note that we, all of the sentient species, are firm in our resolve to keep humanity from going to war,’ Fea patiently explained.

      ‘That makes sense. We’ll come with you, but we will reserve judgment.’

      ‘All of you?’ G-War asked.

      ‘All of us.’

      ‘Prepare yourselves. When we return, we will travel across the Great Desert. All of us.’

      The old cow bowed and returned to the herd to give them their guidance.

      ‘Time to go west,’ G-War told  the young cow, and she started to run, through the herd and into the open. Less than a day later, she ran into the fields outside McCullough.

      G-War repeated his call to action with the smaller herd and was met with more skepticism.

      ‘I know I’m right,’ he told Fea, angry at the tepid response.

      ‘They aren’t ready for the hard truth. They’ve grown comfortable with their lives, but they aren’t willing to submit further to the humans. That is where you’ll be able to find leverage. Braden made sure that the Aurochs always had freedom of choice, but some of these other humans don’t give them equal consideration.’

      ‘Braden,’ G-War scoffed.

      ‘He’s one of the good ones. Why didn’t you want to talk with him about this? It affects them as much as anyone.’

      ‘Braden is my human. He is naive in understanding the nature of others. He gives them the benefit of the doubt when he should do the opposite. He won’t listen to me when I tell him that.’

      ‘I’ve heard how you tell him. ‘This guy’s a jerk.’ I’m not sure that’s the kind of advice that he can act on.’ Fea licked G-War’s head. He turned away.

      ‘There’s a power struggle coming. I can feel it,’ he finally said. Fea licked her paw and groomed the white and black fur of her face. It gleamed like silk in the morning sun.

      ‘And then what, my big dynamo?’ she purred.

      ‘We stop it, cold, and refuse to let it continue. The bloodshed never starts, and the humans return to the stars.’

      ‘Why is it important for them to go back to space? You’ve been there and didn’t think much of it.’

      ‘On that, my lovely mate, I don’t know the answer. It is something I feel must happen for the humans to realize their nature. They are explorers. People like Braden, Micah, and my namesakes, they won’t be held back. Maybe we need to get things under control so they can be free to do what they do best.’

      G-War returned the grooming favor by licking Fea’s ear. ‘We need to gather the ‘cats and go back to Ankhmar, talk with our people once again, but from a position of strength. They need to embrace their expanded role in a new Vii.’

      ‘There will be a power struggle, all right,’ Fea conceded. ‘But it’s going to be among the ‘cats.’

      After the herd listened to Fea’s explanation, the Aurochs sent runners to the west to collect the others and to pick up ‘cats along the way. The thunder of hooves filled G-War with pride. His plan was taking shape. Soon, the humans would have to listen.
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      Braden turned the hovercar inland and headed toward the easternmost edge of the Amazon, the great rainforest. They parked in the shade and after getting out, the ‘cats disappeared beyond the bushes and into the interior.

      “I was hoping they’d show us where we could find game,” Braden complained. He looked after them, but gave up after a few moments. “I guess we’ll do it the old-fashioned way.”

      He returned to the hovercar and removed his bow. He strung it, twanged the string, and nocked an arrow. He crouched slightly and walking on the balls of his feet, silently entered the edge of the rainforest.

      Micah set the children to gathering firewood. She had the utmost confidence in Braden’s ability to bring down dinner, whether a rabbit or something more substantial. She expected that they would need to make a fire. Micah gathered an armload of green wood in case they needed to make a smoker.

      Aadi swam into the rainforest, not saying where he was going or how long he’d be gone. He moved with a purpose, as much as a Tortoid ever seemed to have. The twins stopped to watch him.

      ‘Where are you going?’ ‘Tesh asked. Aadi slowed until he stopped.

      ‘I was going in search of an Amazonian, to learn the latest news. If something is afoot, they will be aware.’

      ‘I’m not sure how much time we have. I thought we stopped for lunch, and that’s it. Braden won’t be gone long,’ Micah added, knowing that visits with the Lizard Men always took a while. Aadi had a unique gift in being able to communicate with the Amazonians. ‘Maybe you can give it a pass.’

      ‘I too often feel like I’m not contributing enough, Master President. This is something I can do for you.’

      “You saved our lives, Master Aadi. We are forever in your debt.” Micah switched to talking out loud.

      ‘And you saved mine.’ Aadi started to swim ahead, stopped, and turned around. ‘As you wish. We shall remain together so we can leave when we’re ready. And since we’re here together, let us talk about the value of sharing.’ Aadi floated eye level with the twins, pulling them into an impromptu class. With the Tortoid as one of their teachers, the twins were getting the best education on the planet.

      Micah banked the fire within a shallow pit circled by stones. She wasn’t certain what they would have to cook, so she used her knife to whittle a couple different options.

      When Braden returned, he was emptyhanded.

      “Losing your edge?” Micah wondered aloud.

      “Never had a shot. Game’s a little jumpy today. I was in too much of a hurry, I guess, plus, I knew your mom had packed a lunch for us.”

      Braden looked for the bag, but didn’t see it. He went to the hovercar and dug it out. Micah appeared at his side and they opened it together. They stuck their faces in the opening and breathed deeply of the aroma. It reminded Micah of home. It reminded Braden that he was hungry.

      Braden felt a tug on his shirt. Ax and ‘Tesh stood there, looking at the bag. Micah smiled at them both. The children always ate first and as they got bigger, they were eating more and more.

      “Where are the ‘cats?” Micah asked the twins. They both unfocused their eyes for a moment as they talked to Shauna and Klytus.

      “They’ll be back in a few moments. They are bringing lunch,” Ax said proudly.

      Braden had fallen for that before. “Lunch for them or for us?”

      Ax’s smile faded. “Them,” he admitted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Where did the ‘cats go?

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hillcats from Dwyer and McCullough gathered in the fields. All had come. G-War met with them, getting angry when a mouse ran by and two of the ‘cats took off after it. Others wandered off for no reason. One climbed a nearby tree and went to sleep.

      ‘Would you pay attention?’ G-War demanded, projecting his thought voice as loud as he was able. A nearby Aurochs winced and moved away.

      ‘If we go with you, we live on the road and are forced to hunt for our food. If we stay here, the humans provide it. Doesn’t that put us at the top of the food chain?’ The ‘cat was solid black and lounging in the tree with his eyes closed.

      ‘What happens when there isn’t enough food because the humans are fighting? I just went through this and it wasn’t pretty. The ‘cats don’t eat. That’s what happens.’ G-War stood and stretched, unsure of why the ‘cats questioned his every word. He brought them to the south. They should trust him.

      ‘We’ll figure it out, after a nap. And dinner. I always think better after dinner.’

      ‘I think you probably sleep after dinner. You’re a ‘cat.’

      ‘I ‘cat better than any other ‘cat, I’ll have you know.’ The black, silky creature’s legs dangled from the branch as he lounged most ingloriously.

      ‘You must not know very many ‘cats.’ G-War shook his head as if brushing off a mosquito.

      After a brief tussle, one of the two ‘cats that ran after the mouse sat, licked his paws, and cleaned his face. He was clearly the victor, having caught and devoured the rodent. He was where the killing took place, so the smell of blood would fill the air around him.

      The other rooted around in the grass as if chasing more prey. He finally hung his head and walked slowly away.

      ‘We leave first thing in the morning. When the Aurochs arrive from the west, they can catch up. You!’ G-War selected a ‘cat who had sat in front of him, attentive to his every word. ‘Will you wait for them and let them know which way we went?’

      ‘I’m sorry, what? Where did you get your scars?’ the young female asked. ‘They’re sexy.’

      ‘Put your claws away, dumpling, because you’re not sinking them into him,’ Fea said, stepping forward. ‘Stay here, point the Aurochs in that direction, and then follow. Can you do that?’

      ‘I guess so.’ The ‘cat looked angry. Fea started to turn away, before lashing out with a paw and knocking the young ‘cat over.

      ‘We can’t afford to guess. Will you do it?’

      ‘Yes,’ the ‘cat replied before skulking away. Fea rubbed her head on G-War and purred.

      ‘They’re not inspiring me with a great deal of confidence. They’ve grown soft,’ G-War told her.

      ‘And they’ll harden up when they need to.’ The Golden Warrior watched her stroll away, admiring the way she fought another ‘cat for him. It wasn’t much of a fight, but still...
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      Shauna and Klytus were each carrying a dead rabbit when they appeared at the fire. They laid down with their prizes and tore into them. The twins turned away. They couldn’t watch the ‘cats eat fresh game. Braden couldn’t blame them. He couldn’t watch G-War eat, either.

      “I wonder where he is,” Braden said.

      “With Fea, somewhere with Aurochs watching over them,” Micah replied.

      “I miss him, a lot. Was it something I did?”

      “Did you not listen to him when you should have?” Micah asked.

      “He’s always giving me advice. I don’t listen to most of it. He told me to avoid you, just until he accused me of falling in love with you. All of that happened over the course of twenty heartbeats. And then he told me to run away.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t, but you should still acknowledge his efforts to keep you on the straight and narrow.”

      “Straight and narrow? He wants me to be his minion!”

      “Of course. He’s a ‘cat, and that’s what ‘cats do, but he’s also your friend.”

      “And I miss him. He doesn’t like to be carried, you know.”  Braden laughed softly before showing his arms. Faded lines showed where he’d been scratched when he was younger. “He used to tear me up.”

      “Fea doesn’t. She is delightful,” Micah replied. “I miss her, too. What about you two?”

      “I can’t imagine being without Shauna and Klytus,” ‘Tesh said with her mouth full of her grandmother’s bread.

      Micah stopped Ax from speaking while he chewed. After swallowing, he answered. “I hear them both all the time. They are really smart, so we listen to them.”

      “How come they don’t talk with us?” Braden wondered aloud.

      “Because the Golden Warrior told them not to.”

      Braden and Micah looked at each other and shook their heads.

      “Can they tell me where G and Fea went?”

      The twins talked with their ‘cats and then conferred with each other before Ax replied. “They went to see the other ‘cats.”

      “The ones of Dwyer, McCullough, and so on?” Braden was confused. They could have all gone on that trip in an Old Tech wagon.

      “Ankhmar.”

      “G and Fea are going to cross the Great Desert?” Braden jumped to his feet and started to kick dirt over the fire. “We’ve been wasting time. We have to stop them. We can’t let them cross the Great Desert alone.”

      Micah didn’t move. She slowly chewed her sandwich. Braden stopped his flurry of activity.

      “We can’t let them?” Micah asked.

      “We have to help them. I don’t want to see him die.”

      “That’s different. Pack up children. We’re going to see if we can find the ‘cats.”

      It took longer for Shauna and Klytus to finish their meals than it did to pack the hovercar. Braden tossed the carcasses into the woods, confirmed that the fire was out, and joined the others. The hovercar came to life, lifting off the ground, and Braden slowly accelerated.

      “Holly? Can you plot a course for Oasis Zero One, please?”

      “Of course,” the AI replied using the hovercar’s communication system. The screen in the middle of the dashboard showed a moving map. Braden could have brought up the same image through his neural implant, but wanted the twins to see where they were and where they were going.

      The vehicle moved quietly, making no more sound than a light breeze.

      “The oasis,” Micah said softly. “They could be anywhere in between here and there, but they will have to stop there and Holly will know if they reached it.”

      “Exactly.” Braden nodded as he drove more slowly than he wanted because of the terrain. Crashing the hovercar would leave them stranded. Bronwyn was still in Southport. They could call her, but she wouldn’t be able to reach them for a week or longer. Better to drive slowly.

      “No one has been to Oasis Zero One since you were last there,” Holly replied.

      “What’s the status of Oasis Zero Four?” Braden asked.

      “Still under construction. The well for Zero Four has been finished, but it is extremely deep and the water is flowing slowly as there is an insufficient number of solar panels to drive the pump to a greater degree. Additional panels are under construction. It will be another two years before there anything is growing at Oasis Zero Four.”

      “Another two years, then, before we can establish consistent trade between the north and the south.” Braden chewed his lip and sighed heavily. “But first, let’s see if there’s anything we can do to help the Golden Warrior.”
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      ‘Are you sure we’re going in the right direction?’ Fea asked.

      ‘Yes.’ They sat together on Bandria’s head. The young cow Aurochs was strong. She’d fed well outside Trent and built her stamina as the herd traveled along the coastal plains.

      ‘I don’t think you’re sure.’

      G-War turned his head to look at his mate. He blinked slowly until he yawned. He faced forward without replying.

      ‘Now I know you’re not sure.’

      ‘My lovely little pumpkin delight, do you have such little faith in my abilities? I have been this way a number of times.’

      ‘Little pumpkin delight?’ Fea replied dangerously. She leaned to the side and her back leg shot out, kicking G-War off the Auroch’s head. He jammed a claw into the side of her neck on the way down and she jerked away, bugling her discontent. She bolted toward the open desert.

      G-War twisted and landed on four paws. He dodged out of the way of the thundering hooves. The rest of the herd was behind them, forty more Aurochs carrying a menagerie of ‘cats. They saw the lead and obediently followed. ‘No! Stop,’ G-War pleaded, but their minds were made up.

      The ‘cat raced in front of the stampeding herd. He accelerated toward the panicked cow. His chest heaved with his efforts. You’re telling others they’ve gone soft. Look at you! he told himself. The cow started to turn, and he angled to cut her off.

      Through an extraordinary burst of speed, he surged in front of her. The ‘cat turned and stood on his back legs. The Aurochs took no notice, staying the course. Fea was screaming from the cow’s head as G-War disappeared beneath. Fea stayed low and hung on, digging her claws deeper and deeper as she encouraged the cow to stop running.

      G-War dodged the cow’s front hooves, then deftly slid between the back hooves, letting the great beast run past. He watched her go, then turned to find the rest of the herd bearing down on him. He embraced discretion and ran to the side, choosing to get out of their way.

      In the distance, a white form flew from the cow and ran away.

      The herd continued to run until they were only a dust cloud in the distance, their Hillcat riders hanging on for their lives.

      ‘My furry little love muffin, are you there?’ Fea asked cautiously.

      ‘Looks like we’re walking,’ G-War replied with a scowl. He walked toward his mate, limping slightly, not from the Aurochs but from running. ‘I’m getting too old for this. Where’s my ride? That’s right! She’s stampeding away.’

      ‘Sorry about that. You probably shouldn’t have stabbed her in the neck, though.’

      ‘So this is my fault?’

      ‘I don’t see how it’s mine. Everything that happens on this journey is your fault. ‘Cats don’t like getting blamed, and that’s why they’re never in charge. The fact that we’re out here is your fault, so everything that happens out here is your fault, my little love monster.’

      ‘That’s not how I think,’ G-War said. He couldn’t remember a single instance where he blamed Braden just because the human had taken him somewhere. Then again, he wasn’t trying very hard to come up with anything. ‘‘Cats are always in charge. That’s never changed.’

      ‘In charge of important stuff like meal times, nap times, sure, but not things like, let’s cross the Great Desert and take over the ‘cat nation or take over the world.’

      ‘It needs to be done,’ G-War said dismissively as he walked toward Fealona, glowering. The dust cloud was dissipating. Either the herd stopped running or they’d run too far to follow. ‘Someone has to do it, because the humans are screwing it up.’

      ‘That’s the way humans think. What you’re doing is very un-‘catlike.’ Fea sniffed the air. Game was nearby. G-War smelled it, too.

      ‘Ess, can you see what’s going on?’

      ‘The Aurochs have found a patch of grass. They have stopped to eat, but they are going in the wrong direction. They need to return to where you are, and then I will guide you.’

      Fea angled her head as G-War strolled by. The Hawkoids were leading the way.

      ‘After our friends have eaten and are more susceptible to suggestion, get them turned around and heading this way,’ G-War told the ‘cats riding the Aurochs. ‘Come along, my dear. They will catch up to us when the time is right. I smell a ground squirrel or three.’
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      Braden went as fast as he dared through the grasslands, where there were many obstacles hidden beneath the swaying green. When it became scrub, he accelerated until it faded to a desert tan, and then he turned the hovercar loose. The twins and their ‘cats had grown accustomed to riding and cheered as the ground raced by. They cracked open a window and the droning of the wind filled the vehicle.

      The ‘cats didn’t like the change in pressure. The twins acceded to their demands and closed the window. Aadi hadn’t said anything, but he was relieved when the silence returned.

      “Time to the oasis, Holly?” Braden asked.

      “At this rate of speed, just under an hour, Master Braden.”

      “I like this oasis. Can you check us in and make sure that the rooms are ready? Is there any sign of G-War?”

      “Your rooms are ready, and there is no sign of Prince Axial De’atesh.”

      “Sweet!” Micah smiled and nodded. “We are on vacation until they show up.”

      “We’ll probably scour the desert looking for them a couple times a day until we find them,” Braden suggested.

      “Are you that worried?” Micah asked, although she could hear most of his thoughts.

      “I freely admit that I am. I don’t want to be without G-War. I don’t want to be without you, or you guys back there.” Braden waved at the passengers in the back seat. “I’m talking about all five of you.”

      ‘I am honored, as always,’ Aadi replied graciously.

      ‘Okay, I’ll talk with you. We need more regular feeding times, just for reference,’ a small female thought voice replied.

      “Shauna? We will do our best, but I have to warn you, at the oasis, unless you hunt for yourself, none of the food is meat.”

      ‘That doesn’t work, but we are magnificent hunters, and you can owe us.’

      “We can what?” Braden asked over his shoulder.

      ‘Owe us. You can owe us,’ a rough voice chimed in.

      Micah rested her hand on Braden’s arm, hoping to calm him before his thoughts surged out of control. The ‘cats were adults, but they were partnered with children.

      “How long did it take for G-War to fully develop his adult personality?” Micah asked.

      “A long time. I found him when I was ten, and he was a kitten. He wouldn’t tell me his real name until after we were together, so I guess that’s when it was. Ten cycles of the seasons, ten years.”

      Braden relaxed and took Micah’s hand as he drove with one hand.

      ‘Well?’ Klytus asked.

      “Well what?” Braden wondered.

      ‘We’re ready to eat.’

      “You just ate before we left, and there’s nothing to eat out here. You’ll have to wait until we get to the oasis.”

      ‘This is what we’re talking about. Senseless delays. My stomach is growling.’ Shauna rolled onto her back while ‘Tesh held her. ‘See? Empty.’

      “Soon. We are racing ahead at maximum speed. How much longer, Holly?”

      “A half-hour, but the terrain gets rougher up ahead. You will have to slow down.”

      “Just let me know.”

      “I could take over the driving duties to maximize the hovercar’s speed while reducing the risks.”

      “Fine,” Braden declared. He took his hands off the wheel and crossed his arms. The hovercar sped up. Braden had thought he was already going as fast as the vehicle would move, but Holly had been holding back. The vehicle angled away from the oasis on what appeared on the screen as a more optimal, less terrain-intense route. A countdown clock showed thirty-five minutes.

      The desert raced by.

      ‘I feel like I’m a stranger in my own home,’ Aadi began. ‘In a Tortoid’s lifespan, I haven’t been gone long, but I’ve lived an entire life in that short time. So much has happened, and here we are again, on another adventure.’

      “I’m not sure about the adventure part. We’re only out here to make peace with G and hopefully find a mutually beneficial way ahead.”

      ‘I suspect there’s more to it than that. A lot more,’ Aadi replied mysteriously, blinking slowly as he turned his head to watch the desertscape stream by.
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      G-War lounged on a branch, his legs dangling. Fea remained on the ground in the shade. The remains of three ground squirrels were nearby. She sat and blinked slowly, as if fighting off a nap.

      ‘Turn to your right a little. We’re at the tree,’ Fea said, guiding the Aurochs herd toward her.

      They kicked up little dust as they were walking. Bandria looked contrite when she ambled up to the tree.

      ‘I’m sorry...’ she started, but stopped before trying to explain.

      ‘Let’s be on our way, shall we? Good eats and plenty of water at the oasis, but it’ll take two days to get there. The last pond is up ahead. Drink your fill, and then when evening comes, we will power through the desert to the first oasis. Running fast, we might be able to make it in one night,’ G-War explained.

      He jumped from the branch, landing softly on Bandria’s head, taking care to keep his claws in. As much as he considered the Aurochs’ panic to be her fault, he had a nagging feeling that somehow he contributed to it. The cow ducked her head and Fea launched herself into the air, landing between the great creature’s eyes and walking as only a ‘cat could walk effortlessly up an uneven surface.

      She also took care not to expose her claws, having learned the hard way how sensitive Bandria was. The King of the Aurochs, on the other paw, wasn’t bothered by a little thing like pain. But he was unique among all the creatures of Vii. ‘It’s okay, Bandria. Onward, friend, follow the Hawkoids’ lead.’

      Bandria trotted to the front of the herd, head held high. She looked to the sky where the Hawkoids circled over the last watering hole, and she started to run.
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      Braden engaged the manual drive in order to ease the hovercar between the trees. Oasis Zero One had always been welcoming. It was where Braden met a part of the AI that he later learned was Holly, and that Old Tech was alive and well.

      He parked the hovercar in front of the small building where they had to check in. They opened the doors and everyone hopped out. The ‘cats sniffed, crouched, and raced in different directions. The twins headed for the lake, where they found the water perfectly suited for swimming. Micah waded in after them, but only to her knees.

      Braden entered the building, was warmly greeted by the hologram, and was told which two rooms would be theirs. He asked the young woman to have towels delivered to the beach, thanked her, and she disappeared. He took a deep breath of the air conditioning before going back outside. It wasn’t as hot in the oasis as it was in the desert, owing to the water and trees, but it was hot enough.

      A bot rolled past him carrying four towels. It was waiting on the sand when he arrived. “I thank you, good sir!” he told the mechanical creation. It disappeared back the way it had come, and Braden took a seat in the shade and leaned against a palm tree.

      “I think you do too much lounging,” Micah said over her shoulder. Braden wanted to disagree, but couldn’t. He stripped to his shorts and ran for the lake, diving in a massive belly flop next to his partner. The twins squealed and went under.

      A ‘cat’s scream signaled a kill. Klytus with first blood. Shauna answered mere heartbeats later.

      “All is right with the world,” Braden said while wiping his eyes dry. Micah glared at him, fists on her hips and water dripping from her clothes. “Almost right.”

      “Watch them,” she told him and worked her way ashore, where she stripped and wrapped in a towel. She laid her clothes across the tops of nearby bushes. Before she could turn around, a bot whipped by and swiped them.

      ‘I can watch them,’ Aadi offered as he slowly hovered from the trees, across the sand, and over the lake.

      “Your clothes will be back before you know it. There’s a swimsuit in the bag.” Braden pointed to the hovercar.

      “G and Fea are out there, in the desert, and we’re in here playing.” Micah’s expression turned dark. “All is not right with the world.”
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      The Aurochs herd ran through the night following the wagon tracks from Braden and Micah’s last trip from the north. The cattle and wagon had left an unmistakable guide that would lead any traveler directly to the oasis. G-War didn’t need to open any of the rooms, which was good because he couldn’t enter them. That privilege was reserved for human hands.

      The ancients weren’t accommodating to their sentient creations. Another burr in the ‘cat’s paw.

      Come dawn, the Hawkoids leapt from the Aurochs where they’d gotten little sleep and winged their way to the northeast. They circled near the horizon before lazily returning.

      ‘You are close, my friend,’ Skirill said. ‘The oasis is not empty. Braden and his family are already there.’

      ‘You didn’t expect them to take your leaving lightly, did you, my big scruffy man?’ Fea purred.

      ‘What do they want?’

      ‘To know what you’re doing, or maybe help in your quest, or something as simple as showing you that they believe in you.’

      ‘Rubbish,’ G-War snorted. ‘They want me to be a sedate house cat lying in a box.’

      ‘I’m sure that’s not what they want. You’ll get the chance to find out, my furry little love monster. I expect your kids are there, too. You’ll get to see them again.’

      ‘Those two,’ G-War started, but didn’t finish his thought. He was happy they didn’t turn out like their mother, a domestic cat. He had no complaints, but felt like complaining, so he stayed quiet, sulking from the top of the Aurochs’ head.

      ‘It’s getting hot out, maybe we can finish tonight,’ Bandria suggested.

      ‘Skirill, is it much longer, or should we seek shelter?’ G-War asked.

      The Hawkoids flapped their wings and sped toward the herd. The swooped low before climbing high into the air. They flew to the sides and then turned back toward the oasis. After they were specks in the sky, Skirill answered.

      ‘There is no shelter. Your only choice is the oasis. There is water and great fields. You will want for nothing once there.’

      ‘Did you hear, Bandria? Did they all hear?’ G-War asked, even though he knew the answer. He had made sure that they heard. ‘It is time to shorten the time that we are under this brutal heat. Run, you great creatures, but not fast. We need to reach the oasis before the sun climbs too much higher into the sky.’

      Bandria set the pace, her breathing ragged from the strain, but her efforts paid off. The oasis soon appeared on the horizon, looking like a mirage, but unerringly, they cut a line toward it.
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      ‘Hey, Ess and Zee,’ ‘Tesh said, happily munching on a brownie. Braden and Micah swiveled their heads as they searched the sky. Two great figures descended quickly, backwinging to land softly in the sand. They waded into the water and drank deeply before throwing water on themselves and ruffling their feathers.

      “My friends. Tell me that G-War is right behind you.” Braden waded into the water to be close to the Hawkoids.

      ‘The herd is on its way, but they are only the first.’

      “The herd?” Braden wondered.

      ‘The Aurochs and the Hillcats have partnered to travel north to Ankhmar.’

      “The Aurochs and all the Hillcats?”

      ‘Almost all. The Golden Warrior was compelling in his plea for unity. He delivered it valiantly. You should be proud. He sounded like you.’

      Braden furled his brow as he cupped his hands and splashed water on the Hawkoids’ backs to help cool them down.

      “He sounded like you,” Micah repeated. “That doesn’t sound like a mutinous ‘cat. That sounds like someone who is trying to help.”

      “Maybe. We’ll see when they get here. We better clear the space. The herd will need easy access to the water. They’ll be thirsty running in the daytime. It’s probably been a while since they had a drink.”

      Braden hurried to the hovercar and moved it behind the maintenance building. They gathered their towels and waited. The Hawkoids flew into the trees, landing on top of a shorter one to remain in the shade.

      They ruffled their feathers one more time, leaned against each other, and were soon fast asleep. They hadn’t even bothered to hunt. Once the ‘cats arrived, there might be nothing left to hunt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reconciliation

          

        

      

    

    
      The Aurochs slowed to a walk. They could smell the humidity in the air. They filed into the oasis and without bothering to look around, they headed straight for the lake. Braden, Micah, and the twins stayed out of their way. Shauna and Klytus had climbed a tree and were watching from overhead. Only forty head, a mix of bulls and cows. Braden only counted a dozen ‘cats.

      G-War and Fea moved to the cow’s back as she waded in and stuffed half her face into the water.

      “Don’t drink too much to start with. Just enough, let it settle, and then drink your fill,” Braden advised.

      Bandria bobbed her head, but kept drinking. She finally lifted her head and slowly moved out of the way of the others. Once clear, G-War and Fea jumped down. Micah bent down and Fea rubbed past her face and body, getting a good ear scratch for her efforts.

      G-War looked at Braden. ‘What’s up?’ the ‘cat asked.

      “I’m just trying to figure this all out.”

      ‘There’s nothing to figure out. That last jaunt into the south has proven that you have failed all mankind. Someone needs to save humanity from itself, and that someone is not you.’

      G-War blinked slowly. Braden hung his head. “Damn, G. You might as well just slash my arm. That’ll hurt less.”

      A black and orange paw lashed out.

      Braden yowled in pain as he jumped to his feet.

      ‘Well?’ the ‘cat asked.

      “Well what?”

      ‘Does it hurt less?’

      “No! It hurts like hell.” Braden gripped his arm. It was one of the deepest slashes the Golden Warrior had ever given him. He pressed on the wound as blood dripped between his fingers. Micah produced a handful of numbweed. “You must be angry.”

      ‘I pity your misguided confusion, your faith that humankind will do the right thing even though they have evil in their minds. You don’t see what I see. It’s time that it stopped.’ G-War sat up straight, eyes fixed on Braden.

      “It’s time for the bleeding to stop,” Braden complained, wincing while Micah applied the numbweed, pressing it into the wound to remove the pain and speed the healing. “What would you have us do?”

      ‘More ‘cats to watch over the people. And that is where we are going, recruit ‘cats to place strategically, wherever there are human settlements. ‘Cats with all the Free Traders, to check in when they pass through. I want ‘cats to take their rightful place in keeping the peace.’

      “It’s like the pure heart test, G. I don’t think there’s any better service we can perform for humanity. I’m with you all the way, but crossing the Great Desert is nothing to be taken lightly. We’re coming along.” Braden sighed as the pain started to go away. “And don’t scratch me anymore!”

      ‘You know I can’t guarantee that. Sometimes—’ G-War held one paw in the air and a single claw extended fully. ‘—you need a good scratching to bring you back to reality.’

      “And sometimes you knock stuff off tables for no reason whatsoever.”

      ‘It’s my way,’ the ‘cat admitted. ‘Shall we?’ G-War looked at Fea.

      ‘Yes, my delectable piece of man candy.’ Fea’s tail stood straight in the air as the pair trotted toward the fields. The other ‘cats were nowhere to be seen, probably already on their way in search of rabbits or unwary birds. Bandria followed the ‘cats, her big brown eyes sparkling at the sight of the greenery.

      Aadi floated into the middle of the crowd, politely greeting each of the Aurochs by their name before moving on.

      Braden accessed his neural implant. ‘Holly, don’t let the bots go after the Aurochs as they tear up the fields.’

      ‘Yes, Master Braden, that is a standing order throughout the land, as much as it pains me to see the destruction left in their wake.’

      ‘But the fertilizer, Holly. Their bodies make it better than anything else. You should be able to regrow the crops bigger and better than before.’

      ‘That is what you keep telling me,’ Holly replied.

      Braden wasn’t sure how to take that. “Is everyone against me?” he asked. Micah shook her head and laughed.

      “What makes you ask that?”

      “Holly is giving me grief.”

      “That means he likes you. We probably need the manufacturing facility to produce a bunch of barrels that we can fill with water. They need to be shaped to ride comfortably on the side of an Aurochs.” Micah could see a shape in her mind. She formed a mental image and shared that with Holly.

      ‘I’ll get on that right away, Master President. When do you think you’ll be leaving?’

      ‘Thanks, Holly. I have no idea, but we should probably wait until the others arrive, however many the others consists of.’

      ‘I shall plan for double the number we have now. That means twenty-four barrels for eighty Aurochs, which is an absolute minimum.’

      ‘With forty-eight barrels, they won’t have to be so loaded down and then they wouldn’t have to run so fast.’

      ‘I’ll work as quickly as I can, but the production will take some time. The oases are not configured for mass production.’

      ‘I understand, Holly. Do your best, which will be good enough as it always is. We can ask for no more.’

      Braden closed the window before his eye and blinked until he could see into the sunlight. His thoughts troubled him. He knew G-War was right, but he didn’t know why.
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      Young Tom looked up from his forge to watch Neeson walk away. The ‘cat had mysteriously told him ‘good-bye,’ and nothing more.

      “Wait!” he called and dropped what he was working on. Sweat poured from him as it always did. He grabbed his mug on the way and slopped water into his mouth as he ran. “Where are you going?”

      A herd of Aurochs had run to the outskirts of town moments before. Many Hillcats were with the great creatures of the plains.

      ‘I have to go with the others. They need me.’

      “Why?” Tom asked as he caught up to the ‘cat. Since his croc injuries had been healed on board the Traveler, the ‘cat had become leaner, but heavily muscled. He was bigger than most other ‘cats. Reminded Tom of himself.

      ‘It’s a reckoning. I must go, but I’ll be back. The Aurochs will see to that,’ Neeson replied.

      “What do you mean by a reckoning?” Tom felt like he was pleading with the ‘cat, but he wanted to understand. Neeson was a critical part of his life, especially when Zeller was gone. She was on a quick trip to White Beach and would be back within a couple days.

      ‘If I don’t go then I won’t be able to influence the events that could determine our future. I will return. You have my word.’

      Tom couldn’t reply. He clenched his jaw as the ‘cat started to run and launched himself high, landing cleanly on an older bull’s back. The Aurochs immediately moved out, walking at first before breaking into a run. They disappeared beyond the stand of trees outside River Crook. He could still hear the pounding of their hooves.

      He stayed and listened until they were gone. He could still feel Neeson’s mind tickling his. ‘I miss you already, big guy.’

      ‘Me, too,’ the ‘cat replied.
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      Aurochs and ‘cats lounged around the lake and on the edge of the fields. Two haggard bots worked within the rows, diligently trying to repair the damage done by the Aurochs.

      “It’s been four days,” Braden said conversationally. Ax and ‘Tesh were playing with one of the bulls, hanging from his horns as he swung them over the lake.

      “It gives Holly that much more time to manufacture the barrels. No one knows better than you that water is the key to crossing the Great Desert. Water and traveling at night.”

      “Are we going to have any problems, Master Aadi? And do we need to drop you off somewhere to meet with your fellow Tortoids?” Braden asked.

      ‘Not on either account. I consider a journey through the desert to be a pleasant affair. I don’t know where my fellow Tortoids are at the moment, so searching for them would be mostly fruitless. I prefer to accompany you, if I may.’ Aadi swam past the Aurochs and stopped to hover in front of Braden.

      “Have you talked with G? Can you help me understand him better? I’ve always considered you to be the wisest individual I’ve ever met. Help me, Aadi. It’s tearing me up inside thinking how much I’ve hurt him.”

      ‘I don’t think it was you, Master Braden. You are the anchor in a raging sea, but it doesn’t change the storm. The Golden Warrior wishes to calm the storm so the anchor isn’t yanked and strained. I think he is looking out for you, not challenging you.’

      Braden stood, wearing a big smile on his face. He grasped Aadi’s shell and pulled him close, until they were nose to nose. “I knew I asked the right person. You are the ‘cat’s meow, Master Aadi.” Braden kissed the top of Aadi’s head, despite the Tortoid’s efforts to avoid it.

      Braden started to spit. “You taste like dirt.”

      ‘How do you expect me to wash the top of my head?’ Aadi asked, turning to swim away, his thick legs cycling through the air, the locomotion driving him and his shell.

      “Leave it to Aadi.” Micah chuckled softly and realized that she hadn’t seen the children. The Aurochs were blocking everything. ‘Where are you two?’

      ‘We’re in the field trying to flush game for our friends,’  Ax replied. The children were as comfortable using their thought voices as they were exercising their vocal cords.

      ‘Are there any rabbits left?’ Micah asked.

      ‘Oh, yes, but they are in hiding because of the ‘cats and Hawkoids.’

      ‘Understandable. This is a very dangerous time to be an unsuspecting rabbit. Are Klytus and Shauna with you?’

      ‘They are. They’re helping us find them and they’re small enough, they can go into the holes and flush them out for the larger ‘cats. Shauna is the best at it because she’s the smallest and wiliest,’ ‘Tesh replied.

      Braden turned to Micah. “I’m not sure I’ve ever used the term ‘wiliest.’ They are smarter at five than I ever was.”

      ‘You got that right,’ G-War snarked from somewhere out of sight.

      “You still love me!” Braden called, while Micah shook her head.

      “You just proved his point. Your thought voice. Does that ring a bell?”

      “Damn ‘cat! But he still loves me.” Braden tried to look smug.

      “We all love you, dear.” Micah wrapped Braden in a hug. “We’ll have to use the shower in the room. The lake is a mess.”
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      On the fifth morning after the reunion, a single set of hooves pounded into the oasis and headed straight for the lake, plowing past the other Aurochs. Once they saw who it was, they fell over themselves to get out of the way.

      Two Wolfoids had slipped from the King’s back and staggered toward the lake. Braden and Micah rushed to help their friends.

      ‘Why would you think you would do this without us?’ Bounder asked, judgment tinging his thought voice.

      “I didn’t know about all of this,” Braden said defensively. “I only wanted to find G-War and make amends.”

      The scarred, orange and black ‘cat appeared with the white and black Fealona beside him. Bounder and Gray Strider stuffed their muzzles into the lake and drank heavily. The fountain wasn’t as powerful as it had been because of the sand blocking the solar panels. The water level had dropped, too, but bots were hard at work removing the debris.

      Every time they cleared an area, an Aurochs waded in and drank.

      “Attention, everyone!” Braden called. “Please give the bots a chance to clear the lake bottom so the pump can operate more efficiently to refill the water. Thank you!”

      ‘Stay out of the lake until those things leave,’ G-War interpreted. He looked at Braden out the side of his eye. ‘You’re welcome.’

      Braden rubbed his arm where pink skin was establishing a foothold across the deep gouge.

      “What would I ever do without you?”

      ‘I don’t know. It looks like I can’t get rid of you no matter how hard I try.’

      “You weren’t trying very hard,” Braden suggested.

      After drinking their fill, they both dove into the water, splashed about, and returned to the shore. Braden, Micah, G-War, and Fea started to run before the Wolfoids shook themselves out.

      The Aurochs didn’t bother to move before or after getting doused.

      After the shakes were complete, the four returned, selected a spot at the edge of the small beach, and sat down. G-War and Fea sprawled between Braden and Micah. Braden stroked the ‘cat’s fur, but not mindlessly. He watched himself do it, tracing the scars with one finger, feeling the rough hair beneath.

      Micah petted Fealona. The female ‘cat had thick, soft hair and was unscarred, standing in stark contrast to her mate. Micah looked from G-War’s scars to Braden’s, stark reminders that torn flesh did not equal a torn soul. They remained undeterred in their personal missions to keep the peace on Vii.

      “Which of you will decide what we do next?” Micah asked.

      Braden pointed to the Golden Warrior.

      ‘We go north to the next oasis and then the next, keep going until we escape the Great Desert. Then we will go to Ankhmar and we will talk with the ‘cats about what they must do.’

      Braden accessed his neural implant. ‘Holly, what is the status of the oases in the Great Desert, I’m sorry, I mean Devaney’s Barren?’

      ‘There is little food at the next oasis, and no animals. The carnivores will have to go without until they reach Oasis Zero Three. Zero Four has a lake and growth has begun. There is no food at Zero Four. The carnivores will have to go approximately one week without food while the vegetarians will have long stretches with only water available. I’ve completed the construction of the shaped barrels and harnesses.’

      “Gonna be a tough one, G. Holly says there is no meat until the land beyond the Great Desert. But there is water at three more points between here and there.”

      ‘How fast does your thing go?’ Fea asked.

      “The hovercar? Really fast, especially across the open desert. It’s powered by the sun, so it seems to do well in the desert.”

      ‘Holly,’ Micah started, ‘at maximum speed, how long will it take to get to an area where we can take down a deer or two?’

      ‘If you left at first light, you would arrive by nightfall, as long as you take a direct course, which I do not advise. In case there is a problem with the hovercar, you would have to walk to the nearest oasis.’

      ‘Then plot a course where we loop closer to the oases without going too far out of our way. It’s okay if we arrive after dusk,’ Micah replied.

      Micah told Braden and the others what she learned.

      “We can be back in two turns, two days.” Braden waited for G-War.

      ‘You can meet us at each oasis with food.’

      Braden understood the implication. They’d be running back and forth, but the trips would get shorter each time as they stayed in front of the herd. “We can do that, but we won’t be able to carry anything for the Aurochs.”

      ‘They will have water. It will suffice, they assure me. With Brandt, they will have the leadership they need to persevere.’

      “A philosophical ‘cat. Klytus was right. You sound like me.”

      ‘Don’t make me claw you,’ G-War cautioned.

      Micah started to laugh and stopped herself when G-War stared at her without blinking. Aadi floated overhead. The Wolfoids squeezed into the area.

      Braden wouldn’t say that the smell of wet Wolfoid rivaled the worst of wet dog. He fought his way through it.

      “We leave first thing in the morning and will meet you at Oasis Zero Two after two nights. We’ll be there, waiting for you. If something happens to us, go to Zero Three and then Zero Four. You were going to cross without us anyway, which meant you were going to be hungry. If everything goes right, at least the ‘cats won’t lose any weight on this journey.”

      “We could stay in touch if I go with the Aurochs and the ‘cats,” Micah offered.

      Braden furled his brow. He knew what was coming next.

      ‘And us, too. We want to stay with the ‘cats,’ ‘Tesh interjected.

      ‘It’s best if you go with your father. It’ll be safer.’

      ‘All of our friends will be out there watching over us.’

      Micah turned to Braden. “It’s hard to argue with that. If the hovercar breaks down, I shudder to think what your chances will be."

      “You want me to travel alone?”

      ‘We’ll come with you. Wolfoids were never meant to ride an Aurochs,’ Bounder replied.

      ‘Or to run with one,’ Strider added.

      ‘I too shall ride with you, if you’ll have me,’ Aadi suggested.

      “I guess you’ve decided,” Braden said, hanging his head. His family was going to ride an Aurochs through the Great Desert. “You’ll be able to keep them on track. Maybe Skirill and Zyena want a ride, too. We have air conditioning.”

      ‘That sounds like a wonderful idea,’ Zyena replied before Skirill could suggest something different. ‘We will remain in the north and wait for the herd. Maybe we can meet others of our race.’

      “That’s it then. I better get some rest. I’m off tomorrow morning and you guys are out tomorrow evening. How are we going to get the barrels on the Aurochs?”

      “Bots,” Micah said with a dismissive wave.
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      As Braden was packing food that he’d stockpiled from the fabricator, the rumble of hooves shook the clearing. Braden hopped in the hovercar and quickly moved it out of the way. Together, he, Micah, the twins, and their ‘cat companions ran to the edge of the oasis to watch the Aurochs coming toward them. On the head of the lead bull sat an orange cat with a large scar on its side.

      ‘Treetis, welcome,’ G-War said so all could hear. ‘I am glad you made it and with so many more than I thought.’

      Micah tried to count, but gave up because of the dust obscuring those behind the leaders. Neeson stood on the Aurochs next to the one Treetis rode.

      “It’s good to see you see whole again, Neeson. And always a pleasure to see you, Treetis,” Braden yelled.

      G-War repeated what he said using the mindlink. Micah laughed at Braden’s preference for yelling. The children giggled.

      They cleared the way for the Aurochs to go to the lake and drink their fill. The bots had been successful in clearing the solar panels, which helped to clean and refill the lake. The new herd of roughly forty waded in together. ‘Cats jumped to the sand and crouched beside and between the great creatures of the plains.

      Treetis was first to finish. ‘Go with him. He needs your help,’ G-War told the younger ‘cat.

      ‘Why aren’t you going with him?’ Treetis asked, bowing his head respectfully to the prince.

      ‘Thank you for bringing the others, but it is my responsibility to get them to the north and then Ankhmar. Fea and I will stay with the other ‘cats. Your task will be equally challenging. Drink your fill and go.’

      Treetis blinked twice and returned to the lake.

      “Equally challenging?” Braden asked. “He’ll be riding in air conditioning.”

      “With two Wolfoids, two Hawkoids, and a Tortoid. I don’t envy any of you.” Micah emphasized her point with raised eyebrows.

      “I don’t even have something funny to say about that. You’re making me rethink my decision. Are you sure...”

      Micah cut him off. “I’m not doing it.”

      Braden kissed her gently on the cheek, meeting her smiling eyes as he moved away. They pointed to each other and said at the same time, “I’m glad I’m not you.”

      “Hey!” Braden said. He knew she could hear his thoughts. He couldn’t argue with her. They were both right. Neither was in an enviable position. “You leave tonight. Get some rest and stay sharp.”

      The twins nodded and hugged their father. The ‘cats milled about, rubbing their bodies against their humans, except for the Golden Warrior. He sat back and watched the others until Braden refused to let him be. He held his scarred arm before the ‘cat’s face. “I won’t soon forget this!”

      G-War yawned and looked away. Braden laughed and kissed the top of the ‘cat’s head. G-War immediately licked a paw and started grooming from his ear to his nose.

      ‘I love you, G,’ Braden said in his thought voice and turned away as he started to tear up. His family was standing there. “I love you, too.”

      “Uh huh,” Micah mumbled.

      “Everybody in!” Braden had to chase Treetis from the driver’s seat. The ‘cat yowled and moved out of the way. Bounder was in the front seat. When he turned to look out the window, his nose left a long smear. Somebody pecked him in the back of the head. Aadi’s face was close. The Tortoid blinked slowly as he took in everything around him. Braden closed his door, started the vehicle, and slowly maneuvered past Aurochs, palm trees, and into the desert. Once clear, he told Holly to take over.

      The hovercar accelerated due north. Treetis was already asleep, curled up between Strider and Zyena, who was crouched to keep Aadi’s stubby tail out of her face with her tail feathers wrapped to the side. Skirill was facing backward, leaning against the door.

      Braden took stock of his surroundings. Someone had stepped on the bag of food on the floor before the front seat.

      Aadi leaned close to Braden. ‘Are we there yet?’
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      When the sun hung low on the western horizon, the herd of Aurochs, eighty strong, forty Hillcats, three humans, and ninety-six barrels of water headed into the desert. The cows and bulls started to run, taking it easy until the sun set.

      ‘The moon will cast good light through most of the night, and that is when the herd needs to run their fastest,’ Holly advised. Micah acknowledged him and closed the window before her eye.

      The twins were on Bandria with their ‘cats, and Micah rode Brandt with G-War and Fea. The rest of the Hillcats were spread out, resting on heads or in between barrels. No one was comfortable, but it didn’t matter.

      G-War had declared that all the ‘cats were going. As much as they wanted to do their own thing, he was still Prince Axial De’atesh, so they rode the Aurochs in unhappy silence, their eyes wide to see through the darkness.

      ‘What do you hope to accomplish?’ Micah asked.

      G-War crouched low, riding atop the great king’s head as he usually did, with Fea at his side. They were little more than shadows between the Aurochs’ ears.

      ‘I want people to be decent to each other, to assume the best and not the worst. I want a world where you don’t have to carry weapons. ‘Cats can help us get there.’

      ‘You know how much I want that, too,’ Micah replied. Her mind drifted to the times she bared her sword. Too often, it had bathed in blood. ‘Freedom of choice and the free will of man will always lead to disputes. Maybe we need to find a way for amicable resolution. Braden talked about the trader’s guild back in the day and the power they had to enforce the trade. It kept the world calmer.’

      ‘But it didn’t solve the problem of the few with the power over many.’

      Micah shook her head. G-War didn’t have to watch to know her reply. They continued in silence as the Aurochs ran on, following the tracks that the wagon and the herd of water buffalo had made a few years earlier.
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      The hovercar slowed, turning hard to one side and then back in the original direction. Braden blinked himself awake. Before him was the green grasses of the Bittner Mountain foothills, the light forest where he hoped they’d find game, and the creek and small pond where he’d spent many days.

      The vehicle stopped and the doors popped open. Bounder tumbled onto the grass, bouncing up with a snarl.

      ‘Hey! We’re here already,’ Treetis said happily.

      Aadi’s eyes were closed, and Braden thought he might have been dead. He rubbed the Tortoid’s neck, feeling for a sign of life. Aadi opened his mouth and took a long breath.

      ‘I’m up,’ he said, not sounding like he was happy about it.

      Gray Strider jumped out and stretched. Treetis squeezed under Aadi to claw his way across Braden’s lap and get outside. Braden pointed to the empty space where Strider had been—the way was open. He could have simply walked out.

      A thump signaled Skirill’s departure from the hovercar, followed by a second thump as Zyena joined him outside. They both stretched their wings and shook out their feathers. ‘I may never fly again,’ Skirill declared while twisting his head as far as it would go.

      Zyena hopped twice and jumped into the air. With a down stroke that brushed the ground, she started to rise. She continued to beat her wings as she soared skyward. ‘Speak for yourself! I feel like I’m home!’

      “You’re up, little man. Find us some deer,” Braden said as he took his recurve bow from the small storage compartment of the hovercar.

      Bounder and Strider loped into the nearby woods. Treetis watched them go.

      “Well?” Braden asked.

      Treetis casually lapped water from the pond.

      “Treetis?”

      ‘Yes?’ The ‘cat finished and looked up at him.

      “Can you tell me where the deer are? I have to get enough meat to feed your people. Two should do it, so chop, chop.”

      ‘The Wolfoids are on it. They’ll bring you what you need. Maybe you should relax a bit. Dip your feet in the water,’ Aadi said as he swam serenely above the lake.

      “Dip my feet in the water?” Braden walked to the pond and looked into the crystal clear water. He took a knee and scooped a handful of water. He closed his eyes as he drank. “That’s good, but we have work to do.”

      ‘We are doing the work. Look.’ Treetis tipped his chin skyward where the Hawkoids were gliding over the forest. A throaty Wolfoid growl signaled the strike.

      ‘‘We’ doesn’t mean just you. You got us here in that Old Tech of yours. Now, it’s our turn to work.’

      “I feel like I should be doing something. Maybe I’ll build a smoker.” Braden sat on a jumble of rocks where he removed his Old Tech boots and dangled his feet in the water. He accessed his neural implant and opened the window before his eye

      ‘Holly, can you drive the hovercar through the night to get to Oasis Zero Two?’

      ‘Of course,’ Holly replied.

      ‘If I strap two carcasses on the outside of the hovercar, would that be okay?’

      ‘Although the night is cooler, it is not cool. There will be some degeneration of the meat in the eight-hour transit, but the ‘cats have strong stomachs. It won’t affect them, and you know how they detest smoked meat.’

      ‘Better rotten than smoked, eh, Holly? That’s our friends. I’ll try to smoke some for Micah and the kids, but then we’ll get back on the road.’

      “Looks like we have a plan, boys,” Braden said. “As soon as the Wolfoids get back, we’re going to smoke a little of the venison and then get going.”

      

      ‘We?’ Treetis asked.

      “I’ll take care of preparing the meat, but we will travel back into the desert.”

      ‘We?’ Treetis repeated.

      “You don’t want to go?”

      ‘I have to admit that it wouldn’t bother me not to be inside that box of yours for a while. I think I would like to stay here. You’ll be back within a turn, and the herd and ‘cats will eventually show up as well.’

      “Yes. All of that. I’ll ask Bounder and Strider when they return.” Braden rubbed his chin as he contemplated what the next few days would bring.

      ‘You guys want to stay here while the human carries your kills to the overlords?’ Treetis asked.

      ‘Yes, I think we’ll stay here in the good company of yourself and my fine Wolfoid friends,’ Aadi replied.

      ‘We will go see our people and ask them if they will support the Golden Warrior’s noble mission,’ Skirill added.

      ‘I wish you the best. Maybe stay here for a while? I don’t want to see you fly away, if I don’t have to. You two mean a lot to me.’

      ‘We will wait,’ was Skirill’s reply while he circled and watched Braden collect firewood.
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      ‘Please run a little closer to Bandria,’ Micah urged. Brandt, King of the Aurochs, casually closed in. Ax waved when the two were nearly touching. The ‘cats seemed to be sleeping, which demonstrated a superior feat of dexterity while on the running cow.

      Micah was getting tired. Her body ached with the effort to stay balanced. She tried riding between the barrels, but the King’s spine jarred every inch of her being. While closer to his head, she was able to absorb more of the impact by keeping her knees tightly against his neck. G-War and Fea constantly swiveled their heads. Micah believed that they were carrying on a constant conversation with the others, trying to allay fears and make sure the rest understood.

      G-War had undertaken the task of herding ‘cats. He found the thought distasteful, insulting, and exactly correct. All of the ‘cats were there for a different reason, although some were there for no reason whatsoever besides sheer curiosity.

      ‘Why are you here, Karisinmore?’ G-War asked, while Fea listened.

      ‘I’ve never been to the desert before,’ she replied.

      ‘You came with us from the north. This would be your second time through the Great Desert,’ Fea replied as G-War sighed and rolled his eyes.

      ‘That’s right. But this is fun!’

      ‘What’s fun about this?’

      ‘When do we eat?’ she asked.

      ‘In five turns,’ G-War replied, his patience spent.

      ‘But I’m hungry now,’ the ‘cat answered.

      Fea’s shoulders vibrated as the ‘cat chuckled. G-War didn’t bother to answer Karisinmore.

      ‘I will give Braden a matching scar if he isn’t waiting with fresh meat when we arrive at the next oasis,’ G-War declared.

      “Now, now. Everyone relax and take a deep breath. If he’s not, I have dibs on any beat-downs,” Micah said.

      ‘Fair enough,’ G-War agreed before returning to the silence of before.

      And the Aurochs ran on, as only Vii’s greatest land creatures could. Determined and proud, they let nothing hold them back as they carved a path around the wagon’s ruts. Come daybreak, they were close.

      ‘How far, Holly?’

      ‘Not far at all, Master President. At this pace, you should arrive while it’s still the cool of night.’

      “Press on, Brandt. We’re almost there.”

      ‘I can make it out in the distance. Time to finish up strong,’ Brandt replied. He increased his stride and was soon in front of the herd. The pounding of hooves behind them increased as the herd hurried to catch up. Before the sun was completely above the horizon, the herd slowed and walked into Oasis Zero Two.

      “Remember what this place looked like the first time, G?” Braden asked as he leaned against the grounded hovercar. Two deer were strung from young trees nearby.

      ‘I thought you were going to die here,’ G-War said.

      “I thought we all were going to die,” Braden said. “But we didn’t give up!”

      ‘You would have died before me and then I would have eaten you.’ G-War jumped from the King’s head, landing softly in the sandy dirt. Fea landed next to him and together, they strolled to the deer and sliced off a hunk with a claw as sharp as a fillet knife.

      Micah jumped down and the twins joined her as Bandria took her place next to Brandt in drinking from the lake, identical in shape and size to the other oases’ lakes.

      Shauna and Klytus bounced off G-War and Fea on their way to their meal. The twins joined their parents for hugs. Braden produced a small amount of cooked venison for them.

      “Where’s everyone else?” ‘Tesh asked.

      “No one wanted to ride with me on the trip back. I have to admit that there was a certain serenity in traveling alone.”

      “But you were incredibly lonely and missed the twins horribly.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I meant to say,” Braden corrected with a smile. He produced three flasks from the hovercar. “From the pond in the foothills north of the desert.”

      The three drank, ate venison, and then drank some more. Once the flasks were drained, Braden threw them into the passenger seat.

      “I guess I better take advantage of the sun and head back. I expect that Bounder, Strider, and Treetis will already have your next meal ready.”

      ‘Better get to it, then,’ G-War suggested as he cleaned his face from eating. The yowling and growling around the two carcasses was getting louder and louder.

      “Why do they have to eat like that?” Braden blurted.

      G-War paused briefly in his grooming. He didn’t dignify Braden’s question with an answer before he went back to work.

      “How long have you been with G-War?”

      Braden thought for a moment before leaning down. “Who’s a good kitty?” he cooed into the ‘cat’s face.

      G-War turned to Fea. ‘See what I have to put up with? It’s exhausting.’ He stood and disappeared into the underbrush. Fea shrugged and followed her mate.

      Braden looked at his family. They were trying not to laugh, but he wasn’t sure if it was with him or at him.

      “Dad! He already knows who the good kitty is, and it’s Klytus!” Ax declared.

      “Shauna!” ‘Tesh shot back.

      “Time to go,” Braden interjected before the fight started. Micah put her fists on her hips and glowered. Braden was sure he’d done something wrong. What he wasn’t sure of was what.

      “You’re going to leave me with this mess.”

      It wasn’t a question. “I’m going to leave, but there’s no mess,” Braden tried. Micah didn’t look away. “I’m going to leave because of hungry ‘cats and if you make the next oasis and I’m not waiting, there will be a great deal of pain waiting for me.”

      Micah frowned. “We’re not done with this conversation.”

      “I am,” Braden mumbled as he lifted one leg to climb in. Micah tackled him from behind and dragged him to the ground. He pushed at her, but weakly.

      “We don’t play enough,” Micah said, knees astride his chest so she could lean close to him. “When is a vacation not a vacation?”

      “When we’re traveling to save the world?”

      “Again and again.” Micah smiled and kissed Braden. “I think G is right. The answer is someone who can see into our minds and will keep us honest. Humans can’t be trusted.”

      Neeson appeared from behind an Aurochs impatiently waiting her turn to drink. He looked at the humans lying on the ground.

      ‘You made it possible for me to walk again,’ he told them. ‘Thank you. It’s our turn to help, and that is the vision my friend the prince has.’

      “You’re offering an awful lot. What do you get out of it?”

      ‘We get only what we deserve—to be worshipped.’ Neeson strolled away.

      “I don’t know what to say to that,” Braden muttered. Micah helped him to his feet.

      “Me, either.” Micah chuckled. “It appears to be the gang that we’ve joined, though, so we might as well enjoy it.”

      “And play more,” Braden added. He climbed into the hovercar and with Micah walking in front to clear Vii’s creature’s from his path, Braden accelerated into the desert before turning the vehicle over to Holly.

      “Why are you doing this?” Holly asked.

      “To feed the ‘cats,” Braden answered, even though he didn’t understand why the question needed to be asked, the disembodied voice within the hovercar having caught him by surprise.

      “I mean the whole thing, the trip through the desert. I’m evolved, but still learning. Can you help me understand what this is all about?”

      “Of course,” Braden said. “To keep the world from tearing itself apart again. As more and more Old Tech gets introduced, the risk for conflict increases. The Golden Warrior has taken it upon himself to ensure that we don’t have another civil war.”

      “Not so civil, those wars,” Holly replied. “But how can the ‘cats keep mankind from being what it is?”

      “An interesting question, Holly.” Braden leaned sideways in the driver’s seat, throwing his legs across to the passenger’s seat. He laced his fingers behind his head. “I believe mankind is peaceful by nature, but through envy, greed, ego, whatever, a small percentage see violence as a way to achieve what they want. The ‘cats will help us identify those people before they can act.”

      “Who watches the watchers?” Holly asked.

      “All of us have to watch each other so no one abuses power.” Braden chewed on his cheek before continuing. “You have made this world possible. For you and all you’ve accomplished for humanity, it is on us to make sure we show our appreciation by creating a sanctuary for all sentient species. I hope that helps to realize the ancients’ vision of a better world. So we watch each other to make sure that we stay true to ourselves and to each other.”

      “Thank you for explaining. Even though there are no schools that teach the ancients’ curriculum, the art of rhetoric is not lost. I will get you to the north and back. You have my word.”

      Braden closed his eyes and tried to sleep, but found it hard as his thoughts were not at peace.
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      When dawn arrived, Skirill and Zyena launched themselves into the air. The rhythmic strokes of their wings took them higher and higher. They hit an updraft and glided upward, circling within it to rise skyward with little effort. When they stopped climbing, they flew from the draft and continued higher, turning northward. Skirill knew exactly where he was going—the nest of Awkar and Teeleech.

      His Hawkoid eyes searched the skies for others of his species, but he saw nothing.

      ‘They chased you away the last time you were here,’ Zyena told him.

      ‘Because I was with a human and a ‘cat. Much has changed since then.’

      ‘Your only companion is a magnificent creature,’ Zyena replied.

      ‘Exactly. They will listen to me now. We have a role to play in this new world because you and I have carved our niche within it. We have a say in what happens. We’ve earned that right for all Hawkoids, regardless of whether they accept it or not.’

      ‘They can close their ears to the truth, but they cannot deny it.’

      Skirill bobbed his head in agreement as they flew north. The nest came into view. Two Hawkoids stood tall on the tops of nearby spires. Skirill rocked his wings in greetings.

      Awkar and Teelech took to the sky and flew between the intruders and their nest.

      “Why would you think we’re here to threaten your nest?” Skirill screeched in the Hawkoid tongue in a commanding thought voice, a voice far different from the last one he’d used when talking with his fellows.

      “Things are not well between the Hawkoids. Not everyone comes in peace.”

      “I do. I am Skirill from the north, the south, and the sky above. This is my mate Zyena. I know no boundaries to the Hawkoid Nation. I recognize no disputes between our own kind.” Skirill backwinged to land on the spire where one of the others had stood. Zyena landed next to him. She was bigger than both Awkar and Teelech.

      “Bold words,” Awkar replied.

      “Tell me where the others are. I will go and set things straight.”

      “You are the human lover. You will not set things straight. Humans have captured Hawkoids and keep them as pets.”

      “Then we will free them, to demonstrate our commitment to a single world. One who knows humans will be able to deal with humans. That is the difference that I make. Tell me where they are, and I will start the healing process. Nothing else is acceptable. There are major changes coming to Vii. You can either be a part of it, or you can get out of our way.”

      Skirill jumped from the pillar and flew straight at the Hawkoid pair. “Tell me where they are,” he ordered, screaming his rage as only a Hawkoid could.
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      When the hovercar arrived at the pond, Bounder and Strider were on their backs, feet in the air and tongues hanging sideways out of their mouths. Treetis looked like a statue on the highest rock with his head up and his eyes closed. Aadi floated over the pond, but when he saw the hovercar, he turned and started swimming toward it.

      The Hawkoids were gone.

      A single deer had been killed and was on the downstream side of the pond.

      Braden climbed out of the hovercar, expecting his friends to wake up. They didn’t.

      ‘It’s a tough life learning to relax,’ Aadi said.

      “It looks like they have it down cold.” Braden tossed a clump of dirt next to Treetis. “Come on, little man, we’re going hunting. I don’t think I can serve your people a bloated doe.”

      The ‘cat slowly opened its eyes. ‘I see why you have so many claw marks on your body. They were all well-deserved and only through the prince’s infinite patience, you do not have more.’

      Braden replied by tossing a second clump of dirt that broke apart when it hit, showering Treetis with dried mud.

      Braden prepared his bow and nocked an arrow. He looked into the sky to confirm that his Hawkoid friends were not there, and he stalked into the woods. Treetis stretched, bounced from the rocks, and with tail held high, he ran after the human.

      ‘Go left,’ he directed. Braden instantly shifted and walked, toe to heel, along the side of the hill, watching for the movement that would signal his prey. ‘Keep going.’

      Braden stayed on course, moving silently. He was a long way from the pond when he caught the sounds of antlers scraping against a tree. He followed the noise until he spotted an old buck, a massive beast. Braden didn’t wait. He drew and fired.

      He replaced the arrow before the first one struck home. The deer jumped into the air and darted. As soon as it had chosen its direction, Braden instantly gauged the stride, leap, and speed before sending the second arrow to the spot where he hoped the two would arrive at the same time.

      The buck’s legs failed him, and he collapsed before going two strides. The arrow flew harmlessly through the empty space. The deer huffed once and was finished.

      Treetis strolled onto a branch immediately above the kill. “How did you get there so fast? I thought you were still in the camp.”

      ‘I don’t know if I’ll ever understand the human proclivity for wasting time thinking about what is not, rather than what is, or for stating the obvious.’ Treetis jumped from the branch and landed on top of the carcass. He hopped to the ground and waited. ‘Well?’

      “Well what?” Braden asked aloud.

      ‘The choice bits aren’t getting any more choice,’ the ‘cat replied, exasperation clear in his thought voice.

      “What I hear you saying is that you need me.” Braden chuckled to himself as he spread out his gear, bow and arrows to the side, knife in hand. He took a drink before his hands would be covered in blood, then got to work. “I think this one will be enough for the ‘cats. Maybe I can salvage some of the other one down by the lake.”

      Braden gutted the creature and scooped the entrails to the side, moving them out of his peripheral vision to avoid watching Treetis enjoy the choice bits, as he called them.

      ‘Do you think Prince Axial De’atesh is right?’ Treetis asked.

      “I’ve had a lot of time to think about it.” Braden talked while he worked. “I think he is. People are free to do as they individually want and that doesn’t threaten the planet as a whole. When they start trying to take over, the ‘cats can stop them cold. What will make it work is that humans can’t know that the ‘cats are in charge.”

      ‘Humans don’t know too much.’

      Braden turned to reply, but Treetis was face down in gore. Braden winced and looked away. “We know what we know, but I fear that we are less concerned with what we don’t know than we should be.”

      Braden adjusted his position so he wouldn’t accidentally see the ‘cat again. He continued working, wondering how he was going to get the beast to the hovercar. He remembered that he wasn’t alone. Thanks to the Golden Warrior, he was never alone. He concentrated his thoughts.

      ‘Bounder? I could use your and Strider’s help, please.’
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      Skirill and Zyena soared high over a farmer’s homestead. A few buildings were set within a vast pasture where water buffalo grazed. Skirill had his eyes on the barn while Zyena watched for people. Skirill dove toward the barn when he received the all-clear from his mate.

      “Can anyone hear me?” he called.

      Two men came running from one of the buildings. One carried something that looked like a rifle.

      ‘Watch out!’ Zyena cried out.

      Skirill increased his speed and started to dip and turn. The man fired and missed. He cocked his weapon, but it jammed. Skirill turned and glided low over the barn’s roof. He screeched again and was rewarded by screams from within. The Hawkoids were there.

      Skirill flew away from the men, keeping the building between him and them. He dropped one wing to make a tight turn and flew back toward the barn.

      ‘They are coming around to your left,’ Zyena said. Skirill flew the other way, increasing speed as he banked around the barn, flying in from behind the men. He dove over the man’s shoulder, shredding the man’s hands with his long claws and ripping the rifle from the man’s numb grip. Skirill dodged the second person and flew away, holding the rifle firmly.

      He beat his wings hard to fly toward a pond where the water buffalo were drinking. The Hawkoid dropped the rifle into it and headed back. Even at that distance, Skirill could see the whites of the man’s eyes, the terror he felt.

      Skirill screeched anew to give his people hope as he raced in. The man turned just as Skirill hit him from behind. Hawkoid claws tore at the man while his partner looked for a weapon. The man went down. The other was ready to pounce on Skirill’s unprotected back when he was hit by the full weight of a Hawkoid in a high-speed dive.

      He tumbled and rolled. Zyena hit the ground, hopped twice, and flew back into the air. She hovered over the cowering man. Skirill’s target was out of the fight, unconscious at least. Skirill didn’t care if he was dead.

      With G-War’s gift of thought speech, Skirill spoke directly to the man. ‘Open the barn and release my people.’

      Their captive looked around, eyes wild as he tried to find who was speaking.

      Zyena thrust her beak at him and screamed. ‘He said open the barn!’

      The man scrambled to his feet and ran toward the door. He undid the latch and opened it, jumping aside. Zyena stayed behind him in case it was a trap. Skirill took to the air to watch from a safe distance.

      ‘Go inside and let them out.’ Skirill assumed they were caged since none had flown free when the door was opened. The man’s eyes darted toward the body on the ground. ‘DO IT NOW!’

      He bolted inside and one by one, Hawkoids started to fly out.

      “Tell me when the last is free, and we will leave this cursed place,” Skirill told them.

      The Hawkoids didn’t answer. They waited for the man to reappear. They never gave him a chance to run.
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      “I’m glad you agreed to join me, Master Aadi. These trips are wearing me down. All I’m doing is sitting and it is exhausting. I try to read using my neural implant, but who can sit and read for ten hours straight?”

      ‘I wouldn’t know,’ the Tortoid replied from where he rested in the passenger seat. Braden had laid it back to create an open space where he fit. ‘Treetis preferred not getting back in the hovercar, and you seemed like you needed the company.’

      “Treetis preferred. I like that interpretation. His words were more along the line of ‘I’ll scratch your eyes out if you try to stuff me in that box.’ I took him at his word.”

      ‘Probably safest that you did. The Wolfoids appear to prefer the great outdoors as well.’

      “They looked comfortable sitting in the seats, air conditioning blowing in their faces. That reminds me—I need to clean the windows.”

      ‘I didn’t want to mention it,’ Aadi said slowly as he watched out the front window.

      “Can you see anything out there?” Braden wondered aloud.

      ‘Not much. Too many clouds. Is it cooler outside?’

      “No. Still plenty hot out there. At least the deer is cleaned and ready to be dinner.”

      ‘Did you bring something for Tiskanay?’

      “The creature at Oasis Zero Three,” Braden clarified as he chewed on his lip. “We better throw her a bit of the carcass before the ‘cats get to it.”

      ‘It is best to stay on her good side.’

      “Do you think any Seeders came back to life?” Braden asked. “That would be bad with a herd of Aurochs coming through.”

      ‘I don’t know. We will have to assess things when we arrive. If the herd arrives first, then the Golden Warrior will ensure everyone’s safety.’

      “Holly, will we arrive before the herd?”

      “By many hours,” the AI replied.

      “I think that settles it, Aadi. I’m going to get some shuteye. Wake me if you see anything interesting.” Braden wedged himself sideways, crossed his arms, and closed his eyes.

      I think everything is interesting, which creates quite a dichotomy, Aadi thought.
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      Dawn found the hovercar outside the oasis. At Braden’s command, Holly did not drive it in. They waited until they could see because of their previous encounters in the place known as Oasis Zero Three.

      With the sun’s light came awareness that much had changed. A building stood to one side of the lake clearing. A green field lay beyond the original oasis and into the desert. Trees looked full and healthy. It was starting to look like Oasis Zero One.

      Braden waved at Aadi to follow. Together, they moved toward the line of trees that created a physical barrier between the green of the oasis and the desert sand. Braden pulled his blaster and set it to the wide flame setting before passing the trees. He kicked at bushes, looked under heavy leaves, and walked agonizingly slowly.

      A Sand Crawler would ruin his day, and he wasn’t about to let that happen. Braden stopped and listened. Aadi swam past him and took the lead. Braden didn’t know why he was having such a hard time moving forward. Maybe it was being alone. If he was injured, Aadi couldn’t help. Braden would have to survive until Micah arrived.

      He didn’t want her to find him that way.

      ‘Braden, the way is clear. Please hurry.’

      A Tortoid encouraging a human to move faster. Braden missed the irony as he bolted down the path to where Aadi floated. Before him was an emaciated Gila Monster. Tiskanay, alive but only barely.

      “I’ll bring some venison. When’s the last time she ate?”

      Aadi remained and tried to talk with the creature.

      Braden ran back to the hovercar, unstrapped the buck from the outside, and let it slide onto his shoulder. He struggled with his footing until he reached the firmer dirt of the oasis. He hurried as much as he could. When he reached Tiskanay, he started to hack off chunks of meat and feed them to her.

      He started with small pieces at first. She chewed mechanically a few times before swallowing and holding her mouth open for the next morsel.

      And the next and more until a quarter of the buck had disappeared into her ravenous maw.

      “You’ve eaten your own body weight,” Braden exclaimed, holding his hands up to show her that they were empty. “That’s enough for now. What happened?”

      ‘Nothing to eat. An oasis for everyone but me,’ she said softly.

      Aadi swam close. ‘When is the last time you ate?’

      ‘One, maybe two cycles ago? Even the beetles have abandoned me.’

      “But we have not. You will come with us to a place where there will always be something for you to eat.”

      ‘I think I’ll stay here. This is my home. If you bring me something to eat, once a cycle should do it, and then I can stay in my home.’

      “I can arrange that with the Free Traders when regular traffic begins between the north and south. I will have them bring a haunch for you. I hope that you would see something once a season at least. I hope you don’t have to go a full cycle without eating again.”

      ‘It is how we are.’

      “We? How many of you are there?”

      ‘There used to be more, my brothers and sisters, but where they have gone, I don’t know. Maybe it is just me now.’

      ‘That would be a tragedy. You are a fixture in this place and a welcome sight for these old eyes. You have been here for as long as I’ve been alive,’ Aadi replied.

      ‘That and longer. If you’ll excuse me, I need to sleep.’ Her eyes closed and to Braden, it looked like she was dead.

      “Seeders?” Braden asked. He left the deer where it was as he searched the oasis from one end to the other. His last battle with the seed-shooting plants had wiped them out. They had not been able to recover from the flames. The greenery of the oasis had filled in where they’d been.

      It looked entirely different from the last time they’d come through. In the fields, the bot worked diligently. Braden accessed his neural implant. ‘Holly, can you let the bot know that the Aurochs are going to arrive shortly and that it is best if he stay out of the way?’

      ‘I have updated his programming with that information. The construction bot will cause no trouble for the Aurochs.’

      The bot’s shield shimmered as it moved from the field and started working on something behind the building.

      ‘Are you there, lover mine?’ Braden asked.

      ‘I am, moon-pie, man-burger,’ G-War replied.

      “I’m not talking to you!” Braden yelled toward the desert. He could hear the ‘cat laughing in the back of his mind.

      ‘We’re not far. The oasis is on the horizon,’ Micah answered. ‘We’re pretty tired.’

      ‘Maybe I’ll take the kids with me back to the north? There are only two legs remaining.’

      ‘Maybe that’ll be best. We’ll talk about it when we get there.’

      ‘Tiskanay says hi,’ Braden added after a brief pause. He didn’t know what else to say. Micah’s thought voice sounded beyond tired.

      Braden moved the rest of the carcass away from Tiskanay and strung it up. There wasn’t much left. Not enough for all the ‘cats. Some would go hungry. Braden didn’t want to hear the inevitable complaining.

      ‘Cats.

      There were times when he wished he couldn’t talk with them. He expected this would be one of them.

      The dust cloud in the distance signaled the herd was closing, running the last leg to Oasis Zero Three.

      Braden moved the hovercar to the edge of the trees, angling it to make sure it absorbed as much of the morning sun as possible. He took a moment to appreciate what the ancients had accomplished. All the technology, but they ended up using it to kill each other. G-War didn’t care about the technology. He cared about humanity, about the peace. The ‘cat was right. Humanity’s maturity needed to catch up to the technology.

      ‘It’s what I’ve been saying all along. I believe you’ve stiffed us on breakfast.’ G-War didn’t sound happy. Braden stayed on the desert side as the Aurochs worked their way toward the lake.

      The Golden Warrior and Fealona appeared from the brush and stood next to him. ‘Tiskanay is pleased with you, so I guess we’ll let it go. This time.’

      “Only one more, G, and then you’ll be on the home stretch. The north is close.”

      “We’re thinking of skipping Oasis Zero Four and going all the way to the north. Brandt thinks if we rest here for two days, they’ll be able to make the run in less than a full turn, less than a full day. We have yet to drink any of the water they’re carrying.” Micah hugged her partner and kissed him on the cheek.

      ‘I agree with this plan,’ Brandt said in his booming thought voice. ‘All this sand is wearing down my hooves. I’m ready to be somewhere else.’

      Braden was lost in thought.

      Aadi swam from the oasis to join the humans.

      “I can make one more run, see if I can find more game to feed all the ‘cats one last time. This is a short leg and only took the hovercar six hours to get here. If I go now, I might be back before nightfall.”

      He shuffled his feet as he looked at the sand.

      “You want the twins to come along?”

      Braden nodded.

      ‘If I may stay, it has been a while since Tiskanay has had any company. I shall talk with her about events from the past cycle or so. It will be time well spent.’

      “You are a good friend, Aadi, a friend to all,” Braden replied. “Are you two ready to go for a ride? I have air conditioning!”

      The twins worked their way through the brush, their shoulders were slumped and their eyes bloodshot. “As long as you don’t mind us sleeping,” Ax replied through a yawn.

      “As soon as Klytus and Shauna are finished getting a drink, we’ll be on our way.” Braden and Micah put the children into the hovercar, keeping the doors open for the ‘cats.

      ‘Hungry,’ Klytus said when he arrived.

      “I’m sure you are. The sooner we get going, the sooner we’ll get to where there’s food.”

      ‘Hungry now,’ Klytus said louder. Braden offered a piece of smoked meat. Klytus sniffed at it before putting his nose in the air. He jumped into the front seat with Ax. Shauna took the meat from Braden’s hand and chewed it. She continued to chew, contorting her face as she struggled with the oversized bite. She was finally able to swallow. She looked at Braden through narrowed eyes before kicking the sand on her way into the hovercar. She climbed in the back with ‘Tesh.

      Braden held up his hands in surrender. Micah waved good-bye as she headed for the lake to clean up before a long day’s sleep. Aadi turned and swam away.

      “Later, G, Fea” Braden said, but the two ‘cats were under a bush, already curled up together and sound asleep.

      Braden looked at his children as he climbed in and shut the doors. The hovercar started, the only sound the fan blowing cool air within the vehicle. He slowly moved into the desert before turning over control to Holly.

      “I’ve had about enough of riding in this thing. It’s too much like work!” he complained, but no one was listening.
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      “We want to go home,” a Hawkoid named Kacherin stated.

      “Home. As Hawkoids, the entirety of Vii is our home. We are free to go anywhere we want, live free. The humans need our help, and I aim to give it to them,” Skirill replied.

      “We have no love for the humans.” Kacherin hovered using an updraft. Skirill had earned the right to say his piece, so the other Hawkoids waited respectfully.

      “Those humans, yes, but they were punished for what they did. The rest of humanity needs us. The Hillcats are leading the way.”

      “The Hillcats are food,” Kacherin declared dismissively.

      “How many of you have eaten a Hillcat?” Skirill shot back angrily. None. That was what he thought. “Hillcats are equals, like the Aurochs, like the Lizard Men, the Tortoids, the Rabbits, and the humans.”

      “Rabbits?” one of the others asked.

      “Not those rabbits. They are food. The Rabbits that walk upright and are sentient are our partners.”

      “Where do you get such strange ideas?” Kacherin asked.

      “From having been with a group of these creatures for the past six cycles. We could learn a great deal from them, and I challenge you to join us, join us in taking our rightful place on a council of elders.”

      “We have our own council.”

      “Not like this, you don’t. Imagine having an equal say with the other species.”

      “Would it be equal as long as man carries thundersticks and kills us on sight?”

      “It would be equal when man and creatures band together to remove the blight before it happens. Only then can we truly live in peace. Go now, back to your mountain homes, but you will stand by for the day I call in the favor for saving your lives.”

      “We soar free because of you. We will not forget what we owe. May your hunts always find game, fellow Hawkoid,” Kacherin said before beating his wings and flying east, toward the foothills of the Bittner Mountains. A place of refuge for the Hawkoids, but not where they would always call home.

      Skirill had a different idea of where Hawkoids would need to go in order to thrive.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ‘You’ve captured tiny humans,’ Strider said when ‘Tesh and Ax fell out of the hovercar and ran toward them. Klytus and Shauna trotted to the rock where Treetis seemed to be a permanent fixture.

      The twins nearly bowled the Wolfoid over with their exuberance.

      “Easy now,” Braden said, joining the others by the small lake. He kneeled, cupped his hand, and drank. “Get some water, tiny humans.”

      The children laughed as they extricated themselves from Strider’s embrace and plowed their faces into the water.

      “Where’s Bounder?”

      ‘On the hillside. The game knows we’re here and they have run. He has had to search farther and farther, but he’ll soon make a kill, and then we’ll join him.’

      “I have to go back quickly. Tiskanay ate most of the deer that I took and the ‘cats are hungry.”

      As if to emphasize Braden’s point, Shauna and Klytus ran into the woods, looking for trees with heavy branches where plump squirrels could be found.

      “They are taking a two-day break and then they’re going to run the rest of the way here.”

      ‘As only the Aurochs could. A Wolfoid would die trying to run through that desert.’

      “Just like I thought I would the first time I went across. But now with the oases established, almost anyone can make it as long as they adhere to the basics—travel at night, carry as much water as you can, and stay on course.”

      ‘When they arrive, we go to Ankhmar without delay,’ Treetis said.

      “They’ll need to rest, but as soon as possible, we’ll go west, between Cameron and Whitehorse, directly to the Hillcats’ home. And then what, little man?”

      ‘And then we tell them what they’re going to do.’

      “And they’ll listen just as much as they did last time, which is why you left,” Braden countered.

      ‘This time, they have to listen. All we’ve seen and heard. They will be able to take their place as the leaders of Vii. They will stop the fighting. They will prevent it from happening again.’

      “If they would only care to. They’ve had the power all along, but what I’ve learned of ‘cats? They don’t care.” Braden crossed his arms as he locked eyes with Treetis. The two stared unblinkingly. Braden’s eyes started to burn, until he thought he couldn’t continue. Treetis blinked and looked away.

      ‘Maybe so. We’ll convince them to care, because if the ‘cats do it right, human minions will bring us food for all eternity.’

      “That’s crazy talk,” Braden replied, shaking his head.

      Treetis smiled as he looked into the distance. Not so much, he thought.
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      Braden looked at his empty hovercar. No one wanted to undertake the journey again, least of all Braden. With Bounder and Strider’s assurance that they would watch the twins, he headed out alone with a doe and small buck strapped on the outside. The afternoon sun was already blazing.

      He hoped that he’d arrive before nightfall. He didn’t want to stumble around in the dark trying to figure out where everyone was.

      His mood improved as he engaged with the AI.

      “Holly, back on Earth, what was the relationship between Hillcats and humans?”

      “There were no Hillcats on Earth. They had a much smaller domestic cat and then some very large wild cats. There were a few in between, but only the domestic cats held sway. They were of the same breed as the small, non-sentient cats on Vii,” Holly explained. Braden chewed the inside of his cheek as he listened. The ‘cats had been giving hints for as long as he could hear them that they intended to take over.

      He had always thought that was just talk, because ‘cats could never organize themselves or agree on anything. And then there were the times when they were so lazy, they couldn’t be bothered to get out of the way of a stampeding Aurochs.

      “Humans fawned over their cats. There are records of competitions where the cats would be put on display and those with the finest traits would win great acclaim.”

      “So humans always did what their cats told them, even when the cats weren’t sentient, or maybe we only thought they weren’t. I’m going to have to think on this, Holly.”

      Braden tried to recall the fragments of conversation he’d gotten from G-War so he could piece it all together. Where had they been? More importantly, where were they going? He leaned back and disappeared into his own thoughts until he fell asleep.
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      ‘Master Braden has returned,’ Aadi declared. The hovercar approached in the twilight, slowed, and stopped. The doors remained closed. No one got out as the ‘cats started to yowl at the smell of mostly fresh meat, partially cooked from the run through the desert in the daylight.

      Micah hurried to the vehicle. Braden was slumped over in the driver’s seat. She activated the door and it popped open. He jumped, then pressed his hand against his chest. “Don’t scare me like that!”

      “My looks scare you?” Micah said in a low voice.

      “No.” He didn’t have anything better. He had just woken up.

      “We better get dinner to the furries or they will get out of control.” Micah started undoing the bindings. Braden jumped out on unsteady feet, blinked to clear his eyes, and joined her. They each carried one carcass as ‘cats yowled and darted around their legs. One tripped Braden and he went down.

      They pounced on the deer and he left them to it. Micah was able to get hers strung up, but barely, before getting mobbed.

      “Treetis said something about mankind serving ‘cat-dom. And then Holly said that domestic cats have been doing that to humans since Earth.”

      “I can’t imagine ever being a slave to ‘cats,” Micah said, looking quickly away from the meal they’d put out for the Hillcats.

      “Me either!” Braden stated. “This is the last one, G. Make sure everyone knows that the next time they eat, it’ll be what they catch in the hills north of the Great Desert.”

      ‘They look forward to it. We were made to hunt,’ G-War growled in his thought voice. ‘And we were made to be pampered. It’s a balance that only ‘cats can maintain.’

      “We used to have two children. Did you lose them?” Micah said, arms crossed as she wondered why Braden didn’t tell her that he’d left the kids behind.

      “Bounder and Strider are watching them, along with a few ‘cats and a Tortoid. I think they’re safer where they are than traipsing around the desert.”

      ‘Tomorrow evening, we leave. The mountains themselves will bow to the pounding of our hooves as we cover more ground faster than ever before,’ Brandt claimed.

      “Make sure you leave something in that field for next time. We’re going to come back through here, hopefully fairly soon, but we won’t be racing like this time. It’d be nice to take it easy, but then again, the Great Desert isn’t a place where taking it easy leads to a long life, unless you’re a Tortoid, that is, and then taking it easy is the only way to go.”

      ‘We will be ready when the time comes,’ Brandt replied.

      “You are the greatest of all, Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs.” Braden bowed deeply and swept his hand in a wide arc until he smacked a furry body. “Oops. Sorry about that.”

      An all-black ‘cat snarled at him and ran off when G-War hissed his dismay. ‘I can give him a hard time, but not you.’

      “Thanks for coming to my rescue, G.”

      G-War sneezed and walked away. Fea sat down, regal in her manners, and watched her mate go. ‘Sometimes, he needs you to stand up to him,’ she said softly. ‘I’m coming, my scruffy little love monster.’ She stood, tipped her head to Braden, and trotted after the Golden Warrior.

      Braden wasn’t sure where he needed to take a stand. They were in the middle of the desert and focused on the same objective.

      Getting to the other side.
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      Skirill and Zyena twisted around each other as they flew free.

      ‘It’s nice to play,’ Skirill said, choosing to speak over the mindlink that he and Zyena had solidified over the years.

      ‘You deserve it. So much has happened to bring you to this moment.’

      ‘The last time I saw Awkar and Teelech, they looked down on me, treated me like dirt.’

      ‘And now they fear you.’

      ‘I’d like to think they respect me,’ Skirill replied. ‘We are going somewhere incredible, all of us, and that means the Hawkoid Nation, too.’

      ‘Dragging them through the dirt and dust of the land, until they see where you’re taking them. Only then will they fly again.’

      ‘Where we’re taking them, my beautiful creature who hails from the star in the sky.’

      The Hawkoids continued their display of aerobatic prowess.

      ‘Do you see what I see?’ Zyena asked.

      ‘Fat rabbits who have spent their lives becoming a proper meal for hungry Hawkoids?’

      ‘Exactly.’ Skrill turned into the wind and slowed nearly to a stop, before tucking his wings back and diving. Zyena was right beside him as they arrowed toward their unsuspecting prey. The Hawkoids reached a magnificent speed. They crashed into the rabbits simultaneously, killing the creatures by virtue of the impact alone.

      Their curved Hawkoid beaks tore into their prey, ripping the flesh, which they threw back and gulped down.

      The net flew straight up in the air. Zyena reacted first, jumping and beating her wings one time before the net fouled her, and she fell back to the ground.

      “I’m going to be rich because of this pair!” a young woman called, barely old enough to be considered such. She held her arms wide in triumph and smiled at the sky.
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      Brandt shook his mighty head. Braden jumped back to avoid getting clocked by the massive horns.

      ‘We will cross the Great Desert as no one else can,’ Brandt bellowed.

      “Can you cross it by yourselves after this?” Braden wondered.

      ‘Why do you ask? Are you not coming back?’

      “You should be able to go where you want, without restriction. If the Aurochs can cross the Great Desert without any human assistance or interference, what would that mean for your people?”

      ‘Are you opening up all of Vii to the Aurochs?’ Brandt asked.

      “It was always open to you, but you couldn’t get there because you didn’t know. Now you do. I don’t want any of your people to take unnecessary risks, but it is up to you where you go and what you do.”

      ‘Thank you,’ Brandt said far more softly than usual. ‘I will talk with my people. Maybe some will decide to stay in the north in the area you call Warren Deep.’

      “If G-War has his way, then the ‘cats will be in place to help your people talk with mine.”

      ‘That would be best. I think there are some humans who would eat an Aurochs, if given the chance.’

      “That is a bridge I hope we never have to cross. I would hate to see you bring the thunder and the pain.” Braden stroked his friend’s massive nose, seeing the scar where G-War had once embedded a claw to stop the King’s rampage when he was running out of control while the twins were inside the wagon.

      Micah sat astride Brandt’s neck. The ‘cats were crouched on Aurochs’ heads throughout the herd.

      “I’ll be with you the whole way. When the herd has to stop to drink, I’ll help with the spigots. If there are any problems, don’t hesitate to ask.” Braden looked away. He felt like he was cheating, being in the comfort of the hovercar while the others were outside.

      Micah slid from her perch and landed lightly on the ground. “I’ll ride with you,” she told her partner. “Sorry, Brandt, maybe I’m getting too old to ride an Aurochs, but my backside hurts and we haven’t even started yet.”

      ‘I am not offended,’ Brandt replied in his thunderous voice. ‘My furry little friends will keep me company.’

      ‘For the time being,’ G-War suggested.

      Brandt nodded once and worked his way into the desert. He started to run, slowly at first to let the herd fall in behind him. Twilight was coming. It was still warm, but would cool off with the darkness. Then, Brandt picked up speed, pounding quickly across the hard, dry earth.

      Braden and Micah hopped in the hovercar and raced beyond them to get in front of Brandt, to lead him on the shortest path out of the desert.
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      In the morning, Braden and Micah were both asleep, cradled in the comfort of their hovercar seats. The sun peeked over the mountains to the east, declaring that morning had arrived. Braden opened one eye and realized that they were still traveling. He looked out the back window to find the herd running behind.

      “How long to the lake, Holly?” Braden asked.

      “I am sorry to say that it will be another three to four hours at this rate. The herd is slowing down.”

      “I don’t blame them.” Micah yawned and stretched as much as she could within the confines of their vehicle. “I think they need to take a break and get a long drink.”

      ‘Brandt, I think you should stop the herd and make sure all of them get water,’ Braden said.

      ‘That would be welcome. It has been a long night.’

      ‘But we’re close. A few more hours and you’ll be in the north, a place with wide open land, filled with grasses and bushes.’

      Braden stopped the hovercar, letting it settle to the ground before he and Micah climbed out. The herd settled in around them. Each barrel had a spigot from which a neighboring Aurochs could drink. None of them could drink from their own barrels without taking them from their backs. And there was no need. They each carried to support the herd. Crossing the Great Desert wasn’t something an Aurochs, or anyone, could do alone. Even Braden had a team when he crossed the first time.

      “Drink what you need. There’s plenty for all,” Braden said. The ‘cats looked crossly at the humans until Micah filled a dish from the hovercar and went from head to head to let the ‘cats drink. They weren’t pleased that the water was warm, but they weren’t too vocal about that because they were hungry and Micah had nothing to feed them.

      Which, of course, in ‘cat logic, was one hundred percent her fault.
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      Kacherin circled lazily in an updraft. “Where have they gone?” he screeched. He had intended to welcome the Hawkoids, Skirill and Zyena, to their nesting area, show them the whole flock.

      None of the others knew.

      “Then we must look for them.”

      The others didn’t want to go. Kacherin flew at them, sharply banking before he ran into each. “What have we become?” he cried.

      He made one more pass.

      “We need them, to show us what we used to be.” The Hawkoid turned on one wingtip and dove toward the grasslands below. The others followed, but at a distance. They were afraid.

      Hawkoids knew the unreasoning, irrational side of fear.

      Kacherin was angry and felt the fear fade away as he picked up speed. He looked at the land and in his mind, he sectioned it off for exploration. He screeched as he flew.

      There. A movement. He headed that way, rising higher into the air to stay out of the range of a human’s thunderstick. He screamed again and was answered by a muffled cry. A small wagon carrying two bundles being pulled by a young girl.

      She didn’t carry a weapon. Kacherin dove at her, nearly knocking her down. She ducked and started to pull the wagon faster, but she couldn’t run. The wagon was too large, and she was too small.

      The other Hawkoids flew in after seeing that there was nothing to be afraid of. They relentlessly bombarded the girl until she dropped the wagon and started to run. Kacherin landed on the cart and used his powerful beak to undo the knotted ropes.

      The others returned after the girl had been driven off. A couple flew back and forth to keep her from coming back. The cart creaked under the weight as more landed and helped rip the bindings away. Skirill and Zyena blinked at the brightness when the covering was finally removed. They shook themselves free.

      “I want to talk with her,” Skirill said ominously.
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      With the herd watered and the sun rising slowly in the air, it was time to get going. The mountains were clear in the distance. Not too much farther to go, but it wasn’t getting any closer while they stood there.

      “Head out, Brandt. We’ll be right behind you.” The Aurochs started trotting. Braden and Micah ran to the hovercar, jumped in, and sat there.

      “Holly?” Braden asked. “Why won’t the hovercar start?”

      “Working on it,” Holly replied.

      ‘Could you please come back, Brandt? Not the herd, just you, if you would be so kind. It looks like we may need a ride,’ Micah said.

      They waited. A single figure detached itself from the rapidly forming dust cloud and grew larger as it approached. The ‘cats were perched on the top of his head, looking unhappy.

      “Catch up if you get it working, Holly. We’re out of here. Button it up so if anyone casually stumbles across it, they won’t be able to get inside.”

      “I am despatching the bot from Oasis Zero Four to effect repairs. It will be a few days before the hovercar is operational again. I am afraid that you are on your own until then. Please accept my sincere apologies, Master President.”

      “We’ll make do, Holly. See you when we see you,” Micah replied. They closed the doors to the hovercar and stood outside waiting for Brandt, King of the Aurochs.

      “I feel like we should say a few words over the loss of our stalwart companion.” Braden twisted his mouth as he looked for the words.

      “It’s a machine.”

      “But I’ve spent a lot of time in it. It made this crossing less painful. We were able to bring food in, take people and friends out. All kinds of good stuff.”

      “And it’s still a machine. If we lost Holly? That would call for words. The hovercar? Not so much. And it’s not lost. Holly will get it fixed. Don’t worry about it. You’ll get to ride in air-conditioned comfort once again. Come on. It’s time to go.”

      Brandt slowed to a stop and dropped to a knee to allow Micah to climb aboard. Braden followed and off they went.

      Brandt breathed heavily as he plowed through the rising desert heat. Micah looked worried when she made eye contact with Braden. Sweat was already streaming down her legs because of being in contact with the Aurochs.

      ‘I’m worried about all of them. Maybe we should wait until tonight?’ Micah said using her thought voice.

      Braden nodded slowly. “How are you holding up, Brandt? What about your people? We can stop if we need to.”

      ‘There is no shade and we are almost out of water. Waiting will not be best. Next time, we need to go from oasis to oasis and run at night. I’m afraid that we are committed.’

      “I’m sorry, Brandt. It looks like we’ve asked too much of your people once again.”

      ‘Not you, my friend. We knew what we were doing. The prince explained and asked if we would join his crusade. We believe in what he’s doing. Here we are, side by side with you all to make Vii a better place.’

      “I thought it was shaping up.” Micah sounded apologetic. “The bigger the world becomes, the less we can control.”

      “Maybe it’s the smaller that we make the world, the more we see. Looking at the vast distances and all the people, I think the world is a safer place. Still, what will it take to lift humanity onto that plateau called peace and prosperity?” Braden stopped to look at the two ‘cats. They were out of reach, but he wanted to touch the rough hair of his friend. “G-War has a plan. We’re with you all the way, buddy. You gave us a long time to try it our way. Now we’re trying it your way. The pure heart test was the catalyst to show us that it is possible to weed out evil before it becomes a cancer.”

      ‘It sees the light,’ G-War said, referring to Braden as he had for their first ten cycles together.

      “Stay loose, Brandt, and hold the pace. We’ll be out of the desert pretty soon, and then you can graze and drink.”

      The King of the Aurochs ran past the herd and took the lead. He could see their goal, but with each step, it didn’t seem to get closer. He clenched his jaws and encouraged his people to keep up.

      The ‘cats started to yowl their misery at being exposed to the heat. The bulls and cows huffed and snorted. Foam flew from their mouths with their labored breathing. Their tongues stood out, dry and cracked, as they pressed on.

      Braden closed his eyes, unable to watch the monumental efforts of the herd. Each step jolted through his body. Micah held her knees tightly against Brandt’s neck to absorb some of the impact. He squinted against the sun.

      And the pain continued. No one was free of its grasp.
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      Zyena held the young girl down. Her terrified eyes looked through the female Hawkoid’s shadow. Skirill leaned close.

      ‘Why would you trap a Hawkoid?’

      She looked back and forth to see where the voice was coming from.

      ‘Answer me!’

      “Hawkoid feathers make the best decorations and the softest pillows. They are only good from a fresh kill.”

      Skirill felt sick to his stomach. ‘Hawkoids are intelligent, just like humans. Would you kill your brother and use his hide for decoration?’

      “Who’s talking to me?”

      ‘Me, a hand’s breadth from your face. I need you to take this word to every buyer or user of Hawkoid feathers. If we find you, we will finish you and take what is ours.’

      Zyena let the girl up. She looked ready to run. Zyena took to the air and beat her wings to hover above the girl.

      “But who knew you were intelligent?”

      ‘You do, and all of us. Stop this practice now.’ Skirill’s eyes bored deep into her.

      The Hawkoid Nation took to the sky in an impressive display. The girl cowered beneath the shadows.

      ‘Go and tell the others. This stops or we will bring the fury of the skies down on their heads! GO!’

      She turned and ran.

      ‘Fury of the skies?’ Zyena asked.

      ‘It was the best I could do. Braden is so much better at bluffing than I am.’

      ‘You mean Micah.’

      ‘Of course, my sweet,’ Skirill replied.

      Skirill and Zyena led the Hawkoid Nation toward the lake. The great birds darkened the sky as they soared with their wings wide.

      ‘Ess! Zee!’ the twins called in their thought voices while they vigorously waved at the sky.

      ‘Axial and De’atesh. It is good to see you. We’d like to introduce you to our people,’ Skirill replied.

      The twins continued to wave as the Hawkoids descended.

      ‘The others are not here yet?’ Skirill asked before flapping hard to regain altitude. It didn’t take long before he saw the herd. ‘I shall guide them in.’

      Skirill turned toward the Great Desert, Zyena close on his tail. The rest of the Hawkoid Nation landed around the lake. Treetis moved from his perch before he got knocked off by the beating of so many wings.

      Zyena overtook her mate and raced ahead, soaring high over the herd before turning and flying low. Skirill caught up and they flew wing to wing, turning slightly to the right of the direction that Brandt had been going. He altered course to follow.

      ‘This way will get you out of the desert sooner,’ Zyena told them.

      With their old friends, the misery of the last leg within the desert wasn’t so bad.
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      After three days of casual grazing and relaxing, the herd wasn’t yet ready to go, but the Hillcats were. They had disappeared into the woods, which would probably take years to recover. Braden wasn’t sure how far away the squirrels and rabbits had run to escape, if any had.

      The ‘cats were happy to be free.

      And that was when G-War realized he hadn’t told them when to come back. It had taken another full day before the ‘cats were recovered and waiting by the lake.

      Ax and ‘Tesh were in continual motion. They could readily talk with any of the ‘cats, a gift from G-War, and that meant they were playing constantly. The prince had declared that should any harm come to the children, the offender would pay a heavy price.

      But they were ‘cats and didn’t internalize threats for longer than a few heartbeats, which suggested they actually liked the twins.

      ‘We need to keep going. The longer we’re away, the more time there is for power to warp the minds of men,’ G-War said ominously, turning his head from one side to another as he took in the scope of his influence. The Aurochs, Hillcats, Tortoid, humans, and the entire Hawkoid Nation were waiting for Prince Axial De’atesh to give the order.

      ‘Then we should go,’ Brandt replied simply in his booming thought voice.

      ‘If I may offer an opinion,’ Aadi started slowly. The others turned to face the floating Tortoid. ‘I believe the Golden Warrior is correct. We are on a mission to bring a lasting peace to this land. Time waits for no one!’

      “Says the one who is two hundred years old,” Braden said. “Are your people sufficiently recovered from the run through the desert?”

      Brandt’s thought voice disappeared as he talked with his herd. When he returned, the decision had been made. ‘We are ready to go.’

      ‘We are ready to help you see the way ahead, clear the way ahead. With the help of our friends the Hillcats, we can stop the capture of Hawkoids and start the acceptance of all Vii’s people,’ Skirill added, sounding more like Brandt and Aadi than ever before.

      ‘We have been with you since we came from space. Nothing will change that now.’ Bounder stood and shook. He looked at the ‘cats and sneezed.

      “What are we waiting for? Mount up and let’s get going. We’ll skip past Whitehorse. I’m not sure how they would take the herd passing through.”

      “Wouldn’t this be a good opportunity to show them the future of their world?” Micah suggested.

      Braden stood and kicked a rock into the small lake. The stone splashed, and the water rippled outward. “We have changed the face of Vii, changed it to something that it used to be, but that it has never been. We are on the verge of once again opening the universe to the people. If G-War isn’t successful, we’ll never be able to take the next step because there will always be someone trying to hold us back. It started when we came ashore in Trent, when I didn’t understand what G-War wanted. Now, look at what he’s accomplished! Hillcats, Aurochs, Hawkoids, Wolfoids, Tortoids, and humans, standing shoulder to shoulder to bring peace!”

      Braden threw his hands up. Few of the ‘cats were watching him. Many had curled up and closed their eyes. Brandt tossed his head. Skirill and Zyena jumped into the air to fly the short distance to land on his horns, be closer to their friends. G-War and Fea were already perched on his head.

      They were ready to leave.

      “If only the Rabbits and Lizard Men were here to bring together all the sentient races. Everyone needs to have a seat at the table and a say in our future. But it starts by keeping those who would ruin our future from doing exactly that. We are treading on fragile ground. When will a person’s thoughts become actions? When will we need to act, and what will that look like? The ‘cats know. I trust them to help us to understand.”

      ‘You should trust us, and you shouldn’t trust us. Wait until Ankhmar. All will be decided there,’ G-War told them. The group spread out, finding Aurochs willing to carry them. Bounder and Gray Strider moped from one to another, looking for a cow with a flatter back where the Wolfoids might better crouch. Braden felt for them, sorry that the hovercar had not yet arrived, but there was nothing he could do.

      He shrugged and climbed onto Brandt’s back. Micah was there already. Braden had no problem wrapping his arms around her waist and holding her close.

      The twins and their two ‘cats climbed onto Bandria. Neeson had partnered with a young bull. The ‘cat was too big to ride on the Aurochs’ head, but thanks to the wonders of Old Tech, he was fully recovered and probably more so. He said that he was bigger than before, when he had already been one of the largest ‘cats.

      He owed the humans his return to strength and didn’t take that lightly.

      Some of the other ‘cats were along because they’d been bored. Halfway through the Great Desert, they regretted their decision but were too lazy to hike back on their own. G-War promised them that the humans would bring food for each stop. And the humans let the Gila Monster eat most of it.

      G-War had told them to quit their whining. Neeson had to rough up a couple of the loudest complainers. The roar of discontent had subsided, and a fragile ‘cat truce had been declared.

      “If you would be so kind, please, take us to Whitehorse, Brandt.” Braden waved his arm in the air and pointed west.

      Skirill and Zyena launched themselves from the great king’s horns and flew in the direction Braden had indicated. Hawkoids filled the sky as they flew in a loose formation, being the eyes and ears of G-War’s army.
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      Jocelyn, the raven-haired governor of Jefferson City, Warren Deep’s capital and the only major city to survive the civil war, sat astride her horse. A small contingent of advisors were nearby.

      Her daughter Leah trotted her stallion in a circle while her mother watched.

      “Why aren’t we going?” the young girl asked impatiently.

      “I’m thinking through the conversation we just had in Cameron. I don’t know what the people want as they asked for such a variety of things. I suspect they are up to no good. That’s the second time, which means that I have to do something about it.”

      “I know what that means—more time trapped inside.” Leah sulked.

      “More time to focus on your lessons. We can’t have you unable to read. We can’t have any children who aren’t able to read.” Jocelyn had been firm raising her daughter, even though managing the people’s affairs took the majority of her time.

      “What’s that?” Leah pointed south, where a massive flock of birds darkened the sky.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I think our friends have returned,” Leah said before spurring her horse onto the road and racing south.

      “Wait!” Jocelyn knew that she couldn’t hear. She bolted after her. The advisors were jerked from their reverie and encouraged their mounts to catch up.

      Jocelyn couldn’t catch her daughter until the young girl slowed. She turned toward her mother and smiled. Jocelyn was not happy. She had prepared a proper scolding as she rode, but Leah interrupted.

      “I hear them, Mother. Our friends are returning.”

      “Which friends?”

      “Braden and Micah, of course. The great flyers are with them.”

      “You mean the Hawkoids?”

      The young girl nodded emphatically.

      Jocelyn added to her daughter’s smile with one of her own. “What are we waiting for?” She tapped her mare’s ribs with her bootheels and the animal broke into a trot. The group headed south. “Please tell them that we’ll meet them soon.”

      The governor didn’t know how her daughter was able to talk with the sentient creatures. She only knew that she could, and that made her special in the best possible way.
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      ‘The governor wants to meet with you,’ G-War said dryly.

      “How does she know we’re here?” Braden wondered.

      ‘Sometimes I wish you would think before you speak,’ G-War replied. ‘Accept that she knows you’re here and prepare yourself to meet her, which takes no preparation at all. I don’t know why I told you. You’re going to meet her on the road before we get to that dirty little town.’

      “He means Whitehorse,” Micah clarified.

      Braden hesitated to ask questions. “I hope they are doing well, but I have to wonder what they are doing down here.”

      Micah wondered that as well. She hoped they hadn’t found themselves in the middle of another power struggle. Maybe they were too late and had already missed the window of opportunity to stave off future wars. Her hand went to the hilt of her ever-present sword.

      “I don’t want to get into the middle of a fight. I left my bow in the hovercar along with the recharger for our blasters. Until it can join us, we are limited in what we can do.”

      “Don’t think the worst,” Micah said unconvincingly, although neither of them could do anything but.

      The Aurochs herd moved slowly across the grasslands. The Hawkoids flew in small groups, but still as one. The ‘cats were hyperaware of their surroundings.

      “It feels like we’re heading into battle. G, are you sensing an ambush?”

      ‘No,’ the ‘cat replied calmly. ‘We are appropriately intimidating. No one will cause us any problems, but into the vacuum we leave, others will rush. This could be good or bad. I will have to think on it and observe how the humans react.’

      “You won’t be alone. We’ll be watching, too, and I used to be good at reading people. I’m going to have to resurrect that skill, I think.”

      Micah nodded while she watched the shadows for movement, still not sure of what they were getting into.

      ‘The humans are on the road, five on horses,’ Skirill said, sharing the image in his mind with the others. ‘We see no others.’

      The King of the Aurochs ran faster, pounding the ground to make it shake. The rest of the herd followed suit. The Hawkoids flew in an ever-widening circle around the waiting group. Brandt slowed to a walk. Across a broad front, the Aurochs cleared the trees and approached the road.
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      Leah leapt from her horse and ran toward the greatest of the creatures. G-War ran down Brandt’s face and jumped to the ground. The young girl dropped to a knee so she could be face to face with the ‘cat. Fea joined her mate.

      The horses skittered and pranced at the sight of the herd, but when they stopped, the horses calmed.

      Jocelyn was never alarmed. She slowly dismounted, handing the reins to one of the others.

      Micah leaned forward until she could grab one of Brandt’s horns. She swung agilely off his wide neck and landed lightly on the ground. Braden mirrored her movements.

      “What brings you down this way?” Braden asked without preamble.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” Jocelyn countered as she offered her hand. First Braden and then Micah took it.

      “You could,” Braden replied. “We’re here because G-War is on a mission to save humanity from itself. We believe in his cause, but it’ll take the resources of all the Hillcats. That’s where we’re headed. Or, in other words, business as usual.”

      Jocelyn laughed easily, her voice musical.

      The twins had climbed down from Bandria and now ran toward the newcomers.

      “I’m Ax and this is my sister ‘Tesh,” Axial told them. They two stood and watched the older child and the adults.

      “Hi,” was all Leah said. Jocelyn introduced herself.

      “I don’t think it could have been more opportune in having crossed paths. I’m doing some humanity-saving myself. At least that’s what I think I’m doing.”

      ‘Your concerns are well-founded. We will go with you and resolve them on our way to Ankhmar.’

      “What?” Braden said, suddenly alarmed. “How do you know that?”

      “I’m sure I can answer that,” Jocelyn replied. “There’s a group that is upsetting free trade by charging fees and strong-arming those who won’t pay.”

      Braden frowned. If anything galvanized Braden to action, it was the interruption of trade. “Do you need our help?”

      ‘It’s like I’m not even here,’ G-War said, looking at Braden. The Hillcat sat and exposed a paw full of long claws.

      “Sorry, G. You already said we were going. What do you say we get to it, Jocelyn.”

      She nodded before helping her daughter back onto her horse. Jocelyn climbed into the saddle of her own mount and motioned for her advisors to follow.

      They hadn’t said a word the entire time, and Jocelyn hadn’t introduced them. Braden wondered about that, but not for long.

      ‘She does not trust them, but we’re in the process of fixing that right now.’

      “I told G-War that I was behind him the whole way. That means I have to have faith that what he’s doing is best for us all. And I do. It feels like a weight is off my shoulders. I’m going to sit back and enjoy the scenery more.”

      Micah looked at him. “Of course you are.”

      Braden’s thoughts were troubled as he wondered about the curious advisors whom Jocelyn kept near but didn’t trust, and what G-War was doing about it.
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      Five horses with riders led the way as a herd of Aurochs followed.

      ‘It is killing you not to ask, isn’t it?’ G-War wondered. Braden started to laugh.

      “I appreciate that you appreciate that I haven’t asked.”

      ‘Two of my people are working the minds of the advisors. The good news is that they are not bad people, only self-serving. As ‘cats, we understand that mindset, but humans have to be less so. We have our volunteers who will join Jocelyn’s group. Her advisors will now be Servial and Alcatrix.’

      “Does she know?” Braden raised one eyebrow. “Will ‘cats be in all the positions of power throughout the known world?”

      ‘Was there ever a doubt? And yes, Jocelyn knows. Alcatrix will also serve as her bodyguard, joining her as soon as we stop. The governor has agreed to feed her well and provide cushions for her to lie upon in sunny places throughout the rebuilt governor’s mansion.’

      “They rebuilt the mansion?”

      “We did leave a bit of a mess last time we were there,” Micah offered.

      ‘I think I may have had something to do with that…’ Brandt’s booming voice joined the group conversation.

      “We appreciate your efforts to come to our rescue.” Braden affectionately slapped the bull’s side.

      ‘We didn’t do the building any favors, either,’ Bounder added.

      “Between lightning spears and rampaging Aurochs, it’s surprising there was anything left at all.”

      ‘Ergo, the need to rebuild.’ G-War looked sound asleep as he and Fea lay curled up together on Brandt’s head. But their minds were actively engaged as they coordinated their takeover of the known world.

      “The price of lasting peace is a soft bed and a good meal.” Braden looked perplexed as he contemplated the ‘cat’s approach. “Is that all it takes? Micah and I have been doing it the hard way, and the wrong way?”

      ‘Relax, human,’ G-War started. ‘Once power becomes its own goal, then the only way is the hard way. You have created the conditions whereby we can keep the peace, before power for its own sake takes hold again. We couldn’t delay any longer.’

      “We were enjoying too much of the peace to keep it,” Micah suggested. “Weren’t ‘cats already in positions where they could influence the direction of humanity?”

      ‘We need more ‘cats in more places, and they need clear direction. Too many ‘cats can’t be bothered with the affairs of humans. That’s why they need to have their world rocked. They need to answer to me, and then they will do what needs to be done.’

      “You are the best friend anyone could ever ask for, G,” Braden said as he hugged Micah tightly.

      ‘Don’t try to pet me. I will scratch you.’

      “When you least expect it,” Braden promised.

      Aadi held on to Brandt’s short tail and bounced along too close behind the great king. ‘This is most undignified,’ the Tortoid finally said.

      Braden found a length of rope and tied it around his waist. The group waited for a moment while Aadi shifted position.

      “Better?”

      ‘Yes. Thank you,’ Aadi replied.

      Whitehorse was winding down from whatever the day held for it. Late afternoon saw the people heading for their homes or standing about making small talk. The sight of the governor leading a herd of Aurochs, a creature that had been previously unknown in the north until Braden and Micah appeared with Brandt pulling their Old Tech wagon, gave them pause.

      The herd made everyone stop what they were doing to watch.

      ‘Maybe you keep the herd outside of town?’ Micah told Brandt.

      Brandt relayed the instructions to his people while he closed the gap, joining those on horseback as they entered the town. He made the streets seem narrow, but they could handle carts and wagons of Whitehorse’s expanded trade.

      Jocelyn raised a hand to stop, tying her horse at the post near the front of the former government building. Micah climbed down from Brandt, and Braden followed. She looked at him knowingly. Braden grimaced.

      “We shed a lot of blood doing it the hard way.”

      “Remember the wise words of a certain prince,” Micah replied with a wink. She wasn’t bothered at all. When someone threatened her, she dealt with it. Woe to those who would do violence to the president.

      Braden nodded. He felt like he was in the river again, hanging on for the ride as the raft raced down the rapids. Hang on, he told himself. It’s not out of control.

      Two multi-colored ‘cats joined Jocelyn, rubbing their bodies against her legs. She saw it as affection. ‘Cats saw it as marking their property. Braden didn’t explain it to the governor because it wouldn’t change anything.

      “You’re here to deal with an upstart,” Braden said.

      “Yes. Let’s see how they respond to our show of force.” Jocelyn wasn’t a fan of flexing her muscles. She saw the destruction that her now-dead husband wrought by flaunting his physical power over the people. She looked warily at the Wolfoids, who were walking upright and carrying their lightning spears. “Maybe we’ll gauge their response to intelligent creatures who aren’t human first.”

      Nearly all of the ‘cats had climbed from their Aurochs mounts and walked into Whitehorse. Jocelyn shook her head, but continued on her mission. Servial reassured her that all would be well.

      “I don’t know why, but I find it comforting to have you in my head,” Jocelyn said out of the blue.

      The others knew exactly what she was going through and with whom she was talking.

      “Are you guys feeling the love?” Braden asked the advisors.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” one of the men replied.

      “Do you think our mission here will be successful?” Micah clarified.

      “I’m sure that our mission was always going to be successful. I’m not sure about now, but we’ll see.” The man looked at the menagerie that accompanied the governor. Alcatrix strolled by, stopping momentarily to drive a long claw into the man’s calf. He yowled in pain and started hopping on one leg. He tried to kick the ‘cat, which only earned him a face full of anger and two long scratches down each arm.

      “Stop goofing around and come on!” Jocelyn growled. The man had the wherewithal to stop complaining. He shied away from Alcatrix. The ‘cat darted toward him and he almost fell over before the ‘cat, with tail held high, trotted away.

      As the advisors moved together, almost shoulder to shoulder, Braden and Micah forced their way between them. G-War and Fea walked close by.

      “A new group of advisors is in town, boys. You’ll support the governor or there will be grave consequences.” Braden slapped the injured man on the back and with a hearty laugh, picked up his pace to catch up with Jocelyn.

      G-War tripped a different advisor. He stumbled and fell. G-War jumped out of the way to keep from getting landed on. “Come on, G, that was just mean.”

      ‘I’m making a point. I’d like them to change their attitudes, but they are taking too long. They need a proper dose of fear.’

      “Do they have it?” Braden wondered aloud.

      ‘Not yet, but almost.’

      Jocelyn powered through the town square, trying to smile and wave, but she was singularly focused on the task at hand—reining in an upstart.

      Braden suspected the ‘cats were helping her focus. They were probably hungry and wanted to eat, but knew they wouldn’t get anything as long as Jocelyn was distracted.

      Micah held Leah’s hand to make sure the young girl stayed out of the mix. Brandt loomed over the group. The advisors cast furtive glances his way and at the Wolfoids who stayed near Micah and Braden.

      ‘I do not like this place,’ Bounder said.

      ‘This used to be the last safe place in Warren Deep, but when they stole from me, G-War and I went south,’ Braden replied.

      Before Bounder could answer, Jocelyn stormed up to a door where two burly men stood. They blocked her way. ‘Cats swarmed around them.

      “Hey!” Braden exclaimed. “I recognize you.”

      From a window to the side, an old man stuck his face out. “There’s nothing for you here, little girl.”

      Micah bristled, but Braden held her back. “This isn’t your fight, but if it needs to be, we’ll jump in. This guy owes me.”

      Micah nodded while baring her steel.

      “You owe me eight platinum, old man. I’m here to collect your debt,” Braden called.

      “I’m here to stop your interference with my directives.” Jocelyn glared at the old man. The guards continued to block the way.

      ‘Move,’ Brandt boomed. The humans winced and cleared a path between him and the door. He pawed the ground and started to charge. The men’s courage failed them, and they dove out of the way. Brandt slammed into the door, ripping it from its hinges and sending it flying into the house. The doorframe was twisted from his horns, which didn’t fit through the gap. Brandt backed away.

      ‘Cats with claws out stood over the men. The two didn’t move. Aadi let go of the rope and hovered peacefully.

      Jocelyn strolled through the opening and turned left, heading for the room where she’d last seen the old man. Servial and Alcatrix followed her.

      Braden smiled. “I like this new arrangement.” They remained outside, waiting.

      Bounder and Strider loped around the side of the house, spears slapping the ground as they ran. A shout suggested the quarry had tried to escape. Braden and Micah walked around the house to find the old man against the wall, Wolfoid spear tips pressed against his chest, and Jocelyn standing with her arms crossed.

      “You owe me eight platinum,” Braden reiterated as they approached.

      A focused thunderclap sounded from the other side of the house. Braden took one step and stopped. If anyone needed help, they’d call for it.

      “Well?” Braden leaned close.

      “I don’t owe anyone anything.” The man thrust his chin out in defiance. Bounder pulled his spear away, reversed it, and slammed the butt end into the man’s forehead. The old man’s knees buckled and he slumped to the ground. Jocelyn reached down to help him up.

      ‘Stop!’ Alcatrix commanded. ‘It’s a trick. He has a knife.’

      The ‘cat jumped in and slashed the man’s wrist. When he pulled his hand away, a small knife fell from numb fingers. Alcatrix continued her attack with two quick slashes before walking away.

      ‘It is done.’

      Jocelyn’s mouth hung slack as she looked at the widening pool of blood beneath the old man’s body.

      “You don’t kill anyone without my authority!” she declared.

      ‘This is where we see what you do not. That man would forever be a cancer to everything he touched. It is better this way, and that is why you will have to trust that we have humanity’s best interests in what we do. If you approved what we did, then you would be responsible. The Hillcats have relieved you of that responsibility and in the end, humanity will be better because of it,’ Servial explained while Alcatrix calmly groomed her face.

      Bounder and Strider stood with their spears facing the sky. Braden shrugged and the four walked away, leaving Jocelyn and the two ‘cats to work out their issues.

      When they reached the front of the building, they found the two men on the ground, blood dripping from their ears.

      “They tried something?” Braden asked.

      ‘To their misfortune, yes,’ Aadi answered.

      G-War and Fea were surrounded by Hillcats in poses showing a variety of ‘cat emotions, from complete indifference to mild interest. The two guards started to roll on the ground and grab their heads. G-War stared at them. When he looked away, they stopped moving.

      “Did you just kill them with your brain?” Braden stepped back, eyes wide as he tried to understand what he saw.

      ‘If only…’ G-War lamented. ‘No. They needed to forget a couple things and remember a couple others. I think you’ll find them to be more amenable to being decent human beings now.’

      The men struggled to their feet, swaying uneasily.

      “They need you to help out in the market square,” Micah suggested. They nodded and staggered away.

      Jocelyn appeared in the destroyed doorway, bracketed by two ‘cats. “Well then, I guess that’s that.” She looked at the three men who were her advisors. “I’m putting you three in charge of recovering the property that he took from the people of Whitehorse. Return it to them. Retain ten percent for the government, which I expect you’ll be able to find in property that has no owner.”

      She didn’t bother to make any threats. The ‘cats would oversee the recovery. She wouldn’t have them closer than she found comfortable.

      Leah and the twins were sitting on the ground and watching. Surrounded by Hillcats, she was talking and gesturing.

      The Wolfoids returned from behind the home. Aadi floated near Braden and Micah. Brandt snorted. G-War and Fealona stood, shook themselves, and walked away.

      “I guess we’re leaving?” Braden asked.

      ‘Our work here is done, and we must get to Ankhmar.’

      “We’ll be leaving you now,” Braden told Jocelyn. “It was great to see you. Maybe next time, we won’t leave any dead bodies behind.”

      “Maybe,” Jocelyn said sadly, before brightening and smiling widely. “Until next time, when we can simply celebrate living in a better world.”

      “That is the hope,” Micah replied.

      ‘That is the plan,’ the Golden Warrior added.
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      The carcass from the side of water buffalo sat near the firepit. The small amount they’d carved off for the humans and the Wolfoids cooked quickly over the small fire. The ‘cats had ravaged the rest. Most of them were still sleeping off the food coma.

      The Hawkoids had also helped themselves to the water buffalo, and they too were sleeping it off. They filled the trees surrounding the camp.

      Jocelyn had been kind enough to purchase the meat for the group, although Braden tried to pay for it himself. As she said, friends buy presents for friends. They had accepted and all had benefitted from her generosity. The Aurochs had cleaned out much of the scrub along the road north out of Whitehorse, the way to Cameron.

      “We’ve quite the mob,” Braden said softly when he saw Micah’s eyes were open. They were awake early, but they weren’t the only ones.

      G-War’s eyes glinted in the pre-dawn light. The ‘cat’s mind was racing. Today was the day he’d confront the rest of his people. Fea rubbed her body against his. He finally closed his eyes and leaned into her.

      “I think he’s learned the burden we carry. It’s hard to be in charge. Everyone looks to you for answers and most of the time, you don’t have them,” Micah said softly.

      “All the time. We make it up as we go.”

      “Do we?” Micah asked. “You have more of a plan than you let on.”

      “Are you in my head again?”

      “Always, but you keep your secrets buried.”

      Braden kissed her on the cheek before throwing off his blanket. He found a Wolfoid tail too close to his face. He pushed it away before standing and stretching. Bounder rolled over, smacking his lips as if dreaming.

      Aadi floated serenely nearby, eyes closed and legs dangling.

      Brandt snored loudly. Other Aurochs joined him in snorting and wheezing.

      “I’m not sure I like sleeping on the ground,” Braden said.

      Micah nodded. “I know that I don’t like it, but it’s part of the deal. Until we can have places throughout the land for travelers to stay, it’s the ground.”

      “More construction bots?”

      “Maybe that’s the answer. Let Old Tech work for us.”

      “Old Tech is already working for us. I know that it’s time for Old Tech to work for everyone else too, especially if the ‘cats can help keep people from subverting it. We can’t have another war. We just can’t.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Micah replied.

      Braden turned toward the scruffy orange and black ‘cat. “Come on, G. Let’s get this menagerie on the move. It’s time to face your people.”

      ‘Yes,’ G-War answered. ‘It is time.’
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      The rolling hills signaled the entrance to Ankhmar, the home of the Hillcats. Having fed and rested, the Aurochs herd made short work of the trip. Early afternoon found them dismounting. The ‘cats were nervous.

      Some yowled while others remained on their Aurochs, hesitant to jump down.

      G-War was at the end of his patience. ‘Get down here,’ he commanded. There was no hint of a conversation. Slowly, the ‘cats complied, gathering in a loose semi-circle around their prince and his mate.

      Braden, Micah, the twins, the Wolfoids, Brandt, and Aadi remained behind the group. Braden and Micah checked their blasters, dialing them to narrow beams, so that just in case they had to use them, they wouldn’t burn the forest down. The Wolfoids checked their spears. Klytus and Shauna leaned against the twins, as much to give their support as to get it. Aadi watched as he usually did, not wasting his words on small talk.

      ‘We will go up there, where they have no use for our sort because we have chosen to rejoin the world. But the time of ‘cats keeping to themselves has come to a close. We have a role to play, the biggest role of any of Vii’s creatures, and that is to guarantee the peace. We’ve seen the world destroyed because we didn’t answer our calling. We cannot allow that to happen again. Humanity is destined for great things, as long as we let them.’

      A few of the ‘cats stretched, exposing their claws and raking the ground. Klytus’s hackles raised while Shauna puffed her hair, making herself look bigger than she was. She growled low in her throat. Others took up the call. G-War looked from face to face, gauging if any would lose their courage if it came to a fight. He saw some who were afraid, their eyes and pupils wide.

      ‘Follow me,’ G-War said unnecessarily. He turned away from the group and headed uphill. ‘Where are you all going?’

      ‘We are in this with you, big man. We’re not staying behind.’

      A hundred wings beat the air as the Hawkoid Nation took to the sky. They climbed and ominously circled the hillside.

      Even Brandt followed, weaving his way along the widest path between the trees, working his head back and forth so his massive horns didn’t get caught on the trunks.

      ‘Hear, hear!’ Aadi called over the mindlink.

      ‘It smells like ‘cats in here,’ Bounder grumbled. Strider chuckled softly.

      ‘That’s the drawback when one travels with ‘cats. I expect they would say that it smells like Wolfoid. It took me two turns to get dog smell out of the hovercar. Don’t ever go in there again if you’re wet.’

      ‘Your unrefined human senses do you a disservice. As big as your noses are and you can’t smell the difference between aromatic musk of a Wolfoid, a dog, and ‘cat stench,’ Bounder replied.

      ‘Don’t make me come back there,’ G-War interjected.

      “Is that really a thing?” Braden whispered to Micah. “What would he do if he came back here?”

      Micah pointed at the white scar on Braden’s forearm where the Golden Warrior had emphasized the pain Braden had put him through.

      “What? He’d physically punish me? Even my parents didn’t spank me.”

      ‘Maybe they should have,’ G-War replied. ‘Now stop thinking so loudly. You’re distracting me.’

      Braden smacked his lips as if getting ready to say something, but he didn’t. Micah touched his shoulder as they walked, while keeping her other hand on her blaster. Braden did the same. G-War was right again. They didn’t need to be distracted.

      At the top, they’d find the Hillcats, or as they were known by some humans, Hellcats, for the ferocity of their attacks on prey. Braden had seen G-War kill too many humans. Without remorse, he had ended their lives. Braden had done it too, as had Micah. If the Golden Warrior was successful, they wouldn’t have to do it again. That made it all worthwhile.

      They could raise their children in a world without such violence. Braden’s eyes narrowed as he took in his surroundings. Exceptional clarity came to him as his body prepared for battle. He could see the smallest details, classifying them as threat or no threat, safety or danger. He changed the way he moved, staying on the balls of his feet. Micah mirrored his movements as the tension grew.
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      G-War was first to enter the area where the Hillcats made their homes. Five ‘cats stood shoulder to shoulder. No others were in sight.

      ‘Watch yourselves,’ G-War called out. ‘There should be hundreds of ‘cats here.’

      ‘The wayward prince returns once again,’ an older voice broadcast over the mindlink. ‘You have no authority here. Take your mob of vagrants and leave.’

      ‘You know that I am Prince Axial De’atesh, and you know that I will not leave without that for which I came.’

      Fealona stood by G-War’s side. Her muscles rippled and her head swiveled as she watched the trees for movement. She knew what ‘cats were capable of, the duplicity, the self-serving nature.

      ‘There is no challenge by combat anymore. There is no way for you to take control. We don’t believe what you believe, and that won’t change.’

      ‘What do I believe?’ G-War asked.

      ‘That we can live in the world of men. And other unsavory creatures, judging by those with you.’

      ‘And that is where you are wrong, and where you have led the Hillcats down a path where our true nature is denied. Allow yourselves to feel the freedom and power that ‘cats enjoy. Now is the time to take our position as the leaders of the world of men, as leaders among the sentient races of Vii.’

      ‘You even talk like them. It is most unbecoming of a ‘cat,’ the old voice spat in disgust.

      G-War growled and his hackles raised. He slowly moved forward, turning sideways as he approached.

      ‘You would dare attack an old man?’ the ‘cat asked, no hint of fear in his voice.

      ‘I would dare cast you aside to live with your own shame. You have the ‘cats serving you when it is man who should serve us. You hold us back. Your dominance has ended.’

      ‘Has it?’ the old ‘cat said.

      Braden’s arm raised of its own accord and a beam laced into a tree branch where a ‘cat had appeared. The newcomer snarled and jumped away. Micah fired in the opposite direction, denying another ‘cat the opportunity to loom over them.

      Brandt bugled his dismay, shaking the trees with the power of his voice. ‘You will listen to my friend,’ the King of the Aurochs boomed over the mindlink.

      “I’m not sure that was helpful,’ Braden whispered out the side of his mouth.

      The Golden Warrior stopped his posturing and strode directly to the old ‘cat. When he reached him, his paw flashed, slapping the other in the top of his head. The old Hillcat winced, his ears back as he snarled. G-War slapped his head two more times and then ran into him, bowling the old ‘cat over.

      ‘I’m not going to hurt you, as long as you stay out of my way. Your time here is done.’ G-War stared down the other four members of the ‘cat ruling council. They each looked away.

      Hillcats appeared from the bushes and trees where they’d been waiting. They formed a solid circle around the Golden Warrior and his army.

      “Looks like we may be outnumbered,” Micah said as she assessed the situation. She removed her sword and held it in one hand with her blaster in the other. Braden pulled his second blaster and tried to pick a target, but his stomach churned at the thought.

      “You are not our enemy!” he yelled.

      ‘My human is correct. We are not enemies. What you must know is that there is only one planet. Long ago, we came here with the humans and through their machines, they helped us realize a new level of intelligence. Then the humans tried to destroy each other. The Hillcats hid and survived. When we ventured out again, we found humanity struggling to survive. We decided to see if they were worth helping. And I was sent. I found this one, and through him, I have helped.’

      Braden shuffled his feet as he contemplated G-War’s words.

      ‘And he has helped me, saving my life on more than one occasion. We were never meant to live apart from the humans. Our place is out there.’ G-War pointed with his head. ‘Our place is keeping the world from tearing itself apart, and no one can do it better than us. What is your purpose here? Herding water buffalo and doing nothing?’

      The ‘cats watched G-War silently. Not a leaf rustled or a stray meow. Some of the ‘cats sat while the rest stood, tails twitching.

      ‘You have a purpose, and it isn’t here,’ Fea added.

      ‘What do you know?’ the old voice returned.

      ‘Nice try. I was here recently enough to know that you are destroying what ‘cats are all about. They don’t even know how to hunt,’ Fea sneered.

      ‘Who are you to tell them what is important in their lives?’

      ‘I am your prince. There was a time that meant something. But I am also the one who can see clearly. I’ve been to the sky and back. I’ve been to the bottom of the great sea and back. I’ve seen more of this world than anyone else, than most even know exists. It does put me in a position to understand what must happen. The old world is returning and with it, the old ways, which means war. Next time, we won’t be spared. Whether it is one cycle or one thousand cycles, war will come if we don’t stop it.

      ‘You will join me in returning to humanity. You will challenge those with evil in their minds. And you will prosper, soft beds on which to sleep, human servants bringing you food and water. All you have to do in return is keep the evil from rising to power. Find it, share it, and eliminate it.’

      ‘What if we don’t want to?’ a new voice asked.

      ‘You don’t want to make the world safe for your children?’

      ‘They are safe here.’

      ‘For the moment. Have you seen the world out there? If not, then you should listen to those who have. Burying your head to the truth does not change the truth.’

      ‘Go away!’ came an angry shout.

      G-War turned to face the gathering. A pack of bold tom ‘cats trotted out, then more joined them, and then it was a flood.

      “Oh, crap,” Braden muttered as he laced the ground in front of the runners with blaster fire.

      ‘NO!’ cried Shauna as she jumped into ‘Tesh’s arms, quivering.

      ‘You will not!’ Treetis declared and bolted into the middle of the mass. Neeson was close on his heels.

      Two Hawkoids dove through the trees, swooping low. Fea and G-War jumped, landing on the feathered backs. The Hawkoids dropped, bounced off the ground, and beat hard to gain altitude. Their wings drove the incoming ‘cat mob away.

      A pair of ‘cats jumped from the trees. With a swipe of his horns, Brandt batted them away. When they hit the ground, they ran in the opposite direction, having lost their will to continue the fight with a creature a hundred times their size.

      Klytus snarled and pranced, bouncing sideways between the twins and the ‘cats of Ankhmar.

      The Wolfoids hesitated, not wanting to start a fire with their lightning spears. Bounder swung his like a club. An incoming ‘cat dodged it and jumped. The Wolfoid caught the ‘cat in his jaws and threw it away, but not before it raked a line across his neck. Strider held the point of her spear downward, drawing a figure eight in front of her to hold the ‘cats at bay.

      The great ‘cat melee was underway. Snarls and screams filled the air.

      A Tortoid’s focused thunderclap boomed through the trees overhead.
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      Skirill and Zyena circled, hammering the air with their wings to compensate for the weight of the ‘cats.

      ‘I feel it. There. Drop us there.’ With his mind, he showed Skirill the ‘cats inciting the fight. The toms next in line to lead the Hillcats wanted the status quo. The rest of the ‘cats didn’t care, but their willingness to fight showed that they could be driven to act. That was all G-War needed.

      ‘Ready, my love?’ G-War asked.

      ‘It’s time, my scruffy love monster.’

      Skirill dove, and Zyena followed him through a narrow gap in the foliage canopy. He dodged, twisted, and flared. G-War jumped, landing between two ‘cats with similar coloring. Fea launched herself, rolling upside-down, but turning upright in time for her paws to hit the ground hard. She slid sideways before coming to a stop.

      ‘Hello, brothers,’ G-War said.

      They didn’t bother answering. They pounced, but G-War was used to fighting. He dropped and launched himself beneath the two, slashing upwards to open the belly of one. The male hit the ground, shock on his face as the pain took over. He froze where he was. The other brother circled, keeping the injured ‘cat between him and G-War.

      Fea squared off against a third tom.

      ‘I will kill you!’ he declared.

      ‘No, you won’t,’ Fea replied calmly. ‘You will try and for your efforts, you will die.’

      She waited for him, knowing that he wasn’t half the fighter of her mate. Or her. She had learned while she’d been away. The ‘cats of Ankhmar didn’t know what it meant to be deadly. They had forgotten so much.

      He reached in, tentatively, claws bared. Fea slapped him on the top of his head, without her claws. He dodged back and hissed.

      ‘You’re embarrassing yourself,’ she told him.

      The Golden Warrior attacked from the side, slamming the ‘cat facing Fea to the ground where he straddled his neck and wrapped claws around his throat. ‘You shouldn’t threaten my mate,’ G-War said.

      The prince’s brother attacked, but Fea caught him mid-jump. She pulled him to the ground, her claws embedded in his chest. She threw herself over his back, twisting and throwing him aside. He screeched in pain as his flesh tore.

      ‘Call them off and the humans will heal your wounds. They have that power. Don’t, and ‘cats will die here today. That will be the legacy you leave behind.’

      The first of G-War’s brothers dropped to the ground and moaned long and low. The other brother hunched and cried.

      ‘End this,’ G-War ordered.

      ‘Do as Prince Axial De’atesh commands. He is the leader of all Hillcats,’ the brother broadcast.

      ‘Braden, I need you,’ G-War called.

      Braden hesitated. ‘Cats continued to struggle, but one by one, they stopped. Some hissed as they backed away. They jumped from the human’s path as he started to run toward the Golden Warrior.

      He slid to a stop and looked over the two ‘cats. The vicious gash across the belly was the worst. He rolled the ‘cat on its side and added copious amounts of numbweed to stop the bleeding and the pain. He broke out his needle and horsehair thread.

      Micah looked to the other ‘cat. She placed numbweed into the claw marks. “He’s going to need a few stitches, too.”

      Braden waited for the numbweed to work before carefully removing it and stitching slowly, taking care to only penetrate the skin.

      ‘Relax, my brothers. You are in good hands now, as is the entirety of our people. Together, we will rule Vii. Once you see for yourselves, you’ll understand. Until then, you will have to trust me. I have no stomach for giving orders. Once we reenter the world of humans, I will give one more and then each ‘cat will determine their own way to follow. I have my mate and a lake with a warm tree branch calling me. There are wild rabbits aplenty to fill my belly. That is the life I was meant for, as are all ‘cats.’

      ‘Not me!’ the old voice declared. He rushed toward G-War, who simply shook his head.

      Treetis caught the oldster and dragged him to the ground. ‘Then you can stay here, but the rest of the ‘cats are coming with us.’

      Fea rubbed her body on G-War’s.

      Shauna jumped from ‘Tesh’s arms and ran to her father. Klytus loped alongside.

      The twins tiptoed past ‘cats lounging throughout the area as if nothing had happened. Bounder and Strider held their spears before them. Aadi swam toward the King of the Aurochs.

      ‘I am happy that no one died today,’ Aadi said.

      ‘Me too, my friend. Fighting to keep the peace doesn’t seem right. Being willing to fight for it is important, but then the battle should be of wits and not horns and claws.’

      ‘Nicely stated, King Brandt. And that is the battle that the prince has won today for all of us.’

      ‘Thank you, Master Aadi. I have a question. Are we going to have to carry all these ‘cats?’
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      The Aurochs did not have to carry the ‘cats, as G-War later pointed out. They would ride their own herd of water buffalo, adding to the herds of men, which would then be used to help feed the ‘cats. From Breston and Seinhold in the north to Binghamton in the west, the menagerie traveled. ‘Cats were dropped off at each place to be the watchers of mankind. Braden and Micah convinced the humans to take them in, care for them.

      Brandt, Aadi, and the Wolfoids were appropriately intimidating to encourage the humans to open their minds to the possibilities. ‘Cats started shaping minds wherever they went, stopping the evil before it took root, preventing the cancerous thoughts from becoming actions.

      The Hawkoid Nation remained overhead, wherever the group went. “Are you all coming with us?” Braden asked.

      ‘No,’ Skirill replied. ‘We, too, concern ourselves with the affairs of men, and like the Golden Warrior’s people, we shall spread across Vii. If a message needs to be shared, we will carry it.’

      In Cameron, the Aurochs herd walked through the city, nodding to the people as they went. Jocelyn met them before the governor’s mansion, offering a key to the city to Braden and Micah, who put it before G-War. With one paw, he swiped it aside until it clanked on the ground.

      Braden picked it up and dusted it off. “‘Cats,” he muttered.

      G-War’s brothers remained with Jocelyn and Leah. He challenged them to live up to their birthright. ‘You have the greatest opportunity to fail,’ he told them. ‘Or to succeed. The choice is in your hands. In all things, keep the peace.’

      When they prepared to cross the Great Desert to the south, they found the hovercar waiting for them. The Aurochs herd numbered only twenty. The others had chosen to remain behind to help the ‘cats, and that meant helping the humans, too.

      “Do we ride in comfort or with our friends?” Braden asked.

      ‘It’s hard not to take that personally,’ Brandt replied with a thunderous laugh.

      “You were not made to be ridden.” Braden rubbed his behind, wondering if it would stop being sore.

      ‘We’re riding in air conditioning,’ G-War told them.

      ‘And us,’ Bounder said.

      ‘I wouldn’t mind either, but all of us won’t fit,’ Skirill said. Braden had lost count of how many Hawkoids were still with them.

      “You are welcome to ride however you can, wherever you can. I think there won’t be any room for us, so we’ll be with the Aurochs.”

      “What about those?” Micah asked, pointing to the piles of barrels which made the lake look like a junkyard.

      “Maybe we send a bot after them, to reuse them as the bots like to do.”

      Micah shrugged. “If we fill them, we can’t lift them. Maybe we carry them to Oasis Zero Three and drop them off with the bot.”

      Braden looked at the number of barrels, grimaced, and nodded. “We better get to it. A human minion’s work is never done.”

      ‘That is correct,’ G-War agreed as he jumped into the hovercar and curled up in the front seat.
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      If you liked it, please leave a review – buyers look at books with a single digit number of reviews with skepticism, so please, drop a few kind words for the Free Trader:). And I’ll start Free Trader 9 as soon as I have at least ten (10) reviews of The Great Cat Rebellion.

      The Free Trader will return in the ninth and final installment of the Free Trader!

      

      Blurb:

      The ‘cat is fed up with his human minions. Too much discontent. Too many malcontents. Not enough fresh meat. Drastic changes are in order, and the Golden Warrior decided that he was the right Hillcat to make them.

      Can a single ‘cat rally his people to come to humanity’s rescue and guarantee the peace for all time? The Planet Cygnus VII will not be the same after this epic journey of the sentient races, a journey of discovery and friendship. Will friends support each other, even if they don’t understand why?

      Join the Golden Warrior, Fealona, Braden, and Micah as they travel with friends and family from one end of Vii to the other.
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      Klytus darted into the brush, missing the small domestic rabbit that passed him on its way through the clearing. Shauna took up the chase. She was easily as fast, but guessing as to which way it would turn. She dodged one way to cut off the frightened creature while it jinked in the opposite direction.

      Shauna threw sand as she cornered, turning wide. Klytus came in from the other direction. A Rabbit, one of the sentient creatures on Vii, stood in their way with her hands out. ‘You will leave that poor bunny alone!’

      Both Hillcats stopped and tried to look around Luciana, but she stamped the ground with her big foot. ‘Shoo!’

      Standing knee-deep in New Sanctuary’s lake, Braden and Micah watched with mild interest. “Carnivores living with herbivores. It’s complete chaos.”

      The breeze whispered across the bushes. A bird sang nearby. Aadi floated serenely above the fountain at the middle of the lake.

      A single Hawkoid, Zeeka, clung to a branch, her talons keeping her upright while she slept. The Golden Warrior and his mate, Fealona, soaked up the sun on a small patch of grass.

      Ax and ‘Tesh floated on the surface of the lake on inflatable tubes, a gift from Doctor Johns.

      “Complete chaos?” Micah asked.

      “Utterly,” Braden replied.

      “You’re bored, aren’t you?”

      “That obvious?”

      “Very.” Micah took his arm and pulled him close. She felt his tension. Never a fan of doing nothing, he needed purpose, an action to occupy his mind and body. “What are we going to do?”

      “It’s been a year since the ‘cats have invaded the lives of humanity. I think too many of them are getting fat.”

      ‘Not my little love monster,’ Fea purred.

      G-War stood and stretched his heavily scarred body. ‘I’m in. Where are we going?’ G-War said, strolling onto the beach before kicking sand at Fea. She shook and took off after him. He ran.

      “Let’s take the ‘cats to the Traveler and see what else is up there. From what Young Tom and the scientists said, there might be an Android infestation in a few areas, but overall, they don’t seem to be having any problems. I admit that I love exploring that ship.”

      “It’s everything you grew up dreaming about. For me? I saw the destruction of the ancients first hand early in my life. I never fantasized about them. Our first trip up there scared me.”

      “Me, too. Blasters, better armor against Android lasers, and a more engaged Holly, since he is now integrated with the ship. That will make it a little better for us up there.”

      “Easy as that? You want to go back to the ship where Aadi was almost killed, you were almost killed a couple times, and G-War worked a computer.” Micah put her hands on her hips. Braden didn’t think that would bode well for him. He took the easy way out.

      “What would you like to do?”

      She gave him a heavy dose of stink-eye. Braden twisted his head, tossing his braid over his shoulder. He made to wring it out, but it wasn’t wet. He looked for something else to do to keep stalling.

      Anything else.

      “Well?” Micah finally asked.

      “What would you like to do?” Braden asked more slowly.

      “Fine. We’ll go back to the Traveler.”

      “You don’t sound fine, but I agree with your choice. Who’s coming with us?”

      “Me!” Ax yelled, throwing his hand into the air, twisting himself off his floating ring, and dropping backward into the water.

      “And me!” ‘Tesh said, kicking her feet to drive her closer to her parents.

      “It’s not safe enough for children. I’m sorry,” Micah apologized. She glanced at her partner through narrowed eyes. He nodded at her withering look.

      “Far too dangerous, but we can stay in touch with you. We will call you every day,” Braden said with a smile. ‘Tesh splashed him as she kicked away. Ax sputtered as he swam to the other side of the pond.

      “Way to go. You’ve alienated our children.”

      “They’ve already been to too many dangerous places. I kick myself all the time for letting that happen. They needed to stay behind more, not less.”

      “I know you’re right. Maybe we can bring a bunch of ‘cats and let them pacify the Traveler?”

      ‘That’s a big no. Fea doesn’t even want to come,’ G-War told them.

      ‘But she will,’ Fea added. ‘Someone has to keep you safe. You saw what happened when he started his crusade.’

      “More horsehair and a fresh stock of needles?” Micah asked.

      “Exactly,” Braden agreed. “We better stock up on numbweed, too. I don’t want to run out. Aadi?”

      ‘I have agreed to be at your side, helping as I’m able, but I must admit that the RV Traveler gives me the willies.’

      “What do Tortoid willies look like?” Braden wondered aloud. “Wait! That wasn’t what I meant.”

      ‘But I will go with you, as much as I’m apprehensive about it.’

      “Thanks, Aadi. We’ll be extra vigilant this time.” Braden made his way from the lake. “We need to ask Pik Ha’ar to go. The Lizard Men present a significant challenge if we cross that deck. I think Bounder and Strider should have the option, too.”

      “You know that Bounder is as bored as you are. He’ll jump at the chance.”

      ‘I think my parents would love to go with you,’ Zeeka suggested. ‘But I don’t know how to get in touch with them. They are in the north.’

      “We can call Jocelyn and ask her to contact the Hawkoids maintaining vigil over Jefferson City.”

      Zeeka waited.

      “And then we can send the hovercar for them.”

      ‘I think they would like that. Are they the only ones who will be riding in the Old Tech vehicle?’

      “I don’t know why not,” Braden answered with a shrug.

      ‘I think they will like that very much.’

      “Holly!” Braden yelled. Micah shook her head. “Call Jocelyn and let’s get this wagon train on its way. We need to saddle Max and Speckles for a quick trip into the Amazon. Can you tag along, Master Aadi?”

      ‘Of course,’ the Tortoid replied.

      “Can you two do something for us?” Micah asked the children. They were skeptical. “Can you go with Brandt to Livestel and tell Bounder and Gray Strider that we’re returning to the Traveler? Ask if they’d like to join us.”

      “Wow!” Ax exclaimed. “We get to go by ourselves?”

      “Brandt, Klytus, and Shauna will be with you, but yes. You do what Brandt tells you to do, understand?”

      The twins nodded eagerly.

      ‘I shall guard them with my life,’ Brandt’s thought voice boomed. He was in the field outside New Sanctuary, wreaking havoc on the new growth. The Bots were under orders to wait until he was finished before repairing and replanting. The Rabbits ran from him, throwing up their arms in disgust as they hopped and ran back to the clearing around the lake.

      ‘We can ask for no better, Brandt,’ Micah replied over the mindlink.

      Heloysius and Luciana moved around the lake. The twins raced up to them and jumped into their arms, even though the tiny humans were the same height as the Rabbits.

      “When did you get back?” Braden asked.

      ‘We returned when the last free trader came through. We are visiting all the Rabbit communities. We are pleased with how the Rabbits are flourishing on the planet surface. I was worried at first, but all is well. We’d like to come with you, return to the ship.’

      “You better take it easy or soon, the Rabbits will outnumber the humans.”

      ‘Why does that matter?’ Luciana replied.

      “I guess it doesn’t.” Braden instantly felt bad about his quip. “Sure, you can come. We can only take twelve. Let me see, me, Micah, G, Fea, Bounder, Strider, Pik, you, Heloysius, Aadi, Skirill, and Zyena.”

      Braden ticked off the numbers on his fingers. Twelve.

      “Looks good.” Braden raised his hands in triumph. “Now all we have to do is gather the masses. We need to make a call, dispatch a hovercar, saddle the horses, and get on the road.”

      “Us, too!” ‘Tesh cried as she grabbed her brother and ran toward the field to find Brandt. The ‘cats raced after them.
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      “My butt hurts,” Micah said. Their coats and hats did little to stem the deluge of the perpetual Amazon downpour.

      “Maybe I could rub it for you, just a little,” Braden said as he wiggled his eyebrows.

      “You’re incorrigible.” She smiled at her partner, holding his gaze. “Seven years we’ve been together.”

      “I’m getting older by the minute,” Braden replied.

      “Stop it...” Micah started.

      “But you are as young as the day we met. And a great mother to our kids.”

      “I know why they shouldn’t come. You want to get in a fight up there—” She stabbed a finger toward the sky. “—so it’s best we keep the twins away. Why do you need conflict?”

      “I need action, an invigorating trade or the rush of keeping the peace. I can sit in a wagon for hours on end, traveling to the next trade, the anticipation fueling me. But when I don’t have that to look forward to, I feel empty inside.”

      “I feel it, too, but differently. When the ‘cats aren’t with us, it feels like a part of me is gone.”

      “They hate the rain.”

      “And riding on a horse, but look at Max and Speckles! Always stalwart, starting to show a little gray, aren’t you?” Braden rubbed Max’s neck. The horses continued to trot up the road, waiting for a sign from the Amazonians. “Aadi?”

      The Tortoid bounced along behind. He held a small rope tied to the saddle in his beak-like mouth. ‘Nothing yet, Master Braden.’

      “Onward, trusty steed and faithful companions,” Braden shouted, pumping a fist. “Victory or death!”

      “There’s no victory or death. Either we find Pik and he comes with us or he doesn’t,” Micah clarified.

      “Are you okay going back to space, Aadi?” Braden asked, turning serious.

      ‘I will be okay, surrounded by my friends. Can one ever be in real danger with an army such as yours by their side?’

      “An army?” Braden wondered.

      ‘Remember where I’m from. Three of anything is an army, and you travel in greater circles than that.’

      “But we couldn’t protect you last time.”

      ‘This time is not last time, and you came for me, at great risk to yourselves. That in and of itself provides comfort. No matter what happens, I know you won’t leave me behind, or any of us.’

      “Of course,” Micah remarked. “But it’s because we’re selfish. I couldn’t look myself in the face if we left someone behind.”

      ‘That’s because you are decent people, and that’s why I’m going with you. Wait a minute. Ah! Here we are.’

      Braden and Micah pulled the horses to a halt and searched the trees. Their hands casually rested on the grips of their blasters.

      “I don’t see anyone,” Braden said, squinting through the rain.

      Aadi let go of the rope and started to swim away. Braden and Micah sat hunched, watching.

      The Tortoid reached the rainforest’s trees and hovered there. After a short time, he returned.

      ‘Pik Ha’ar is not too far away. They said that he could be here in three days if he decides to join us.’

      Braden started to climb down. “What are you doing?” Micah asked.

      “Making camp?”

      “I think we should ride south, wait a day and a half, and then come back. I don’t like sitting in the rain and doing nothing.”

      “Go to the Amazon’s border and find some numbweed to process,” Braden added. “Sounds like a better use of our time. Mount up, Aadi! We’re on a mission.”
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      ‘You two are awfully quiet,’ Brandt said over the mindlink. Two Hillcats, Klytus and Shauna, crouched on his head as he trotted toward Livestel, the Wolfoid town.

      ‘We’re concentrating. We have to do this right so we get to go on more adventures by ourselves.’

      ‘I will let your parents know that you have been exemplary.’ Brandt maintained an easy pace, knowing that Braden and Micah would take a great deal longer to find the Lizard Man and convince him to come along. He would have the children back in New Sanctuary long before the others arrived.

      Brandt turned off the road and headed across the fields. Wolfoid shepherds waved as he passed. He jumped over a small creek that trickled between the fields. When he hit, one hoof went into a hole. His momentum carried him forward. A snap sounded from beneath him, and he bugled his pain before he hit the ground. The ‘cats jumped and the children screamed.

      The King of the Aurochs twisted before he hit, slamming his face into the rocks to make sure he stayed upright to avoid rolling over the humans.

      The twins were thrown from his back, hitting the ground and sliding away. Ax reached for his sister, gasping in pain from the movement. “Are you okay?” he managed to squeak.

      ‘Tesh crawled to her knees and then sat on the ground. “I think so.” Her knees were bruised and bloodied, her palms grated raw. She winced when she looked at her injuries. Everything beyond the blood and grime disappeared. She couldn’t take her eyes from the hands.

      Ax started to cry. Brandt bellowed in agony. ‘Tesh sat there in a stupor.

      The ‘cats rubbed their bodies on their humans. ‘Help is coming. You are okay. Help is coming,’ they purred as they tried to calm their friends.

      The first Wolfoid flew in, running on all fours. She slid to a stop, easing close to the Aurochs. She held his head to peer into his eyes only to see the terror of agony.

      She checked his body. Scrapes on his jaw, a cut on his side, and a broken ankle. The Wolfoid didn’t have to get close to see the damage.

      The accident had happened close to town, so it wasn’t long before others arrived, including Bounder and Strider. The alpha and his mate picked the children up and tried to comfort them. They knew the twins were going to get better when ‘Tesh started to cry. Bounder hugged her to his chest. Strider carried Ax, who was already cried out.

      “Go get the elder,” Bounder ordered in the Wolfoid tongue.

      One of the younger Wolfoids took off running.

      Bounder and Strider crouched to allow the ‘cats to touch their people. ‘Cats had the gift of empathy. They could share someone’s pain, reducing it and helping the person to heal.

      But the children would be fine. It was Brandt they were most concerned about.

      ‘Can you help him?’ Strider asked the ‘cats. Klytus and Shauna bumped heads with the great King, taking care to avoid his horns as he spasmed and thrashed.

      Soon, that stopped. ‘Tesh wiped away her final tears. The elder, White Mountain, was warmly welcomed. She immediately checked Brandt’s ankle. She shook her head and pointed.

      “I know what we need to do, but it will be hard and painful for the Aurochs.”

      From her pouch, she withdrew a short length of rope and a generous handful of numbweed. She wrapped the rope around the broken ankle and handed the other end to three Wolfoids. She told them to be ready to pull. They took up the slack.

      She moved the Aurochs’ head, drawing his eyes to her. ‘We’re going to get that ankle fixed up right quick. Thank goodness you broke it higher on your leg. Here is some numbweed to chew.’

      He took it without replying as he struggled with the pain. He lay still and closed his eyes as the ‘cats helped calm him. The elder nodded to the three. They yanked hard. The bones slipped past each other as they strained the ligaments. The King bugled his agony once again. The Wolfoids let go and the bones settled into place.

      Brandt’s head dropped to the ground with the relief. The elder wiped away the numbweed that Brandt had spit on her and handed the King another handful. He chewed it slowly.

      ‘Thank you,’ he told her in an uncharacteristically soft voice.

      Everyone watched the King as his breathing slowed. They found relief as his pain lessened.

      ‘He has taken the first step in his healing,’ Bounder reassured the twins. ‘What brings you out here?’

      Ax took the lead. “Mom and Dad are going back up there. They wanted to know if you would like to go.”

      ‘Up there? The spaceship?’

      Ax and ‘Tesh both nodded, but kept their attention on Brandt. The elder looked skeptically at the King’s hoof, ankle, and leg. “Six weeks, he needs to stay off that leg before he can even think about moving about. And then probably another four to six weeks of standing, but not putting any weight on it,” the elder yipped and barked.

      Bounder shared the instructions over the mindlink.

      Brandt was in no position to argue.

      ‘We can stay here and babysit Brandt as he recovers, or we can leave him in your hands, with White Mountain watching over you all,’ Strider wondered.

      ‘Go on,’ White mountain encouraged. ‘I can handle three pups.’

      ‘Three?’ Strider asked.

      ‘This one will be the worst of the bunch as soon as he starts feeling better. These two will be easy.’ White Mountain pointed at the twins with a graying hand. ‘I’m sure they’ll be a great deal of help.’

      ‘See you when we get back,’ Bounder stated.

      ‘You go with them,’ Brandt’s voice thundered, already strong.

      ‘No,’ Ax replied, putting his hands on his hips. ‘Tesh mirrored his pose.

      ‘Your parents said to do as I tell you,’ Brandt countered.

      ‘That was before. Things have changed. Bounder said it was okay and we need to help. It’s our fault that you are hurt.’

      ‘It’s not your fault. Why do you think that?’

      ‘Because if we hadn’t come, you wouldn’t have stepped in that hole.’

      ‘Sometimes, accidents happen, little ones. It’s no one’s fault. I would be honored if you stay with me, but you don’t have to. How about that as a compromise?’

      Ax and ‘Tesh thought for less than a breath before ‘Tesh replied aloud. “It’s a deal. We’ll stay here and help White Mountain, while Bounder and Gray Strider help Mom and Dad. No one has to be alone.”

      ‘Wise words from one so young.’

      “We were taught by the best.”

      Bounder and Strider hugged the children before getting final directions from White Mountain. The King of the Aurochs was far too big to move, so the Wolfoids needed to build a shelter around him. Bounder ordered that it be done.

      He and Strider had to prepare. The other Wolfoids had their daily work. The twins and the ‘cats waited with the elder.

      “And someone bring me my chair!” White Mountain called after the alpha and his mate.
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      Jocelyn had relayed the message to the Hawkoid standing on the roof of the governor’s mansion. They bowed to each other and the great bird launched itself into the air and flew away.

      ‘Don’t worry about them. They’ve been there before. My father will keep them safe,’ Treetis said over the mindlink.

      “I want to go,” Jocelyn replied.

      ‘That’s what I said about the undersea city. That’s where I got this.’ Treetis turned to show the scar that covered one side of his body.

      She’d seen it before. She’d heard the story, too. It didn’t change her desire to experience it for herself. Her daughter was growing, and Jocelyn felt like she needed more from her mother. Jocelyn had been made governor through the power wielded by others, as her dead husband had before her.

      Jocelyn decided.

      ‘You should think more about this,’ Treetis remarked as he bolted after her.

      “Get my horse!” she yelled once inside. Jocelyn found her daughter, working with her nanny and tutor. “I have to go, and I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone.”

      “Where do you have to go?” the young girl asked.

      Jocelyn pointed at the sky. “Up there.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Neither do I, but it’s calling me. I hope that one day we’ll both be able to understand, and that it will make a difference in our lives and those we influence.”

      “Don’t we already do that?” the girl asked.

      “I want no limits on what humans can do. Braden and Micah are trying to make that happen. I believe they can do it, but the answer is up there.”

      “Take me!”

      “I can’t. The unknown is dangerous, even if it’s only in our minds, until we’re sure that it is. I will go with our friends. You stay here with Annabelle and our Aurochs friends.”

      A small Hillcat lazily raised her head from her spot in the sun until she dropped back to sleep. Leah smiled at the ‘cat.

      “I guess we’ll be fine, but you must tell me all about it when you return. Leave out no details!”

      “I will,” Jocelyn promised.

      She grabbed a small travel bag and ran to the horse waiting out front. She thanked the handler as a scruffy orange cat vaulted into her lap. “What are you doing?”

      ‘You have to ask that?’ Treetis replied.

      “Fine.” With a gentle nudge, the horse trotted from the square until the street widened, and then the mare pounded her way from the city. “I hope we get there in time. We have two days to cover five days of travel.”

      ‘The race is on. Wake me when we get there.’
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      Skirill and Zyena soared over the grasslands abutting the Bittner Mountains. Rodents abounded, making for an invigorating chase followed by a quick meal. Zyena was bigger and faster. Skirill was more agile. Between the two of them, their prey was doomed.

      They honed in on a ground squirrel, a better target for Skirill. Zyena flew high and circled. Skirill put the sun behind him as he arrowed toward the unsuspecting creature.

      Skirill hit the squirrel hard, killing it instantly before the Hawkoid flapped his wings to get back into the air. He glided a short ways away and landed. Zyena landed next to him and they ripped their meal in half. It was gone in a single swallow.

      “Thank you, my love,” Zyena said in the Hawkoid tongue. Skirill looked to the sky, enjoying its radiance.

      “I know happiness, and thanks to our friends, I also know the price that we are willing to pay for the peace we enjoy.”

      “A long journey that took you from being an outcast to your triumphant return and reign as the King of the Hawkoids.”

      “Am I different?” Skirill asked.

      “Yes and no,” Zyena replied. “You are more confident, but as kind as you’ve always been. You are a better version of you.”

      “I’ll take it.” Skirill bobbed his head.

      A Hawkoid scream sounded in the distance. A summons for the king. Skirill and Zyena both leapt and pounded the air with their wings to gain altitude. Skirill replied to the call, drawing the incoming Hawkoid to him.

      “I am relaying a message from Braden and Micah. They are returning to the Traveler and want to know if you would like to join them. The otter car will meet you at the last lake.”

      “Otter car?” Zyena asked.

      “Hovercar, I expect,” Skirill replied.

      “Can we go?” Zyena asked, instantly excited about returning to her former home.

      “You don’t have to ask. Of course, we’ll go if you want,” Skirill replied.

      “Take the message back to Jocelyn that we will go.”

      The Hawkoid acknowledged Skirill’s answer by repeating it back before flying away toward Jefferson City.

      “Shall we?” Skirill asked.

      “To the lake!” Zyena cried as she turned south.

      “Not yet. Let’s tell the others that we’ll be gone for a while.”

      “That’s right, you’re the king, and you have to tell your minions where you’re going and how long you’ll be gone.”

      “I could send my queen to do it for me,” Skirill quipped. Zyena bounced off him as she turned toward the mountains.

      “Oops,” she said unapologetically.

      “We’re going back to space.”

      “Just to visit. My home is here now.”

      “My home is where you are,” Skirill screeched into the air.
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      ‘Where is everyone?’ Bounder asked as he and Strider stood in the clearing by the lake.

      Zeeka opened her eyes. ‘Rabbits are in the field. Everyone else is out doing stuff,’ she replied noncommittally. ‘Wait. Where are Brandt and the children?’

      ‘Funny story,’ Bounder started.

      Strider nipped at him. ‘Brandt was injured when he stepped in a hole. He will be in Livestel for quite some time as he heals. The children and their ‘cats have chosen to remain with him. White Mountain is looking after the bunch.’

      ‘I should let Braden and Micah know.’ Zeeka jumped from the branch and flew away.

      ‘But where is everyone else?’ Bounder asked.

      A scruffy orange Hillcat appeared from under a bush and stretched. ‘They are gathering the army to lead against the vast darkness of space,’ G-War intoned before turning serious. ‘You said something happened to Brandt? How are the humans and my children?’

      ‘Brandt broke his leg. The children of Braden and Micah are scraped and bruised, but in good spirits. Your offspring are uninjured.’

      G-War looked smug as he strutted past, tail held high. A white ‘cat appeared from the brush. She blinked at the sunlight. ‘What did I miss?’

      ‘Bounder and Gray Strider are joining the party.’ G-War kept walking.

      ‘Great to see you,’ Fea said, nodding politely to the Wolfoids.

      G-War stopped, walked up to the now-sitting Wolfoids, and glared at them.

      ‘What?’ Bounder asked.

      ‘We’re going back to the Traveler. You were mean to me when we first met.’

      ‘That was like fifty dog-years ago!’

      ‘Hillcats never forget.’

      ‘Wolfoids forgive and forget. If I remembered, I would think that you were not the most pleasant of creatures, either.’

      G-War looked to Fea, then to Bounder. ‘I can’t believe that.’

      Fea rubbed her body against G’s. ‘I am glad to have met you, Bounder and Strider. I will be glad to have experienced travelers with us on board the ship.’

      ‘You have to walk sideways up there. I didn’t like it.’

      ‘It took a while relearning how to walk once we got to Vii,’ Strider admitted. ‘It’s so much easier down here.’

      G-War turned and kicked sand on Bounder. The Wolfoid used his lightning spear to trip the ‘cat, sending him face-first into the sand. G-War turned and launched himself at the Wolfoid. Bounder stumbled back and the two went into the lake.

      They spluttered and splashed as they worked their way out of the water.

      ‘Serves you both right,’ Fea said. Strider nodded in agreement.

      ‘Great. Now we have to smell wet Wolfoid,’ G-War complained.

      Bounder started to laugh. ‘Come, my little friend. Let us kill a deer and celebrate as hunters should.’

      G-War ran toward the brush and Bounder tossed his spear to Strider before following.

      ‘Do you know what Bounder said about your mate when they first met?’ Strider asked.

      Fea wet her paw and started grooming her face. ‘I’m sure it wasn’t anything to hold a grudge over.’

      ‘Not in the least. He said, “it’s harmless.”’

      ‘My little love monster, mostly harmless. I think that describes him perfectly. Of course, he’d take offense at that.’
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      Braden and Micah worked their way through the trees that defined the southern boundary of Vii’s Amazon Rainforest. The numbweed bushes had already been taken. Braden didn’t remember doing it, but knew that it had to be him. They traveled farther and farther to find a meager quantity.

      The horses grazed while Aadi enjoyed the sun. Braden and Micah enjoyed drying out.

      “Try someplace else?” Micah asked.

      Braden accessed his neural implant and checked the time. “We have a few hours before we need to head back. We’ll try down around the corner. Max!”

      They walked quickly to where the horses were nose down in the green border grasses. Neither was happy to be pulled away from feeding. “If only Bronwyn was here to tell them how much we appreciate them helping us.”

      Braden rubbed Max’s neck. “Thanks, buddy, for being there for us. I know that you’re getting older, but you’re still young to me.”

      They trotted past the last tree, with Aadi bouncing through the air behind, and took a hard left. They followed the treeline for thirty minutes before hopping off. A Hawkoid screech drew their eyes skyward. They waited as Zeeka approached.

      ‘Brandt has been injured...’

      ‘My children!’ Micah cried and ran for Speckles.

      ‘Are fine,’ Zeeka finished. ‘They are staying with Brandt and his broken leg at the Wolfoid town. White Mountain is watching over all of them. Bounder and Strider are at New Sanctuary and have agreed to join you.’

      “Thank you, Zeeka,” Braden replied. “Have you heard from Jocelyn? Do you know if they were able to contact your parents?”

      ‘I do not. I only know what the Wolfoids shared.’

      Micah continued to breathe hard after the initial shock. Braden chewed the inside of his lip as he thought about what to do.

      “Keep us apprised,” he finally said. “If Pik joins us, we will drop him at New Sanctuary before continuing to Livestel. We have to see Brandt and the kids to make sure they are all okay before we leave the planet. We won’t go if they need us.”

      Micah squeezed Braden’s arm to show her agreement.

      ‘I think that is a wise plan,’ Aadi added. Zeeka cawed and circled back from the way she’d come. She climbed as she flew away.

      “I wonder what happened,” Braden said.

      “It is odd to hear that Brandt has been injured when we’re not fighting anyone. Did he lose his edge?”

      “Maybe he is getting old. How old was he when we first met?”

      Micah shook her head and continued to watch until Zeeka disappeared into the distance.

      “Numbweed awaits.” Braden said, patting Micah’s behind.

      “You like my butt.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Braden replied. “Why do you think I always let you go ahead of me?”

      “Because I fight better than you?”

      “And that.” They laughed as the shock of hearing about Brandt’s injury wore off, and they got back to work finding numbweed bushes.

      For the next time someone was injured. They sobered quickly with the task.
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      Jocelyn’s steed blew foam from her mouth, nostrils flared as she sucked in more air. Halfway there and the raven-haired governor wasn’t sure they were going to make it.

      Treetis screamed as he caught and killed something for his meal. Jocelyn ate a small portion of jerky, rationing her supplies to make them last. She was ill-equipped to hunt. The mare drank noisily before grabbing a few bites of grass. Jocelyn rubbed her flanks for a short while before calling to Treetis that it was time to leave.

      She mounted and the Hillcat, still wearing blood splatters across his face, jumped into her lap. He immediately started grooming as Jocelyn guided her mount away from the lake and onto the dirt where the horse would find it easier to run.

      And then they were off, in a race against time to reach the lake where a hovercar would be waiting. Old Tech. She wasn’t afraid of it. She wanted more of it. Maybe that was the draw of the resettlement vessel in orbit above the planet.

      It was Old Tech, every single thing about it.

      An adventure beckoned that would help her be the leader her people needed. And she needed a break from being that leader.

      Jocelyn had plenty of time to think as the horse pounded along. Treetis remained stoic. He hated Old Tech because it had almost killed him. The ship scared him, but he wouldn’t admit it.

      Treetis wanted to face his fear, show the courage that the Golden Warrior demonstrated day in, day out. To be like his hero, he needed to conquer his fear.

      But Aadi’s shell! The Androids had tortured him. So much pain. Treetis’ claws dug into the saddle as his muscles tightened.

      “What’s wrong? Your rabbit lunch not sitting well?”

      ‘It is sitting very well.’ Treetis retracted his claws from the dense leather. ‘What do you expect to find up there?’

      “That’s a good question.” Jocelyn leaned over the ‘cat as she guided the horse along a twisting path before breaking back into the open. “I think purpose.”

      ‘You already have a purpose. You’re the governor.’

      “That’s helping people to simply exist. I think we have so much more potential than that. Maybe the Traveler will help me see what.”

      Treetis didn’t respond. He remained wedged between Jocelyn and the saddle. He groaned and it sounded like a yowl.

      ‘The hovercar is so nice to travel in. The ancients enjoyed their comforts and now we get to enjoy them, too,’ he said.

      “But the Traveler is a dangerous place.”

      ‘So I’ve been told,’ Treetis replied. ‘But we’ll find out together, won’t we, tall human?’

      “You have your moments, Treetis.” The mare hammered the ground on her way south, trying to win a race against flying Hawkoids and a flying car.
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      Braden called off the search when the light from his neural implant started to flash. Time was up.

      They carried two full bags of leaves

      “Enough?” Micah asked.

      “Plenty and then some,” Braden said proudly. They each tied a bag tightly to their saddles. Aadi grabbed on, and they were off.

      It wasn’t long before a light rain began, then the deluge.

      “I didn’t miss this,” Micah mumbled. Braden pulled his collar up and hat tighter to keep from getting soaked to the skin.

      Aadi bounced along behind without a complaint.

      They rode for most of the remaining day until they reached the spot where the Amazonians had agreed to meet them.

      “Aadi?” Braden asked.

      ‘Nothing, Master Braden.’

      Braden dismounted and guided Max to the side of the road where he could graze. Micah groaned as she climbed down from Speckles.

      “No more horse riding for me,” she said.

      “That could make our return trip problematic,” Braden replied as he caressed her sore part.

      “What is with you? You have a purpose again so you’re all frisky.”

      “I am unapologetic about it, too.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      ‘Fine,’ Aadi added. ‘I must admit that I’m not sure what is fine or not, but you seemed intent on everything being fine. I am worried about the Great King. If he has a broken leg, he’ll have to stay off it. I don’t think he knows how to do that.’

      “If anyone can keep him in line, it’ll be White Mountain. And the twins. They will want him to be better. I expect they are sleeping on him. He won’t move because he won’t want to disturb them. Their ‘cats, too. Those two hooligans will never grow up.”

      “You think of them like that because they are half the Golden Warrior’s size. Although, the children do keep them young.”

      “A perfect match, a match made in heaven.” Braden leaned close, lips puckered.

      ‘They come,’ Aadi said.

      Braden jumped in front of Micah and pulled his blaster.

      “What are you doing, it’s Pik Ha’ar,” Micah said, pushing his blaster arm down.

      “Last time I heard “they come,” it was Bat-Ravens. Couldn’t get my blaster out quickly enough then.”

      ‘Your reflexes are admirable, Master Braden,’ Aadi replied. ‘It is Pik Ha’ar and his contingent.’

      “His contingent? Is that good or bad?”

      ‘Neither. It simply is.’

      Braden, Micah, and Aadi walked through the rain to the side of the road where Pik emerged from the trees, almost magically. Four Lizard Men were arrayed behind him.

      Braden put his hand on Pik’s chest as a greeting and the Lizard Man responded in kind.

      “It is good to see you, Pik.”

      ‘And you, too. They tell me you are going back to the Traveler. Please tell me this isn’t true.’

      Braden frowned before replying. “But it is. Do you not want us to go?”

      ‘It is a hard place, filled with traps and ways to die.’

      “We hope to change that. This trip is to set up future trips where we can start our journey back into space. The scientists from Cygnus VI have an engine that will make travel among the stars a common thing, but we have to be in space to test it. Peace on Vii has brought us to this moment. We can build a future of exploration or we can stagnate here. I prefer the wonders of the universe. I don’t think I’m alone.”

      ‘My son, Daksha, is always looking at the stars. Maybe someday he’ll be up there, doing what Braden envisions.’

      ‘We look forward to that day. Yes, human. I will watch your back while you are on the spaceship, but you must give me a blaster.’

      “Ooh,” Braden replied, looking less than enthused by the idea.

      ‘Come! We will talk on the way to New Sanctuary.’ Pik pounded Braden on the shoulder as he greeted Micah and then headed toward the waiting horses.

      “Do  you have your skin suit?” Braden asked as he turned to follow.

      ‘Yes. The latest design mimics the natural ability of our skin.’

      “That’s what I call an upgrade. Maybe Holly can add some chameleon technology to our armor.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Micah replied.

      “Probably not. We’ll make do.”

      “We always do.”

      “What’s he doing?” Braden pointed to Pik Ha’ar. The Lizard was standing directly behind Max. “That has all the potential for something really bad.”

      “Pik!” Micah yelled instead of morbidly watching. “Don’t stand there.” She hurried to pull him out of the line of fire. Max’s ears had gone back and he wasn’t looking happy.

      Braden patted the stallion on the side before climbing into the saddle. He held his arm out to help Pik up. Once straddling the horse, the Lizard Man grabbed Braden’s arms.

      ‘Lizard Men were not made to ride horses.’

      “I would think not. Aadi?”

      ‘I’ll tag along behind the president, if you don’t mind.’

      “I think that’s for the best. Next stop, New Sanctuary. Ha!” Braden encouraged Max to a trot and then to a run. Besides Pik, they were tired of the rain again and ready to be out of it.
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      Skirill and Zyena sat on the rock that Treetis had once claimed as his own. It provided a commanding view of the grasslands to the north and east as well as the desert to the south.

      “Did we miss it?” Skirill asked.

      “Wouldn’t it wait for us?”

      Skirill bobbed his head. “It’s not here yet. I guess we wait.”

      Zyena glided to the edge of the small lake, stepped in, and started throwing water on herself. She ruffled her feathers, shook, and repeated the process.

      Skirill watched. “Excited?”

      “To go home?” Zyena replied. “Excited, but anxious. I like our lives here. Thanks to the ‘cats and you and Micah and Braden, Vii is a safe place. The ship is not, and I don’t want to see anyone get hurt, least of all you.”

      She continued to bathe while Skirill considered her words. For him, the ship represented the point in time from which the best part of his life began. He had been condemned to be alone because he was different. And then, because he was different, he was never alone.

      “If we turn our backs on our friends, then do we deserve the peace that they won for us?”

      “No. And we wouldn’t deserve the peace that we won for ourselves. There was never a question that we’d go, but I am anxious about it.”

      “Braden will take care of us. He went back for Aadi, and he went back for Pik Ha’ar. If anything happens, he’ll come for us, too.”

      Zyena continued to bathe. Skirill looked south. The Great Desert shimmered with the heat, uninviting. He knew the ride in the hovercar would be cool and quick. He wondered if they’d ride it all the way to New Sanctuary. Once inside, they wouldn’t be able to communicate with Holly.

      “There could be a problem,” Skirill ventured. Zyena didn’t ask what. She was convinced there would be all kinds of problems. Focusing on one wouldn’t change the others.

      Skirill scanned the horizon, his Hawkoid eyes picking up movement. He stared trying to see what it was. “I’ll be back,” he told Zyena.
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      Braden stopped as soon as they passed out of the rain.

      ‘Why are we stopping?’ Pik asked. Aadi wondered the same thing.

      “You’re killing me, Pik!” Braden helped the Lizard Man down, and then he climbed out of the saddle. “I can’t feel my hands. Look at the claw marks on my arms!”

      ‘That wasn’t me. I have hands.’ Pik Ha’ar wiggled his digits in the air. His expression gave away none of his emotions. The Amazonians, descendants of the Traveler’s Lizard Men, did not show expressions as their human DNA would suggest. Whether that decision was conscious or not would never be known.

      “You have to let go, Pik. Don’t hold me in the death grip.”

      ‘I don’t like horses,’ Pik admitted.

      “Once we’re at New Sanctuary, you won’t have to deal with horses ever again. Max and Speckles are ready to retire.”

      ‘I will be fine. Where do you wish me to hold?’

      “The saddle. Hold it behind you and lean over my back.”

      ‘That doesn’t sound very comfortable,’ Pik replied.

      Braden rubbed his head and looked to Micah for support. She shook her head and strolled into the woods to relieve herself.

      Aadi swam close. ‘This is the first leg on our journey back to space. It simply is. We will deal with each leg as it comes in the best way we can.’

      “Aadi,” Micah called from the woods. “I found a beetle nest that needs your attention.”

      ‘It has been a while since I’ve had a beetle feast. If you’ll excuse me.’ The Tortoid hurried away as quickly as he could swim.

      “Just a little bit farther, Pik. And then we go into the puke chamber. I thought you died the last time we transferred from the ship to the planet. You sure looked dead to me!” Braden slapped the Lizard Man on the back before checking the bindings on the saddle to ensure that he wouldn’t lose their hard-fought bags of numbweed leaves.

      ‘I understand,’ Pik replied. ‘What will we do on the spaceship?’

      Braden stopped in the middle of retying a bag. “We’re going to make it safe for scientists and people.”

      ‘Then you’ll have to kill everything on board, you see, as they are all struggling to make their own way, whether my people on their deck, the birds, the livestock, the marine life. None of them will want to be pacified.’

      “You sound like Holly. Have you been talking with him?”

      ‘I wasn’t supposed to tell you, but you should know. When the ship recreated me, it gave me a neural implant. I have spent much time with Holly learning about the universe and my place in it.’

      “You mean we could have had Holly contact you directly?”

      ‘Yes,’ Pik replied.

      “We rode all that way in the rain, twice, and we didn’t have to? Holly and me? We’re going to have words.”
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      Skirill gained altitude before being able to identify the object as a horse and its rider.

      ‘Don’t let that hovercar leave without us,’ Treetis told the Hawkoid.

      ‘You’re coming, too?’

      ‘And Jocelyn.’

      ‘The ancients’ vehicle is not here yet, or has already come and gone, but we have not seen it. It will be good to have you both with us and that solves our problem of being able to talk with Holly.’

      The mare slowed after Treetis told Jocelyn that they had time.

      Skirill descended, picking up speed as he arrowed toward the horse. Jocelyn waved a tired hand. The Hawkoid screeched his welcome before passing, banking, and flying overhead to accompany their new companions.

      ‘I wasn’t told to expect you.’

      ‘She didn’t decide until your fellow Hawkoid had already departed.’

      ‘I see. Does Braden know that you’re coming?’

      ‘Does he have to know everything?’

      ‘A typical ‘cat answer, which is no answer at all. You have become the spitting image of the Golden Warrior.’

      ‘I’ll take that as the compliment I’m sure it is meant to be. I’ve had about enough of this horse. I hope the air conditioning in the hovercar is working, and stay off my rock.’

      ‘Not a chance.’ Skirill cawed his laughter and flew ahead. As he rose above the grasslands, he could see a dot rapidly approaching through the desert. ‘I think the vehicle is coming. Don’t take too long to get here. I’m not sure how we can hold it for you.’
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      Pik jumped from Max before the horse stopped. The Lizard Man walked through the trees and straight into the lake, waving at the Wolfoids and Hillcats lounging on the beach.

      “I smell venison.” Braden had his nose in the air and sniffed. He climbed down and removed Max’s saddle and halter, thanking the horse and turning him loose. Micah did the same. The animals grazed their way toward the fields.

      After putting the saddles in one of the sheds scattered throughout New Sanctuary, they found their way to the lake to greet their old friends.

      “I’m glad you decided to join us,” Braden said as he hugged the big Wolfoid.

      ‘Anywhere adventure takes you, we will go, too,’ Bounder replied.

      ‘You might want to consider a less dangerous way of life,’ G-War quipped.

      Micah snickered. “If you have to go, go with those who have blasters and lightning spears.”

      “There is that,” Braden said. “And there is the venison. Dinner is served!”

      They sat around the fire, slicing off the best-cooked pieces from the meat on the spit. G-War and Fea joined them.

      Braden ruffled the Hillcat’s hair and tickled the skin around the missing chunk of ear. G-War made a halfhearted slash at his annoying human.

      ‘Holly, what’s the status of the hovercar and our Hawkoid friends?’ Braden chewed a piece of venison as he studied the neural implant’s visual projection, something that only he could see.

      ‘It will be two days before they arrive,’ Holly replied in his usual joyous tone.

      “Skirill and Zyena are on their way,” Braden said aloud.

      ‘And Jocelyn and Treetis.’

      “Why are they coming?”

      ‘To join the team going to space, of course.’

      “Holly! That makes fourteen. There are only twelve chairs in the matter transfer chamber.”

      ‘That is correct on both counts. You will have to make a decision.’

      “Who else is coming?” Micah wondered.

      “Jocelyn and Treetis.”

      ‘Great news! I was hoping he would make it. We can show him the wonders of humans puking, electrified people, Androids, vines made of sharpened steel, and all manner of things,’ G-War said. ‘He can have my seat.’

      ‘Oh no you don’t,’ Fea told him.

      “Where is Heloysius and Luciana?”

      ‘In the fields,’ Holly answered.

      “I’ll talk with them. Rabbits aren’t the adventuring sort. They may prefer to remain behind.”

      “And then we need to go to Livestel,” Micah reminded Braden.

      “Maybe we’re not done with the horses, yet?”

      “I think there are a couple Aurochs out there, too. Maybe ask them while you’re tromping through the vegetables.”

      Braden nodded, sliced off a big piece of venison, and left for the fields.
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      ‘I’m withering away!’ Brandt complained.

      ‘You are not!’ ‘Tesh replied. She handed a bucket of water to White Mountain, who took a drink before giving it back. ‘Tesh poured it carefully into the bull’s mouth as he lifted his head sideways.

      Ax appeared with an armload of grasses. He shoved a pile in, almost getting bitten as Brandt started to chew.

      ‘I knew you’d be a big baby!’ White Mountain shot back. ‘The bigger they are...’

      ‘I’m standing up,’ Brandt said and rolled to his stomach. The twins each grabbed a horn and tried to hold him down, but their efforts were no more effective than a gnat’s.

      ‘You big dummy! Don’t make me get reinforcements,’ White Mountain said over the mindlink as she backed out of the way. Klytus jumped on Brandt’s face and ran to the top of his head.

      “Get down!” ‘Tesh yelled from her where she hung from the King’s great horns.

      Brandt got his hooves underneath and started to push himself upwards. He bugled in pain as he put too much weight on his broken ankle. He adjusted and continued to push. His injured leg barely tapped the ground as he hobbled about.

      ‘You do magnificent work,’ Brandt told the elder.

      He ducked as he worked his way from beneath the shelter that had been erected over him.

      ‘Come along, children. We have a long way to go and it will take some time to get there. I will recover at New Sanctuary.’

      ‘You what?’ White Mountain shouted, before she grumbled. ‘The bigger they are...’

      “You can’t leave, Brandt! That is too far to walk.” Ax dropped to the ground and puffed his chest out.

      ‘Then you can walk alongside me and together, we will have a grand adventure.’

      “We’re going back to New Sanctuary?” ‘Tesh asked, although she knew that was exactly what Brandt was going to do. “I guess there is no stopping you.”

      ‘No,’ Brandt replied and started the three-legged hop. He went wide around the hole that had caused his pain. Shauna ran to ‘Tesh’s side, glancing up at her brother on the King’s head. The young girl lifted the ‘cat to Brandt’s nose and she scrambled to her place beside Klytus.

      “Mom and Dad are going to be mad,” Ax said matter-of-factly.

      “At him.” ‘Tesh pointed at the King of the Aurochs.

      ‘I will hold you blameless in all things,’ Brandt thundered as he limped along. He picked up speed and the twins had to jog to keep up. Brandt wasn’t trying to run, but his stride was naturally long, even on only three legs.

      “We are blameless!” ‘Tesh retorted.

      ‘How serendipitous then.’ Brandt chuckled, but under it all was the pain he endured as he drove himself onward.
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      Braden and Micah sat across Contessa’s neck and shoulders. G-War and Fea crouched on the cow’s head. The Aurochs and her riders ambled easily along the ancients’ road.

      “Thanks for taking us,” Micah said.

      ‘I am worried about my King!’ the cow said, her thought voice exasperated.

      “I’m sure he’ll be fine, but we will find out soon enough.”

      ‘Sooner than that,’ G-War said. The cow saw the King of the Aurochs ahead and broke into a run. Braden and Micah grabbed what hair and flesh they could to hang on. She made short work of the distance. Brandt stopped, the point of one hoof barely touching the ground as he balanced on three legs.

      “What are you doing? By all the stars in the sky, why are you out here?” Braden exclaimed, gesturing wildly as he talked.

      ‘Bringing your children home. I shall recover better in my home of New Sanctuary instead of in the field outside Livestel.’

      Contessa nuzzled the great King, mooing softly as she did so. Brandt looked smug.

      “Men,” Micah muttered. “The biggest babies on the planet.”

      “Good thing we’re not staying here.” The King started to hobble again. Braden and Micah each picked up one of the twins. G-War hopped onto Brandt’s back and chased his children off the King’s head. Fea shrugged as she joined her mate. Klytus and Shauna grumbled as they moved to the cow, but calmed quickly when they realized the ride was much smoother.

      “We tried to stop him!” Ax claimed.

      “I’m sure you did,” Micah replied with a smile.

      “He wasn’t mean, but I don’t think White Mountain wants to see him in Livestel ever again.”

      “Probably not. What do you have to say for yourself?” Micah pressed.

      ‘I shall miss going to Livestel, but such is life.’

      “Brandt!” Micah scolded.

      ‘I am kidding. I shall apologize when the time is right. You will take them wonderful gifts of meat and jewelry on my behalf.’

      “We will?” Braden asked.

      “Of course we will. Everything Brandt has done for us over the years? It is the least we can do.” Micah winked at Braden.

      ‘And I thank you for it,’ Brandt replied.

      Micah accessed her neural implant. Her eyes unfocused as the window appeared before her eye. ‘Holly, Brandt has a broken leg. Do you have anything that could help him heal more quickly?’

      ‘Of course. I shall dispatch a Medical Robot to your location. It’ll knit the bones together in a matter of an hour or so.’

      ‘How long have you had a robot that can heal people?’

      ‘Not long, Master President. This will be the first field test.’

      ‘Send it out. We’ll wait.’

      Micah raised her hand, calling for a stop. “Get this. Holly has a Bot that can heal Brandt’s leg in about an hour. It’s on its way.”

      ‘I’ll be as good as new today?’

      “I don’t know, Brandt, but Holly can work miracles.”

      “How long has he had something like that? Maybe we can take one with us to the Traveler.”

      “He said that it is new.”

      “I am not amused,” Braden added. “As much as we’ve gone through, Holly never built this thing before? Not amused at all.”

      “Relax,” Micah said softly. “Holly knows more than we ever will. We have to trust his judgment. At least we have the Bot now. I would like to think that it’ll be able to fix all species. If it can work on an Aurochs, it should be able to work with a Hillcat, too, just in case.”

      The thought of his friends and family being injured caused Braden the most pain. They had all had injuries and been treated in the field. Braden always worried that his skills weren’t good enough, and someday, one of them would die. He would think it was his fault.

      “All Holly’s knowledge, conveniently coming to an injury near you,” Braden joked. “I like it a lot.”

      “We shall see,” Micah said. They settled in to wait.

      It didn’t take the Bot long to appear as it had the same hover technology as the Security Bots. The size of the machine was intimidating. The children and the ‘cats backed away from Brandt, now lying on his side as he waited. Braden and Micah stayed where he could see them.

      The Bot settled onto the ground next to the injured leg. It waved an arm with something attached over the injury and then retracted the device.

      ‘Holly, tell us what’s going on.’

      ‘Yes, Master President,’ Holly replied. The speakers on the Bot crackled to life. “Good afternoon, Brandt Earthshaker. I trust you are well. Please stay still while we complete the process. We have scanned the injury. Next will be an injection of bonding agent.”

      An arm with two protrusions extended, wrapped itself around the limb, and slid slowly upward, slicing and removing the bandage that White Mountain had put in place while at the same time injecting something through the skin.

      ‘Ow!’ Brandt exclaimed. His leg spasmed, but the Bot’s size helped it to hold steady. ‘The pain is gone!’

      “A numbing compound is included as part of the bonding agent. It will wear off about the time that the bone is repaired. The last step is electromagnetic stimulation of the agent.” The arm extended one more time with paddles that it held in place on both sides of the leg, above the injury.

      “When’s the last time you’ve eaten?” Braden asked his son. The boy shrugged. Micah started digging in her pack and brought out a protein bar from the fabricator in the presidential suite. Braden did the same.

      “You don’t have any brownies?” ‘Tesh asked as she looked sideways at the bar.

      “Just eat it!” Braden ordered.

      Micah gave him the stink-eye, but the children began to chew. Once finished, they curled up against Brandt and went to sleep. G-War lay across the King’s neck and purred softly, relaxing the huge creature.

      ‘It is finished,’ Holly’s voice told them from the Bot. Braden snapped awake. Micah blinked against the sun. Braden wondered if Holly had put them all to sleep to help pass the time.

      The Bot retracted all its equipment and moved a safe distance away. “Brandt. I think you can try to stand.”

      The King of the Aurochs was tentative as he put weight on it. When it didn’t hurt, he put more and more on it, until he was standing. He took a few steps and then a few more. He trotted until he ran, then made a big arc as he returned to the others.

      “Climb on! I’m famished and there’s nothing like fresh vegetables to soothe the savage beast, eh?”

      “Nothing like them,” Braden said noncommittally.
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      Jocelyn gaped at New Sanctuary. “Everything you do is done in these little buildings? That’s where this magnificent vehicle was built?” She pointed to the hovercar.

      “Most of the facility is below ground. What you see here is nothing compared to what’s below. There is a vast manufacturing level, storage areas, a command center, and a complete berthing area. You’ll see it on our way to the matter transfer chamber, the place that will send us to space,” Braden explained.

      “Can we go now?” she asked.

      Braden shook his head. “We need to talk with our friends first. Come and see.”

      The group had gathered in the clearing around the lake—Brandt and Contessa, Rabbits, Hawkoids, Hillcats, Wolfoids, and humans.

      Braden laced his fingers behind his back and paced as he talked. “We can only take twelve and because of the way that the matter transfer system works, going in two separate groups isn’t viable because it’s not safe. I won’t have us split up. I’ve talked with you all and think we have our twelve. Three ‘cats, three humans, two Wolfoids, two Hawkoids, a Lizard Man, and a Tortoid. This is the group I think gives us the best chance to accomplish our mission, which is nothing short of creating a section of the ship where it is safe for our people to live and work.”

      Micah stepped in front of the Governor of Warren Deep. “For those of you who haven’t been on the ship before, Treetis and Jocelyn, don’t ever lose your bracelet as that is what you’ll need to move through doors. We’ll have a command-level bracelet which gives us access to almost every space. The ship spins to maintain the illusion of gravity. It will take a while to get used to. You’ll feel like you’re getting pulled to the side. Walking uphill will feel like you’re walking on the level. It’s bizarre, but you’ll figure it out. Assume everything and everyone you meet is hostile until they prove differently. In other words, stay behind us.”

      “The Golden Warrior is our key to success. He’s the one who makes it possible to talk with the creatures on the Traveler, although there were those ones in the corridor filled with jungle who you couldn’t talk with. Or Androids, and they were the greatest threat. Scratch everything I just said. Holly is our key to success!”

      ‘It makes noise, but no sense,’ G-War said with a sigh.

      “We’ll have a blaster for you, Pik, but it’ll be special. You’re getting a blaster, too, Jocelyn. Everyone wears armor. Even you, G. Everyone. The armor protected us from the Android lasers last time. With what Young Tom and Zeller experienced last year, we know that we still can’t trust the Androids. Holly?”

      A Bot rolled into the clearing. “I am here, Master President, Master Vice President, distinguished guests. It is my great honor to host you on this momentous occasion.”

      Braden held his hands up and shook his head as he looked at Micah. She didn’t know either.

      Holly continued. “A trip to the Resettlement Vessel Traveler, in space for well over four thousand years, a monument to humanity’s perseverance, mind over matter. The ship was lost for centuries until it was found again by Braden and Micah, who will now make their third trip into space.”

      “And G.”

      “With the indomitable spirit of Prince Axial De’atesh, once again, the descendants of Earth shall rise and take their rightful place among the stars!”

      ‘I don’t know what I just heard,’ Aadi commented.

      “What Holly meant to say,” Braden interrupted, “is that we’ll go to the matter transfer chamber first thing in the morning. I wouldn’t bother eating. Carry your breakfast with you so you can eat it once your stomach settles when we’re aboard the Traveler. Carry your blaster and don’t be afraid to use it. With Holly’s help, we’ll bring a good part of the ship under our control so the scientists from Cygnus VI can board and take up residence, continue their work which will eventually take us back to the stars. For now? We’re fighting against dung-throwing monkeys and death beetles.”

      ‘I’m full up on beetles, but a shipborne snack will be greatly appreciated.’

      ‘One of those wild hogs on Deck 10 sounds pretty good,’ G-War added.

      “You guys just ate, and you’re already thinking about food! You know how it is up there. We’ll lose track of days and nights and forget when we last ate.” Braden looked from face to face. Bounder belched, looked away, and started licking his lips.

      Skirill screeched the Hawkoid cry. Micah and Braden both jumped. ‘I will be happy to be on the Traveler once again. I will fly the spinning skies and dance among the twisting trees, being the eyes of my friends as they try to bring peace to yet another world. I’ll eat when I eat and sleep when I’m dead!’

      “What is this, speech day?”

      ‘I shall sleep when the sun shines...’ G-War started, but Fealona swatted him, so he stopped.

      ‘I return to a home that I remember, but haven’t known. It is the home of the one who came before me. I will honor his memory as I try to represent him among our people on the Rainforest Deck.’

      ‘I’ve never been there,’ Treetis said. ‘I add my senses to everyone else’s in order to find our enemies before they find us. And should we close with them, our enemies will feel my claws and teeth.’

      “We’re probably going to get sunburnt from all the time we’ll be laying in the sun drinking fruity water,” Braden replied with a snicker. “Stay sharp and be aware. Our job won’t be easy, but it’s not going to be as gloom and doom as all of you are making it out to be. Holly, bring everyone’s armor out here so we can make sure it all fits.”

      “It would be best if Jocelyn comes downstairs to the armory to get fitted. I have equipment for everyone else being delivered. Will the Hawkoids require the razor talons?”

      “Yes, but secured in a pack. They can put them on if we’re going into a rough area, but I don’t want them wearing them as part of their normal getup.”

      “Understood, Master Braden.”

      “Where are you going, G?” Braden asked as G-War was halfway into a bush. “Don’t make me fight you with the damn armor. It’s because I don’t want to see you hurt. Can’t you understand that? You always run in front of me, so you need your own protection. If you stay behind me, you don’t have to wear it.”

      ‘Done,’ G-War quickly agreed. ‘Make sure you get yours.’

      ‘If you’re not wearing yours, I’m not wearing mine!’ Fea declared.

      ‘You’re going to wear yours because I can’t have you getting hurt!’

      “Jocelyn? Now sounds like a great time to go to the armory. Follow us.” Braden glanced back at the ‘cats as they began to snarl and face off. Klytus and Shauna were lining up to watch while the others started working with their various armor, from blankets to coverlets to sleeves and vests. There was something for each of Vii’s different creatures.

      “Is it that dangerous?” Jocelyn thought of her daughter. She couldn’t leave her motherless. “Maybe I shouldn’t go.”

      Braden and Micah both stopped. “Why did you come?” Micah asked more pointedly than intended.

      “Have I earned the right to lead the people of Warren Deep?”

      “People earn the right once they’re in the position, not before,” Braden answered. “And you have helped them from the dire lives they had in the time before you. They have hope, and you were the one who gave them that.”

      “My husband used to be a good man,” she said softly. “The intoxication of power… I don’t get it. Each day, I feel unworthy to lead the good people of the north.”

      “And that makes you the best person to be the governor.” Braden tipped her chin up so she’d look at him. “Why do you want to go to the Traveler?”

      She pursed her lips and pointed to the sky. “The future is up there, not down here.”

      Braden smiled. “That’s what I think.”

      “I believe in both. Look at what we have in New Sanctuary. And then look at what you have in the north. There is so far to go to bring power and convenience to people, make their lives easier, while also giving them a higher purpose. Education. The north has schools, but the south is still struggling to get those started. But what is being taught? They are the future.” Micah pointed to the twins, who were trying to put small armored shirts on Fealona and Treetis.

      It wasn’t going well. G-War sat to the side, dutifully ignoring the withering gaze of his mate.

      “And Leah. Yes. Maybe her education will take place on the ship. I need to see for myself and maybe have a hand in shaping a better future.”

      “You will have a hand, regardless. You don’t need to go up there to do it.”

      “In my mind, I do.” Jocelyn nodded curtly.

      “Then let’s get you set up. Have you ever killed anyone before?” Braden asked. Jocelyn shook her head.

      “After our trip to space, you still won’t have, but you have to be ready to, just in case. The good news is that if you see what looks like a person on board the ship, they aren’t. There were two scientists up there, but they returned because they were afraid and had taken to living in the engineering section. They became ineffective. Doctor Johns brought them home and has been on us to go back and make it safe for his people. It’s time we did that.”

      Braden continued walking toward the elevator. When they stepped in, Jocelyn looked confused.

      “It is a mechanical room that takes us underground. Climb in and you’ll see. It operates on a pulley system or something like that.”

      The doors closed behind them, and the elevator started down. “Armory, please,” Micah said.

      When the doors opened, they were at the front of the weapons and armor section. In the background, combat vehicles of various sorts were parked.

      Jocelyn frowned when she saw them, easily determining what they were for.

      “If any of those see the light of day, then we will have failed spectacularly,” Micah said. “The job I do as president will be judged by that equipment never leaving this space.”

      “Maybe you can make sure they don’t. Can you recycle them into something that isn’t meant for war?”

      Braden and Micah looked at each other. “Holly?” Micah asked.

      “Yes, Master President,” the AI replied.

      “Take these combat vehicles and recycle them into gardening and production Bots. How many Security Bots are operational, for reference?”

      “There are thirty-four Security Bots. Are you sure about the recycling? These vehicles take some time to produce from scratch and in time of need, you risk that they won’t be available.”

      “The Security Bots can protect New Sanctuary if need be. Anything else is overkill and something that we don’t need. I would rather we all die than go to war, but that isn’t a possibility with the new world that the ‘cats have helped us create. I predict that we won’t ever need these vehicles, not for Vii anyway. So, please, move them to the factory level and let’s turn them into something that will help everyone.”

      “You humans carry a wisdom that my poor old circuits cannot match. I envy you, Master President. I will move them as soon as matter transfer is complete. Until then, I’ll focus my attention on getting you safely on board the RV Traveler. Now, let’s see if we can get the governor into something a little more comfortable.”

      “That’s pretty creepy, Holly,” Micah said.

      “Not my intent, Master President. Full body armor like you have, a blaster, integrated backpack, energy-assisted boots, and a neural implant.”

      Braden held up one hand to halt the process. “A neural implant?”

      “Yes. I strongly encourage members of your party to get them. I apologize for not telling you that Pik Ha’ar had one. Maybe I did though, and you forgot? Regardless, I think it would be in the governor’s best interest.”

      Micah nodded slowly. “I think so, too.”

      “What are you talking about?” Jocelyn finally asked.

      Braden chuckled. “I’m sorry. Here we are making decisions when on something like this, you have the final say. Holly wants to put a chip in your head. It’ll help you get more information than you could ever possibly use, plus, it will keep you synced up with Holly at all times. And us, too.”

      “Holly wants to put something in my head?” Jocelyn sounded less than thrilled at the idea. “I want to meet this Holly and make sure that his hands don’t shake.”

      “Holly is a computer. All of this, everything you see, is Holly.”

      “I’m even less excited now,” she said.

      “We both have them, and I’m on my second one, or is it my third? I can’t remember. I’ve taken some violent blows to the head.”

      “Really violent blows,” Micah confirmed. Jocelyn pointed at Micah. “Not me, no. He has a tendency to lead with his head. The last one happened on the ship. Let me tell you a story about a monkey and a rock...”

      “Let’s not,” Braden interrupted and led Jocelyn to the armored jump suits. They were lightweight, but would stop most projectiles as well as most energy weapons. Braden left Micah and Jocelyn alone so she could try on the suits until she found the one that fit best.

      Same with boots.

      “You’ll need to practice with those.” Braden tipped his chin toward her new footwear.

      “I feel like a loaded wagon,” Jocelyn said, frowning.

      “You’ll feel lighter on the ship. How about a blaster, Holly.”

      A rack rotated from the wall, showing a line of hand blasters.

      “How many of those do you need?”

      “Just one, except when we need two,” Braden replied.

      Micah tapped her hips. “I only carry one. I prefer the sword. Braden prefers Old Tech.”

      “Like your sword?” Braden asked.

      “It is an Old Tech take on modern technology,” Micah tried to explain, but realized her conundrum. In Jocelyn’s mind, the blasters were modern technology.

      “How many people have you killed?” Jocelyn asked when Braden handed her a blaster so she could get the feel and have her handprint encoded to the weapon.

      “Too many,” Braden replied solemnly.

      “Way too many,” Micah confirmed, looking behind her to make sure the children hadn’t appeared. “Don’t be like me.”

      “You think I should get the implant?”

      “Holly can take it out any time you want. It puts the knowledge of the entire universe only a blink away. It can be overwhelming. Did you know that there are satellites in orbit over Vii and that at any point in time, we can access a live overhead view of any point on view, even if it is covered by clouds?” Micah raised her eyebrows to emphasize her revelation.

      “I did not know that. I suspect no one knows that.”

      “You’d be right. The neural implant isn’t to be taken lightly, but it’ll open new worlds for you, and not just the one you’re standing on.”

      “Okay,” Jocelyn replied. “I’ll do it. Will it leave a scar?

      Micah lifted her hair to show that there was a tiny scar inside the hairline. “Yes, but no one will see it. You have beautiful hair, by the way. I love the color.”

      Jocelyn smiled. She pointed at herself with two hands. “I am the warrior governor of the ancients. I look ridiculous.”

      “As will we all. Did you see the ‘cats? You’ll get to listen to them constantly whine about having to wear their armor, then they’ll escape from it and run free like a naked baby fresh from the bath. And we’ll never get them back into it. It’s all fun and games until an Android laser slices off a couple fingers.” Braden waved his hand.

      “You have all your fingers.”

      “Holly grew me a couple new ones after our first trip to the Traveler. The second trip got me a new neural implant. If anyone should be worried about going back up there, it’s me. I seem to keep leaving bits and pieces.”

      Micah started to laugh. Braden scowled. “You had blood going everywhere and were trying to get your finger back from G.”

      “We were in zero-gravity. Everything was floating. It wasn’t pretty, and G-War tried to take off with my finger.”

      Jocelyn slowly shook her head. “I can’t believe what I’m getting myself into.”

      “I guess you had to be there. Oh well, follow us to sickbay so you can have your implant fitted and then get used to it before heading to the matter transfer chamber. And whatever you do, if you lose a finger, you better find it before the ‘cats do.”
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      “Is everyone good?” Braden asked. Fea and Treetis looked miserable. They hated the vests that covered their necks and bodies. G-War had a new scratch across his face where Fea let him have it. He knew enough not to fight back. He maintained a respectful distance after that.

      Pik Ha’ar rested his hand on Aadi’s shell. The two were fast friends and Pik felt responsible for Aadi’s capture by the Androids.

      The Wolfoids wore their gear with the harnesses over top. They carried their lightning spears easily as they always traveled with them. Skirill and Zyena were still in the tree.

      “Time to head in,” Braden called, holding out his arm to give the Hawkoid a place to land. Micah held out her arm, too. Skirill landed softly, his claws wrapping around her armored forearm. Zyena did the same.

      The Rabbits stood to the side, looking small and sad.

      “I’m sorry,” Micah told them. “You have been a great help every time we needed you. We need you now, too, but there is a limit on how many bodies can be transferred to the Traveler at one time. We’ll make it safe and then you’ll be able to travel to the ship whenever you want.”

      Their whiskers flickered as their noses twitched, but they didn’t reply.

      Micah led the first group to the elevator. Braden directed the second group in when the elevator returned, and he came with the last few.

      Upon Braden’s arrival on the manufacturing level, Micah set out, with Skirill standing regally on her upper arm, near her shoulder. The others followed and Braden brought up the rear. Jocelyn was all eyes as she saw the immensity of the operation beneath New Sanctuary.

      Micah pointed toward a corner, where the first of the combat vehicles was being cut apart and fed into the recycling system.

      They continued on the catwalk, misnamed as the ‘cats hated walking on the grating, until they reached a room tucked away on the far end of the facility.

      They entered the circular room, one by one, and Micah pointed out their chairs to them. Once Braden and Zyena were inside the room, the wall slid into place behind them.

      The Wolfoids climbed into chairs, side by side. The ‘cats looked small in their reclining metal seats. Fea yowled long and low. Treetis’ eyes were big as he stared at nothing.

      Aadi floated downward until he rested on a seat. Pik took the seat next to him, holding his trident across his chest. His new and restricted blaster was in a holster at his side. “You people blink when we arrive so I don’t think you’re dead!” Braden warned them.

      The Hawkoids were carefully placed in their seats. Jocelyn took hers, reclining stiffly as she tried to make herself comfortable. The anxiety of the group weighed on all of them.

      Micah took her seat. Braden continued to stand. “Last reminder. Keep your hands, paws, feathers, and shell inside the chair. Don’t touch anyone else and try to stay still. It’ll be over in an instant. When we get to the other side, you’re going to puke. Accept it, embrace it, and try not to get any on me. If it takes a few minutes before you can sit up, that’s okay. There’s no rush. We’ll work our way from engineering forward, incrementally. That’s it for my plan.”

      Braden took his seat and leaned back.

      “Holly, work your magic.”

      “The panels will shimmer. Stay in your seats and do not move. 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. Then a deep tone pressed in on them. ‘Everyone relax and remain still,’ Micah said over the mindlink. ‘It’ll be over before you know it even started.’
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      Braden opened his eyes slowly. His head throbbing, as it always did after a transfer, but this time wasn’t as bad.

      The ceiling colors were different. The walls shimmered into focus. Braden never understood if that was the end of the matter transfer process or his eyes lying to him. He accepted it for what it was.

      “Welcome to the Traveler, good people of Vii,” Braden croaked. He slowly sat up, ready for the nausea to wash over him. He took a drink from his flask, let his feet hit the floor, and stood.

      The spin of the ship pulled him slightly to the side. He took a tentative step. “I must be getting used to this,” he said as he continued around the room. He stopped at Pik’s chair. “I told you to blink!”

      Braden shook the Lizard Man until his jaw started to work and he turned his head.

      Treetis yowled, and G-War jumped down. Fea stayed in her seat. Jocelyn had paled. She was sitting perfectly still.

      Braden opened the door, finding an Android on the other side. He pulled his blaster and aimed it at the Android’s chest.

      “Holly dispatched me to see to your needs,” it said pleasantly.

      “I need a bucket.”

      The mechanical creation had one by its side along with a Cleaning Bot.

      “It’s like you’ve dealt with humans before.” Braden took the bucket and returned to the room to give it to Jocelyn. Micah was standing.

      “Maybe you can get used to traveling this way. I don’t feel sick either.” She petted Treetis’ head. “You’ll be alright, little man.”

      Micah lifted him to the floor where he kept his legs wide for better balance. Fea stood in her chair and Micah lifted her down, too.

      ‘I hate you,’ she told G-War.

      ‘I told you not to come,’ he replied.

      “Wrong answer,” Micah suggested as she straightened the feathers on the heads of the two Hawkoids. Zyena started to bob excitedly. She closed her eyes and leaned into the spin.

      The Golden Warrior nuzzled his mate, and she hissed at him. Her chest started to heave. G-War tried to dodge out of the way but she was faster, stopping him with a single paw. She ralphed a pile of something noxious at the scarred orange ‘cat’s paws. Fea took a deep breath.

      ‘I don’t hate you anymore,’ she said calmly, nuzzling his face.

      ‘Did you just wipe your puke on me?’

      ‘Probably.’ She walked past, taking each step tentatively as she tried to adjust how she walked. She staggered sideways, straightened, then staggered again, finally opting to take two steps, wait, then take two more.

      Treetis took one step and projectile-vomited. G-War jumped straight in the air, twisting and contorting his body so he wouldn’t land in the mess. He kicked off a chair, did a backflip, bounced off a second chair, and landed with all four paws packed tightly together in the single clean space on the deck. He bunched his legs under him and leapt from the danger zone.

      ‘You’re right. That does make me feel better,’ he told Fealona.

      Zyena started beating her wings. Aadi swam out of the way. She took off, aimed for the doorway, tucked her wings as she went through, and spread them wide once in the open. The Android ducked out of the way, but was still smacked by Zyena’s next downstroke.

      Skirill followed suit, almost crashing into the door on his way out, but he corrected quickly once in the open space of engineering.

      “Stay away from those vines!” Braden called after them.

      “Is everything okay, Master President?” Holly’s voice projected through the speakers outside the matter transfer chamber.

      “Perfect delivery, Holly. How long did it take?”

      “It was thirty-four hours,” the AI replied.

      “A little longer than normal.”

      “The group has a lot of equipment. There was a significant amount of material that needed to be transferred. And I’ve been able to improve the system. Were you less disoriented this time?”

      “We were much better this time.”

      Jocelyn emptied the contents of her stomach into the bucket with a great deal of gagging and coughing.

      “I can hear that. Are you telling me the truth?” Holly pressed.

      “I am. The new people are having some issues, though. I guess we’ll call that the rite of passage. The rest of us are not having any problems, but once again, Braden thought Pik was dead on arrival.”

      “I will delay making any further refinements to the matter transfer process until after you return.”

      “Out of the way, Android,” Braden growled, standing between the Android and the others as they filed from the matter transfer chamber.

      “Of course,” it replied neutrally and stepped to the side.

      ‘I was not dead on arrival,’ Pik clarified over the mindlink as he shuffled past.

      Jocelyn bounced off Braden when she stumbled after taking too many steps in a row. Treetis tried to run and promptly crashed into a computer console. He sat down where he was and watched the others.

      G-War moved well and determined that it was in his long-term interest to walk downhill from his mate, to keep her from falling over or running into things.

      Treetis was on his own.

      The Hawkoids flew gracefully in the space around the chamber. They extended their explorations, but steered clear of the metal-leaved vines.

      “See anything?” Braden asked.

      ‘Nothing. It is as we last saw it.’

      “Even though a number of groups have come through here since. We have how many corridors to check?”

      “There will be thirty-six, as they are separated by ten degrees on the outer rings.”

      “Thirty-six corridors that are a kilometer long with multiple rooms and berthing areas each. We know that one is off limits, the electric people. How they survived is beyond me, but we’ll mark it, seal that hatch, and move on. Holly, you said that you’d have equipment that we could use to permanently close some of the spaces.”

      “Yes, I have all the Androids at my command. You will have one at your disposal at all times.”

      Braden closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. His cheek muscles stood out from the strain. “Are you absolutely, positively sure that we can trust these scumbags?”

      “Master Braden, that’s no way to talk about mechanical constructs that have no intelligence. They simply do as a computer program tells them. That program is me. I have purged all the malicious code that I could find from the system.”

      “What about the stuff you couldn’t find?” Braden wondered.

      “If it rears its ugly head, then we’ll deal with it.”

      “You mean that we’ll deal with it,” Braden replied. “We’ll be keeping a blaster aimed at them, just in case. I trust you, Holly, but not these things. I know that I never will. I think my hatred of these things will be passed down through the generations. Androids should never become the primary workforce on this ship.”

      “The Androids serve far too many critical functions aboard the RV Traveler to be discounted like that. The only way they’ll be a secondary work force is if thousands of humans took up residence on the Traveler and got to work. The solution appears to be dilution, not fewer of them, but more of humanity.”

      “Don’t mess with me, Holly, or you’ll be sending dead Androids through the recycler faster than you can build them,” Braden said in a cold, hard voice. He pulled his blaster and approached the Android. “And don’t you mess with me, either.”

      “That’s not what I do. I will do as Holly has commanded, which is simply to follow your orders. What would you have me do, Master Braden?”

      “Stay out of my way while also staying where I can see you. Can you do that?”

      “I will do my best.”

      “You don’t sound like a machine.” Braden glared at the Android and its artificial skin, which was different enough from a human’s to be creepy.

      “Let’s go,” Micah said, giving Braden a nudge.

      The Wolfoids stood comfortably nearby, their lightning spears at the ready. Their experience with Androids hadn’t been good either, and they were on edge.

      “You look like you’ve already acclimated to the spin,” Micah said to break the tension.

      ‘It feels natural. I guess one never forgets,’ Bounder said. They started walking without a hitch.

      “This way,” Braden said, pointing in the opposite direction of the vines. The group turned and started walking between the workstations and equipment that made up the engineering section of the RV Traveler.
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      The Hawkoids raced ahead, describing more of the same as they continued into the distance of the upward curve.

      ‘We can fly all the way around, if you’d like, just to be sure,’ Skirill said.

      ‘Stay wide and fly fast past the vines. We’ll be waiting up ahead to pass down the first corridor,’ Braden replied.

      ‘This could be the most boring thing you’ve ever done,’ G-War suggested.

      “What madness escapes your mind?” Braden said while thoughtfully holding his chin. “This is the epitome of exploration. The unknown, in space, humanity struggling to free itself from the abominations!”

      ‘Let me correct that. It’s boring nonsense.’

      ‘At least I don’t feel sick anymore!’ Treetis declared.

      ‘It is necessary. I would rather it be boring than us having to fight our way across the ship,’ Bounder said.

      ‘I agree,’ Strider replied. ‘Maybe we can split up to cover more ground. Boys against the girls?’

      Micah nodded, smiling as she made eye contact with Braden. He frowned as he looked at his companions.

      “I don’t want to embarrass you,” Braden started. Micah punched him in the chest, his armor protecting him from the force of the blow. “The men will take the Android.”

      “A second Android has already been dispatched and will meet us in the first corridor.”

      “Looks like we’ll have one, too—for marking and sealing doors, if needed. We have no way to weld and that’s what they do. I trust Holly.”

      “I trust Holly, too, but it’s the Androids I don’t trust. Last time, Holly told us they were okay and they weren’t. And the Android that attacked Young Tom and Zeller. That wasn’t far from here!”

      “You’ll give yourself gray hairs worrying about stuff out of your control,” Micah told Braden.

      “Maybe so, but as long as I’m still alive, I’ll have hair that can turn gray.”

      “Boys and girls,” Micah started. “Jocelyn, Fea, Strider, and Zyena are with me, along with this Android here. Hey you, what’s your name?”

      “I am designated Beta Theta Seven Four Six One Niner.”

      “What was that? Beta who’s a miner?”

      The Android repeated his designation in the same unwavering tone of voice.

      “Fine. We will call you Betafor. Put that in your memory bank,” Micah told the Android.

      “Yes, Master President,” the Android replied emotionlessly.

      “As soon as Zyena arrives, we’ll be off. We’ll take this corridor right up here.” Micah pointed at a door on the catwalk.

      ‘What about the rooms on this level?’ Pik Ha’ar asked.

      “I don’t know,” Braden replied. “Holly? Can you tell us about the rooms that we can access from the main floor of engineering?”

      “Of course. Most of the rooms are workshops of various sorts for fabricating the pieces necessary to keep the equipment functioning. There are break rooms, dining facilities, and two research laboratories.”

      Braden blew out a long breath. “Sounds like we’ll be making the circuit down here while you’re doing the same thing up there.” Braden nodded toward the catwalk about ten meters over his head. “I’ll have you outnumbered, so we’ll probably accomplish twice as much in half the time.”

      “You think so?” Micah said, squaring off with her partner.

      “The fight is out there,” he said smoothly, pointing toward the forward end of the ship. “Out there, with people who aren’t me.”

      Bounder and Strider nuzzled as their way of saying good-bye.

      Fea nodded toward G-War and Treetis. The Golden Warrior yawned. She reacted instantly, slapping his head with a paw, and he was on her in an orange flash. The two rolled around on the deck until they ended by licking each other’s faces.

      Braden and Micah kissed.

      ‘Are you sure it’s best to split up before we know?’ Aadi asked.

      “I was worried how we were going to handle the corridor. With a dozen of us jammed in? Only half of us would be able to respond if something happened, half at the most. Splitting the group will help keep us engaged, otherwise I expect that G’s complaint of boredom would come true.”

      ‘It’s already true. BORED!’ the ‘cat remarked.

      “Stop it!” Braden shook his finger at G-War and Fea, still locked in their embrace.

      ‘Nothing, Master Braden. Besides a couple Maintenance Bots, there was nothing all the way around. No Androids, definitely no life of any sort, besides those crazy vines. But we were past them in a heartbeat,’ Skirill reported as the Hawkoids raced overhead, banked, and landed gently, side by side, on the catwalk railing.

      “We decided a plan of action while you were gone. What do you think of boys against girls?”

      ‘I hate it,’ Skirill replied.

      ‘I love it,’ Zyena said simultaneously.

      “Sorry, Ess. You’ve been voted down.”

      Skirill cocked his head, twitching it back and forth, as birds do. ‘Okay,’ he conceded. ‘Be careful and don’t get hurt. I can’t live without you,’ he told his mate over the mindlink where all could hear.

      “Come on, Ess, you’re making us all look bad...”

      ‘Speak for yourself,’ G-War replied, finally unclutching from Fea and standing.

      “At least I didn’t get punched in the head.” Braden started walking. “Women up the ladder. Men, with me.”

      “We’ll take the elevator,” Micah said, pointing behind her with her thumb. They headed that way. Braden watched Micah go. It had never been his intent to be apart from Micah. He’d expected the Wolfoids would lead the second team.

      Bounder put his paw-hand on Braden’s shoulder. ‘It will be okay, my friend. They are in good hands, because our mates are formidable fighters. No one will stand before them, not for very long anyway.’

      “I hope at the end of the day, we’re able to say the same thing. Come on, guys, let’s clear this space. We have a long way to go.”

      Braden waved at the group walking down the catwalk before picking the closest door.

      “Wait up!” Micah called. “You forgot somebody.”

      An Android appeared from the corridor that Micah and her group were preparing to enter. She pointed at the group below and the Android hurried to the nearest ladder and climbed down.

      Braden tried to calm his breathing, but his heart raced as the Android approached. A phantom ache appeared  in his hand where his fingers had been burned off.

      “What’s behind this door?” Braden asked, pointing.

      “A machinery room. It is unoccupied.”

      Braden removed one of his blasters and nodded to Bounder. The Wolfoid waved his bracelet before the access pad and the door slid open. G-War looked in and sat down. Treetis trotted inside, still drifting to one side before over-correcting.

      Pik held his trident before him.

      “Anything?” Braden asked the group. No one replied. He carefully pushed the Lizard Man’s trident out of the way before entering the space. It was well lit and filled with machinery making soft sounds and flashing a kaleidoscope of lights. A quick survey confirmed what the Android had said.

      “Do you know what occupies each space?” he asked.

      “In nearly all cases, yes.”

      “Take us to a place where the inhabitants are a threat.”

      “I’m not sure how you define the word threat,” the Android responded.

      “Something that wants to kill us. At one time, that would have been every Android on board this ship.”

      “Almost anything can kill you if you don’t take the proper precautions. As to the Androids wanting to do you harm, I wouldn’t know anything about that. I have no programming that would allow me to harm a living creature. My programming is quite the opposite. I will do everything in my power to protect you from harm.”

      “What do we call you?”

      “My designation is Beta Omega One Three One Eight.”

      “We’ll call you Andy,” Braden declared. “Come on, Andy, show us where there are living creatures or robots that are working out of Holly’s control.”

      “Using those parameters, there will be three spaces that will interest you. Two with off-grid mechanicals and one with a biologic that feeds on the mechanicals.”

      “A living creature that eats machines? Let’ go there first.”

      Andy started to walk briskly away. It accelerated until Braden was jogging. Pik ran with his odd shuffle, pulling Aadi behind him. The ‘cats ran to the side.

      ‘This is going to get real old, real fast,’ G-War said.

      “Andy,” Braden called. “Is there a quicker way without running, like shortcutting through the interior?”

      The Android slowed to a stop.

      ‘Holly? Can you save us from this thing?’ Braden asked through his neural implant.

      “Yes. If we take the next corridor to the elevator, we can travel on an angular vector to arrive less than a kilometer from where the creature can be found.”

      Andy climbed the next ladder to the catwalk. Braden put G-War over his shoulder as he followed. Treetis clung to Bounder’s harness. Skirill landed on the railing.

      ‘I prefer to fly. Can I meet you there?’ the Hawkoid asked.

      “I don’t want anyone going alone. I’m sorry, Ess. I’ll carry you.”

      ‘I understand,’ the Hawkoid replied.

      Aadi floated up and over the railing, then swam ahead. The Android abruptly stopped and turned. Aadi backpedaled, but was eye-to-eye with the mechanical creation. He could feel the focused thunderclap building within.

      “Do you speak, and what are you?”

      Braden hurried to the front and worked his way between the two. “His name is Aadi and he’s a Tortoid. He only speaks telepathically, so we’ll translate if you need to talk with him, but you won’t.” Braden turned Aadi to show the repairs to his shell. “Androids did this to him.”

      “But it wasn’t me and would never be me,” Andy replied in his level tone.

      “Androids respond to programming. Maybe we shouldn’t be angry at the tool, but we’re not sure that you are completely under Holly’s control.”

      “I assure you that I am.”

      “That is no assurance at all.”

      “Master Braden,” Holly said from a nearby speaker. “I can assure you that I have one hundred percent control over this Android. I have blocked all input to him from the ship.”

      “Then why did an Android attack Young Tom?”

      “I never had control of that one. I suspect that there may be other rogue Androids roaming the station, and those will need to be subdued somehow. I will let you know whenever you will encounter an Android based on my tracking of your group through the ship. Will that alleviate some of your concerns?”

      “It would, Holly. I like the term subdue. It suggests that we aren’t going to melt them into scrap, so you keep using that term if helps put your mind at ease.”

      “I do need the Androids to help me run the ship.”

      “If an Android is off the grid, then it’s not helping you and won’t be missed. Thanks, Holly. We’re heading in.”

      The Android waved at the panel beside the door and it opened. The corridor beyond had some debris, but nothing that screamed their death was imminent. Skirill stood on Braden’s shoulder. Bounder was next to him while Treetis and G-War scurried ahead. Braden didn’t try to stop them.

      “If there’s shooting, make sure you duck,” Braden told the ‘cats.

      ‘If there’s shooting, you won’t see much of us,’ G-War confirmed. ‘And for the record...’

      “I know, you don’t need to say it, because excitement is coming. I can feel it! A creature that eats machines. That’s a first. If you could talk with such a beast, G, what would you say?”

      ‘Deliver me from my staid existence,’ G-War replied.

      “Say what?”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Andy said.

      Bounder and Pik chuckled.

      “What are you guys laughing at? We’re going to be in real trouble if that goes bad.”

      ‘Like when you thought of a Bot as a Mirror Beast and tried to attack it?’

      “That was a long time ago, G.”

      ‘Seems like yesterday.’

      They reached the elevator and the Android stopped in front of it and stood perfectly still. Braden started to pull his blaster. “What are you waiting for, Andy?”

      “Androids do not have access to the elevators. Those are for human crew use only except when we are in the company of humans.”

      G-War stood on his back legs, letting the bracelet he was wearing as a collar activate the door.

      ‘You are in the company of humans and their betters,’ G-War suggested. Treetis was all eyes and getting better at walking, but still not vocal.

      Braden wondered if the Golden Warrior’s snark was aimed at taking Treetis’ mind off his concerns. Braden smiled at the two orange ‘cats as he hunched sideways to keep the edge of Aadi’s shell from jabbing him in the face. Pik squeezed in, and with all on board, the elevator went where the Android told it to go, up, invert at the point of zero-gravity, then head back down.

      “If we started at position zero, we will end up at position one seventy, almost exactly opposite where we were.”

      “You were going to run the perimeter of engineering? What is that, fifteen kilometers? You flew it, Ess, how far was that? It took you forty-five minutes to get around and you were flying! I was starting to get worried.”

      ‘It is a long way,’ Skirill confirmed.

      “I think you’re trying to kill me, Android,” Braden stated flatly.

      “I am not,” the Android countered.

      The elevator arrived and the doors opened. The group piled into the corridor. A Cleaning Bot was making its pass.

      “How come some corridors have Cleaning Bots and others don’t?”

      “Bots had been programmed for specific areas of responsibility. As they broke down over the years, they were not replaced. Maybe you can make that one of your priorities?” the Android asked.

      ‘Getting the ship in tip-top shape seems to be what you are going for, Master Braden,’ Aadi suggested. He started to swim through the air toward the engineering section. ‘A clean ship is a happy ship.’

      “A clean ship is a happy ship? I want a safe ship. Then maybe we’ll start looking toward what it takes to make for a happy ship.”

      “I can help with that,” Holly said into the corridor.

      “Why haven’t you done that before now?”

      “I never thought of it as it isn’t critical to the ship systems, but then it is critical for human habitation, which is what you are seeking. I fear that I have failed you in not foreseeing this.”

      “No failure, Holly. If the Androids aren’t attacking us, then you’ve been successful at the most important thing. Did you hear that there’s a creature in engineering that eats machines?”

      “I did. I hope you are able to deal with the creature appropriately. As a machine, such a beast terrifies me.”

      “The war of the ancients couldn’t destroy you, Holly. I doubt a little bug will give you grief.”

      “I hope that you are correct, Master Braden.”

      “We will see shortly. We’ve reached the catwalk and are not far now. I’ll be back in touch when we’ve taken care of business.”

      “I shall watch the encounter through the Android’s eyes.”

      “That’s too weird to think about, Holly.”
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      Micah asked Jocelyn to activate the doors and then stay out of the way while Strider and Micah covered the opening with their weapons. Zyena rode on the governor’s shoulder, while Fea stayed to the side. She was a big ‘cat and took up a great deal of space when she went through the doorway. Betafor stayed back, almost like a casual observer.

      At the last door before access to the Livestock Level, Micah crouched and studied the floor. The claw marks were still there where the electric creature tried to fight its way back into the space.

      “Seal this door. No one gets in. No one gets out.”

      “That’s pretty harsh. Is there no way to help them?”

      “The entirety of their existence is in there. They are toxic to humanity, so they get to stay in there. Maybe scientists will study them someday, but that will be after they figure out a way to neutralize them.”

      The Android activated his finger laser and welded a bead where the door recessed into the bulkhead, sealing it, preventing it from being opened without cutting the weld. He pulled a small can from a pouch he carried and painted an X across the door.

      “I guess that will work.” Micah looked at it for a moment before turning away. “Only thirty-five more corridors to go, on this level that is.”

      She accessed her neural implant. ‘Holly, at this rate, how long will it take to check and clear the aft end of the ship?’

      ‘Seven years.’

      Micah held her face in her hands. ‘Just the aft end. Not the whole ship.’

      ‘Seven-point-one-four years, to be exact, Master President. I’m sorry. The Traveler is a big ship and there are a great number of levels, at least ten per deck. I factored in eight hours of sleep per day. If you didn’t sleep, you could get it done in four years.’

      ‘Thanks for that clarification. Connect me with Braden, please.’
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      The Android pointed to a door. “The last information available to me indicates that the creature is in there.”

      “You don’t have up-to-date information? We could be walking into a trap.” Braden’s lip quivered as he started to get angry.

      “Holly has disconnected me from the ship to put your mind at ease.”

      Braden gritted his teeth. “Holly, how do we resolve this, because my mind is not at ease.”

      “If you trust me, I can restore the connections and the Android will have information available from all sources in real time. As long as I’m connected to the Android, it will be under my control.”

      “I don’t like that caveat, Holly, but let’s give it a shot. I’ll keep my blaster in hand, just in case.”

      The Android froze for a few moments before turning toward Braden. He leveled his blaster at the Android’s chest.

      “The creature is still in there.”

      “Do we know how it attacks? How can we defeat it? Do we need to defeat it?”

      “It is very fast and lashes out with tentacles at approaching machines. It shorts their power supply and devours them slowly. It consumed a Maintenance Bot less than two days ago, so it has no need to feed for some time.”

      “Looks like we’re going to catch it sleeping. Bounder, be ready. I think that Pik and I may be the only ones who need to avoid this creature because of the chips in our heads. If it can’t sense those, maybe it’ll go after our weapons.”

      “Andy, you open the door, Everyone, be ready.”

      The light started to flash before Braden’s eye. An incoming signal from Micah. He started to raise his hand, but it was too late. The door slid open. They looked into the darkness beyond, unable to distinguish between dark blobs. “Lights!” Braden yelled.

      A low level of emergency lighting appeared. Braden’s first impression was that all of the blobs were the creature. From a repulsive main body colored yellow and orange to a variety of metallic-colored tentacles. It took a step toward the light of the entrance.

      “G? Fire or don’t fire?”

      ‘I cannot talk with it,’ the ‘cat replied.

      Braden didn’t hesitate. He fired a narrow beam at a raised tentacle. Light shimmered around it before dissipating The creature slowly moved forward, unfazed by Braden’s attack.

      Aadi unleashed a focused thunderclap that bounced the creature back a step, but it shook it off within a heartbeat. Aadi floated upward.

      Bounder unleashed the fury of the lightning spear into the small space. Arcs and sparks danced around the doorway. The ‘cats jumped back. Skirill leapt up and flew away. A tentacle lashed through the doorway and wrapped itself around Bounder’s spear.

      Braden fired, but the energy weapon was useless. Pik jabbed his trident into the tentacle. Metal screeched against metal as a prong slid into a seam. The creature released the spear and jerked the tentacle backwards. Pik held tightly and was yanked into the room. Braden holstered his pistol and drew his knife in one motion and charged.

      Bounder followed him in, spear tip aimed toward what he thought was the creature’s head. Braden jumped into the air and drove his blade downward. He landed on the beast with a crunch and started to slide off. A tentacle grabbed him before he hit the deck, lifted him into the air, and slammed him against the bulkhead.

      Bounder growled his attack and thrust the spear-tip toward the creature’s eyes.
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      ‘Holly, why isn’t Braden answering?’ Micah asked.

      ‘They are currently engaged with a creature that feeds on machines.’

      ‘What the hell? Do they need help? Scratch that, we’re on our way!’

      ‘It would take you nearly ten minutes to reach them by the most expeditious route.’

      “Run!” Micah yelled as she took off toward the elevator. The others ran after her. Zyena flew down the narrow corridor, her wingtips touching the sides with each flap. “They are under attack!”
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      Braden stabbed the tentacle until it released him. Bounder snarled as his spear drove in. The creature started to thrash. The tentacles flailed throughout the room. Pik was thrown into Braden, and they both went down. Bounder continued to wrestle with the creature.

      Two orange shapes flashed into the space. One went high and the other low. Long, razor-sharp claws dug into the creature, between the odd metal-like skin plates. The ‘cats’ screams drowned out the creature’s noises.

      Andy stood casually outside the room, watching the battle within. Skirill turned on a wingtip as he flew back and forth in front of the doorway.

      Carrying the companions, the creature lumbered toward the doorway. Bounder braced his back against the frame and tried to hold the creature in place. With one eye destroyed, it locked his other eye onto him, rallying its tentacles for a strike to free it from the room.

      Skirill tucked his wings and dove through the doorway, landing claws-first on the beast’s face. With no vision remaining, it thrashed wildly, exposing itself to attacks from the companions. A trident jabbed, a knife stabbed, and a lightning spear rammed home.

      The creature flopped to the deck and the tentacles dropped, powerless to continue. Braden stumbled over the remains to Pik. Using his trident, they leveraged part of the bulk enough for Treetis to scramble out from underneath. He made to lick his paw and stopped, his tongue a finger-breadth away. He sniffed his paw.

      ‘Something doesn’t smell right,’ he said.

      G-War jumped from the creature’s head. He shook and shook again, trying to get something off his fur. Braden smelled it too, a harsh chemical.

      “Everybody out!” he yelled. He picked up Skirill on his way. The others raced through the door. “We need showers right now, Andy.”

      ‘Oh, no,’ G-War complained, but stopped at that. Whatever was on him made his skin itch. He needed it off sooner rather than later.

      “This way,” Andy said and started to walk, but quickly like Androids did, forcing the others to run to keep up.

      Aadi fell back as no one pulled him. The Android pointed to a doorway. Braden waved his bracelet, and the door opened. Inside was a seating area with hooks on the walls and a case for gear. Beyond that was a bay of showers. “Take your gear off in the shower. Wash everything!”

      Braden was last in, stripping and scrubbing his way to his body. He sighed as the water washed away the creature’s toxic secretions.

      ‘Must be how it digested the metal,’ Pik suggested as he stood under the water. ‘I may never leave.’

      The Golden Warrior was the first one out. He had no gear, only a collar that chafed. He licked himself in vain.

      Braden helped Treetis from his armor, but everything underneath was untouched. Braden helped wash him. The ‘cat yowled once he was soaked. With a thorough rinsing, Braden turned him loose.

      Skirill let the water rain down on him, fluffing his feathers and shaking as he enjoyed the luke-warm shower.

      The door burst open and the women rushed in. G-War hurried out the open door, Fea turned around and followed her wet mate.

      “It smells like wet Wolfoid in here,” Micah said, smiling at finding the group intact. Jocelyn stopped, but it was too late. She excused herself and returned to engineering. “I guess you’ll tell us all about it when you’re finished.”

      “We will.” Braden waggled his eyebrows at Micah and moved aside, pointing to the shower.

      “Maybe next time,” she said with a wink.

      Zyena hopped past and joined her mate under the running water. They started splashing and throwing water until Braden had had enough and helped himself out. Piles of armor and gear lay on the shower floor.

      Towels were laid out, probably like they’d been for hundreds of years. The micro-fibers remained intact as Braden dried himself off. After Bounder shook, Braden took a second towel and dried himself off again. Then the Hawkoids finished and shook. “Everybody out!” Braden yelled, making it echo within the small area.

      ‘Mister Grumpy has arrived,’ G-War said over the mindlink.

      “Bigger and better than ever before. Meet Mister Grumpy! Now everyone out,” Braden replied. He waved at Micah to help him with the wet gear. They spread it out on the benches to dry. Braden wrapped a towel around himself before leaving the showers.

      “So, what happened?” Micah asked.

      “A living creature that ate machines. It had a shell that was made of metal and couldn’t be touched by my blaster or Bounder’s spear. G-War tried to talk to it, but couldn’t. I didn’t think we had much of a choice but to kill it.”

      Fea licked G-War’s head while he looked miserable. Jocelyn refused to look at Braden. Strider retrieved a couple towels and rubbed down Bounder’s wet hair. Then she helped dry Treetis.

      Jocelyn grabbed a towel to help G-War.

      “You called?” Braden finally remembered to ask Micah.

      She nodded slowly before she remembered what she’d wanted to tell him. “Holly said it’ll take years to clear just this area the way we’re doing it. We need a new plan.”

      “I have to agree. If Holly lets the Androids link up to the ship, they can help with the search and point us to any areas of concern, like Andy did with this place and the rusty monster, or whatever you’d call it.”

      “We need more eyes,” Micah said.

      “And then we become the response team, all action and no boredom. What do you think of that, G?”

      ‘I think that I’m wet, and I hate you.’

      “The Prince agrees. It’s a plan. Holly, make it so.”

      “We all heard him, and he didn’t agree to anything.”

      “No, that’s his way of agreeing. We’ll find a central location from which to respond and go from there. Maybe it’ll have a nice waterfall, some ground squirrels, and open sky.”

      “I’m not sure there is a place like that,” Holly replied. “I have re-tasked the Androids. There are over two thousand of them converging on the aft section of the ship. They will search all the rooms within a day.”

      “Look at us!” Braden said, almost losing his towel when he stood up too quickly. “Playing nice with the Androids.” He flexed his empty hand because his blaster was still in the shower room. “I’ll be right back.”

      Micah grabbed his arm and stopped him from leaving. She pointed to the blaster on her hip and the one at Jocelyn’s side.

      “Have you guys figured out how to walk in here?” Braden asked, trying to defuse the tension within his body.

      “I think I won’t ever get used to it,” Jocelyn answered.

      “When will we go to my level, where I was born and raised?” Zyena asked.

      Braden and Micah looked at each other. “That’s in the forward core section,” Braden said.

      “And?” Zyena asked pointedly.

      “And it’ll take us a while to get there,” Micah replied. “We’ll go to visit your home and your friends. I’m sure they’ve missed you.”

      Braden excused himself and went back into the shower room where he dressed in wet clothes. He preferred that and having his blaster than traipsing around engineering wearing nothing but a towel. He returned to the group. “What’s the new plan?” he asked. Everyone looked to him. “We change from proactive to reactive, wait for the word from the Androids, and then check it out. Are there any more of those machine eaters, Andy?”

      “None that we know of.”

      “It had to come from somewhere, didn’t it?” Braden wondered aloud. The Hawkoids were perched on workstations, their wings out for drying. Micah leaned against a table, her arms crossed and expression intense.

      “There was a great deal of genetic manipulation that took place on the ship during its passage from Earth to Cygnus. Many of those experiments still exist. I refer you to your own group. Some of the others went awry, and still others found their own way through nature,” Holly explained.

      “I’m thinking the ones that went awry and the Androids who are off the grid are the ones we need to deal with. For the living creatures, do you have any non-lethal weapons? I know we’ve been through this before, but this is their home. We need time to evaluate them. The rusty monster thing may not have been evil, but we surprised it. Of course it was going to attack us.”

      “Maybe we can block areas where creatures may be. Betafor welded the electric people’s room shut. We can close off an entire corridor, block the elevator if need be. Leave them to their own,” Micah suggested.

      Braden furled his brow as he contemplated different approaches.

      “Andy will take you to an industrial fabricator nearby where stun devices are already in production. These are close range, but they should incapacitate a living creature. That will give you time to evaluate and move them.”

      “Sounds like a plan, Holly.” Braden turned to the Hawkoids. “Are you dry yet?”

      Skirill flapped his wings. ‘Sufficiently to fly, yes.’

      “Everyone get your gear on,” Braden said.

      ‘Maybe you and the dry people can get the stun devices while we wait?’ Bounder asked.

      “How far is this industrial fabricator, Andy?”

      “Less than one kilometer in that direction.” The Android pointed.

      “Pik, Jocelyn, if you could come with us please to help carry the devices back, I’d appreciate it.”

      G-War trotted ahead with Fea and Treetis close behind.

      “Hey, Treetis!” Braden called after them. “You don’t have your armor on.”

      The ‘cat ignored him as the three raced to get ahead of Andy. As Braden always did, he turned to Micah. She shrugged in reply as she usually did after Braden received his daily comeuppance from the ‘cats.

      Pik shuffled behind Braden and Micah, pulling Aadi. The Lizard Man never took his armor off, preferring to remain wet for as long as possible. Aadi hadn’t been in contact with the creature, so his armor wasn’t contaminated.

      “Are we doing the right thing?” Braden asked softly.

      “You’re asking that now?”

      “I thought we’d mix it up with the bad Androids, clear a few spaces, visit some of the other decks, and then go back home. But we are now allied with the Androids and fighting other creatures who are only attempting to survive.”

      “How else would we do it to make the Traveler safe for scientists and space explorers?”

      “I don’t know.” Braden looked at the deck as they walked. He descended deep into his own thoughts.

      Micah left him to himself as she took in her surroundings, watching the ‘cats dart in and out as they ran ahead of the Android, the sound of Pik Ha’ar shuffling along behind them.

      “I know. We’ll do what we have to,” Micah whispered.

      Braden nodded almost imperceptibly.

      Andy pointed to a room up ahead. Micah turned and waved to the Wolfoids as they lounged not that far away. Skirill and Zyena jumped into the air and flew toward them.

      ‘If I may,’ Aadi interrupted. ‘The dilemma of conscience weighs heavily, when you shouldn’t carry that burden alone. The Golden Warrior couldn’t talk to the creature because it wasn’t sentient. It was no different than killing a deer for food. This enemy was removed because eventually, it would devour a machine that is critical to life on this ship. It could not be allowed to remain.’

      “Maybe in that instance, we did the right thing. But what about the next one?”

      ‘It will be dealt with as it needs to. There must be peace and security on this ship. There was when it arrived. It has gotten away from that, lawless, as you may say. The police are back in town. I also think that with the Androids responding to Holly’s commands, this ship will become a secure place to live and work.’

      Braden flexed his hand subconsciously at the mention of the Androids. “You go first, Andy. Take us to the fabricator.”

      “As you wish,” it said without emotion. It waved at the pad, and the door slid open. It walked in without hesitation. The ‘cats disappeared inside. Braden drew his blaster and rushed after them. He stopped when he reached the doorway. The Hillcats were already on their way out.

      ‘Bored,’ G-War said.

      Braden started to laugh. “You know, G. I think bored is probably the best thing we can hope for. By being away from New Sanctuary for a while, maybe the rabbits and ground squirrels will surge back into existence and need you to take care of the over-population.”

      ‘I have people for that.’ G-War nodded toward Treetis.

      “He has people,” Braden repeated, pondering the words. “As long as it gets taken care of. How is the Livestock Level without the Wolfoids?”

      “Never made it. We were ready to walk through when Holly told us that you were battling the creature.”

      Andy waited patiently while the living creatures bantered. Skirill and Zyena flew by, turned, and headed back. Pik and Aadi finally squeezed through the doorway.

      Braden waved at them to follow as he went to the familiar machine. It was identical to the one that made Pik’s blasters for their ill-fated attack on the Androids to rescue Aadi.

      Four of the devices were already in the catch bin. As Braden examined one, another finished and dropped in.

      It looked like a small pistol but shaped better for a hand because it didn’t need a barrel. Prongs at the end were wired into the device. “Holly?” Braden asked the room.

      “Yes, Master Braden,” the AI replied.

      “Are these single use?”

      “Yes and no. They use the same charger as your blaster, but after they’ve been activated, they must be recharged.”

      “So one and done until the clean-up crew picks up the pieces.”

      Holly didn’t answer. Braden handed the devices to the others. “How many are you making?”

      “Ten. I’m a fan of the decimal system.”

      “Of course you are, Holly.” Braden waited until all ten were accounted for, then they left to return to the others.

      “All we have to do is wait for the Androids to find something,” Braden said as they walked. “And that scares me like you can’t believe.”
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      The Golden Warrior jumped to the top of the table and strolled casually to Braden.

      “Do not scratch me.” Braden crossed his arms and limited his exposed flesh. He was happy to have finally dried out so he could move without the shock of cold and wet clothing touching him.

      ‘But you deserve it,’ G-War countered.

      Fea jumped next to him. ‘We talked about this,’ she purred. The orange ‘cat sat and stared daggers at the back of Braden’s head.

      “I’m with G. Sitting around is grating on my very soul. Let’s explore. I’m heading to the rear core to visit the Livestock Level. Andy and Betafor, you come with us.”

      “We shall accompany you. That is our task.”

      Braden shook his head and bit his tongue. “Any news of any sort, Holly?”

      “Yes! The King of the Aurochs has set a new record in the amount of destruction to the fields. I’ve had to commission more Bots with the sole purpose of following him around.”

      Micah snickered before looking away.

      “I appreciate the update,” Braden started as he reached back to scratch G-War’s head, getting his finger bitten for his trouble. “But what I’m looking for is from within the Traveler. Any news from your army of ‘droids?”

      “Nothing beyond what was expected.”

      “I don’t know what you expected, so that doesn’t answer my question. Are there any creatures in places that would be a risk to building a colony on board this ship?”

      “The Androids have not found any, Master Braden.”

      “It seems odd,” Micah joined in, “that of all the corridors and rooms, we find the one with the electric mutants.”

      “There are more of those, but those billeting areas have been welded shut.”

      “You’re killing me, Holly!” Braden said. “That’s the kind of news I was looking for, not that Brandt is on a rampage to fill his bottomless pit.”

      “I believe it is bottomless. I will project a map through your neural implants showing our progress. You can highlight and adjust your view independently.”

      Braden and Micah unfocused as they brought up their screens. Jocelyn stood nearby, unsure of what to do. “Should I look, too?” she asked.

      Micah minimized her window and faced the governor. “Have you been practicing at all with the implant?”

      “It gave me such a headache the first day, I was afraid of it.”

      “We forgot all about you in everything else,” Micah apologized. She put her hand on the taller woman’s arm. “You shouldn’t get the headaches anymore. The knowledge of the universe is only a blink away. I’ll talk you through it. Look at the dot down and to the right of where you can see. Focus on it and blink.”

      “The screen like we saw in New Sanctuary is now blocking the vision from my right eye.” Jocelyn closed her right eye and tried to focus only through the left. She started to flail, reaching for something to hold onto. Micah grabbed her.

      “Relax. Look up and blink.”

      “It’s gone now.” Jocelyn’s breathing slowed.

      “Bring the screen back up. Think of yourself in your office and you have a desk full of reports. That’s all this is, and so much more.” Micah waited. The taller woman looked at her. “Go ahead. Once you get comfortable with how the system works, you’ll see it as the tool that it is, nothing more. A fantastic tool, to be sure, but just a tool.”

      Jocelyn looked at the wall as she unfocused and blinked. Her eye bounced around as she started to scroll through the screens. “Bring up the map that Holly shared. It gives a three-dimensional view of the ship, which is important as the flat version is misleading. You can whip through it as if you’re a Hawkoid, flying along.”

      “I have it. Yes. If I were a Hawkoid, this is how the world would appear to me.”

      Micah accessed her own implant while continuing to hold Jocelyn steady.

      “Five different areas with electrified humans?” Braden blurted.

      ‘Yes, Master Braden, but they’ve all been sealed. They were once human, but devolved. Since they are all in billeting near the rear core, I believe that the different groups probably came from a single source, moving before they succumbed to whatever caused their condition. They live the hermit lifestyle now. They won’t even know that they’ve been sealed in since they don’t leave. There is no sign that they have left their quarters for hundreds of years.’

      “They don’t know that anything exists beyond the small space they call home. How far can humans fall? Don’t answer that, Holly. I don’t want to know. The spaces are sealed, marked, and the Androids have moved on. Anything else?”

      “Nothing beyond that. There are no more rusty monsters, as you called it. There are no wild Wolfoids running rampant through the corridors.”

      “Only domesticated ones?” Braden asked with a smile.

      Holly laughed for Braden’s benefit. Sometimes he was more certain than others when Braden was joking.

      “All righty then!” Braden declared as he closed his neural implant. “I think we go to the Livestock Level, find something to barbecue, and get to it. I’m getting hungry.”

      ‘I support this plan,’ Bounder said.

      “I need you, G, Treetis, and Fea. If we find some wild boars, the kill is yours, if you wish. Don’t make me break out my blaster. It would be like killing a mosquito with an ax.”

      ‘Oh, please,’ G-War snarked. ‘What are we waiting for?’

      Braden led the way to the elevator that took them to the catwalk. A short walk later and they were ready to take the kilometer-long corridor to the Livestock Level. Jocelyn was lagging behind. “You may need to close the window. I personally find it impossible to walk and read.”

      Jocelyn blinked repeatedly as she refocused on the world around her.

      “Weird but good?” Micah asked.

      “Yes. So much to see. Too much to learn.”

      “Many lifetimes’ worth. Let’s go visit the core and see what there is to see. I’m hungry and that pork on the Livestock Level is to die for.”

      “Not literally,” Braden added, moving ahead and tapping his shoulder. Zyena jumped from the railing and landed softly, gripping Braden’s armor and harness tightly. Skirill stepped onto Micah’s shoulder, and she gave two thumbs up.

      Pik tapped the butt of his trident on the catwalk. Aadi swam next to him and took one end of the short rope that the Lizard Man carried.

      The Wolfoids responded by tapping their lightning spears. Braden waved his bracelet and the hatch opened. He jumped back a half-step and reached for his blaster.

      “They are on the grid,” Andy said calmly.

      “You were supposed to let me know!” Braden yelled. “Remember that no surprises part? Those will get someone killed, mainly me, when I have a heart attack!”

      “My apologies, Master Braden,” Holly said smoothly through the speaker beside the door. “I won’t let that happen again.”

      “Your efforts to keep me alive are going to be the death of me.” Two orange shapes flashed by, followed closely by a white fur. “Hey! Where’s your armor?”

      He turned to Micah. “Why do you always look at me?” she asked.

      “Because you’re nice to look at?” Braden tried.

      Micah raised one eyebrow.

      “’Cats! Far be it from me to want no harm to come to you. Fine!” He bulled his way past the Android in the corridor and followed the three Hillcats. The rest of the companions fell in behind him. Andy hurried to be next to Braden while Betafor stayed at the end of the group.

      “No surprises, Betafor,” Micah told the Android.

      “No surprises,” it repeated.

      When they reached the end of the corridor, Braden stopped and addressed the group. “For those of you who haven’t been here before, this is going to smell pretty bad. That goes away quickly, although you may want to cover your mouth and nose. It can be a bit shocking.”

      Braden activated the door and it slid aside. The methane smell wafted past him and into the corridor, as if pulled by an exhaust fan. He held his sleeve in front of his face as he walked through and into the bright sunshine of the Livestock Level. He moved along the catwalk toward the stairs down. He appraised the area.

      Bounder joined him at the railing. ‘It looks good,’ the Wolfoid said. ‘It feels good, too.’

      The Hawkoids launched into the air and glided over the grasses before flying higher into the sky.

      “I was worried that without the Wolfoids, the balance of life would change.”

      Three ‘cats bounced down the stairs and disappeared into the tall grass. The group watched them cut a line toward something in the far distance. Micah hurried past and down the stairs, with Strider close on her heels.

      ‘Hot,’ Pik said.

      “The creek runs over that way. Once we’re there, we can re-wet your suit,” Braden replied. “It’s not getting closer with us standing here.”

      “Are we still on the ship?” Jocelyn asked.

      Braden let the others pass so he could stand next to her. He pointed at the wall and the stairs climbing nearly a kilometer into the air, the central ramp, disguised as part of the deck and the curvature of the grazing land.

      “This is all in space?”

      “This is one of ten decks that are similar to this. Some are smaller, but we are in space. This is a massive ship.”

      “How many people can live here?”

      “Holly knows the answer. I think it was a hundred thousand, maybe a million. It was more than all the current population of Vii.”

      “If there were more...” Jocelyn started before catching herself. “The civil war killed that many.”

      “The civil war destroyed nearly all of humanity. The ancients had so much going for them, and that was what they chose to do. This is our chance, a way for us not to make the same mistakes.”

      “I see,” Jocelyn replied, eyes brightening as if a light had been turned on. “I see everything that you’ve been doing and why. I want to be here, the governor of a new colony with my daughter and as many like us as we can find. Come up here and be the next generation of ancients. We have so much to re-learn.” She gripped Braden’s arm as if pleading.

      “Relax, Jocelyn. I know it can be overwhelming, but what you want is exactly why we’re here. Reclaim space for humanity, become greater than what we are now. Maybe realize humanity’s full potential. Look out there!” Braden pointed at the others as they jogged across the grassland. “Our ancestors could build this ship, but they couldn’t live together. It’s on us to teach our kids to look at the sky, smile, and say, ‘we’re not afraid.’ We win together.”

      Jocelyn smiled back. “We’ll be hungry together if we don’t catch up.” She walked down the stairs, still not completely steady in the moving ship, before starting to run across the field. Braden passed her and accelerated, knowing that he would never catch the others. The ‘cats had their prey in sight.
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      Braden leaned back and rubbed his stomach. The smoke from the fire drifted up and spiraled away.

      ‘I think that was the best boar hog I’ve ever tasted,’ Bounder said, his head between his paws as he lay on the ground. Strider was already asleep.

      Jocelyn was engrossed with the neural implant, staring into the distance and chewing slowly.

      The ‘cats had gone to the stream for a drink and sunning, even though there wasn’t any sun. Pik was in the stream, with his face barely out of the water. The Hawkoids perched in a nearby tree. Barely more than a bush, Braden was surprised it held their weight.

      The two Androids stood to the side, unmoving, looking like statues.

      Braden sliced off another piece and started to chew.

      “I can’t eat another bite,” Micah said, eyes drifting slowly closed.

      A light blinked before Braden’s eye. ‘Holly, I wondered when you’d interrupt our tranquility.’  Braden thought about what he said. ‘I’m sorry, that wasn’t very kind. What’s up?’

      ‘I lost contact with two Androids about an hour ago. I sent two more and have lost contact with them, too.’

      Braden sat up straight. ‘What’s happening to the Androids?’

      ‘I don’t know. All digital access to that section has been cut off. I can’t look within. I suspect that rogue Androids have established a base. I’ve locked out the elevator and blocked off the section at each end. I thought you’d want to know this.’

      ‘This is what I expected we’d have more of. We’re on our way, Holly. Time to clean out the nest of vipers.’

      Braden stood and started kicking dirt over the fire. “Time to go people. We have some renegade Androids that require our attention.”

      “Huh?” Micah said sleepily.

      “Time to go!” Braden shouted.

      Bounder stood on wobbly legs. ‘Just don’t ask me to run.’

      G-War appeared. ‘It’s about time, but maybe we can make it a couple naps from now?’

      Braden huffed his displeasure. ‘Holly, is the section sealed? They aren’t going anywhere?’

      ‘Whoever they are, no. They aren’t going anywhere. According to the schematics, there are two ventilation shafts and one delivery portal besides the doors and the elevator. All six access points have been locked out.’

      ‘We will rest for a while, and then we’ll tackle this problem. Show me the map of where we need to go, and thank you, Holly.’ Braden looked at the image before his eye. He scanned backwards until he found where he was at the moment. The corridor was mid-level of Deck 8. They could take the elevator to the corridor below and access it from the Garden Deck’s catwalk.

      Braden faced the group. “Holly has sealed everything up. Let’s digest that fine meal provided by our furry and armor-less friends. After we’ve rested, we’ll take care of business.”

      ‘Can you imagine us trying to run?’ G-War asked.

      Fea laughed. Treetis flopped to the ground where he was.

      ‘I am happy that we are not going into the fight like this. I have eaten too much and have gone too long without sleep to be effective,’ Bounder replied.

      Jocelyn never acknowledged that she’d heard anything. Braden poked her arm. She jerked in surprise at his touch. “Get some sleep. There’s a fight coming, and I think we’re going to need you and your blaster.”

      “What? What did I miss? I tell you this thing is addictive.” She tapped the side of her head, looking confused, seeing the fire as if for the first time, even though she’d eaten, just like everyone else.

      “Shut it down and rest.”

      ‘Sleep well, Jocelyn,’ Treetis said over the mindlink. ‘I will keep you safe while you sleep in this strange place.’

      “I remember when G-War would talk to me like that,” Braden lamented.

      ‘I remember when G-War would talk to me,’ the ‘cat mimicked. ‘I thought I made you tougher than that. I should have gotten myself a better human.’

      “Hey! I’m a good human. How many times do I have to save your life, little man? ‘A bunch of times’ clearly isn’t the right answer.”

      ‘Don’t make me come over there,’ Fea said. Braden wasn’t sure who she was talking to. He wanted to believe that it wasn’t him.

      “Boys and their way of bonding,” Micah suggested, rolling onto her back and closing her eyes. Braden decided to follow his own advice. It was time to get some sleep. The smell of the cooked pork tantalized his senses one last time before he drifted off.
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      “Lead on, Andy,” Braden told the Android. The lights on the deck had been shut down for four hours, so the companions slept through that and woke with the new day. Much refreshed, they ate just enough to settle their stomachs and prepare for the new day. Braden felt better and felt better about the others, too. Why rush headlong into a battle?

      The Androids started jogging toward the stairs, running side by side to carve a trail for the others to follow. Pik sounded squishy as he ran, having just pulled himself out of the creek after soaking through the night.

      Aadi bounced along behind the shambling Lizard Man. The Hawkoids made short work of the trip and would be landing shortly on the railing of the catwalk. The Wolfoids dropped to all fours to run faster through the grass, slapping their lightning spears on the ground as they accelerated. The ‘cats refused to be outdone and charged ahead. Jocelyn ran alongside Pik as he maintained a pace she was most comfortable with, although by the time they reached the stairs, she was nearly doubled over and gasping for air.

      “It’s easier to govern if you stay in shape,” Micah said.

      “Point taken, President.” Jocelyn laced her fingers behind her head to help her chest draw in more air. “I am not used to anything like that.”

      “Sorry. It’s how we get around up here.” Braden thought for a moment. “Andy, make sure there’s a hovercar waiting for us when we return.”

      The Android remained motionless for a moment. “Holly says no problem.”

      “There we go! We probably didn’t have to run, but we’re here now. Lead on, Andy. We have a corridor to clear.”

      ‘That’s the nice way of saying that we have Androids to kill?’ Micah asked. Braden nodded, close-mouthed. His hands rested easily on his blasters.

      They headed up the stairs and for the door that would lead them to the elevator. From there, they’d go up in two groups and reassemble where the apparent gravity was more, making them feel heavier. Then they’d set up to assault the corridor where Holly couldn’t see.

      The move was uneventful. The companions, twelve of them plus Andy and Betafor, waited at the door that would take them to the catwalk attached to the aft wall of the garden deck. They would be four hundred meters above the garden where the Rabbits and the bees lived.

      “Don’t look down,” Braden cautioned. “Once we’re at the top, Micah and I and Bounder and Strider will open the door. It’s important to establish a position inside the corridor so we can see what’s going on. Andy and Betafor, you are coming with us. I can’t believe that Androids would fire on their own.”

      “Then you don’t know Androids. We will do as you request. Our job is to serve,” Andy replied flatly.

      Holly’s voice came from the speaker by the door. “There are two Androids on the catwalk at the top of the next stairs. They have been watching the door to make sure it remained secure until your arrival.”

      “Thank you for the heads up, Holly.” Braden waved his bracelet and the door opened. The humidity of the Garden Deck made the air seem thick. The height didn’t help. Braden focused on the two Androids on the next landing up. He had both blasters out and walked slowly.

      Treetis and Jocelyn froze the second they stepped outside. Jocelyn couldn’t look anywhere but down. G-War and Fea worked their way to each side of the stricken ‘cat and forced him to move. Micah took Jocelyn by the arm and guided her away from the rail. “Stay next to the wall.”

      Jocelyn’s eyes shot wide as she saw someone fall. She gasped, until she realized it was only Skirill and Zyena flying in a circle.

      ‘The bees are coming,’ G warned.

      “Open that hatch,” Braden told one of the new Androids. Bounder and Strider leveled their spears.

      “Stay close and keep your head down,” Micah ordered Jocelyn. In one hand, Micah carried her sword, in the other, a blaster.

      “Dial to a mid-beam,” Braden called over his shoulder. Micah immediately thumbed the setting on her weapon. Braden checked his and waited as the Android cut the small weld holding the door closed. Pik shuffled up the steps, gripping his trident firmly in both hands.

      Aadi stayed closed to the wall as he swam upward. He found it harder and harder to move, until he stopped. The rotation of the deck kept him from catching up. He grabbed onto the railing with his beak-like mouth.

      “Are you okay?” Jocelyn asked, trying to get past her own fear.

      ‘I am not,’ Aadi replied. ‘As we approach what may be renegade Androids, I am reminded of my last trip to the ship. I must admit that I have an unnatural and unhealthy amount of fear holding me back.’

      “I’m with you, Master Aadi. I know the fear, too, but not from the Androids. I’ve never been this high above anything before, and my legs refuse to obey me.”

      ‘Then we shall power forward together. Focus on those we need to protect.’ Aadi kept his eyes on the landing in front of them where Braden, Micah, Bounder, and Strider stood ready with Betafor and Andy.

      Betafor looked to Braden, who nodded back. The Android opened the door. The lights inside were off and the darkness impenetrable for those first crucial moments.

      With the sound of air rushing by, something flew out the door and hit Betafor in the chest, throwing him back. He skimmed past Strider, hit the rail, and went over before anyone could move to grab him. The Android didn’t make a sound as he plunged four hundred meters to the deck below.

      Bounder was the first to react by sending a lightning bolt through the doorway. He held the lever on his spear for multiple heartbeats. Strider started to fire as soon as Bounder stopped.

      Braden stepped back and fired his blaster into the opening. Micah didn’t have a clean shot. She vibrated with anticipation waiting for her turn.

      “Cease fire,” Braden shouted. He signaled to Micah to follow him. Strider’s lightning crackled through the doorway then stopped. Braden jumped into the gap and dove to the deck, rolling to the side and coming up to one knee, ready to fire.

      Micah mirrored his movement, ending up on the other side of the corridor.

      A shadow detached itself from the other shadows. Braden fired at it. Micah fired at a different target. Bounder and Strider came through the doorway and started to fire over Braden and Micah’s heads.

      “Cease fire!” Braden tried to listen but the sound of the lightning spears so close to his head kept him from hearing the subtle sounds of furtive movement.

      When the dust and smoke cleared, the corridor remained dark, impenetrable. A barricade had been set up a short way down the corridor. Braden motioned to Micah. He fired a couple short bursts with his blaster and Micah scampered forward until she was behind cover.

      She reached up and fired haphazardly over the top of the barrier. Braden threw himself down the corridor, landing heavily on the deck. He grunted before pushing himself into a crouch.

      The air cleared once again and from the darkness, a dozen Android lasers lanced toward them. Bounder and Strider were peppered with beams. They dropped and crawled out the doorway.

      Braden reached over the barricade, pulling the trigger and washing the corridor with the blaster’s flame.

      ‘We’re okay,’ Bounder said, pain in his thought voice.

      Andy stepped inside and the door closed, cutting off Braden and Micah from the others. The corridor plunged into darkness.

      “Andy, turn on the lights, please,” Braden said as calmly as he could manage. Braden heard a voice inside his head. He ducked. Andy’s laser cut a line across the side of his head. Braden unleashed the fury of his blaster at point-blank range. The smoking hulk of what used to be Andy toppled slowly against the wall, then fell to the deck.

      “Good effort, human, but you must know that you can’t defeat us. We are everywhere,” a voice said from the darkness beyond the barricade.

      “Nah,” Braden replied. “You’re only in here. Once we scrub this deck clean of you and your type, then you won’t be anywhere. You’ll be erased from history.”

      Micah pointed to her eyes and shook her head. She couldn’t see the enemy. Braden was happy that the ‘cats hadn’t made it in before Andy was turned.

      He couldn’t see his armor to know how many times he’d been hit in the brief times he’d been exposed to Android lasers.

      “I think you have it backwards. It is humanity that will be erased from history.”

      “I really hate Androids. Smug. Scumbags. You don’t sound like the typical machine. I guess that you’re the smart one. And you can reprogram the Androids that get close to you. But we aren’t them, and you don’t know how to deal with us. Maybe you should study us, but it’ll be too bad that you never get a chance.”

      Braden reached over the barricade and fired. A cold hand reached from the other side and grabbed his wrist. Micah bounced to her feet and fired a narrow beam into the mechanical arm. She jumped forward and fired again, then dropped to the deck as Android lasers sliced the air where her head had just been.

      Braden pulled his freed hand back to their side of the barricade. ‘Kind of in a tough spot here,’ he said over the mindlink. ‘Can you guys out there hear us?’

      ‘It’s hard not to,’ G-War replied. ‘The Androids out here are trying to force the door open.’

      ‘Don’t let them come in, no matter what. This Android can override Holly’s programming in an instant. We need hand grenades. We used them last time we were here. Why didn’t we bring them this time?’

      ‘There aren’t any hand grenades,’ G-War replied. Jocelyn swiped her bracelet across the pad.

      The door slid open. Android lasers danced across the opening.

      Braden and Micah fired over the barricade. They could see Androids hiding behind barricades as far as the eye could see. Braden dialed a narrow beam and braced his blaster. Micah washed the corridor with fire. Braden picked his targets and fired. One after another, the Androids stopped shooting.

      Bounder appeared next to Braden, putting his spear on the barrier and firing a long stream of lightning down the corridor. The less stout obstructions liquefied and exploded, sending shrapnel farther into the enemy.

      Strider joined her mate. A furry orange head appeared between Bounder and Braden. G-War stood on his back legs and stretched to see over the barrier.

      “See anything, G, like how many of them are down there?”

      ‘There are a number of open doorways. I see five Androids, but suspect there are more.’

      Braden popped up to take a look. “Cease fire,” he said softly. The Wolfoids complied. Braden vaulted over the barricade, bouncing off Aadi and dropping to the floor on the other side, where a one-armed Android grabbed for his blaster.

      Jocelyn filled Braden’s spot on the open-door side of the barrier.

      Micah followed Braden over. When she hit the other side, she jammed the barrel of her blaster against the Android’s head and touched the trigger. The struggle ended as quickly as it had started. Braden rolled to the side and assumed a firing position. The light coming from behind them was finally starting to help.

      As targets highlighted themselves by moving into the open, Braden and Micah both fired. One by one, they went down. Aadi floated overhead, ready to act.

      “Get down!” Braden yelled. G-War flashed past, hugging the wall as he ran ahead.

      Braden scurried after him, watching over the barrel of his blaster as he moved. Micah ran to the next blockage.

      The Wolfoids and Jocelyn bounded over the barricade in time to see Braden and Micah jockey around the defensive cover that the Androids had installed.

      ‘Keep going!’ Bounder encouraged. With his lightning spear held tightly, he ran after the others.

      Pik Ha’ar shuffled to the barricade and slowly climbed over. Fea and Treetis jumped to the top, looked at him for a moment, then continued ahead. Skirill and Zyena watched from the railing on the catwalk. With the barricades, the corridor was far too narrow for them to fly down.

      ‘Keep your heads down,’ Skirill whispered over the mindlink, feeling more helpless than ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Run!

          

        

      

    

    
      Braden fired left and right. Micah covered him firing right and left. The Androids fell before they could shoot back. G-War led the way into the darkness.

      “Holly! Get the lights on,” Braden yelled.

      Jocelyn heard his call. She crouched and accessed her neural implant, quickly bringing it up and contacting the AI. ‘We need the lights on in this corridor.’

      ‘Keep that door open and I’ll be able to bounce a signal through the Androids at the entrance,’ Holly started to explain. The governor didn’t know what he was talking about. She minimized the window and raised her blaster.

      “Wait up, G! Where are you going?” Braden ran faster, eyes darting almost maniacally as he raced past both open and closed doors. Micah took more care in her approach and fell behind. Fea and Treetis stayed close to her.

      The Wolfoids moved from cover to cover, ready to fire, but with the humans and ‘cats in front of them, they were limited in what they could do. Pik caught up with Jocelyn and pushed her aside, standing in front of her with Aadi not far away.

      “I need to go,” she told him.

      ‘You need to stay down,’ Pik replied. ‘This is not your fight. There are no targets for you.’

      Pik blocked her, using his body to stay between her and any potential enemies while the others continued down the corridor.

      “Why?” the governor asked.

      ‘Because I have no children, and you have to raise yours alone.’

      Jocelyn wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t aware of what he knew about her. She was instantly ashamed. She hadn’t taken the time to find out anything about the Lizard Man.

      Bounder fired through an open door, Lightning outlined the doorway in radiant reds and purples. He released the lever and moved to the next room. The door was closed and his band wouldn’t open it. Micah was getting farther away, and Braden was nowhere to be seen.

      He growled and moved on, uncomfortable with leaving an unchecked room behind them. ‘Aadi, watch the closed doors. If they start to open, yell and get down,’ Bounder said.

      ‘I will watch them as if my life depends on it,’ Aadi answered darkly.
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      The sounds of the others behind him faded to near silence. Debris continued to fill the corridor, but it wasn’t arranged this far back. There were no Android bodies or scorch marks from fire. Braden carried blasters in both hands. G-War stood before a double-wide hatch, staring at the door. His hackles were up and his tail twitched.

      ‘What’s in there?’ Braden asked as he stepped soundlessly from clear spot to clear spot.

      ‘Something terrible,’ was all G would say.

      Braden looked for Micah but couldn’t see her. ‘No time like the present,’ Braden said and waved his bracelet at the door. It slid open to reveal a medical bay beyond. Lights came on as Braden jumped through the door and dove to the side. G-War ran straight in, focusing on the clear tanks of liquid.

      Braden searched with his eyes but saw no movement behind the tanks. G-War stood with his front paws on clear material. The liquid bubbled beyond. Braden stood, keeping his blasters out and looking into each nook and cranny as he moved.

      “Clear,” he called in case Micah was close enough to hear. He holstered one blaster, but kept the other one out. He put his face against the tank and looked in. “What is that, G?”

      ‘A Hillcat.’

      Braden shot upright. The blaster dangled from his fingers as the blood drained from his face and from his very soul. “Evil exists in this world of ours, G. What do we do?”

      ‘We wait for them to mature, then we welcome them to our pounce.’

      “Did they get a sample from you the last time we were here?” Braden wondered aloud. “Because the ‘cats were engineered on Vii as a counter to the Bat-Ravens and their inability to clear out the rats.”

      ‘Are you sure it was me?’ G-War asked. ‘Neeson underwent a medical procedure up here that fixed him.’

      “That wasn’t far from here.” Braden accessed his neural implant. ‘Holly, can you hear me?’

      ‘Yes, Master Braden,’ Holly replied.

      ‘The Androids are growing Hillcats.’

      ‘The Androids should not have had access to Hillcat DNA,’ Holly answered. ‘They must have gotten it from Neeson.’

      ‘You assured me that they would be safe,’ Braden retorted.

      ‘I was clearly mistaken. This infestation has created a blind spot for me. I can’t analyze what I cannot see. These Androids are under the control of an Artificial Intelligence. I can feel it.’

      ‘What can we do about it? This is creeping me out like the ancient Lizard Men, and what they were doing.’

      ‘You must find the AI that is controlling them and destroy it.’

      ‘I think it is one of them,’ Braden replied. He pulled his second blaster and headed for the corridor. When he turned, an array of Android lasers lashed throughout the corridor. He heard someone yell to get down, but the thought voices were muddled as the others raised the alarm as one.

      Braden started to run. He found Micah huddled behind a blockage. When she saw him, she started to rise, her war face taking over. A group of Androids were running for the open door.

      “Close the hatch!” Braden yelled.

      Aadi delivered a thunderclap into the first Android. It exploded, sending pieces of metal and synthetic flesh splattering across the corridor. Pik lunged forward, driving his trident into the mid-section of the second mechanical creature. The Android ripped the trident from Pik’s hands and slugged the Lizard Man in the head on the way past.

      The third Android tried to grab Aadi, who was swimming furiously to get out of the way, but he was too slow.

      Jocelyn jumped onto the Android’s arm and pried its fingers from Aadi’s leg. She kicked herself and the Tortoid free. The Android ran for the door, blocking it with his body as the others accelerated through the opening and launched themselves over the railing.

      Startled Hawkoids soared free and spiraled downward, watching the Androids fall. The mechanical creations spun to land flat on their backs.
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      Braden ducked as he passed open doorways. Micah was behind him and the Wolfoids were behind her. They stopped when they reached Pik. Braden bent down, but he wasn’t looking at the Lizard Man. He looked at the open door.

      The Androids had escaped.

      ‘We see them,’ Skirill said. ‘They landed in the garden and are running toward the ramp.’

      “Holly shut down access to the ramp. Shut it down now!”

      ‘They have entered the door and gone inside. We can no longer see them,’ Skirill reported.

      “They escaped, Holly,” Braden said.

      “They are able to override my commands, Master Braden. I am sorry. I cannot track them either as they jam the signals wherever they go,” Holly replied.

      “Then track those blind spots. That’s as good as watching them, isn’t it?”

      “I will remain vigilant for that which I cannot see.”

      “Where nothing is something, Holly. We’ll hunt them down, and we’ll be better about it next time.” Braden examined the knot on Pik’s head. The Lizard Man was unconscious, but alive.

      “How is everyone?” Braden asked, looking at the scrapes on Jocelyn’s face and arms.

      Aadi swam close. ‘Jocelyn saved me,’ he said matter-of-factly.

      “Thank you,” Braden said as he waved at her to grab Pik’s other arm. Together they stood him up.

      The Wolfoids’ armor was crisscrossed with laser burns. Some of the beams had seared their flesh. Micah carried the same burns across her armor and had the same marks on her arms. They’d been in the middle of the conflagration that the Androids had used to divert attention from their escape.

      Braden’s lip curled. It had worked and now the chase was on.

      “I have regained control of this section, Master Braden.”

      “Then bring the elevator to us. We have some Androids to run down.” Braden pushed Pik toward Jocelyn. “Hey you, Android. Go with her and protect them with your life. They are going back to the matter transfer chamber.”

      “I will not!” Jocelyn declared. “I’ll watch him, but I’m not going back until you do.”

      Braden’s mouth worked but no words came out. Micah raised an eyebrow at him, waiting patiently while he tried to extricate himself. Jocelyn stared him down, using her best governor’s look.

      “Fine,” he conceded. “There’s something you all need to see. Skirill and Zyena, can you join us please?”

      Before Braden finished, the Hawkoids landed on the railing. He went to the catwalk, studiously avoided looking down, and hoisted both Hawkoids onto his shoulders. He headed down the corridor, carefully climbing over the first barricade to avoid dropping the birds. The others fell in behind him.

      “Where are the ‘cats?’ Jocelyn asked. Micah pointed forward with a tip of her chin. The group walked without talking. When they reached the medical laboratory, Braden raised his hand to stop them.

      “Brace yourselves. What you see won’t be as alarming as the implications. The renegade Androids were growing Hillcats. I realized they have my DNA, too, and Pik’s. What else are we going to find?”

      Braden stepped aside and let the others in. They wandered around the room, examining each of the tanks.

      “They all look like Hillcats to me,” Micah proclaimed.

      “Holly, can you see this? How long until the Hillcats are ready to come out of the tanks?”

      “Within a day. The cloning process does not take long, and this operation looks mature.”

      “Could you please stay here and wait for the Hillcats to come out of the tank? They will need to find a friendly face to wake up to. If they are programmed for violence, then kill them.”

      ‘I will talk with them first,’ Treetis stated.

      ‘And I will hunt down the monsters who did this.’

      “I think this is how all genetically engineered creatures started their existence, but these are Androids who want us dead. There’s no way they had the best of intentions. This is a ploy to get inside, to infiltrate us, and then tear us apart. They want the Age of Androids to signal the end of the Age of Humanity.”

      The others looked at Braden. “Then what are we doing here when we need to be out there, stopping them?” Micah said, pointing to the door.

      “Holly, tell us where they are.” Braden led the way to the elevator. Pik, Jocelyn, and Treetis remained behind. The doors opened and the nine squeezed in, completely filling the available space.

      “Going up, Master President,” Holly said. “They are on Oceanus, the salt-water level. You can access it from this end.”

      “And then what? They don’t need to breathe, so they’re underwater, aren’t they?” Braden asked.

      “Yes, Master Braden.”

      When the elevator stopped and the door opened, the group fell into the corridor.

      ‘It feels funny up here,’ G-War said as he staggered with the change in apparent weight.

      “We don’t need to fight them on the bottom of Oceanus,” Braden said. “We only need to keep them from hiding down there. What tricks do you have available to deny them that hiding spot?”

      “The Oceanus Level cleaning system is robust. We can scrub them away with a concerted effort. I’ll have to program the Bots to refuse outside direction once the system has begun...” Holly drifted away as he prepared his move.

      “Where will they go once cleared from the water?”

      The group stood in the corridor, uncomfortable in the near zero-gravity of the central spindle.

      “The Desert and Factory Level, the next level down in the aft core.”

      “Back on the elevator, people!” Braden called, twirling his finger in the air.

      “Humans are not well-suited for Oceanus. It is best that you don’t go there, which is probably why the Androids did.”

      Once the companions were re-packed into the elevator, it moved downward, one level and nearly a kilometer. When the doors opened, the ‘cats declared it fit to be walked on. G-War and Fea ran ahead.

      The Wolfoids looked tired.

      “Are you okay?” Braden asked.

      Bounder winced before replying. ‘The lasers hurt us more than we let on. I fear that we may not be able to continue.’

      Braden pulled his friend close. “We will hunt the Androids for as long as it takes. There’s no rush. Go back to the medical lab, join Pik on a bed, and have a Med Bot look at you. Were there any Med Bots up there?”

      ‘I did not see any, but we can’t abandon you.’

      “You’re not abandoning anyone. Sometimes, you get to be in the fight, and other times you don’t. This is one of those other times. Holly! Send a Med Bot to the lab to look at Pik, Bounder, and Strider.”

      Bounder hung his head and looked at the floor.

      “Wait until we’re gone, and then, Holly, send the elevator back here with directions to go to the level where Jocelyn is located. Let her know who is coming.”

      The group climbed aboard, two humans, two Hawkoids, two ‘cats, and a Tortoid. “Take us down, Holly.” Braden waved, and the Wolfoids feebly waved back.

      The doors closed and the seven remained quiet as they descended.

      “There are three Androids in the corridor where the elevator will stop,” Holly reported.

      “Doing what?” Braden asked.

      “Final clearing of the area. With their input, I’ve been able to update my inventory and records. When the new colony is established, they will not want for anything and be free to explore intellectual pursuits.”

      “As long as we take care of business,” Micah added. Braden pulled one blaster from its holster, dialed it to the narrowest beam, and faced the door.

      When the doors opened, they found themselves in a corridor completely clean of debris, equipment, and refuse. The Androids were there, as Holly described. Only three.

      “I can send them with you, if you’d like?”

      “Not a good idea, Holly. We’ve seen how quickly the others can subvert the supposedly-safe Androids, so no. I don’t want to have to watch my back. Keep the Androids clear of the fight. That makes it easiest on us. Where any Android is a bad Android, we can shoot to kill.”

      “I will keep them away from you. The scrubbers are on their way. I will lose contact with them shortly and won’t be able to confirm if they’ve moved the Androids until after they could reach you. I suggest you get yourselves into place at the bottom of the ramp.”

      “Cut the feeds in that area so they can’t see us. I assume that they can access everything you can access. We’ll stay in touch using our implants.”

      “I will cut the feeds now,” Holly replied. The group turned right and walked briskly toward the Desert Level. Micah pulled Aadi along as Braden continued to carry the two Hawkoids.

      The ‘cats ran ahead. “I really wish you had your armor,” Braden told the two ‘cat butts. They didn’t hesitate or acknowledge that he’d spoken.

      ‘I know that we are at a disadvantage fighting the Androids, but we will be fine, and we will contribute to the battle. The Android threat must end,’ G-War stated.

      “Not bored anymore, G?” Braden said as they approached the door.

      ‘This is what I was made for,’ G-War said, emphasizing the word ‘made.’

      “Much more than that, but I couldn’t ask for better people by my side. Is everyone ready to run?”

      Micah looked at the ‘cats and back to Braden. “It’s pretty much just you and me,” she said.

      “Then we’re off.” Braden opened the door, let the heat wave pass, and then headed onto the catwalk and down to the rough dirt of the artificial desert. In the distance, the factory lights flashed and material handling systems worked unabated. The enclosed vertical ramp stood near the factory. Braden pointed. “We need to be between the ramp and the factory. If they get in there, they could really screw things up.”

      “And we can’t let them get behind us.”

      Braden shook his head before he started to run. The footing was firm, but the heat was oppressive. The ‘cats raced ahead while the Hawkoids took to the sky, flying casually toward the factory. Braden and Micah started to sweat right away. Aadi hung on to a strap trailing behind Braden’s pack.

      “You probably like this,” Braden said over his shoulder between great gulps of air.

      ‘I’d be lying if I said I didn’t, but the purpose troubles me. Are we out for vengeance?’

      ‘We’re out to eliminate a threat that has repeatedly demonstrated its disdain for life and human life, in particular. There is no compromising with such an attitude,’ Micah said.

      ‘I know. I always hope that there is another way.’

      ‘We appreciate that, Master Aadi. As president, I decree that these Androids must die.’

      ‘I believe that they are not alive,’ Aadi countered.

      ‘But they walk and talk. In that, they feign life. Their actions also suggest a malevolent intelligence. I think the renegade Androids are more alive than we will ever know, and that’s why they are fighting so hard. I doubt robots would be as inventive or driven.’

      ‘You are right, Master President. I stand corrected. These Androids need to go.’

      “Now, you’re talking, old man.”

      ‘Who’s old?’

      Braden laughed between breaths. Micah had been right about everything. Braden needed a certain amount of conflict in his life.

      “Let’s wrap this up and go home,” he told them as they slowed to survey the land, see where they could remain unseen while waiting for the Androids, see where they could catch the enemy in a crossfire.

      Braden pointed out a number of spots, where scrub brush would conceal a person and a small rise would provide cover. “Aadi, over there, please.” Braden waved at a spot that looked like a berm. It would provide the most protection and was behind him and Micah. “Micah.” He pointed to a closer point near the factory. “And I’ll go over there.” Braden was closest to the ramp. If the Androids got past him, he would be cut off, trapped. Micah and Aadi would be able to retreat into the factory if they were pressed.

      The Hawkoids screeched from above. They found a place to roost at the highest point of the nearest building.

      “Don’t you get yourself killed,” Micah cautioned, before kissing Braden and running for cover.

      Braden headed for the spot he’d chosen for himself while the other two settled in. When he reached the position, he kneeled beneath a small tree, finding little respite from the heat. He tried to slow his breathing while checking his blasters one last time.

      Seventy percent charge on one and forty-six on the other. It would have to be enough.
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      ‘We are on our way in. Please don’t shoot us, Jocelyn,’ Bounder said over the mindlink. He and Strider were arm in arm and moving slowly. Jocelyn hurried to the doorway to help them in. She put them onto two separate beds.

      It wasn’t long before a squarish Med Bot appeared. It went to the Lizard Man first, conducting diagnostics but delivering no treatment before moving to Strider. The Bot stayed there for a while working on two laser burns on her ribs. When the Bot was finished, Strider slept peacefully.

      The Med Bot spent the longest time with Bounder, putting the big Wolfoid under before doing more extensive work that included invasive surgery.

      Jocelyn grew more concerned the longer the Med Bot took.

      ‘Worrying accomplishes nothing,’ Treetis advised.

      “I know,” she replied, before sitting down and accessing her neural implant. ‘Holly, what is the Med Bot doing to Bounder?’

      ‘Repairing a deep wound. There was significant internal damage from one of the laser beams. A testament to how hard the Wolfoids are as a race is that a human with the same wound would have died.’

      Jocelyn nodded, even though Holly wouldn’t see her response.

      ‘Get some rest,’ Treetis said as he sat, keeping his eyes on the clear tanks. Tubes and wires trailed from the Hillcats as they grew at a phenomenal rate, their bodies finalizing their shape.

      “In due time, I will rest, but for now, anything these stalwart warriors need, I’m here for them.” Jocelyn moved from one to the next. She found the Med Bot closing the last of Bounder’s wounds before moving to the corner of the room and powering down. Bounder’s rhythmic breathing told her that the worst had already passed.

      She unpacked her bedroll and laid it on the hard floor next to the ‘cat. She curled up around him and was soon asleep.

      ‘Can you hear me?’ Treetis asked.

      ‘We hear you, Father,’ the voices replied as one.

      ‘Good, now listen carefully as I tell you the story of your people’s king. He was born Prince Axial De’atesh, and he knew the future of life on Vii depended on humanity and ‘cats working as one. As a mere kitten, he selected a human named Braden, shaping him into one who would lead humanity...’
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      There were two doors on the ramp. A small door for people set within a large roll-up door to accommodate vehicles. The small door opened quickly and then closed.

      Braden blinked to make sure he didn’t miss someone coming out.

      ‘Did you see anyone come out?’ Braden asked.

      ‘No,’ Skirill replied. ‘I will move to a better vantage point.’

      ‘Don’t let them see you,’ Braden warned.

      The Hawkoid leapt into the air and flew quickly to a point opposite the door. He made a figure eight as he stayed well out of range, but in an area where he could see within even if the door cracked just a hand’s width.

      They didn’t have long to wait. The door popped open and the Androids ran out, accelerating across the hard ground. Braden fired on the first Android using the narrowest beam. It staggered but kept running. Braden fired again and it went down, but it had taken too long. He thumbed the setting to a little wider and fired both blasters, not bothering to aim.

      The Androids were hit, but they used each other as shields. Three of them slowed and dropped, but the other six ran by. Micah fired, killing the new frontrunner.

      Aadi hit the bunch with his thunderclap, but he was too far away. It barely fazed them. Braden hesitated for a moment before pulling the triggers on both his blasters and washing the fleeing forms in flame. Micah followed suit.

      Two more dropped. The final three, trailing smoke, made a beeline toward the factory’s front door. Micah started to run.

      Zyena dropped from the roof and arrowed downward. Her titanium-augmented, razor-sharp talons ripped into the back and shoulders of an Android. She tried to lift it, but it was too heavy. She let go and winged away. The Android ran with a sideways tilt, but made it into the factory after its fellows.

      ‘One more has just exited the ramp,’ Skirill ‘shouted.’

      Braden had taken a number of steps toward the factory, already having left his cover. He dropped to a knee when he turned. A laser flashed overhead. He fired, but his beam was too broad for the distance. The Android fired again, and the laser creased the side of Braden’s head, making sparks dance before his eyes. He fired and rolled away from his position. The Android ran a lazy zigzag as it approached. It varied its speed, making it a hard target. It fired again and scorched Braden’s chest armor.

      Braden fired one blaster on the wider flame setting as he dialed his second to a tight beam. When he adjusted his weapons, the Android ran behind the berm where he’d recently been hiding. He stood and jogged forward, both blasters aimed before him.

      A ‘cat’s scream sounded nearby. Braden listened and watched. He couldn’t see. ‘Where are you, G?’

      ‘Where you were hiding,’ Skirill advised.

      Braden ran ahead, swinging wide around the stubby tree. G-War and Fea were blurred as they slashed and fought, staying clear of the Android’s weapon. Braden didn’t have a clean shot. He kept trying to get an angle but none would appear. The ‘cats were too fast and the Android was matching their speed, defending itself against their attacks.

      They weren’t hurting it, but they were keeping it from whatever it had intended. Braden roared and charged. He jumped and hit it in the chest with two booted feet. He activated the jets to increase the power of the impact. All that managed to do was send him into the tree and flinging the ‘cats away. The Android flew to the ground, rolled, popped to its feet, and sprinted away, reaching the ramp and closing the door before anyone could follow.

      “Are you okay?” Braden asked while extricating himself from the branches. The ‘cats didn’t answer. They were already running toward the factory. Braden hit the hard packed sand and ran after them.

      Micah caught a glimpse of one of the Androids as they ran down a narrow passage with a door at the far end. Micah leaned against the wall and fired a series of narrow beams. Two of the Androids kept running, reaching the door and disappearing through it.

      The rear Android lost power and its body slumped, slowly toppling. Micah started running again. When she reached the body, she didn’t bother checking it, opting to blast it twice more before jumping over and continuing to the door. She grabbed the handle and stopped.

      On the door, she saw the faces of her children. Was she willing to leave them behind?

      Fight smarter, not harder. We have them outnumbered now, she thought. ‘Braden, I’ll wait for you. Only two left, but they are somewhere in the guts of this place. I’m not going to search alone.’

      ‘On our way,’ G-War replied. ‘One escaped up the ramp, too.’

      ‘Holly, we need your help finding the last three. One went back up the ramp and two others are somewhere in the factory. The odds are a little more even.’

      ‘I am activating the monitoring systems while shutting down factory operations. We don’t need the Androids to churn out a hundred new bodies while you are elsewhere.’

      G-War and Fea trotted down the passageway, stopping to sniff the dead Android before rubbing against Micah’s legs.

      “Where’s Braden?” she asked.

      The ‘cats looked back down the way they’d come. Braden jogged up, slowing to a walk when he saw the group. He had Aadi in tow.

      When Braden reached Micah, he pulled her close for a long hug.

      “I don’t think I can express how much I hate Androids,” Braden said. G-War and Fea waited at the door through which the Androids had gone.

      Micah saw a light flashing before her eye. ‘Any information on the Androids in the factory, Holly?’

      ‘The Androids have exited the factory and made it into the access shaft linking the aft core with the forward core.’

      Micah held up one finger to tell the others to wait.

      ‘What about the one that escaped back up the ramp?’

      ‘The best I can do is lock out Oceanus, prevent any egress. It’s not a place to visit for humans so it won’t be missed.’

      ‘Lock out Oceanus and show me the way to the nearest access to catch a vehicle to the forward core.’

      ‘I will need to deploy Androids to physically seal the access points of Oceanus. Be aware that any Android you see in the aft core is under my control. They will be in pairs, so you can tell them apart from the lone escapee.’

      A map appeared on the screen before Micah’s eye. Exit the factory and around the back side, they’d find the wall. Avoid the vines and take the nearest stairs to the nearest landing. The door would lead to a platform where Holly would have a tram waiting.

      Micah blinked her window closed. “Follow me,” she said, heading away from the door. No one questioned her. When they made it outside, Braden whistled for the Hawkoids. The great birds circled as he pointed to the stairs against the bulkhead behind the factory that signaled the forward end of the aft core section.

      The Hawkoids met the others on the catwalk landing, where Micah hurried through to the platform beyond. The tram was waiting as Holly said it would.

      “If my mental map is correct, the next stop is your home deck,” Braden said.

      ‘Yes. I look forward to it.’ Zyena ruffled her feathers with the excitement of seeing her former home.

      When they started toward the forward core, Braden brought the Hawkoids up to speed. He finished with, “We’ll need your help to talk with those who live in the aviary to show us where the Androids have gone.”

      ‘As soon as we arrive,’ Zyena promised. She started to bounce, unable to contain her energy. Skirill started bouncing, too. Micah smiled at her partner, who was trying to stand still while two Hawkoids rocked out of sync.

      ‘We will find them,’ G-War promised.

      The car came to a stop well short of the forward end platform. “What’s going on, Holly?” Braden said aloud, looking out the windows to discern a reason for the delay.

      “The Androids have departed their tram and are traveling along a catwalk beside their car. They are now behind you, but in the radial. You will have to hurry to catch them.”

      “Can’t we wait for them at the other end?”

      “I can’t guarantee that you can access the door from the Aviary.”

      Braden studied the area outside their tram. “I can’t guarantee that we would be able to make any headway at all out there. Take us to the far end, Holly. We’ll take our chances with the door.”

      The vehicle immediately lurched into motion and accelerated quickly. “Sorry, Zyena. No sightseeing for a bit. When we get inside, we hit the ground, take a hard left, and run to the next stairs up.”

      ‘We will precede you,’ Skirill promised.

      “I never doubted that, my friend.” Braden tried to scratch the Hawkoid’s head, but his dance was too erratic. The human settled for a smile and a nod. The doors opened after the tram stopped at the platform. The ‘cats were first out, running to the door. G-War stretched his skinny body upward until the bracelet/collar activated the door. As soon as Braden stepped through, the Hawkoids were off. The foliage was heavy against the catwalk. Skirill and Zyena flew upward until they were clear and then dodged into the trees.

      “Doesn’t look like there’s going to be much running,” Micah said as she used her sword to hack her way down the steps. Once on the ground, they worked their way into the trees to find a clearer path. The ‘cats ran up a trunk and started running through the branches, jumping from one tree to the next. They soon disappeared into the distance.

      Aadi hung onto the rope trailing Braden. He bounced off trunks and branches as Braden forced his way through the growth. Micah hacked and sliced, trying to maintain her pace.

      “Maybe we should try the branches, too.” Micah kept forging ahead, but gave up after less than a hundred meters.

      “I guess we’re going vertical,” Braden replied, huffing and puffing to catch his breath. He holstered his pistol and climbed the nearest trunk. Once above the dense undergrowth, the way ahead was clear. He walked down the branch, reached across to the next branch, and walked it to the trunk, pulling himself around and repeating the process with the next branch.

      Micah’s legs were shorter and that made for a harder time getting around the tree trunks, but she persevered and caught up to him.

      Braden finally took a break to drink water, handing the flask to Micah first. She downed it in small sips before giving the flask back. Braden accessed his neural implant. ‘Update on where they are, Holly.’

      ‘They are getting close to the platform. I fear that you will be too late.’

      Braden chugged the rest of the flask. “We are going to miss them. We need to run,” Braden told Micah before starting to run down the branch, vaulting to one over and back to the next, quickly bypassing the trunk. Micah followed, eyes fixed on her targets as she launched herself across the gaps.

      She didn’t stop, didn’t hesitate. She kept up the breakneck pace that Braden set. ‘G, Ess, do what you can. I think we’re on the homestretch.’

      ‘I see you. It is not far now.’ Skirill flashed through the trees to keep Braden and Micah going in the right direction.

      ‘The door is opening,’ G-War said. The wings of many birds filled the air between them and their goal. Braden dispensed with the last bit of caution as his run turned into a sprint. A ‘cat’s scream made him yell his frustration. The beating of a thousand wings sounded like the greatest of waterfalls.

      A laser beam lashed out and then another. Braden threw himself from the final branch to the catwalk. He slammed into the outside of the railing, clamped an elbow over it, and drew his blaster with his free hand. Aadi rammed into him from behind, before the Tortoid let go and started to swim through the air. Birds were everywhere, big and small. The ‘cats were clinging to the Androids’ arms with the lasers, clawing and biting to keep the Androids from taking aim.

      A grunt signaled Micah’s arrival as she hit the railing. Braden helped her over and she drew her sword, charging before Braden could get into position. He scrambled as fast as he was able to so he could catch her.

      Micah hit the first Android like a battering ram, the point of her sword driving through most of the mechanical creation’s neck. She hit its shoulder with hers, toppling it into the second Android. The ‘cats leapt free. Micah lost her balance and fell. Before either Android could fire on her, narrow beams sliced into them from Braden’s blaster. He fired as he ran, keeping his aim high.

      The birds screeched and cried as they retreated to the safety of the trees. Zyena screeched her appreciation and at the end, added a victory cry.

      Skirill and Zyena backwinged and landed on the railing. Braden hurried to the Androids, blasting their heads from point-blank range to make sure they were gone.

      “Mission accomplished, Holly,” Braden said. “We’re going to stay here for a while, drink some fresh water, rest, and then we’ll head back. How is everyone else?”

      Holly’s voice projected from a speaker by the door. “Bounder was hurt worse than he let on, but his surgery was successful and he’s in recovery. The Hillcats will be free of the tanks within the next couple hours. Jocelyn tells me that Treetis has been talking with the new additions. He feels that they were not mutated by the Androids. It is my opinion that the enemy was going to train them after their release from the tanks.”

      “That is good news, Holly. All the way around. But we missed one of the enemy.”

      “That one is bottled up where it can do no harm. It has no access to technology in there and the saltwater will corrode enough of its circuits that its life is essentially over. You have won, Master Braden, Master President.”

      “For now,” Braden said ominously. “Thanks, Holly. We’ll be out of contact for a little bit. I’m suddenly very tired.”

      Micah nodded. She and Braden looked over the ‘cats to make sure they were okay before heading to the nearest stairs and fighting their way through the foliage toward the interior of the deck. Zyena and Skirill demonstrated their agility by flying low among the branches ahead.

      “A small lake would be nice,” Micah said. “I need to wash off the stench of Android.”

      ‘Not much farther,’ Zyena said.

      The small spring-fed lake had a small opening to the sky, which shed a nearly magical light on the water. G-War and Fealona crouched next to the water and drank. Aadi swam over the humans and floated above the pond with closed eyes. Braden and Micah stripped and slid into the cool water.

      Beneath the surface, Braden clenched his fists. He had to force his face to relax as he struggled to keep from grinding his teeth in frustration.

      “One got away,” Micah said softly. “The rest are gone, and most importantly, no one died. That is today’s victory.”

      “I always assume no one will die, and then I get upset when people get hurt. I guess I can’t have it both ways, but that is how I want it.”

      “I know,” Micah said, resting her head on her partner’s chest.
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      Braden didn’t have to open his eyes. The flashing light told him that it was time to get up. He felt like Brandt had run him over. He blinked his vision clear and opened the window.

      ‘There you are!’ Holly said happily.

      ‘What do you want, Holly?’

      ‘To tell you that the Androids have found something.’ Holly didn’t expound even though Braden waited and kept waiting until the silence grew uncomfortable. ‘What, Holly?’

      ‘I thought you had gone back to sleep,’ Holly explained. ‘There are regeneration tanks on nearly every level, and the Androids found a set that had been recently used. A trail of material suggests that Lizard Men were cloned before being reintroduced to the Rainforest Level.’

      ‘What do your records say?’

      ‘Nice catch, Master Braden. That is what convinces me that these are creations from the rogue Androids. The last record I have says those tanks were last used before the Traveler assumed orbit above Cygnus VII.’

      ‘Makes you wanna kill ‘em, doesn’t it?’ Braden asked.

      ‘Not me, no. But it makes me want to do something. You need to go to the Rainforest Level and check things out.’

      ‘Have Pik Ha’ar join us, Holly. We’ll be on our way shortly.’

      ‘I can connect you with Jocelyn, if you’d like.’

      ‘Do that, and thank you.’ Braden waited.

      ‘Braden, is that you?’

      ‘Yes. We need to look for some potential mutant Lizard Men and need Pik Ha’ar. Is he in any shape to travel?’

      ‘We are all ready to go, all sixteen of us,’ Jocelyn proudly replied.

      ‘Sixteen?’ Braden was still half-asleep.

      ‘The Hillcats. They are fully grown, but still kittens in their minds. I think they’re adorable. They follow Treetis everywhere he goes.’

      Braden chuckled. ‘Let’s hope the Lizard Men are just as easy to tell apart. Holly will direct you to where we’ll be on the Rainforest Level. We’ll enter opposite you, and then we’ll meet in the middle.’

      ‘I’ll gather the herd,’ Jocelyn replied. ‘I have to warn you that they may act funny when they see the Golden Warrior.’

      ‘Why is that?’ Braden asked, opening his eyes and looking for the ‘cat. He spotted him in the nearest tree, legs dangling, out cold.

      ‘They think he’s some sort of god. Treetis wanted to give the new ‘cats a higher authority to look to.’

      ‘He’ll be insufferable.’

      ‘He will not,’ G-War interjected into the neural implant conversation.

      ‘Hey! How can you do that?’

      ‘I’m a god, remember?’

      ‘Yes, your worship. I had forgotten, your preeminent supremeness. Can you please forgive this humble servant of your masterful majesty?’

      ‘Maybe,’ G-War replied with a snort. He stood and stretched. ‘Lizard Men, huh? That means monkeys, too. Keep your head down. It would be embarrassing for us to carry you out of there again.’

      ‘You got that right,’ Braden admitted. He gently shook Micah.

      “I’m up,” she said without opening her eyes or doing anything that would demonstrate she was getting up.

      Braden leaned over the lake and took a long drink. “Skirill!” he shouted toward the trees.

      No answer. ‘Skirill? Zyena?’ he asked over the mindlink. ‘G, do you know where the Hawkoids are?’

      ‘Yes. They’ll meet us at the door when we are ready to leave.’

      “Why couldn’t I talk with them?” Braden was gruff, feeling left out.

      ‘They are not close, but they are on their way. You have mere mortal range.’

      Micah finally stood up. “Time to go?”

      “Time to go.” Braden put his gear on. It felt heavier than it did before. “Aadi?”

      ‘Yes, Master Braden, I am ready to work with the Lizard Men of this ship. I think I’ve learned some things since last time. I have high hopes that we won’t sow a path of destruction through the Rainforest Level.’

      “That’s disconcerting!” Braden blurted.

      ‘We have not had great luck on that level,’ Aadi clarified.

      “I have to agree with Aadi,” Micah said. “That level has repeatedly tried to kill us.”

      “Maybe the new Pik Ha’ar will be able to bring them under control. All I want is them to point out the new additions, show us the Androids’ creations, and we’ll take care of the rest.”

      ‘And that is how the destruction begins. They will run, and we will do everything possible to stop them.’

      “Can’t argue with that. We will do what we have to do, but with Pik and a good plan, we might be able to keep them from running in the first place. If we do that, then we’ll keep the destruction to a minimum. Otherwise, it’ll be an epic conflagration.”

      “Most likely,” Micah agreed.

      The ‘cats stayed in the trees, preferring to run along the branches than navigate through the undergrowth. Braden and Micah worked their way through the heavy vegetation, hacking and clearing as they went.

      “I thought you hacked this open yesterday?” Braden wondered.

      ‘She did,’ Aadi answered. ‘It has already grown back.’

      Braden followed as Micah powered forward. They reached the wall and looked for a door. When nothing presented itself, they called for help. ‘Holly?’ You know where we are, so direct us to the nearest door.’

      “It is right in front of you,” Holly’s muffled voice came through a wall of bushes and broad leaves. Braden pushed his head through the outer living barrier.

      “Here it is.” Braden leaned back and outlined the door with his hand. Micah watched the line and then started hacking. She winced when her sword hit the metal of the bulkhead. She sliced, sawed, and hacked while Braden used his knife to clear the delicate area around the pad. When they could see enough of the door, Braden activated it. It squealed open as it fought against the brush.

      G-War and Fea did not rush in as Braden expected. “Too dark?” Braden asked.

      ‘Waiting on the others,’ G-War replied.

      Skirill and Zyena zoomed in, backwinged, and landed heavily on Braden’s shoulders. He grunted with the impact. Aadi swam past and into the elevator. Micah held her arm in front of the door to keep it from closing. The others piled in. She was last, letting the door close behind her.

      “Holly, take us wherever we need to go.”

      “Deck 4, Zoo Level 1. You’ll need to transit to the platform and catch a tram to Deck 9, the Rainforest Level.”

      “Have we been on Deck 4?”

      “Nope,” Micah replied.

      “What is going to try and kill us? That is what we want to know.” Braden checked his blasters. He’d forgotten to charge them. One was at five percent and the other at twelve. “We better not get into an extended firefight.”

      Micah showed her blaster. Two percent. “We best not get into any firefight.”

      “G, keep in mind that ‘retreat’ is a good option. Also known as ‘run away.’ We can’t stand toe to toe and duke it out.”

      ‘Why would we have to?’ the ‘cat asked.

      “Because it’s us. Sometimes, things don’t work out as we intend, and when it comes to the Androids, I assume they are going to try and kill us.”

      ‘But these aren’t Androids.’ G-War and Fea circled inside the elevator as they waited for it to stop moving and the doors to open.

      “We haven’t had great luck with the Lizard Men, either.”

      ‘I see one common theme here...’ G-War let the thought trail off.

      “What would I do without my furry conscience?” Braden reached for the ‘cat, but he was anxious. Braden decided not to pet him or scratch his ears. “Just keep your head down, G. I’m still not happy that you all ditched your armor.”

      ‘It is what it is,’ G replied.

      “As only a ‘cat would say.” Braden changed gears. He pulled the blaster with the most charge available. “We’ve never been on this level, so take care. Blasters ready. We hit the ground running, looking for the platform and tram to the Rainforest Level. Holly, can you show us a view outside the door?”

      “I’m afraid you have a ways to go, Master Braden. The nearest tram leads to a platform that is blocked by the metal vines. You’ll need to go to the next one over. That tram has clear platforms on both ends.”

      “How far, Holly?”

      “One-point-two kilometers. Turn right when you enter the level and follow the wall.”

      “What’s out there, Holly?”

      “Its original purpose was to be a zoo for the small animals that would repopulate a new planet. There were over a thousand species on this level.”

      “You’re leaving a lot unsaid, Holly. What happened?”

      “Thousands of years of evolution.”

      The elevator doors opened and the ‘cats rushed out.

      “A few heartbeats from now, we’ll see what that means.” Braden pushed Aadi in front of him. Micah brought up the rear.

      “Narrow beam?” Micah asked.

      Braden looked at her and nodded. “It uses the least amount of energy. You may get a few shots before you run out. Here, take mine.” Braden tried to hand her his. She put her blaster away and pulled her sword from its scabbard.

      “No Androids means no one shooting at us. I’ll be fine.”

      Braden turned back to the door in time to see it slide open as G-War activated it. The ‘cats took two steps and stopped. The Hawkoids launched from Braden’s shoulder, flew out the door, and rose into the sky.

      The terrain was mountainous on one side and forested on the other. They’d arrived in between. Turning right would take them into the forest.

      Braden didn’t see any creatures, great or small. “What do you see, G?”

      ‘So many voices,’ the ‘cat replied cryptically. ‘There is a human settlement toward the mountains. There are predators and prey.’

      G-War’s tail started to twitch. “When is the last time you ate?” Braden asked.

      ‘When indeed.’ The Hillcats bolted for the nearby wood.

      “We’re going to the next door. We’ll meet you there, G. Stay in touch, please.”

      “He heard you,” Micah said reassuringly. “He won’t acknowledge you, but he heard.”

      “What did he mean by ‘so many voices’?” Braden wondered aloud. Micah shrugged.

      ‘This place is alive, in a refreshing way. It is more like Vii than anyplace else on this ship,’ Aadi told them.

      “That is good to know. Come along, old man, we have a short walk ahead of us and probably some time to kill at the end of it.”

      Aadi swam as he did, setting a slow pace that Braden and Micah matched. A ‘cat’s scream cut through the air, sending unseen wildlife scampering for cover.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “You lead the way, Pik,” Jocelyn said.

      ‘I have lost my trident,’ the Lizard Man replied, refusing to move.

      “Holly, can you fabricate a new trident for Pik, please?” Jocelyn asked.

      “Standby.” Holly replied through the room’s speakers. Jocelyn impatiently tapped her foot. Treetis and the other Hillcats sniffed their way past and into the corridor.

      “Stay close,” she told them. A few returned to the room, while the others split into two groups, one going right and the other left. Jocelyn threw up her hands in surrender.

      “Manufacture is underway. It’ll come in three parts and those will screw together. It will be in the room to your left, the dining facility where there is a fabricator.”

      “There’s a dining facility, and I’m eating these nasty bars you gave me on Vii?”

      Jocelyn’s question was greeted with silence.

      “Uh huh.” She went to the next room, waved her bracelet to open the door, and hurried inside. The filth and decay almost overwhelmed her. She was surprised that she hadn’t been able to smell the room from the corridor. Jocelyn backed out as quickly as she had entered. “Pik, the fabricators are on the far wall. You’re on your own to get the trident.”

      Two ‘cats went into the room. Jocelyn held the door open, covering her face with an arm while she waited.

      The gentle ding was muffled, but Pik knew the sound from his time with the humans. He shuffled through and removed the three pieces from the fabricator. He studied each piece before screwing the three together. He hoisted it carefully before jabbing at the sky.

      ‘This is a nice weapon, worthy of a Pik. We can go now.’

      “Treetis, round up the ‘cats. It’s time to go,” Jocelyn shouted as she made her way to the elevator. She activated the door and held it for the Wolfoids and the Lizard Man. Two Hillcats entered. “Treetis?”

      ‘Cats trickled in. When the count reached a dozen, two bolted out of the elevator and ran down the corridor. “Treetis, you have one minute to get yourself and the ‘cats here or we will leave without you.”

      Treetis bellowed over the mindlink before screaming out loud. A body slammed into something that fell. Claws scrabbled against the hard deck. Treetis appeared, taking a swipe at a ‘cat that looked into a side room.

      He was the last into the elevator. ‘All present,’ he reported. ‘For the moment anyway.’ Treetis slapped a smaller ‘cat on the forehead to keep it from escaping.

      “Take us down, Holly!” Jocelyn ordered. “We’re supposed to meet Braden and Micah at the ramp in the middle of the Rainforest Level.”

      ‘There is a village on the ramp. That location is not advisable.’

      “Then where do you suggest, and we need the alternate soon, to be sure that Holly can get the information to Braden, Micah, and the others. And you!” Jocelyn shook a finger at the Hillcats. “Don’t be running wherever you want. We can’t be looking for lost ‘cats.”

      ‘There will be lost ‘cats,’ Treetis replied.

      “Then they’ll be cold, wet, hungry, and left behind. I’m not even going to take a headcount. We have a job to do, and we’ll do it. You knuckleheads aren’t going to hold us back.”

      Bounder and Strider started to chuckle. ‘It smells like ‘cat in here,’ Strider suggested. The Wolfoids laughed even harder.

      “Pik, tell me that you can identify the cloned Lizard Men from the real ones,” Jocelyn pleaded.

      Lizard Men didn’t change their expressions, but Pik pointed to himself. ‘Don’t you know?’

      “Know what?”

      ‘I’m a clone,’ Pik replied.

      Jocelyn held her head in both hands.

      “The bad ones. We only need to find bad ones, Pik. Can you do that?”

      ‘No. I can talk with those who live there and ask them about new additions to the rainforest. We will find the new ones and then it will be up to us to determine if they are good or bad.’

      “Any ideas on how we do that?” Jocelyn asked. No one answered. “I guess we’ll figure it out.”

      The elevator arrived and the group entered a clean, empty corridor. They headed for the aft core. Once there, Bounder activated the door. It opened and they walked into the brightness of an artificial day. Monkeys started to chitter at them.

      ‘Go away!’ Treetis ordered. A splat on the wall beside them signaled that the fight for dominance was on.

      Bounder aimed his lightning spear and fired. The branch beside the monkey exploded and the creature tore away, disappearing into the branches with the rest of the agile creatures.

      “You missed,” Jocelyn said.

      ‘I hit exactly what I was aiming at,’ Bounder replied. ‘Killing monkeys is bad. It upsets them to a degree you cannot fathom. That was what got Braden a broken head. We’ll settle for chasing them away since we’re not going to be here for long.’

      “What did it throw?” she asked.

      ‘You don’t want to know,’ Strider answered.

      ‘This way,’ Pik interjected and started shuffling toward a gap between two great trees.

      Half the Hillcats had already ventured into the rainforest.

      ‘Come on,’ Treetis told anyone who would listen. The Wolfoids fell in behind the Lizard Man, and Jocelyn brought up the rear. She pulled her blaster from its holster and tried to remember to keep it pointed away from anything she didn’t intend to shoot. After stumbling in the swampy footing, she put the blaster back and concentrated on walking.
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      Braden and Micah waited at the doorway. Aadi floated peacefully nearby, studying a tree before slowly reaching out and biting a bug from a branch. He chewed briefly before swallowing.

      “What if that bug was critical for the natural balance of this level?” Braden asked.

      ‘Then a new balance will be established, because that bug is no more. I wish I could find some others just like it.’ Aadi swam back and forth along the branch looking for additions to his meal.

      “Come on, G, Ess! Let’s get going.” Braden started to pace. He dug the recharger out of his back pack and hooked up Micah’s blaster. It popped to three percent almost immediately. “Since we’re going to be here for who knows how long.”

      Micah pulled out her sword and started honing the edge. There was a small trickle of a stream nearby, barely wider than her foot, but the water was crystal clear. She dipped her whetstone and dragged it at an angle across the edge.

      “Does that need sharpening?” Braden sat down next to her. “This is a nice place, surprising since every other deck maintained a certain level of hostility to outsiders.”

      “Hostility?” Micah snickered. She checked the edge against the sky and wet her stone for a second pass. “You mean they were trying to kill us. I think most of that was the Androids’ doing and all the rest was survival of the fittest.”

      “We made some good friends here,” Braden replied.

      “We make friends wherever we go.” Micah thumbed the sharpened blade, declared it acceptable, and put her equipment away. She cupped a hand and drank from the water. “It’s a mini paradise, but not so small. It’s much bigger than New Sanctuary. I wonder.”

      “Nothing to wonder about. Our home is down there, but maybe when we, the sentient species, have a colony on the Traveler, those people can vacation here, camp, relax, hunt, if we can determine that we won’t upset the balance that this deck has attained. We don’t want anything to interfere with how it is.” Braden stopped and squinted into the shadows. “There they are.”

      The Golden Warrior and Fealona strolled casually toward Braden and Micah. Skirill and Zyena appeared in the sky above.

      “Nothing happens without G’s approval, and then everything happens.”

      ‘And don’t you forget it,’ the ‘cat added.

      Braden checked the blaster. “Fifteen percent!”

      “I guess we can start a war.” Micah retrieved her blaster and holstered it. “Fifteen percent. Let’s hope we return to Vii with that same fifteen percent.”

      “We can always hope.” The Hawkoids landed on Braden’s shoulders. He grunted with the weight. “What did you guys eat?”

      Braden walked up the stairs to the landing, waved his bracelet past the pad, and the door opened. The tram was waiting.

      “Next stop, wet Wolfoids.” The tram door shut.

      ‘That is a smell I can do without,’ G-War replied. Fea agreed.

      “At least we’ll know when they’re coming,” Braden joked. “I’m glad they are all okay. Old Tech to the rescue, eh? We’ll start looking for volunteers to come up here the second we get back. I think most of the scientists from Cygnus VI will come.”

      “They were never at home on Vii.”

      “Who better to train the next spacefaring generation? I think it will be a great thing for all of Vii to rally around.”

      ‘As long as the ‘cats remain in charge, we’ll approve your plan.’

      “Did you hear that Treetis has a small army of newly-born, full-size Hillcats following him around?”

      ‘I expected as much. He takes after me.’ G-War sat on the floor of the tram, his tail curled around his front paws.

      ‘Would you consider allowing my son to move up here?’ Aadi asked.

      “Only one, Master Aadi?”

      ‘Daksha can think of nothing but the stars. He should be in New Sanctuary when we return.’

      “I think a Tortoid will be a key member of every space crew.”

      ‘That is a very kind thing to say,’ Aadi replied.

      The tram slowed as it approached the station. The light talk stopped and the companions focused on what was coming. “Holly doesn’t want us going to the ramp because of that village, so he’s taking us to an alternate location. We are in the heart of Lizard Man territory, which means there shouldn’t be any monkeys, but there will be a lot of Lizard Men. You all know how they hide in plain sight. We’re counting on you, Aadi, to point them out to us. Everyone else, be alert.”

      Braden checked the enhanced claws on both of the Hawkoids. “Stay sharp, you two. I don’t want any luckily thrown rocks hurting you.”

      ‘We will stay as high as possible and together, we will avoid any monkey missiles.’

      Braden smiled and ruffled their head feathers. Micah joined him. “We appreciate you being here for us.”

      “Wait!” Braden called when he saw G-War standing on his legs and trying to activate the door. Braden pulled Aadi by his shell as he rushed across the platform just in time for the door to open. G and Fea ran out, and the Hawkoids jumped into the air as soon as Braden stepped onto the catwalk. Micah was last out.

      ‘I see Lizard Men,’ Aadi said.

      Below, a group of ten had stopped and were looking at the companions standing on the catwalk.

      “No kidding?” Braden said out the side of his mouth, before smiling broadly and waving. “Hi!” The other hand rested on his blaster.

      Aadi swam over the railing and floated downward. As one, the Lizard Men pointed their spears at him. Into the tense silence came the sound of an Old Tech sword sliding free of its scabbard.
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      Pik held up his fist. Stop.

      ‘Cats swarmed around him and up the nearby trees. Treetis started to hiss. Pik Ha’ar leveled his trident at a nearby tree trunk. A Lizard Man materialized before it as he stepped away. Jocelyn’s jaw dropped when she saw what she hadn’t been able to see. She started to shake with fear as her eyes darted from one tree to the next.

      ‘We are following a group of Lizard Men who are new to the Rainforest. They may not even speak our language. Have you seen such creatures, and if so, where are they now?’

      ‘I will ask the questions,’ the Lizard Man said. ‘Where do you come from? Another Deck?’

      ‘Right here, but I have been away, traveled far beyond the walls of our home. I am back on an urgent mission to save all of our people from the intruders.’

      ‘How can a Lizard Man be an intruder? They are welcome here as there is nowhere but here for our people. Caretakers and intruders come from beyond,’ the Lizard Man countered. His face didn’t change expression, but his hands gripped his spear tightly. Pik remained balanced throughout, but his trident was positioned to protect him. He had fought this fight before and knew all the moves.

      ‘Treetis, can you project an image of the Amazon into the mind of my new friend?’

      The ‘cat backed away, still hunched and glaring at the Lizard Man guard.

      ‘I see,’ the Lizard Man said after a few moments. ‘I don’t know what trickery you employ to create such images, but I don’t believe them and won’t believe them.’

      ‘It’s good that you are straight up with us,’ Bounder replied. ‘Helps us to best understand where you are coming from. If that place doesn’t exist, where do you think we came from, or them?’

      Bounder pointed to himself and Strider and then to the Hillcats and finally to Jocelyn.

      ‘There is a vast world out there, but it starts in here. We are merely travelers, trying to get to a better place. The new Lizard Men are not your people and not your friends. They will do what they can to keep you from being more than you know.’

      ‘You’re starting to sound like Aadi,’ Strider told her mate. ‘I like it.’

      ‘Well? Where do you think they came from since you know they didn’t come from here?’ Pik pressed.

      The Lizard Man held his tongue. ‘I will take you to my Pik.’

      ‘You’ll see the wisdom in your actions, Tup, and in that, you will see a way to rising to the rank of Pik yourself.’ Pik Ha’ar used the ranks that the Lizard Men on the Rainforest Level employed—Tup as a soldier’s rank and Pik as a leader’s rank. In the time that Pik had been gone, none of that had changed, judging by the Lizard Man’s response.

      ‘Yes, Pik,’ he replied.

      ‘Follow us,’ Pik Ha’ar told the others. Some ‘cats appeared and others disappeared. It was constant change. All of them were wet, and none of them were happy. The Wolfoids tried to shake out their coats, but wearing their armored clothing, it accomplished nothing.

      Jocelyn watched it all, unsure of her role. Pik, Bounder, Strider, and Treetis seemed to have everything well in hand. She understood the difference between a warrior and someone who was armed like one. She looked at her blaster, ashamed that she had gotten herself on the team.

      ‘Don’t be,’ Treetis said directly into her mind. ‘You were there when we needed you, after those three warriors were injured. Without you, we would not be here right now. Every time and place has one who will rise above the rest, to do what needs to be done. You will get your chance again. You shine the brightest of us all, and I will protect you until you will protect me.’

      The orange ‘cat ran to catch up with Pik Ha’ar and then up a tree to follow them while staying out of the muck of the rainforest floor.

      Jocelyn watched the small army of Hillcats join Treetis as if playing tag.

      Pik let the Lizard Man walk in front. Pik Ha’ar kept two hands on his trident at all times. Trust no one.
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      ‘My good fellows! I am happy to see you. My name is Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium, and I seek your assistance in finding newcomers to the rainforest. We look for Lizard Men who are fully grown, but new to you. We need to talk with them.’

      ‘I am Pik Atla, and I know of no newcomers. I only see what my eyes show me and that’s you. You do not belong here.’

      ‘And we will happily go on our way, but we need to talk with the newcomers. They belong here less than we do.’

      ‘I don’t think you belong at all.’ Pik Atla looked at his group. Two of the warriors threw their spears. One hit the railing with a clank and fell to the ground. The other hit Braden in the chest. He grunted as his armor kept the sharp points from penetrating. He grabbed the shaft and dropped the spear on the catwalk to keep the Lizard Man from re-arming.

      Braden aimed his blaster over the railing. “I don’t want to kill you, but that is the next thing that will happen if you don’t stand down.”

      ‘Stand down where?’ Atla asked. The Lizard Men cocked their arms back and prepared to throw. Micah and the ‘cats crouched behind the railing. Braden bent low to limit his exposure. Aadi was still hovering not far from the Lizard Men.

      ‘Surely there’s no need for this? You see that your weapons have no effect, and it would be best if you talked with us. Do not summon the violence that you will later regret.’

      Pik Atla took a spear from one of his people, hefted it to check the balance, and threw it at Aadi. The Tortoid twisted and the weapon scraped off the bottom of his shell and embedded in his back leg. Aadi screamed in pain.

      Braden fired, and Pik Atla died. Micah fired, and the next Lizard Man died. Five more passed the great beyond before the others ran. Braden ran down the stairs and shot one of those fleeing. He hit where he was aiming—the leg. They needed to talk with one of them. Braden pulled Aadi down to where he could look at the weapon.

      “This is going to hurt, but afterwards, we’ll take the pain away.” Micah hurried down the stairs and stood watch. The ‘cats raced after the Lizard Men.

      “Come back!” Micah called after them, but they were already gone.

      Braden twisted the spear to release the barb and then pulled it free. Aadi bucked and his breath became ragged. Braden quickly packed numbweed into the wound to stop it from bleeding.

      “I have a great disdain for Lizard Men,” Braden said. Aadi’s heart continued to pound, making a vein throb in his long neck.

      “Thank goodness,” Micah said as G-War and Fealona returned to the wounded soldier. G-War tore into his arm as the Lizard Man tried to recover his spear. The Hillcat stared into his face as he dug deep into the Lizard Man’s mind.

      ‘They are here,’ the Golden Warrior shared. ‘They have taken over the village on the ramp.’

      “That makes sense since they are not from here. They need a place from which they can escape, but they are not Androids. Hang on.”

      Braden accessed his neural implant. ‘Change of plan, Holly. The clones have taken over the village on the ramp. Can you lock it out so they can’t escape? And where are the others?’

      ‘Master Braden, so good to hear from you. The others are heading deeper into this level. The Golden Warrior should be able to talk with them using his mindlink. I am restricting access to the ramp right now. Whoever is on this level will not be able to leave that way.’

      ‘Thanks, Holly. We’ll take care of it from here.’

      Braden turned to the ‘cats, taking care as he pulled Aadi along. “You should be able to talk with the others, G. Tell them to meet us at the ramp. Can you fly top cover, Ess, Zee?”

      ‘We will,’ Skirill replied. ‘I cannot see them, but I know where they are. They are not far and may reach the ramp before you.’

      “We better get going then. Leave him, G.” Braden kicked the spear away and with his blaster dialed to its narrowest beam, he fired twice, cutting the weapon into three pieces.

      “What about these?” Micah asked while holding up the spears she’d recovered from the dead.

      “Stuff them on the other side of the door. I hope I didn’t waste power that I’ll want later.”

      “I hope not, too,” Micah muttered as she ran up the stairs, opened the door to the tram platform, and tossed the spears inside.

      When she returned, Braden was already moving. He had Aadi in two hands, held tightly over his head as he jogged through the mud and roots of the rainforest. G-War and Fea had gone high and were running along the lowest branches. “Keep your eyes out, Aadi. I don’t want any unpleasant surprises.”

      Braden had gotten good at identifying Lizard Men in hiding. It was a lesson learned the hard way in the war with the Amazon. They’d lost a lot of good people because of the Amazonian ability to blend in with their surroundings.

      With the ‘cats, the Tortoid, and the Hawkoids, Braden hoped they could reach the ramp before any more Lizard Men appeared. He didn’t know how many were on the Rainforest Level. He hoped the numbers were lower than he feared. With Aadi injured, he wasn’t able to quickly reach his blasters. He grew more concerned with every step.

      Micah appeared beside him. Her blaster was in one hand and the Old Tech sword in the other. The look on her face told him that their enemies were the ones to be afraid.
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      ‘The Prince and his people are on their way to the central ramp. That is where we will find the clones,’ Treetis told the companions.

      The humidity and the intense effort of running through the tangle of roots was wearing Jocelyn down. She gasped and panted with the effort to draw each tortured breath. The Wolfoids looked unfazed. Pik looked awkward moving in the open, but in this environment, he was sure footed and moved quickly. The ‘cats raced overhead as if it were a game.

      She missed her daughter. Leah stood out in her mind as she fought for focus. The more tired she became, the harder it was to see where next to step. She started to stumble.

      ‘Pik Ha’ar, it is time to take a short break,’ Treetis said.

      ‘No,’ the Tup interjected. ‘We must keep going.’

      Treetis launched himself from the branch and landed in front of the Lizard Man. The ‘cat hissed and showed his claws. ‘I said stop.’

      ‘And I said we keep going.’ The Lizard Man lowered his spear and lunged forward, but Pik was faster. He grabbed the shaft of the weapon and redirected it into a root, where it stuck.

      Treetis had had enough. He knew where they needed to go and this Lizard Man wasn’t taking them there. The ‘cat attacked, latching onto the Lizard Man’s head with his claws. The rest of the Hillcats heard the call to action. Galvanized, they descended en masse.

      The Wolfoids had lowered their spears, ready to fire, but the writhing mass of furry bodies needed no help. Bounder and Strider looked to the trees, watching for reinforcements.

      “Stop!” Jocelyn cried. Treetis was first to extricate himself. He hissed at the others and swatted them away from the Lizard Man’s body. Blooded, they moved slowly away and circled the corpse.

      ‘Come. I know the way,’ Pik Ha’ar said matter-of-factly.

      “But we just killed that Lizard Man.” Jocelyn pointed back and forth between Pik and the Tup.

      ‘No matter. I suspected he was leading us into a trap. I would have stopped him before the trap sprung and with our superior firepower, he and all his comrades would have died. They don’t remember the power you have or worse, they are ignoring it. In any case, they will fail, either now or later. They will have to be beaten as they will not surrender.’

      “When were you going to enlighten us?” Jocelyn said in her governor’s voice. She put her hands on her hips and glared at Pik Ha’ar.

      ‘Now was the right time. You are enlightened. We must go before the rest of this Tup’s unit arrives.’

      Pik turned and headed deeper into the heavy woods. A light rain continued to fall. The ‘cats climbed the tree and raced along the branches. None were missing. They were together, blooded as one, with a new confidence.

      Bounder waved for Jocelyn to follow. “Are we going to leave him there?”

      ‘Of course. It’s the law of the rainforest,’ Bounder replied. Strider hopped over a heavy root as she fell in behind Pik before he disappeared. ‘We are following a trail. I think Pik Ha’ar is on familiar ground. We are in good hands.’

      “This is a trail?” Jocelyn asked, rejuvenated even though she hadn’t rested. She found walking to be good therapy following what she had just witnessed. “We are in good hands.”
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      ‘Stop and get down,’ Skirill ordered.

      Braden and Micah dove for cover, hitting softly and easing into the water. G-War and Fea dropped to their bellies on the branch where they were. Aadi remained where he was until Braden stood and pulled him down. His back leg had stiffened and he couldn’t swim through the air.

      ‘This remind you of anything?’ Micah asked over the mindlink.

      ‘I will never forget the terror of the Amazon. The never-ending rain. The incessant ambushes. The not knowing. I trusted that Holly was guiding us well, but still. I didn’t know anything for sure.’

      ‘I like this just as much as I liked that. These Lizard Men look like the Overlords, and that gives me the creeps.’

      ‘Pik looks like the Overlords.’

      ‘But we know him. All these others? Not so much.’

      Braden accessed his neural implant and brought up the map showing their position.

      ‘Clear,’ Skirill reported.

      “We should see the village any moment now. We’re almost on top of it.”

      ‘It is up ahead,’ G-War told them. ‘I can see Lizard Men. I can’t tell if they are clones or not.’

      “How will we know?”

      “Pik Ha’ar will know.”

      ‘We are here,’ Micah said over the mindlink. ‘How far are you?’

      ‘We are here,’ Pik replied.

      ‘What do you say we introduce ourselves. You cover that half and we’ll cover this side. Have your weapons ready to fire. The first sign this is going bad and we light them up. No one can escape. We’ll lose them in the rainforest and the Lizard Men of this level are no help.’ Braden pushed Aadi behind him.

      “Hang on, Aadi. I need both my hands for this.” Braden pulled his blasters and checked them. The power hadn’t changed.

      Micah slid her sword free. She held her blaster in her other hand.

      ‘It is time,’ Pik said and walked into the open. The Lizard Men in the small village looked at him, but didn’t see the threat until the Wolfoids and ‘cats appeared. Some moved to run, but Braden and Micah spread out with G-War and Fea filling the gap between. Aadi struggled at Braden’s side.

      ‘We only want to talk,’ Pik said as he walked forward, his trident held in both hands. The other Lizard Men did not respond.

      ‘Close the distance,’ Braden said. ‘Reduce the spacing in between. Bounder, you hold that flank. I’ll keep them from getting past on this side. Watch your lines of fire.’

      Jocelyn nodded to Micah, but the president wasn’t watching. The look on her face said all that needed to be said. She was focused on what she determined was the enemy. Jocelyn checked her blaster and took better care at watching the Lizard Men. Pik Ha’ar was easy to tell from the others as he wore the armor that Holly had made for him.

      The ‘cats spread out and filled the area between the Lizard Men and the companions.

      “No!” Braden shouted. “Get out of there.”

      ‘They say that they can tell their tank brothers from the others. There are eight clones here,’ Treetis stated.

      “Point them out,” Braden said with a hard edge to his voice.

      Treetis walked toward the village and tipped his head eight times. Four other Lizard Men stood to the side.

      “Pik, tell those four they need to go into their homes and stay there.”

      Pik relayed the message, speaking with authority as a Lizard Man commander. The four started to move, but one of the clones stopped them.

      ‘Let them go,’ Pik said, working his way until he was between the two groups. ‘What did the Androids ask you to do for them?’

      Two Hawkoids circled overhead.

      ‘We don’t understand,’ one of them answered.

      ‘The ones who brought you here. The ones in your minds before you knew your own thoughts.’

      ‘We know only Lizard Men. We have found our people and our home.’

      ‘You’re going to have company pretty soon,’ Skirill told them.

      ‘How many?’ Micah asked, letting Braden focus on the clones.

      ‘It looks like all of them.’

      G-War ran forward and found a Lizard Man who would look at him. He stared him down. ‘It’s a ruse. They are holding us to allow us to be crushed by the wave of inbound Lizard Men. Kill them all.’

      Braden hesitated. No one fired. ‘Clear out, my friends. You will not survive the fires,’ G-War told the other Hillcats. They turned and ran from the village. Pik started to back away, but one clone charged him and they started the deadly dance of spear fighters.

      “Keep your eyes on the others. No one can escape.”

      The other seven bunched up around the door on the ramp. Bounder took aim with his lightning spear. One clone grabbed the door to open it, but it didn’t budge. The others ran into his back in expectation of making a quick escape.

      Bounder unleashed a torrent of lightning into the seven bodies. Their escape became their funeral pyre. Two started crawling away, terrible burns covering their backs. Braden fired two narrow beams, putting the Lizard Men out of their misery.

      Pik jabbed and twisted, trying to rip the spear from the other’s hands, but he was too fast. Not a clone, but an improved version. Pik didn’t see it as fear, but a challenge. They jabbed and parried, clubbed and slashed, but neither could get an advantage. The clone’s attacks became more desperate.

      Pik gave him an opening and the clone stabbed at Pik Ha’ar’s chest. His armor stopped the spear. The clone had no protection as Pik’s counterattack drove all three points of his trident deep into his enemy’s body.

      The clone didn’t make a sound. His eyes rolled back, and he died. Pik stood on the Lizard Man’s chest as he pulled his trident free.

      ‘They are almost here,’ Skirill warned.

      “Time to go! Holly, open the ramp door, please,” Braden yelled as he pushed Aadi toward the village. G-War rallied the Hillcats and furry wet bodies flooded toward the door. Braden waved his bracelet at it and pulled. Nothing happened. “HOLLY!” Braden turned and fired at the feet of the first Lizard Man to run from the rainforest.

      Strider fired her lightning spear into the trees. They cracked and burst as the water within superheated instantly.

      ‘Holly, open this door right now or we are going to see a lot of dead bodies, ending in our own,’ Micah pleaded.

      ‘Working on it,’ Holly replied. ‘There.’

      “It’s open,” Micah said and pulled the door open, waving at the others to go through. She fired her blaster repeatedly at the ground in front of the army of Lizard Men. Braden waved the stream from his blaster back and forth to hold the inbound at bay. Two Hawkoids screamed toward the doorway, backwinged to slow down, and then neatly slipped through.

      The last charge trickled from his blaster and the fire ended. Micah’s went out at the same time. A Wolfoid jammed a lightning spear out the door and fired in between Braden and Micah.

      “Watch out!” Micah yelled at the doorway. When Bounder released the lever, the humans jumped through and slammed the door behind them.

      “Holly, seal that door again. We’re going to walk up to the next level.”

      “I’ll open a doorway in between decks and if you don’t mind walking, you can go that way to avoid the Garden Level.”

      “They are only Rabbits,” Braden said.

      “And Bees,” Micah added. “Don’t forget that swarm of Bees.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A New Day, A New Purpose

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is a dangerous place,” Jocelyn said softly.

      “These corridors?” Micah said as they walked.

      “Not here, but the ship as a whole.”

      “Did you know that leaving the ship, going outside into space, can kill you almost instantly? It’s safer in here.”

      “It’s safer in Jefferson City,” Jocelyn replied.

      “Is JC the future?” Braden asked.

      Jocelyn looked at the deck before answering. “No.”

      Braden had a hand on one side of Aadi’s shell and Micah had the other side. They carried him between them, although he was light as a feather. The Hawkoids that perched on Braden’s shoulders were not so light.

      ‘I fear that I was no help on this adventure,’ Aadi said.

      “More help than you know, old man. I’m glad you came, despite your reservations.”

      ‘You know why I came,’ Aadi replied.

      Micah smiled. “You wanted to make sure that it was safe for your son. What’s the verdict?”

      ‘Daksha will greatly enjoy being up here and learning about space, being one of the first to return to space as an explorer.’

      “He’ll be the first Tortoid explorer, and the first in a new generation of explorers. That means schools with real mathematics, expanded subjects to include Old Tech.”

      ‘As long as we are around, there is no danger,’ G-War added. The cloned Hillcats formed a circle around him. Treetis walked on the outside snickering. Fea glared at the young orange ‘cat.

      “Are we better than them, better than the ancients?” Braden wondered aloud. “We just killed a bunch of Lizard Men.”

      “Maybe it’s our reasoning that makes us better. They tried to hurt us first. They refused to talk, preferring violence, and most importantly, the ‘cats deemed them incompatible with the civilized world,” Micah answered.

      “I’ll accept that, but I don’t like it. I’m not a fan of wanton killing. Maybe when we return to Vii, I hang up the blasters for good.”

      “If you do, I will too, but I can’t give up the sword. This thing is like magic in my hand.”

      “Of course it is.” Braden shook his head. His thoughts remained troubled. The deaths of the Lizard Men weighed on him.

      ‘If not us, then who?’ Bounder asked. Braden shook his head. He didn’t understand. ‘The Androids would take over if we let them, turning this ship into a death trap and denying humanity’s return to space. Humanity—Wolfoids, Tortoids, Hawkoids, Hillcats, Lizard Men, Rabbits, and humans will not be denied. It is our shared destiny. The Age of the Androids has come and gone. Maybe you don’t think we were fighting a war, but we were and will until the last renegade Android is deposited on the trash heap of history.’

      “Whenever that may be. Holly?”

      “Yes, Master Braden,” the AI replied from speakers somewhere in the passageway.

      “Can you lock out the hostile levels, make them escort only or something, and then start planning to move humanity back up here? We’re moving in, we’re going to train, and then we’re going back into space. What we don’t have is a governor, one to oversee the logistics of such a massive endeavor.”

      Jocelyn looked at him out the corner of her eye. “I don’t even feel the spin anymore. My body adjusts, depending on where the rotation is. I don’t have to think about it.”

      Braden and Micah waited.

      Jocelyn shook her head. “No. I can’t leave Leah alone. I have to go back to her.”

      “Bring her up here,” Micah said nonchalantly.

      “Easy as that?”

      “Holly, can you send a hovercar for Jocelyn’s daughter?”

      “It was dispatched two minutes ago,” Holly replied.

      “Find a replacement as governor and start beating the bushes for candidates for Space School,” Braden suggested.

      “What about your kids?”

      “We’re going home to them. They like having their feet on the ground. They have a special way with the creatures of Vii. We can’t take them away from that, plus their two ‘cats would completely destroy this ship in their first week up here.”

      ‘That’s being a bit harsh, don’t you think?’ G-War asked. ‘Those are my children you’re talking about. It would take them two weeks. Sometimes, you’re such an ass.’

      Braden smiled when he thought of that fateful day in Warren’s Deep, a lifetime ago or maybe only seven years. “Ass.”

      

      
        
        This is the end of Free Trader 9 – Return to the Traveler

      

      

      If you liked it, please leave a review – buyers look at books with a single digit number of reviews with skepticism, so please, drop a few kind words for the Free Trader:). This is also the end of the Free Trader series, but the world that the Free Trader and his mate have created lives on in the Cygnus Space Opera – humanity searches for a way home, and they’re bringing the sentient species with them.

    

  


  
    
      Cygnus Space Opera – Book 1

      

      A Tale from the Free Trader Universe takes place over 100 years after Braden & Micah’s adventures
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      Flames shot through the open hatch. Cain yelled, “Engineering’s on fire!” as the klaxons continued to scream, echoing down the corridor away from him. He sensed, more than heard the anguished cry.

      The hatch was open. The automated fire suppression system had failed.

      He ripped open the damage control panel and pulled the tank out. He threw it hastily over his shoulder, reached behind him with a well-practiced maneuver to start the flow of air, and wrapped the dangling mask across his face. He draped the fire hood over his head as he ran. He didn’t have time to put on the whole outfit. People he knew were dying.

      He hit the flames of the doorway at a dead run. The intense heat scorched his bare forearms as he passed. He yelled into his mask as he slid to a stop in the middle of the space, looking for survivors. A Rabbit lay under a terminal, an ugly scorch mark cut across his white fur, leaving blackened hair around burned pink flesh underneath. The Rabbit moved – Briz was alive.

      Cain slid him from under the melting terminal. The Rabbit was dense and blocky, half Cain’s height, but the same weight. Cain pulled an equipment cover off the back of a chair. He took it and wrapped it around the Rabbit’s head and over as much of his body as he could, then hefted him, trying not to touch the injury. Cain lumbered toward the hatch, ducked his head, held his breath, and jumped through the flames. He deposited the Rabbit in the passageway and raced back into Engineering. Ellie was in there somewhere.

      He should have been alarmed that the flames didn’t seem to hurt as much this time. The next victim was a Wolfoid, horribly torn apart from the force of an exploded containment vessel. He saw something odd about the way the Wolfoid’s body, bigger than a human’s was laying on the floor.

      A pink-fleshed hand snaked out from underneath the heavy gray fur. Without remorse, Cain heaved the Wolfoid’s shattered body to the side. Ellie was dazed, but seemed to be okay. The Wolfoid must have taken the full force of the rupture, protecting her. Cain’s breath caught as he looked at her silken black hair, the ends curled and brittle from the heat that had passed over her.

      He pulled her to him as blue lights started to flash within Engineering, signaling the imminent flooding of argon gas into the compartment. He kneeled, rolling her from a sitting position over his shoulder. He stood without much effort. She wasn’t heavy and laid easily over his shoulder as he hurried for the hatch. The flames had died down somewhat, but he still ran through, hoping speed would keep them safe. Once through, he stopped, took off his hood and breathed deeply of the better air in the corridor. The hatch to engineering closed.

      The klaxons stopped as someone helped Ellie from his shoulder. He looked at the closed hatch. Anyone still in the space would be denied oxygen, just like the fire. The argon gas was supposed to be flushed in a matter of seconds, but it would be too late. He was surprised that he didn’t know how many people worked in the space. Three? Four?

      “Holy Rising Star, Cain! You shouldn’t have gone in there. Why the hell would you do something like that?” the Captain’s words were harsh, but his eyes were grateful. As the older man looked at the two survivors in the corridor, he added, “but I’m glad you did, son. Looks like you saved two lives, irreplaceable lives.”

      The two Hillcats waiting for Cain and Ellie in the corridor couldn’t have agreed more. Carnesto yowled in pain as Ellie came back to her senses. The burns on her lower body attacked her with waves of agony. He put a furry paw on her head to help her through the worst of it.

      Why had Cain risked knowing what his death would do to his ‘cat, to his family? He had no choice. It’s who he’d always wanted to be. It’s who he was. He’d spent his short life trying to live up to one man, the Space Exploration Service Captain who showed him how a hero acts.
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      If you liked these stories, please leave a review, join my mailing list, follow me on Facebook, or drop 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. Without fans, the stories grow hollow.

      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 the Free Trader. 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Craig Martelle

          

        

      

    

    
      Craig Martelle’s other books (listed by series)

      
        	Terry Henry Walton Chronicles (co-written with Michael Anderle) – a post-apocalyptic paranormal adventure

        	Gateway to the Universe (co-written with Justin Sloan & Michael Anderle) – this book transitions the characters from the Terry Henry Walton Chronicles to The Bad Company

        	The Bad Company (co-written with Michael Anderle) – a military science fiction space opera

        	End Times Alaska (also available in audio) – a Permuted Press publication – a post-apocalyptic survivalist adventure

        	The Free Trader – a Young Adult Science Fiction Action Adventure

        	Cygnus Space Opera – A Young Adult Space Opera (set in the Free Trader universe)

        	Darklanding (co-written with Scott Moon) – a Space Western

        	Judge, Jury, & Executioner – a space opera adventure legal thriller

        	Rick Banik – Spy & Terrorism Action Adventure

        	Become a Successful Indie Author – a non-fiction work

        	Metamorphosis Alpha – stories from the world’s first science fiction RPG

        	The Expanding Universe – science fiction anthologies

        	Shadow Vanguard – a Tom Dublin series

        	Enemy of my Enemy (co-written with Tim Marquitz) – A galactic alien military space opera

        	Superdreadnought (co-written with Tim Marquitz) – an AI military space opera

        	Metal Legion (co-written with Caleb Wachter) – a galactic military sci-fi with mechs

        	End Days (co-written with E.E. Isherwood) – a post-apocalyptic adventure

        	Mystically Engineered (co-written with Valerie Emerson) – dragons in space

        	Monster Case Files (co-written with Kathryn Hearst) – a mystery adventure series
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