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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
 



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!’

 
 



 
War It Must Be
 
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. 
 



 
An Old Evil Returns
 
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.
 



 
McCullough
 
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.
 



 
Expanding the Trade Route
 
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.
 



 
Settling the Refugees
 
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. 
 



 
Snakes in the Grass
 
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.
 



 
The Road to Trent
 
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.
 



 
There’s Nothing to Fear
 
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.
 



 
Dad’s Home and There’s Hell to Pay
 
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. 
 



 
The Eastern Ocean Anchor
 
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.
 





 
Next Stop, Cornwall
 
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. 
 



 
The Three Laws of Trade
 
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. 
 





 
Seal the Deal
 
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.
 



 
The Aurochs
 
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, it 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.’
 



 
The Great Southern Plains
 
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.
 



 
Recovery
 
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.” 
 



 
The Road to Sanctuary
 
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.
 



 
New Sanctuary
 
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. 
 



 
Optics
 
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.   
 



 
Intelligence
 
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. 
 



 
Four Turns From Now…
 
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.
 



 
“Crap, More Androids…”
 
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. 
 



 
The Wolfoid Rush
 
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. 
 



 
D 9-10, Subdeck 4, Radial Passage 270, 
Bulkhead 934
 
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. 
 



 
The Clone
 
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?
 



 
Yes, It Will Hurt
 
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.
 



 
The Lizard Men of the Rainforest Level
 
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.
 



 
A Run to the Village
 
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. 
 



 
The Wolfoid Games
 
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.
 



 
Home to New Sanctuary
 
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. 
 



 
War Comes Closer
 
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. 
 
 



 
What’s the Intel?
 
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. 
 



 
A Plan Starts to Take Shape
 
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.  
 



 
Gear Up!
 
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.”
 



 
Running North
 
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. 
 



 
The Villages
 
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.
 



 
Race to Bliss
 
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.
 



 
No Road Ahead
 
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.
 
 



 
The Army Moves
 
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.
 



 
Fighting Their Way South
 
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.
 
 
 



 
Turns Melt Into Turns
 
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. 
 



 
Running of the Bulls
 
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.  
 



 
The Slog Ahead
 
“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.
 



 
Setting up an Ambush
 
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.
 



 
Just a Little Farther
 
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. 
 



 
The Herd
 
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. 
 



 
Where Have You Been?
 
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. 
 



 
Prepare to Attack
 
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.
 



 
Like We Belong Here
 
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.
 
 
 



 
Attack the Weakest
 
“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. 
 



 
The Overlords
 
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. 
 



 
A Reunion Long Overdue
 
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. 
 



 
Bronwyn
 
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…
 



 
Still Wet
 
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. 
 



 
The Seven
 
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. 
 



 
A New Normal
 
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?’
 



Postscript
 
If you like the Free Trader and want to see the series continue, please join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who read the Free Trader. I try to answer every email I receive. 
Please consider writing 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 that ebook does on Amazon.  
Here are some important links
Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle
Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle
My web page – www.craigmartelle.com
Twitter – www.twitter.com/rick_banik or @rick_banik
Braden and Micah’s adventures will continue throughout 2016. Free Trader 5 – Free the North! will take you north of the Great Desert where Braden and Micah need to keep things from spiraling out of control. Has someone destroyed the trade-based civilization that Braden was raised to respect? In Free Trader 6 – Free Trader on the High Seas, Braden, Micah, and the companions go in search of the villagers from White Beach who were taken to the Western Ocean Research Facility. 
 



The Misadventures of Jacob Wild McKilljoy 
You can only get this short story for FREE! If you sign up for my email list – www.craigmartelle.com and you are three clicks away from downloading this to whichever device you want. 
 
 
 
 
 
The first in the Rick Banik thriller series – a new patriot for a new age. America on the brink. ISIS in D.C. Bureaucracy. Individual agendas. Money. Can Rick save the people from themselves in time to stop the terror?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
And now, the first chapter from the next book…

 



Free Trader 5 – Free the North!
A Helping Paw
 
“Shoot it!” Braden yelled, waving his arms frantically as the wild boar raced toward the children, both Rabbit babies and his own toddlers. An arrow raced from the bow of a young villager whose job was to watch the fields. 
The arrow flew high as the young man 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 it down. 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 beast. 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 young. 
Micah slid to a stop in front of her son and kneeled down 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 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 landed 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. 
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 let 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 other beings with equal respect. They were blind to physical differences. 
‘Tesh looked at Micah as Ax, once freed from his mother’s embrace, bolted away. ‘Can we go to the river?’ she asked clearly. By ‘we,’ she meant herself and her bonded half-Hillcat Shauna. 
‘If an adult goes with you, sweetheart,’ Micah answered, looking suggestively at Braden. 
He took his daughter’s hand and she skipped as he walked toward the river nearby. Shauna ran along behind, her long hair flowing as she raced to catch up.
 
 
Free Trader Book Five – Free the North! Coming soon, exclusively on Amazon.
 
 
 
 
 
 



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