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    The Raid on Livestel 
 
      
 
    An arrow thudded into the Wolfoid’s shoulder. Her cry of pain pierced the cool, morning calm.  
 
    Farthest afield from Livestel, she turned to call for help, but the town was too far away. Her head spun as she started to fall. The livestock grazed, oblivious to her anguish. Her eyes rolled back in her head, leaving the shadow of a pack of humans in the back of her mind. 
 
    Humans, carrying bows and arrows, running toward Livestel, her home. 
 
    *** 
 
    The chill morning air affected the old and young alike. The pups and younger Wolfoids were more energetic while the oldsters were less so, shuffling about as the blood flowed sluggishly through old veins.  
 
    The day was clear and the animals grazed. Domesticated pork, raised for two purposes—to feed the Wolfoids and to trade for goods that the town needed.  
 
    “Get down!” White Mountain cried from her padded seat. She remained on the rounded cushion lying on the ground, having no inclination to chase after the errant pup. To a human ear, her words would have sounded like yips and growls.  
 
    To the pup, they sounded like a general’s command. The pup hung its head as it slowly climbed from the roof of a storage shed. He had intended to jump onto the roof and pounce on his playmates, but White Mountain was having none of it.  
 
    A new plan was in order. When he hit the ground, he bolted around the side of the nearest building.  
 
    White Mountain shook her head. Where do they find the energy, she thought. 
 
    Was that movement? White Mountain turned her graying muzzle toward it. Just the herd grazing. Where was Running Stream? She was on duty that morning. Probably on the far side, chasing a stray. Nothing else caught her eye. She turned back, in time to catch another one of the pups just before he got into trouble.  
 
    *** 
 
    Running Stream winced, remembering the arrow but not how she ended up on the ground. How long have I been out? she wondered, but the men were there, not far ahead, crouched low and running toward Livestel. She levered onto her side and forced herself to stand shakily on three legs. She looked for her walking stick, but couldn’t see it. Waves of red swept across her vision.  
 
    “To arms! To arms!” she called weakly. The herd continued to graze, unfazed by the emergency, unmoved by the near-whispered shout. She started to lope, using the ungainly three-legged gait of an injured Wolfoid. She abandoned the herd as she made it to two legs and started to run, waving her good foreleg as she sought the attention of her people.  
 
    The running men closed on the town, increasing the distance between them and Running Stream. She was falling behind.  
 
    She was failing her town, failing her people. 
 
    One of the men turned back. Spotting her, he quickly nocked an arrow and fired. Running Stream dove to the ground, grunting with the impact. She stayed down, until an arrow dug into the ground by her side. She jumped to her feet with renewed vigor and ran to the side, dodging as she went. Stream never knew if they fired more arrows at her.  
 
    Her breath came in ragged gasps. She saw only escape and was running toward it, informing the town of the danger disappeared in her blind panic.  
 
    *** 
 
    White Mountain clapped her hands to get the attention of two furballs rolling in the dirt. They stopped and looked at her.  
 
    “Enough of that. I swear, you pups will be the life of me!” she cursed. They started to walk away before one darted and the other took off after him.  
 
    An arrow thudded into the framework of the building behind her. She looked at it dumbly, not understanding what she was seeing. She cocked her head one way, then the other. A squeal ripped from her as a second arrow dug deeply into her chest. She gasped and panted, unable to catch her breath. She reached for the pups to protect them and fell on her face.  
 
    Men ran into town, shouting at any Wolfoid they saw. The pups fled from the onslaught, while arrows flew at their rapidly retreating forms. The men kicked in doors and pulled oldsters out, propelling them toward the center of town. They let those go who were fleeing into the field.  
 
    The morning’s crisp air settled in an uneasy calm over Livestel. The yelling stopped, leaving only the sound of whimpers and the breeze in the nearby trees.  
 
    “Can we help White Mountain?” one of the older Wolfoids asked in her native tongue.  
 
    “Shut up, you,” the man replied. To him, the Wolfoid hadn’t used language, but had only made dog noises. He growled at the creature, pointing an arrow nocked to his bowstring. “You understand this, don’t you?”  
 
    He laughed with a crooked smile and some of his gruff fellows joined him.  
 
    They didn’t search all the buildings, only the ones around the town square. Just enough to be sure that they wouldn’t get a nasty surprise.  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” the old Wolfoid asked, quickly holding up his hands and looking away when the man pulled back and prepared to unleash an arrow.  
 
    *** 
 
    Time crawled as the pups gathered themselves. The oldest of the bunch, Cygnus Standing, the first born on Vii, rallied the pups.  
 
    “What are we doing? We’re not cowards!” Cygnus barked. “White Mountain needs our help. They all need our help. They can’t shoot us all, so we’ll run as fast as we can, right at them. Can you run fast like the wind?”  
 
    The other pups nodded, but their eyes were wide, the whites showing their fear. No choice, Cygnus thought.  
 
    A large hunting party had left the town the day before and gone into the rainforest. They wouldn’t return until nightfall. The pups were the town’s only hope, unless they wanted to live their lives in shame. That thought raised Cygnus Standing’s hackles. “We’re all our oldsters have. Follow me, spread out behind me. I’ll act as a shield so they can’t see you. They have bows, so when we get within range, you must run like you’re chasing a rabbit that doesn’t wish to be caught.”  
 
    The others nodded hesitantly. Cygnus stayed where he was as he fought with his courage. Running to certain death didn’t appeal to him. He had not yet lived. He had not yet been blooded. His lips quivered. He roared his dismay and without looking back at the others, he turned and raced toward the village.  
 
    His heart threatened to pound out of his chest. He saw starbursts before his eyes, but he didn’t slow. He focused on pounding ahead, running on all fours. He heard the others and that relief cleared the way before him. He bared his canines as the town came into sharp focus. He tore around the corner and into the square, running past the nearest man and leaping for the one aiming an arrow into the assembled pack.  
 
    The man jerked as he tried to bring the arrow around. Cygnus hit the man with the full weight of his half-grown Wolfoid body. The two slammed into the wall behind them. Cygnus sunk his teeth into the man’s shoulder. The warm blood drove him into a frenzy. He snarled and tried shaking his head, as he would to kill prey, but the man drove a knife across Cygnus Standing’s ribcage.  
 
    When he pulled back for another attempt to stab the Wolfoid, Cygnus jumped away. The man’s bow lie on the ground, dropped with the impact.  
 
    “You toad waffle. I’ll kill you for this!” the man screamed, tipping his chin toward his shoulder. He tossed his knife from hand to hand as if trying to draw the Wolfoid’s attention away. Cygnus stood on all fours, snarling. His hand-like paw found a small rock. In a move too fast to follow, he launched the rock at the man’s face.  
 
    The rock flew true, hitting the man in the forehead with a sickening thud. He staggered, but didn’t fall.  
 
    Cygnus Standing looked down to see his own blood dripping on the ground. His vision swam. He tried to focus, but his vigor drained with his blood. The pain burned through his ribs. His adrenaline surge faded.  
 
    Cygnus stumbled and fell.  
 
    The other pups were engaged with the men, the speed and surprise of the Wolfoid attack winning the moment. None of the pups had been shot. The oldsters in the pack surged from the town square, flowing over the men like a wave. But the oldest and the youngest couldn’t stand long before trained and motivated warriors.  
 
    “Why?” one of the oldsters cried in the Wolfoid tongue as the tide of battle turned in the men’s favor. Using their bows as clubs, they sent the Wolfoids scattering.  
 
    The men faced the Wolfoids as they backed from the town square. Many of the attackers were bleeding, but they held their bows firmly. They could have fired, but didn’t. Confusion gripped the young Wolfoids as they growled and snapped at the retreating forms. The oldsters made them hold their ground and not go after the men.  
 
    *** 
 
    “We can’t let Cygnus Standing’s sacrifice be in vain!” Blackest Pitch, the oldest pup, told the others. 
 
    “I’m going to be okay,” Cygnus mumbled with the relief that numbweed brought. 
 
    “We shall avenge you!” Pitch continued, working the younger pups into a chest-beating frenzy. 
 
    “What’s that?” Wind Runner, another pup, asked.  
 
    They squinted into the distance to see the vile creatures known as men jogging through their field, scattering their livestock as if it was a game.  
 
    “No.” Runner waved at them and pointed with his canine forearm at a hard angle away from where they were looking. “There!” Far to the side, hunched and trying to move stealthily through a low ditch, a number of men hurried away from the village. They were carrying bundles of Wolfoid spears. 
 
    Lightning spears.  
 
    And they were getting away.  
 
    “Check the armory,” an oldster said coldly. Pitch dropped to all fours and launched his brown body through the square and to the far end of the town. Three of the older pups joined him.  
 
    The door was waving in the light breeze. He didn’t need to go in to know, but he stuck his snout inside to confirm his suspicions. The lightning spears were gone.  
 
    All of them.  
 
    Rainy Forest, Wind Runner, and Low Crawler forced their muzzles into the gap between Pitch and the door frame.  
 
    “They got our spears!” Runner exclaimed.  
 
    “We can’t let them get away with it!” Forest cried, starting to bounce as his agitation increased.  
 
    “We have to,” Crawler said matter-of-factly. “We have to go after them. There is no one else, and the humans must not be allowed to keep our spears.”  
 
    Pitch didn’t want to lead the expedition, but he was the next oldest to Cygnus Standing, having been born of the same litter. “It’s up to us,” he growled. And the four started to run. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bounder and Strider carried one of many field-stripped carcasses. The hunters laughed and joked as the path from the rainforest led into the gentle fields that surrounded their town. Flowing green grasses waved as if welcoming them home. No need to remain quiet. The hunt was finished. 
 
     “We will eat well tonight!” Bounder yipped and barked. 
 
    “For the next week, my mate,” Strider replied proudly. Eight warriors, plying their trade for the good of the town, returning home with the bounty, a reward for their skill.  
 
    The wailing lilted toward them, unmistakable in its grief. Bounder nodded to Strider, and they started to run, the spear between them bouncing with the heavy carcass of a fat boar. 
 
    The others rushed after them, two by two, staying in step to improve their speed. Leaving trampled grass in their wake, they ran into town, dumping their kills in the central square.  
 
    Bounder looked at the carnage, blood splatters across the ground and White Mountain and Cygnus Standing being tended to by the oldsters. Bounder saw four pups running into the fields.  
 
    “Get back here!” he howled.  
 
    Tail over nose, they rolled in their rush to stop. They stood, torn between going after the raiders or returning as their alpha commanded. Pitch tipped his nose toward Livestel. Casting glances behind him, he led the way back to town. His head and tail drooped as he trudged home.  
 
    His failure to protect his people or avenge them weighed heavily on his soul. The other whipped pups followed. 
 
    “What happened?” Strider asked.  
 
    Endless Sky hovered over a pale White Mountain. “Be ready with a patch of numbweed,” he told one of the newly returned hunters. The Wolfoid opened the pouch on his hip and pulled out a moist handful. Sky turned his attention to the alpha. “We were attacked…” He paused. “…by men! They raided Livestel for the fun of it.”  
 
    “Men? But that’s not possible. They didn’t take anything?” Bounder crouched close to Mountain, holding her hand as Sky braced himself to pull the arrow from her chest. He yanked the arrow free. She grunted, cried, and passed out. Sky threw the arrow to the side and packed the wound with numbweed.  
 
    “We can only pray it is enough and that her years aren’t working against her.”  
 
    Bounder nodded as he draped Mountain’s limp forearm over her chest. One of the hunters rushed in, nearly tripping over Cygnus Standing. Bounder leapt to his feet as if a new intruder had appeared. Bounder’s lip curled upward, exposing a single canine.  
 
    “My apologies,” the hunter stammered. “The lightning spears! They are all gone.”  
 
    “Oh no,” Strider whispered.  
 
    “Were you going after them?” Bounder asked the pups as they loped into town.  
 
    “Yes, my alpha!” Blackest Pitch shouted. His tail instantly perked up.  
 
    “In due time,” Bounder cautioned. “You aren’t even armed and they now have lightning spears. You will protect the village while Strider and I run to New Sanctuary. We must tell Micah and Braden about this.” 
 
    “More humans?” Sky scoffed. 
 
    Bounder grabbed the oldster by the back of his neck as if he was an offending pup. “They saved our people,” he snarled. “Gave us a future where we can hunt like we were meant to. The Wolfoids do not want a war with humanity. You will find how small this world would become if we started killing humans. You would also find that we would not long survive such a conflict.”  
 
    Sky grumbled as he bowed his head in deference.  
 
    “Stay here, protect the town. We will return before nightfall.” Bounder dropped to all fours as his huge back paws tore up the earth in his run out of Livestel. Strider’s lean form raced after him, their lightning spears slapping the ground in an uneven rhythm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The President’s Warriors 
 
      
 
    Braden lounged by the small lake in New Sanctuary. The Golden Warrior was perched on the dock, his front legs dangling near the water. A small bug hung from a single claw. G-War danced it over the top of the water while watching the fish circle below. Klytus and Shauna wedged their bodies against their father’s so they could better see what he was doing.  
 
    The twins, Axial and De’atesh, ran circles around the lake while the fountain in the middle sprayed a continuous fan of water. Micah closed her eyes and imagined a gentle rain falling.  
 
    The sun was out in what promised to be a beautiful day.  
 
    Fealona and Treetis watched from a shaded branch above the lounging humans. The Hawkoids, Skyrill and Zyena, had been there earlier, but heard that wild rabbits were intruding into the pepper garden. The Rabbits, Heloysius and Luciana, weren’t able to keep their smaller, domestic cousins away.  
 
    The Hawkoids and Hillcats weren’t sure the Rabbits were trying too hard, so they kept the population down, but only when they wouldn’t be seen by their friends. Eating a wild domestic rabbit would be too traumatic for the kind and cultured refugees from the orbiting colony ship, the RV Traveler.  
 
    Brandt, King of the Aurochs was stamping and wreaking havoc at the far end of the fields. A security bot was fending him off, not with lasers but with its impressive metal body.  
 
    Braden used his neural implant to bring up a book he’d been reading in a series about a Marine and his werewolf wife exporting justice to the far reaches of the galaxy. If only they could have come here, their world would look so different now. He brought up the text and continued to read. 
 
    Micah saw him unfocus his eyes. He loved to read. She loved nature. She rose to walk to the dock, curious as to whether G-War would catch a fish today or not. He pulled the bait away when a fish darted toward it.  
 
    “Are you even trying?” Micah stopped the twins before they raced onto the dock and risked sending the ‘cats into the water. It had happened before and was never a pretty sight.  
 
    ‘I am only fishing for one. He rests on the bottom, fat from eating all that gets past this mob of ingrates,’ G-War replied in his thought voice.  
 
    Treetis jumped from the branch, landing in the hot sand. He strolled boldly to the edge of the water, slapped at it with one paw, and waded in.  
 
    “It’s water!” Shauna and Klytus cried. “You’ll get WET!”  
 
    Treetis lifted his nose in the air, revolted by the feeling of the water on his skin, but he was on full display. All eyes watched as he jumped into the air and twisted to dive into the water, going deep toward the bottom.  
 
    I don’t hate this, he thought as he locked his eyes on his prey, the king of the fish in the lake. If G-War was hunting it, then it was a worthy adversary. The vicious scar along Treetis’s side glistened under the water as he kicked and swam, finding it to be a natural motion. He closed on the big beast. It loomed large as he approached.  
 
    His claws extended as he prepared to dig into the exposed sides. With a swish of its tail, the brute was gone. 
 
    And Treetis was out of air. He angled toward the surface and braced his back paws on the solar panels that made up the bottom of the lake. The ‘cat pushed off as hard as he was able. He kicked the water furiously with all four paws until he broke the surface to take a desperate breath. He looked around to see if anyone was watching. 
 
    Everyone was watching. He started dog-paddling casually toward the beach. ‘None of you lightweights tried.’  
 
    ‘I wonder why,’ G-War replied.  
 
    ‘Now, now, boys,’ Fea cautioned, with a gentle mind-touch tsk-tsk.  
 
    Treetis walked ashore, waiting until he was between Braden and Micah before shaking out his fur. Braden had missed the whole endeavor, having been deeply embroiled in his book. Micah threw her hand up in time to keep her face dry, but nothing could save the rest of her.  
 
    “Treetis!” she wailed. 
 
    “What the hell did I do to deserve that?” Braden was shocked back to the real world. He scowled as he wiped his face with the back of his arm, blinking the scene into focus. “What happened to you?”  
 
    ‘I demonstrated my can-do attitude,’ Treetis replied over the mindlink. ‘Fearlessly, I may add.’ 
 
    Two Hawkoids swooped in, flared with wings arced wide, and landed with a gentle touch on an upper branch of the tree. They gripped the branch restlessly. ‘What happened to him?’  Skirill asked. 
 
    “He fell in,” Braden replied. 
 
    ‘Did not!’ Treetis arched his orange back and fluffed his fur to make himself look bigger than normal.  
 
    ‘Bounder and Gray Strider are approaching. They are running like the wind.’ 
 
    Braden stood and looked south, but the trees of New Sanctuary blocked his view. “Maybe they’re just stretching their legs.”  
 
    ‘Bounder, are you there?’ Braden asked, holding a finger to his temple. G-War shook his head at his human’s antics.  
 
    The great fish of the lake came head high out of the water and tore the bug off G-War’s paw, catching his claw on his lip as he headed back underwater. The ‘cat was pulled off the dock and into the water. With a shake of its head, the claw came free. The fish swallowed the bug as it lazily returned to its shaded spot on the bottom.  
 
    Klytus and Shauna mewed as they looked for their father. When he broke the surface, he did it without grace, flailing mightily as he sought a toe-hold on the dock. Failing that, he dog-paddled for the shore. Braden headed for high ground. The twins pointed and laughed. G-War ran after them, tackling Ax and standing on him to shake out the water.  
 
    “You are one skinny ‘cat,” Braden noted, angling into the brush to maintain his distance from G-War’s evil glare.  
 
    Bounder and Strider crashed through the undergrowth in their headlong rush to the lake.  
 
    ‘You must come at once to Livestel,’ Bounder said as he rested his front hand on Braden’s shoulder, panting heavily from his run. ‘Men have attacked us, injured our people, and taken our lightning spears.’ 
 
    Braden’s look of disbelief changed. His lip raised, Wolfoid-like, into a snarl. “What men?” he asked through clenched teeth.  
 
    Bounder held up his hands. He didn’t know.  
 
    “You stay here!” Micah yelled. “I’ll get the horses.”  
 
    “Brandt?” Braden asked.  
 
    “Yeah. I’ll get the wagon. Have Brandt meet us there,” Micah said as she looked at Skirill and Zyena. The Hawkoids nodded and took wing to engage the Aurochs, since he was locked in heated combat with the Security Bot.  
 
    At least in the King’s mind, he was. 
 
    ‘I’ll take care of it,’ G-War replied. ‘Brandt. Stop goofing around with that thing. We have an emergency and need your help. Livestel has been attacked.’  
 
    ‘The Lizard Men are back?’ the King’s thought voice boomed.  
 
    ‘Just men, Brandt. We need to get to the bottom of this and I know that we are better together, even when the only enemy is ourselves.’  
 
    ‘You are not the enemy, my friends.’ They could feel the pounding of the King of the Aurochs’ hooves as much as they could hear them. ‘The harm is the individual’s responsibility. I believe in the good of all, even the Amazonians.’ 
 
    “Yours is the wisest mind of us all,” Braden said.  
 
    ‘I concur,’ Aadi agreed as he swam through the air, entering the clearing to happy shouts from the twins.  
 
    “When did you get back?” Braden asked the Tortoid.  
 
    ‘Last night, Master Braden, but I was weary from the long trip. I brought Daksha with me. My boy is making me proud. He is so smart.’  
 
    “Thanks, Aadi. But we need to go, and I am sure we could use your counsel. Will you join us?”  
 
    ‘My life has been greatly enriched since I joined you. I shall not miss out on another chance to watch you make the world a better place.’ The Tortoid blinked slowly as he communicated with his thought voice, his mind clearly enunciating the words.   
 
    Bounder explained everything he knew, which wasn’t much. When he finished, everyone agreed that the right thing to do was go after the men and recover the lightning spears before any more harm could be done.  
 
    Micah ground her teeth as she winced at the thought of the attack, the damage, and worst, the evil that the men could do with so many lightning spears. As President of Vii, she had the responsibility to stop what could lead to war.  
 
    She grabbed Braden as he rushed around giving orders to load one thing or another into the Old Tech wagon. “I will send the Security Bots after them if I have to. We cannot let such a group have lightning spears. No one will be safe. Eventually, they will show up here and try to take over.” 
 
    “I know,” Braden said as he cupped Micah’s face in his hand. “We’ll get them, but we have to be careful. We can’t run headlong into an ambush. We’d be incinerated.”  
 
    “We leave in ten!” Micah called. She made a pistol with her fingers and mouthed the words, “I’ll be right back.”  
 
    She turned and raced for the armory.  
 
    The Hawkoids headed toward Livestel as they sought the raiders. 
 
    ‘Holly, we need your help…’ Braden said using his neural implant. 
 
    *** 
 
    Brandt ran effortlessly in front of the Old Tech wagon, his hooves tearing up the ground on the well-worn wagon trail to Livestel. The wagon’s solar-powered drives assisted the King of the Aurochs to move the wagon.  
 
    Five Hillcats, two Wolfoids, four humans, two Rabbits, and one Tortoid filled the group and the wagon.  
 
    G-War and Treetis were comfortably riding on top of the King’s head, where they could best look down on their domain.  
 
    The King made short work of the trip to Livestel. When he reached the outskirts of the town, he pulled up in a huge cloud of dust and trampled grass.  
 
    Bounder and Strider were first out of the back, running as they hit the ground. The others followed, even the Rabbits, although they were always uncomfortable in the Wolfoids’ presence because the Wolfoids always smelled of meat.  
 
    Braden and Micah hurried toward a commotion in the center of town. The ‘cats, Ax, and ‘Tesh ran alongside. A crowd of Wolfoids gathered around the alpha and his mate, all of them speaking at once. Braden and Micah couldn’t understand any of it.  
 
    G-War appeared on a nearby roof as if by magic. Braden noticed him and tried to make eye contact. The ‘cat ignored him. Treetis bolted and took a running leap at the side of the building. He made it halfway up, a valiant effort, but the walls were made of concrete, a New Sanctuary building material.  
 
    Treetis’s claws scraped against the unforgiving building. He twisted and scratched on his way back to the ground. His antics went unobserved as all eyes were on the injured Wolfoids and the blood.  
 
    Micah slowed, and Braden reached for her hand. He could feel her tremble as the warrior rage rose within. Their friends had been injured. The Wolfoids had been safe on the Traveler. Braden and Micah had convinced them to come to the planet to live. Come to Vii.  
 
    Live free as Wolfoids were meant to live. 
 
    Strider worked her way close to the most severely injured, an oldster and an older pup, the first born on Vii. Braden thought White Mountain was dead. Strider looked relieved as she touched noses with the sleeping old Wolfoid. Numbweed had staunched the blood flow and begun the healing process. 
 
    The young Wolfoid, Cygnus Standing, bared his fangs and growled as one of the hunters deftly sewed up the wound in his side. Bounder was in the middle of a cacophony of yips and barks.  
 
    ‘Everyone shut up!’ G-War commanded. He didn’t have to say it loudly, but he projected it directly into everyone’s mind at a volume that wasn’t to be ignored. Braden waved to the ‘cat while watching Bounder. 
 
    The Wolfoid switched to his thought voice, so everyone could hear and understand.  
 
    ‘We will go after them. We will recover our property, and with the help of our friends—’ Bounder waved in Braden and Micah’s direction. ‘—we will make sure this doesn’t happen again.’  
 
    The Wolfoids howled in a cry for vengeance.  
 
    “Look!” a Wolfoid yelled, pointing. Braden took off at a sprint, while two of the hunters raced past him. In the fields, a Wolfoid was staggering toward them.  
 
    “Running Stream,” a Wolfoid shouted in his native tongue. The two hunters reached her, catching her as she collapsed into their arms. They picked her up awkwardly between then. Braden soon caught up and cradled her head in his hands as they rushed back to the town. Dried blood surrounded an arrow embedded in her shoulder. The shaft had broken off, leaving only a nub, making it more difficult to remove.  
 
    Braden’s blood started to boil. He had met Running Stream, one of the herd’s shepherds. She was a kind soul, who didn’t wish harm on anyone. Her demeanor was more like the Rabbits than the Wolfoids. Stream was an enemy to no one.  
 
    And Braden cradled her head as she moaned in pain. From what he could tell, it had caught her shoulder blade, keeping it from going too deep.  
 
    They deposited Running Stream next to White Mountain. The oldster who had assumed the role of healer tried to hold the end of the arrow to remove it, but couldn’t grasp it tightly enough. Not to be dissuaded, he gripped it in his teeth. Using his hands for leverage around the wound, he yanked the arrow with a mighty tug. The skin tore around the wound from the arrowhead’s barbs. Numbweed was quickly applied, helping Stream to drift off.  
 
    ‘Anything?’ Braden asked the Hawkoids, wanting nothing more than to get the raiders into the sights of his blaster.  
 
    ‘We see them. Looks like twenty-five men, each is carrying a lightning spear, and most have bows, too. They are heading west along the ancients’ road,’ Skirill reported. 
 
    Braden signaled to Bounder.  
 
    ‘We heard,’ Bounder replied. ‘Strider and I will go after them. We will return with our lightning spears or we won’t return at all. No matter what, those men will suffer.’ 
 
    “I must go, too!” Cygnus Standing said, grimacing as he stood and leaned into his new stitches.  
 
    “You cannot. Stay here and heal,” Strider said, putting herself between the alpha and the pup.  
 
    Cygnus hung his head. “I called the pups back, but they took off again when my back was turned. They are chasing the men right now. They’ll listen to me, as long as I’m in their snouts. And who else has seen them? You need a witness to be sure, in case they try to join more humans.” 
 
    ‘Can you see a pack of pups running after the men?’ Bounder asked the Hawkoids.   
 
    ‘There! Yes, we see them.’ 
 
    ‘Please let them know that we’ll be there shortly and they are to run no further.’  
 
    ‘We’ll do our best,’ Skirill replied. 
 
    The twins were wild-eyed when Braden and Micah swept them up on their way back to the wagon. Cygnus loped after them, being supported by Bounder and Strider, who reluctantly agreed to bring the pup, although they were specific that he was to remain in the wagon.  
 
    Aadi had decided to remain in the wagon, then he decided to join the group in the town, and while on his way, they ran past him as they headed back to the wagon. He turned around, just in time for Bounder to give him a push in the right direction.  
 
    Brandt stamped and snorted. G-War and Treetis were already lying on his head, looking forward as if the King was already running.  
 
    They loaded up, shoving Aadi in last. They yelled for Brandt to take off as they jumped to grab the buckboard and pull themselves into the front seat.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Chase Begins 
 
      
 
    Heloysius and Luciana held onto the twins as the wagon bumped across the field. A Rabbit bounced off a Wolfoid. Aadi’s shell smashed into Axial’s head, leaving an ugly red mark. There was much wailing and gnashing of teeth in the back of the wagon. 
 
    Shauna and Klytus tried to huddle behind Fea, but she was airborne more often than not from the uneven ground as the King of the Aurochs made a beeline for the remnants of the ancients’ road.  
 
    The group breathed a collective sigh of relief when Brandt bumped onto the road and picked up speed when everything evened out.  
 
    Braden thought he could see blood dripping from the King’s head where two Hillcats had dug twenty claws into his skin. 
 
    Twenty claws each. 
 
    ‘Let me see that,’ Luciana said in her dainty thought voice. She fussed with the wound on Cygnus’s side. With her small hands, she tightened one of the knots. Cygnus twitched and spasmed from the pain, but no sound escaped his lips. Bounder slapped him on the rump in recognition of the pup’s efforts.  
 
    Ahead of the wagon, two Hawkoids were beating their wings furiously, hovering with their claws out as three Wolfoid pups dodged back and forth. Brandt slowed. One of the pups saw the bull and the wagon. He slapped his fellows and they stood up straight, trying to look innocent.  
 
    No one moved within the wagon except for Bounder. He nodded to his mate, caressing the top of her head with one hand before climbing out the back. He strolled casually ahead, slapping the sides of the great King as he passed, stopping to stroke Brandt’s soft nose and share some kind words of thanks for his help in righting the wrong that had befallen Livestel and the Wolfoids.  
 
    The King nodded, forcing Bounder to duck away from the massive horns. G-War yawned.  
 
    Bounder turned toward the pups, who shifted uncomfortably and refused to make eye contact with their alpha. He stopped in front of them.  
 
    “Rainy Forest, Wind Runner, and Low Crawler. I should have known you three would show no self-discipline.” Bounder walked back and forth before lunging and grabbing Forest’s ear. “What did you think you were going to do against twenty-five men with lightning spears?”  
 
    The pups whimpered.  
 
    “You’re coming with us, and you’ll get your chance to fight, but you’re going to train. Hunting comes naturally to us, but fighting against an enemy is something completely different. Those two humans in the front of that wagon are experts. You will listen to them and do as you’re told if you want any chance of surviving this. Do you understand, warrior recruits?”  
 
    Bounder made up the title, and he thought it sounded good. He couldn’t have the pups running wild. He wanted to harness their energy for the good of the group. They had to come along because there was no time to take them home.  
 
    “Get in the wagon,” he ordered. He walked up to the two Hawkoids who had landed and were watching him with interest.  
 
    ‘Thank you for saving them from themselves,’ he said. 
 
    ‘They are a determined bunch,’ Zyena replied, bowing her head to the Wolfoid leader. He bowed in response, giving them a big canine smile. It didn’t take long for his mood to darken once again.  
 
    The business of recovering the lightning spears was going to be dangerous. He looked at the group. Twenty-five men armed with the spears against him and his friends. A well-laid ambush would destroy Vii’s leadership.  
 
    ‘Please keep an eye on the men for us. We cannot let them draw us into a trap.’  
 
    ‘We understand.’ Skirill and Zyena hopped a couple steps and then took off, gaining altitude quickly as they circled to the west under the midday sun.  
 
    Braden and Micah had climbed down from the wagon and were walking toward Bounder. They watched the soaring Hawkoids together.  
 
    “We don’t want them to know we’re on their trail. The only way we’ll win this fight is on our terms. Surprise is our best weapon. These men are running and they will have to slow down sometime soon. We’ll look to catch them tonight. If not, then tomorrow night. We can rest during the day. They cannot. Our terms, Bounder.” Braden looked up at the Wolfoid alpha. On two legs, he stood taller than the humans.  
 
    He rested his front legs on Braden’s shoulders as he leaned close. ‘I know. I want to understand why they did it, find out if there are more of them. We need to prune this tree, cut out the bad branches, reshape it into something that will better reflect the Vii you envision.’ 
 
    ‘They are entering the foothills,’ Skirill reported. ‘They have left the road and are entering the forest.’  
 
    ‘Don’t lose them!’ Bounder pleaded. 
 
    ‘Holly, do you have them?’ Braden asked using his link to the artificial intelligence.  
 
    ‘I am tracking them by the energy signatures of the lightning spears. I will not lose them before the spears lose their charge. I do not believe they took any recharging equipment,’ Holly replied.  
 
    “Did they take anything with them to charge the spears?”  
 
    ‘I’m sorry, but I forgot to check.’  
 
    “It’s okay. You had a lot to worry about. Cygnus!” Braden went back to the wagon. “Did the raiders take any charging equipment?”  
 
    Braden decided not to refer to them as men because most men were good people. Raiders would be bad, now and forever. Thieves, pirates, and criminals. But not men. 
 
    The injured pup thought back to what he’d seen when he looked into the Wolfoid armory. “No,” was his simple reply. 
 
    Braden clapped his hands together. “That makes it easy. All we have to do is let them shoot at us until they’re out of juice, and then we let Brandt trample them into the ground.”  
 
    “I see one minor flaw in that plan,” Micah suggested. “WE’RE NOT LETTING THEM SHOOT AT US!” 
 
    Braden rocked back as if punched. 
 
    “Besides that, what did you think of my plan?” Braden replied, trying to lighten the mood. It didn’t work. “It’s a sorry business that we’re in. I don’t want to be a vigilante or the justice police, but I guess that’s the role we’ve been forced into. Maybe we’ve done it to ourselves because no one else was doing it. We’ve also benefitted from it, although I don’t feel guilty about that. Life in New Sanctuary is better than anything I could have ever imagined. Maybe that’s the trade-off. Live well, but when you have to pick up your blasters, blood will be shed, some of it may be ours.” 
 
    “But we will carry arms in defense of Vii,” Micah said. She pointed with her arm toward Livestel. “They need us to protect them, just like McCullough, Greentree, or even White Beach.”  
 
    “Why can’t people be happy with free trade?” Braden wondered aloud. 
 
    “How much trade have we pushed south?” she asked.  
 
    Braden shook his head and raised his hand in the sign for zero.  
 
    “People were a little aggressive before trade opened up. What do you say we get some routes open,” Micah said, smiling at her partner. “As soon as we recover those spears.”  
 
    ‘The men have set up a small camp. It looks like they may be settling in. See for yourself.” With G-War’s help, Skirill shared his view of the men’s position in the woods. They were on top of a hill with a sheer drop behind them. To the front was an open area. As Braden and Micah watched, one of the men torched a tree with one of the lightning spears. A few of the other men fired their spears until one individual made them stop. 
 
    “That doesn’t bode well. As long as they don’t fire, the spears will stay charged,” Braden said unnecessarily. “Let’s move closer, just in case they break camp.”  
 
    Micah corralled the others, including the three pups, and watched everyone pile into the wagon. Aadi floated over her head and swam toward Braden, who had stopped to scratch the side of Brandt’s neck. 
 
    “Thanks for the help, Brandt. We could never do any of this without you.”  
 
    ‘There is no place I would rather be,’ Brandt replied, the voice exploding in Braden’s mind.  
 
    “Whisper, if you don’t mind, big guy,’ Braden requested while scratching the great King’s side. The others were working to get into the wagon. A Wolfoid sat on a Rabbit and that created a bit of a commotion along with some harsh words from Micah. Heloysius was cordial about the intrusion, as Rabbits always were. 
 
    ‘Master Braden, vengeance is an ugly beast that consumes the vengeful,’ Aadi offered. 
 
    “I don’t think that I’m on a mission of vengeance. I only want the spears back. Maybe that’s not all. I want to understand why. Is it the power? Is someone preparing to wage war? Against whom?”  
 
    ‘Your challenge will be in resolving this without the violence I see brewing.’  
 
    ‘I am guilty of this, Master Aadi. I see my friends hurt and I feel like I must do something about it. I wish my Queen was here.’  
 
    ‘We must make do with this group, which means cunning and wiles, Master Braden, King Brandt. We cannot win this by bulling our way through. They’ve shown that they can use the spears. We would all die a fiery death should we attempt a head-on approach.’  
 
    “Like the Bat-Ravens. That is not an end that I wish on anyone, even them, but they left us no choice, just like these men may give us no choice. If we must destroy the spears, then that’s what we’ll do. Better no one have them than leave them in the hands of raiders.”  
 
    Micah mounted the buckboard and waved to Braden. The smell of the Aurochs’ musk filled the air. Braden looked to the west where the remnants of the road cut a line into the hills. There was no breeze, only the cool of spring. The green of new growth fought for dominance over the browns of winter.  
 
    “This morning started out so well. Treetis and G-War both fell into the lake. It was fun, but I never had a chance to heckle them. It seems like that happened a long time ago and no longer matters.”  
 
    ‘It matters as the goal for the future. To get back where you were and keep your lives moving forward. In between, you’ll ensure that everyone else gets to move their lives forward. This is your gift, Master Braden, replacing war with trade,’ Aadi replied.  
 
    “How many people have to die in between?” Braden slapped the Aurochs on the side one last time. “Mount up, Master Aadi. It’s time to roll.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The twins quickly befriended the pups, although Shauna and Klytus weren’t as quick to accept the Wolfoids into the children’s inner circle.  
 
    The wagon rested behind a small stand of evergreens, hidden from view, while the others went quietly about their business. The human and Wolfoid adults conferred around a rough map that Braden had drawn on the ground. The Hawkoids watched from a branch nearby while Aadi floated overhead. Brandt tried to see between the others with G-War and Fea perched on his head. 
 
    Treetis was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    The Rabbits had gone into the woods to find vegetables and tubers to add to a hastily gathered food supply that consisted mostly of smoked meat and jerkies.  
 
    The youngsters had been harshly shushed when they started to make too much noise. Even with a large hill in between them and the raiders, Braden wanted to maintain the surprise. They could not afford to let the raiders know that they were being followed.  
 
    Ax tripped his sister and Shauna came to her rescue. Klytus joined in. Soon, the four were rolling around on the ground while the Wolfoid pups quietly cheered them on. Precocious five-year-olds? Or were the twins simply active children raised in a loving environment? 
 
    Shauna was tossed from the pile, landing in a nearby bush. She vaulted straight into the air as a serpentine head, fangs bared, passed through the space where she had just been.  
 
    The Wolfoids grabbed the twins and pulled them from the small opening where the Crawler ended up. It hissed angrily. Klytus headed in, dodging left and right. The Crawler locked its eyes on the ‘cat. Klytus’s movements slowed. 
 
    Ax dove in and yanked back on the ‘cat’s tail as the Crawler struck. “Look out, Klytus!” he called while dragging the ‘cat away. The Crawler wriggled toward the spellbound ‘cat. Ax stumbled back and fell.  
 
    Runner jumped forward and kicked it. The Crawler turned and hissed. The pup darted away. Low Crawler came in from the other side while Ax climbed to his feet. Klytus recovered his senses and ran around the outside of the ring forming around the snake.  
 
    Rainy Forest stomped on its tail when it turned toward ‘Tesh. She stood on the balls of her feet while Shauna crouched, ready to strike. The Crawler curled and headed fangs-first toward Forest’s leg. Treetis bolted in like an orange streak, catching the Crawler by the neck. The snake curled around the scarred ‘cat. Forest pulled his belt knife and started sawing behind the Crawler’s head while Treetis fought the snake.  
 
    The big ‘cat rolled to his feet while the others breathed hard, still shocked at their brush with death. Treetis took one last look at the snake and casually strolled away.  
 
    The Wolfoids watched, mouths agape and eyes wide.  
 
    That is how you do it, boys and girls, Treetis thought, his tail thrust into the air. He knew that G-War had once been grazed by a Crawler’s fang. Treetis didn’t consider himself to be G-War’s equal, but he was quickly gaining ground.  
 
    He’d get there, and someday soon. 
 
    Fea and G-War appeared and hovered over the dead Crawler. They quickly surveyed the group, looking for injuries but saw none. ‘Who killed the Crawler?’ G-War asked. 
 
    ‘I did,’ Forest replied proudly, before letting his head and tail droop. ‘Treetis caught him and held him down for me.’ 
 
    Fea rubbed her body against the Golden Warrior’s. He purred at the news and the touch. ‘You are lucky to have a ‘cat like him watching out for you. Bring that thing to Braden so he can clean it for dinner. I hear Crawlers are good eating. Now we will find out for sure.’ 
 
    Despite Braden’s prohibition against a fire, he made a smokeless one to better cook the snake. Not even the ‘cat would eat it raw. 
 
    *** 
 
    When night fell, many had climbed back into the wagon to keep Cygnus Standing company. The Rabbits had outdone themselves with what they found growing wild. Adding that to the Crawler meat turned dinner into a feast.  
 
    Holly interrupted Braden’s reverie. ‘The men are moving out, back to the road and continuing west.’  
 
    “Nightfall to defeat the sharp eyes of our Hawkoid friends,” Braden said softly into the evening calm. “But nothing can stop Holly from tracking them.”  
 
    ‘Let us know when it’s safe for us to move without being seen,’ Braden replied.  
 
    “Wake up and load up,” Braden ordered. “The raiders are on the move. We’ll follow when it’s safe to do so.”  
 
    Brandt had eaten his fill and then rested, but not for as long as he would’ve liked. He returned to the hillside to continue fueling his engine, ripping shrubs and heavy grasses from the ground, clearing a swath of land. The Rabbits couldn’t watch.  
 
    The Wolfoids growled low in their throats. They had been restless, Bounder most of all. His patience was already too thin because of the attack. He knew that waiting for the proper time to strike was the only acceptable course of action, but his body wanted justice. He hadn’t been able to sit still. Strider told him that he would be too tired when the time came, but there was nothing he could do about the fire that burned within his soul.  
 
    His people. Attacked! And here he was, cooling his heels. He knew it was the right thing, but it wasn’t what he wanted.  
 
    “We will catch them soon enough and you will have your revenge,” Strider told her mate.  
 
    “Is it that obvious?”  
 
    She snorted and chuckled. “Just a lot. Trust the humans. Follow their lead. I don’t want to be on the wrong end of lightning and neither do you.” 
 
    Bounder nodded and headed for the back of the wagon. The group packed into the wagon and waited. Brandt continued to ravage the hillside. Braden and Micah waited by the harness, ready to hook up the King when Holly gave the word.  
 
    It took well over an hour before they were clear to travel. “Did you get enough to eat?” Braden asked, shaking his head. 
 
    ‘I think I did. Thanks for the extra time.’ 
 
    “No problem. I wish I hadn’t watched you eat. It ruined my appetite.” 
 
    ‘That was probably the Crawler,’ Brandt replied as they finished harnessing the King. Braden and Micah climbed into the front of the wagon and they set off at a measured pace. The cloudy sky would ensure they’d travel under cover of darkness, but that carried its own risks.  
 
    Braden kept his neural implant active and the window before his eye open to watch the raiders moving in real time. Holly tracked the power signature of each individual spear, keeping count to avoid the surprise of a fiery ambush.  
 
    “Looks like we’re headed to the coast,” Braden said softly.  
 
    “And then what?” Micah asked.  
 
    Braden shrugged and shook his head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Party Divided 
 
      
 
    After midnight, the raiders increased speed as they traveled downhill. They reached the flatlands bordering the Western Sea, continuing at a ground-eating pace. 
 
    ‘They have turned south, Master Braden,’ Holly stated. Brandt stood still and waited. They were at the top of the hill that had an unimpeded view of the ocean, even though it was a long ways into the distance. The raiders were opening the gap between themselves and their pursuers.  
 
    “There’s no way they could have known we were following,” Braden complained as he watched the blips on his map move farther and farther away. 
 
    ‘The Warden is not far away. I could bring it ashore and you could use it to get in front of the men without them knowing.’  
 
    “Holly suggested that the Warden meet us, and we can sail past the raiders.”  
 
    ‘Assuming they stay close to the sea,’ Aadi replied.  
 
    “The battle for the Amazon,” Micah whispered, looking into her lap and kneading her hands together.  
 
    “I think so,” Braden agreed. He took Micah’s hand as he pursed his lips and disappeared deep into his own thoughts.  
 
    ‘The way is clear, and the Warden is inbound. It will be waiting for you when you arrive. You can decide at that point what you want to do.’  
 
    “Time to go, Brandt,” Micah said, noting her partner’s furled brow. With his free hand, he absentmindedly caressed his blaster.  
 
    *** 
 
    The sunrise at their backs showed them a crystal blue ocean. Beyond a small beach, the Warden rested peacefully. On deck were Chrysalis, the cloned son of Doctor Johns and Patti May, the two scientists who had made their home on board the Warden, a perpetual laboratory at sea.  
 
    Braden and Micah had not parted on the best of terms last time they saw the two scientists.  
 
    “I don’t remember saying good-bye to those two,” Micah said while smiling and waving.  
 
    Braden sat on his hands. “That’s because they never bothered to come up on deck. I wonder what changed between then and now.”  
 
    “Maybe they got lonely.” Micah shrugged and elbowed Braden. “Wave.”  
 
    He raised one arm, waved it back and forth twice, then lowered it. “I don’t like those guys.” 
 
    “Play nice or I’ll have to throw you around.” Micah lifted one eyebrow to emphasize her point.  
 
    Braden chuckled softly. “I might like that, but I remember you punching young Doctor Johns in the face.”  
 
    “I don’t remember anything of the sort.” Micah climbed down from the buckboard. “Would you look at that?” 
 
    “Chlorphyta and Rhodophyta. I expect that’s Rexalta beyond the Warden.”  
 
    “Chlora, Rhodi, and Rex. I wasn’t going to ride the ship, but with them around, I don’t think I can say no.”  
 
    As the rest of the group surrounded Braden and Micah, he turned to face them, the ship standing majestically behind him.  
 
    “You’ve all had time to think about it, and so have I. We need to do this, but we can’t put our eggs in one basket. We have to split up. Micah will take a team on board the Warden. They’ll race south and cutoff the raiders. Brandt and I will take a team overland. They are hemmed in between the mountains to the east and ocean to the west. Holly thinks they’ll continue to head south along the coast. If we can trap them, maybe we can get them to talk without having to resort to a firefight.”  
 
    The Wolfoids looked torn. The twins wanted to go to sea. Their thought voices pounded into the minds of their parents. The ‘cats didn’t want to get wet. It was thought-voice chaos. 
 
    “Everyone stop yelling!” Braden shouted into the silence. G-War circled three times and curled up on top of the King’s head.  
 
    “Micah, pick your crew.”  
 
    Micah didn’t hesitate. “Both of you—” Pointing to the twins and their ‘cats. “You two—” Pointing to the pups Runner and Crawler. “Strider, the Rabbits, if you please, Fea, and Treetis.”  
 
    Braden looked at who remained. Brandt, Cygnus Standing, Rainy Forest, Bounder, G-War, Aadi, and the Hawkoids. “I guess that’ll work. Everyone for?”  
 
    No one moved. “Fine. Silence is consent. Looks like your ride to the ship awaits.” Braden bowed to the Dolphins.  
 
    ‘Where is Bronwyn?’ Rhodi asked.  
 
    Micah answered with the short version of their mission and that Bronwyn was north of the rainforest, working with the Aurochs herd.  
 
    “I’m sorry that she’s not with us,” Micah ended. She checked her neural implant. “We need to hurry. The raiders are opening the distance between us. If they separate and spread out, we will have a much harder time tracking them down, but then again, it may be easier to engage them in small numbers.”  
 
    “Both and neither. You need to go and so do we.” Braden looked confused as he didn’t want to leave. He pulled Micah close for a lengthy hug, and the twins attached themselves to their parents’ legs. “I will miss you every moment we’re apart. All of you.” 
 
    “And us, too,” Micah, Ax, and ‘Tesh said in chorus. Klytus and Shauna started meandering away.  
 
    “Grab them,” Braden said. 
 
    ‘Come,’ Fea said. The force of her thought voice allowed for no dissent. The ‘cats lined up behind her on their way to the beach.  
 
    Braden climbed onto the wagon and without waiting for the others to board the ship, he asked Brandt to head out. ‘I will stay in touch via Holly,’  he told Micah as Brandt hauled the half-empty wagon away.  
 
    ‘You need to man up,’ G-War told Braden. The human smiled. After G-War’s impromptu partnering with Fea, he had become less engaged in Braden’s life. And Braden missed that.  
 
    “What does that even mean?” Braden asked. To the casual observer, it would have looked like the ‘cat was sleeping.  
 
    ‘It means you need to deal with being away from your woman. Stop your moping and get to work!’ G-War’s impatience peppered his thought speech. 
 
    “What? It sounds like you’re the one who’s missing his woman. You big baby.”  
 
    G-War dropped the mindlink like a hammer hitting an anvil.  
 
    “Hit the nail on the head, did I?” Braden asked, but G-War was shunning him, for the moment anyway.  
 
    Braden opened the window before his eye. ‘What do we have, Holly? Show me the map, put the Warden on it with projected travel, and then our position against that of the raiders. When will we have them caught in a crossfire?’ 
 
    ‘I estimate that they will soon need to stop. You will have to move east and seek cover in the foothills as you progress south. The Warden will take two days to pass them. There is a large harbor town that the Warden will reach in three days,’ Holly advised. 
 
    ‘A large harbor town? How long have we been in the south and I never heard about a large harbor town before now?’ 
 
    ‘Chrysalis and Patti May have been to the town several times.’ 
 
    ‘Now you’re starting to make me angry. Don’t tell me. You informed Doctor Johns in the command center, meaning that he was the one who never told me.’  
 
    ‘That would be correct.’ Holly waited for Braden’s vital signs to stabilize. The AI knew that the human was agitated, but he could do nothing to allay Braden’s anger.  
 
    “Fine,” Braden said aloud. G-War raised his head and looked back at his human. Brandt maintained a steady pace without hurrying. “We’re going to have to head toward the foothills.”  
 
    The King of the Aurochs angled east as he kept the way ahead in sight.  
 
    ‘I think the worst thing that could happen is catching them in the open,’ Aadi suggested.  
 
    Braden nodded slowly as the wagon shifted and bumped over the roughening terrain. G-War had to stand as Brandt struggled through a rocky patch before finding smoother ground.  
 
    ‘We don’t want to catch them in the open,’ Bounder agreed.  
 
    “That would be bad. But where?”  
 
    ‘There are a couple different choke points where a successful interdiction can be conducted.’  
 
    “A successful interdiction. Yes. We will catch them between a rock and a hard place, and we’ll hammer them back to the great war.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Micah clung to Chlora’s dorsal fin as the Dolphin powered through the waves toward the well deck of the Warden. Chlora swam into the open pool and closed on the edge, where Micah tossed Fea onto the deck. The ‘cat landed cleanly on her paws and shook off the few drops of water that had hit her fur during the ride out. Micah let go and waved at the Dolphin as she headed ashore for the next victims.  
 
    Two by two, the Dolphins brought everyone to the ship. Klytus and Shauna scratched the twins mercilessly as they tried to stay above the waves. No one was happy among the twins and their ‘cats when they arrived aboard.  
 
    The Wolfoids dog-paddled out of the well deck, wide-eyed at the immensity of the ship. The sail stood six stories above the water where a wide base submerged five stories deep. The Rabbits shook and raced below to the garden level. 
 
    Micah watched them go, expecting not to see them for the rest of the trip, although their small laser pistols would come in handy if it became a shooting match with the raiders. She hoped it didn’t come to that, but didn’t see many options.  
 
    The Rabbits were the last ones aboard. Micah twirled a finger in the air, signaling that it was time to go. She figured that Holly was tapped into the external cameras, like he’d been the last time they were aboard. 
 
    “Hey,” she said as a way of greeting the two scientists. They both looked like they’d been sucking lemons.  
 
    “What are you doing with our ship?”  
 
    “We’re running south to cut off a group of raiders who stole an armory full of lightning spears from the Wolfoids. We’re trying to prevent a war.”  
 
    Chrysalis looked at Patti May and together, they shook their heads. “Isn’t it obvious?” Patti asked.  
 
    Micah didn’t rise to the bait. 
 
    “If the Wolfoids didn’t have such weapons, then there would have been nothing to steal and no chance of war,” Patti said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “That’s one way to look at it. I remember the time before the Wolfoids came down from the Traveler. There was plenty of war and we didn’t have high-tech weapons back then. As long as the good guys are the only ones with the weapons, then we’re okay. That’s what we’re on our way to fix.”  
 
    “Who determines the good guys?”  
 
    Micah rubbed her chin. “You do have a point. Who watches the watchers? I’d like to think it’s Holly who watches over everything to keep us from having another civil war. He’s smarter than the rest of us put together. There’s also the pure-heart test. I trust in that.” 
 
    “The Hillcats. Genetically-engineered constructs determining the fate of humanity. I shudder at the thought of what we’ve gotten ourselves into. We probably should have stayed on Cygnus VI.” 
 
    “And starved. That’s why we went to the Traveler, risked our lives so you could be saved. Don’t you think you’re being a little ungrateful?”  
 
    “I don’t think that was it at all.”  
 
    Micah controlled her breathing to keep from getting angry. The scientists had led a sheltered life, always in the care of modern technology without having to deal with the outside world. Braden and Micah straddled both areas, new and old. Both had their warts and both held promise.  
 
    Bringing them together peacefully was proving to be a challenge. How to move forward with technology while keeping some of that technology from humanity. Micah didn’t know the answer. Was there a place for weapons of war in a peaceful world?  
 
    Of course not, as long as everyone embraced the peace. Fate had directed her into Braden’s path following the violence that followed when one village sought to dominate another.  
 
    “I need to get my children settled. If you’ll excuse me,” Micah said softly, trying to understand the scientists’ perspective. They would find a way. Braden would find a way to talk with the raiders. She hoped beyond hope that he would find a way.  
 
    Micah led the twins upstairs, against their wishes because they wanted to swim out and see Rex. From the galley on the second level, they watched the ship turn south and start to pick up speed.  
 
    The race was on.  
 
    What do we do when we get there? Micah thought. She, Strider, and the Rabbits were the only ones armed. Against twenty-five men with lighting spears.  
 
    She couldn’t see a way to win the fight, and it weighed heavily on her soul. If only she could have resolved it with a swordfight or wrestling match, but no.  
 
    ‘Holly? I need your help…’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Mountain Pass 
 
      
 
    ‘I have their scent,’ Bounder said, sitting up front with Braden. He sniffed the air. ‘It is unmistakable.’  
 
    “We are a long ways from their trail since we moved inland. Are you sure?” Braden looked at his friend. 
 
    Bounder glanced back. ‘Pretty sure,’ Bounder replied, thrusting his muzzle upward and taking in the air.  
 
    “Sorry.” Braden looked at the way ahead, the shadows from the hills and upcoming mountain range shortening as the sun rose higher in the sky. “Can your pups fight?”  
 
    Bounder shook his head, almost imperceptibly. “G-War? We may be asking a lot of you.”  
 
    The ‘cat rose from his perch, ran down the King’s back, and launched himself at the wagon once he hit Brandt’s hindquarters. The ‘cat landed with a thump in the seat next to Braden. He faced forward and sat upright, wrapping his tail around his legs.  
 
    ‘Aadi and I will do what we need to do,’ G-War replied. ‘I can smell them, too. The breeze from the sea is carrying their stench. I’m surprised you can’t smell them with that monstrosity you call a nose hanging off your face.’ 
 
    “Micah likes it. And so does Fealona!”  
 
    ‘She most assuredly does not.’ The scarred Hillcat licked a paw and started grooming his ear, the one missing a chunk where a Bat-Raven had attacked him. 
 
    Braden petted the ‘cat with long strokes from his head to his tail. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ G-War asked, his paw frozen mid-air, his claws slowly started to extend. 
 
    “I’m thinking.” Braden stared into the distance. “I’m thinking we need to catch this group in the night, which means you, little man. You sneaking in and taking the head off the snake. We only need to figure out which one is the leader. There’s always one.”  
 
    Braden continued his rhythmic stroking of the ‘cat. G-War retracted his claws and returned to grooming his face. 
 
    ‘If I may, Master Braden. We have the element of surprise. As long as we retain that, then we will have the upper hand,’ Aadi suggested.  
 
    Braden nodded slowly while staring over Brandt’s broad back. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wind Runner and Low Crawler lay on the deck, heads lolling after heaving their guts out for the past eight hours.  
 
    “You’re just seasick,” Strider told them in a series of yips and barks.  
 
    “We’re dying!” they claimed, looking as green as a fur-covered creature could. 
 
    Klytus and Shauna ran around chasing the twins and acting like kittens, but the twins were five and the ‘cats were well into adulthood. Their choice had been to stay young for as long as they could. Very few gained a life-bond as a child. Most ‘cats shied away until the true nature of the person was clear.  
 
    In the case of Ax and ‘Tesh, Klytus and Shauna’s father had named them after himself. They had an innate ability to communicate with not just Hillcats, but all sentient creatures. They were gifted in all ways. Klytus and Shauna had been born of a pairing between the Golden Warrior and a domestic cat. They were only half the size of their father. They visited their mother occasionally, but G-War always disappeared into the hills before they arrived on those visits, reappearing when they were on their way out.  
 
    Klytus took a full run at Ax, who quickly dodged. The ‘cat tried to stop and slid over the edge and into the ocean. He flailed in the water as the Warden pulled away from him.  
 
    ‘Chlora!’ Ax called.  
 
    ‘Rhodi!’ Shauna added, running to the edge of a great wing that kept the Old Tech ship stable. Klytus disappeared behind a wave, reappearing as a new one crested.  
 
    “KLYTUS!” Ax screamed in panic.  
 
    Two dorsal fins cut a path toward the ‘cat. They passed, turned, and one thrust up from below, throwing Klytus into the air. He landed on Chlora’s head, claws from all four paws digging in and holding on. 
 
    “Owwww!” Chlora chittered in a near-human voice. She hammered her tail into the waves, accelerating quickly toward the ship, and ducked into the water briefly. Klytus hung on. Chlora came out of the water, slamming her body into the deck and dislodging the terrified ‘cat. He came out with bits of Dolphin flesh attached to his claws.  
 
    Klytus stood and shook. Runner and Crawler remained out of it. The others gathered around, Micah showing up last, but first to pull a patch of numbweed from her ever-present pouch. She packed it on Chlora’s head. 
 
    The Dolphin sighed as the pain disappeared. “Splash some water on him,” Micah ordered. Ax and ‘Tesh slapped at the sea with their hands, sending small arcs of water onto the beached Dolphin.  
 
    Ax wouldn’t look at his ‘cat.  
 
    ‘What?’ Klytus asked defensively. Fea stalked up to him and in a blur, slapped him in the head. He lunged at her, but she was twice his size and smacked him down with her other paw. Klytus showed a fang. She slapped him on the head again. Fea kept her paw raised and extended her claws for the next strike. 
 
    Klytus focused on the long, needle-like points. He hung his head and sat down.  
 
    ‘Apologize,’ Fea told him.  
 
    He looked up at her, defiance on his face. Her paw remained ready to strike. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Chlora. There’s no excuse,’ he said in a tiny voice. Fea licked her paw and ran it over her ear before walking to the Dolphin and rubbing her body on the creature’s snout. Chlora sneezed. 
 
    A massive head rose behind the ship. ‘Tesh was the first one to see it and fell back before she realized it was her old friend.  
 
    ‘Rexalita!’ Without warning, she ran two steps and launched herself into the ocean. Ax was a step behind. The Whale sunk below the waves. When she rose again, the twins were clinging to her head.  
 
    ‘My friends. It is so good play again,’ the Whale’s thought voice boomed. 
 
    “It’s a zoo out here,” Micah said, smiling at the joy of her children and wishing Braden was there to see it. Strider moved next to her.  
 
    ‘Life is so much simpler when one is a pup.’ 
 
    “I’m not sure those two would agree.” Micah stabbed a thumb over her shoulder. Runner and Crawler rolled on the deck, moaning.  
 
    The Warden continued to sail unerringly southward at maximum possible speed. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘It looks like the men are turning toward the mountains,’ Holly reported. 
 
    ‘Look for a trail or some way we can get in front of them. Can we ambush them by diving into the mountains now, coming around from the other side?’  
 
    ‘There is no way into the mountains from here, unless you abandon the wagon and possibly Brandt, too.’ Holly spoke clinically, analyzing the situation using the data available to him.  
 
    ‘We’ll keep that eventuality to ourselves. I suspect Brandt can be more nimble than you give him credit for.’ 
 
    ‘If you want to head into the mountains, you will have to backtrack, but that way will add a full day to your journey as you’ll travel around a wide mountain base where there is no trail.’  
 
    ‘You make it sound so enticing,’ Braden replied. He blew out a breath and shook his head. ‘Sounds like we don’t have a choice. We’ll continue to trail them. A full day? We can’t afford that. Let Micah know that we’re heading inland.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    “The raiders have turned east. They’re entering the mountains,” Micah told Strider. 
 
    ‘Then why are we still traveling south?’ the Wolfoid asked. 
 
    “They are traveling too fast. We’d spend all our time running after them. If they turn south again, we still may be able to get in front of them. Holly says there may be as many as a thousand people in this port city we’ll reach tomorrow. But if the men turned inland, they probably aren’t associated with this place. We might be able to find some allies.”  
 
    ‘That would be good. Our numbers are small.’  
 
    “I doubt anyone down here has ever seen a Wolfoid or Hillcat before.”  
 
    ‘That’s probably a safe bet,’ Strider replied, wondering what the President had in mind. 
 
    “Well, they will now!”  
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Rain is coming,’ Bounder said as he sniffed the air.  
 
    “That won’t be good. We could lose their trail, although as long as Holly’s up and about, we can track them.”  
 
    ‘But will we be on the right track?’ Aadi asked.  
 
    “You ask great questions, Aadi. Brandt, can you pick up the pace? Holly will let us know when to back off. We need to be close enough that when the rain hits, we don’t lose them. The mountain path could be treacherous.” 
 
    ‘There is no way I’ll be able to pull the cart through there,’ Brandt boomed in his thought voice as he looked past the foothills at the rugged mountains beyond.  
 
    “I didn’t want to bring it up, but we may have to leave the wagon behind. I’m not sure you’ll be able to make it through, depending on what the trail looks like,” Braden shared. “I didn’t know how to tell you.”  
 
    ‘Thank you for trying to spare my feelings. If the trail is too narrow, I will return to the wagon and wait for you there.’  
 
    “I hope it doesn’t come to that, Brandt. I’m sure your strength will come in handy wherever we go.”  
 
    The King of the Aurochs increased speed. Braden checked with Holly to make sure they wouldn’t inadvertently be seen by the raiders. Brandt was closing the gap quickly.  
 
    “Holly says they are slowing down,” Braden said for everyone to hear. The first drops of rain began, and the Hawkoids swooped in to land on the wagon. They’d scouted the way ahead, shown Braden the way.  
 
    Soon, it was a downpour. Brandt slowed to a crawl because he could barely see in front of him. Braden climbed down from the buckboard and walked alongside his friend, helping him see and feel the way. 
 
    Braden also had the window open before his eye with the map, the satellite imagery overlaid, and a flashing dot showing where they were and the location of the raiders. The men had stopped and spread out in a circle.  
 
    “I think they’ve set up camp,” he said. “This might be a great time to surprise them. They’ve been running for eighteen hours. They have to be exhausted.”  
 
    ‘As have we,’ Aadi replied. ‘But they don’t have the benefit of an Old Tech wagon and the King of the Aurochs.’ 
 
    They were already moving slowly when Holly advised Braden to stop. “This is it. Unhook the wagon, and we’ll continue on foot.” Bounder and the pups helped Braden remove Brandt’s harness. Once free, the King followed at the rear of a single file line, with Bounder up front, on all fours, sniffing and trailing. 
 
    Braden carried G-War, covered with a coat to keep him dry, at least for the moment. They both sniffed the air. Wet Wolfoid, more pungent than any wet dog. Braden wondered if the men ahead could smell them. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Next stop, a natural harbor with a town wrapped around it.” Holly had shown the satellite image of the port on the screen by the captain’s chair. Micah had studied it, but that didn’t give her the answers she wanted. “We’ll get there tomorrow, and we can’t waste any time.” 
 
    ‘It is a challenge,’ Strider said. ‘I fear that I won’t be any help, just like when we went to the north.’ 
 
    “I know. I think I’ll go in first with the twins and ‘cats. Maybe you can go disguised as a pet dog. We’ll need all the eyes, ears, and noses we can get.”  
 
    ‘A pet dog. That’s funny. Sure. I’ll do it and leave the pups to defend the ship, keep the curious away. What about the two scientists? Maybe they can help.’ 
 
    Micah leaned against the window on the fifth deck above the ocean—the bridge where a captain from long ago had guided the Warden around the western sea. Now, Holly drove the ship. Maybe he did back then, too. Micah wasn’t sure.  
 
    Ax and ‘Tesh ran up the stairs and stomped onto the bridge.  
 
    “Whatcha looking at?” ‘Tesh asked, lifting her arms to be picked up so she could see.  
 
    Strider picked up Ax and held him next to his sister where they could both look out the windows. “There’s Rex!” Ax exclaimed and started to wriggle to be put down. Once his feet hit the floor, he was off like a shot.  
 
    “Just the ocean and my favorite Whale,” ‘Tesh said, glancing back and forth between the view outside and the stairs where her brother disappeared. Micah put her down and she raced away.  
 
    Klytus and Shauna hadn’t made the climb. Fea was curled up in the captain’s chair. Treetis was probably wreaking havoc on the garden level. He loved to torment the Rabbits, despite everyone telling him that he shouldn’t. They carried laser pistols and weren’t afraid to use them, especially if they thought a crop was threatened. 
 
    “I could use a chocolate shake,” Micah told the Wolfoid. Holly had called it a comfort food after encouraging her to limit her intake of them. She ignored him.  
 
    Braden was heading into the mountains after a pack of raiders armed with lightning spears while she was on a tropical cruise. Of course she was worried.   
 
    And that called for ice cream. 
 
    *** 
 
    Brandt tiptoed, if such a thing was a thing for a great creature like the King of the Aurochs, but he didn’t want to be left behind. The others moved silently up a narrow trail, Bounder in the lead with Braden close behind. Cygnus Standing stayed close to keep him on the trail while he constantly watched the window before his eye, courtesy of his neural implant.  
 
    “Hold up,” Braden whispered into the driving rain. Bounder kept moving. Braden spoke in a normal voice. “Hold up.”  
 
    Cygnus gripped his side as he limped forward to poke Bounder in the back. The alpha shook his head as he snapped back to the present. ‘I think I fell asleep.’  
 
    ‘I’m with you,’ Braden replied using the mindlink. ‘I’m one tired puppy, but now is our best opportunity since this all started. We’re getting close, and I think it’s time to unleash our secret weapons.’  
 
    ‘You mean Aadi and the Golden Warrior?’  
 
    Braden opened his jacket, allowing the raindrops to pepper the head of one very unhappy ‘cat. Aadi swam forward until he was beside Braden and Bounder. G-War jumped into a puddle on the trail and hurried under the natural umbrella of the Tortoid’s shell. Aadi descended until he was right above the ‘cat. G-War looked at Braden through narrow eyes beneath a wet brow.  
 
    ‘No one wants to get this over with more than I,’ G-War told the group.  
 
    Aadi blinked, bowing his head slightly. He reveled in the rain running from him. His shell was heavily scarred and repaired, colored to match, but that was for others. Everyone knew of the Tortoid’s injuries. It had taken him a while to recover, but he had. The power of his mind had overcome the challenges of his body.  
 
    And then he had children.  
 
    ‘Don’t take any unnecessary risks,’ Braden advised. ‘Your family is counting on me to bring you home, so let’s make me look like a hero, okay?’  
 
    ‘That was my greatest concern, Master Braden,’ Aadi said with mirth in his thought voice. 
 
    ‘I think I’ll sharpen my claws on your pants, just because,’ G-War added.  
 
    ‘You’re mad because Fea isn’t here. Admit it. You’re a family man now.’  
 
    ‘I am, and I’m very good at it. What’s your excuse?’  
 
    ‘I knew I would pay for that brief lapse for the rest of my life, the minor issue that resulted in you naming my children.’  
 
    ‘Brief lapse? You were passed out on the floor!’ G-War shared the image from his mind with the group. Cygnus Standing chuckled and Brandt snorted. 
 
    “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Braden said aloud.  
 
    ‘We all have places to go, Master Braden, journeys to take. We are happy to be on this one with you. My furry friend and I shall reconnoiter the enemy and report back. We shall remain invisible to them. If need be, I can run away.’  
 
     “Was that a joke, Aadi? Nice one. You two stay together, watch out for each other. G-War will know where the men are. Trust his instincts. Now go, before we fall asleep.” Braden tapped on Aadi’s shell as he swam away, his motions strangely appropriate for movement through the rain. G-War lost his struggle to stay out of the rain with each step.  
 
    ‘I hate being wet,’ were his final words as they disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Southport 
 
      
 
    The Warden cruised into the harbor like it owned it. Small boats with one or two-person crews hurried out of the path of the technological wonder. Everyone looked but no one stared, as if the Warden had been there before.  
 
    That clinched it for Micah. She headed downstairs, below sea level, on her way to the laboratories where she hoped to find the scientists.  
 
    “What do you think, Fea?” Micah asked. Treetis bolted past as if he was on fire. Both watched him, neither noted anything out of the ordinary.  
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    “Do you think we’ll be able to convince them to play nice?”  
 
    ‘I heard you punched one of them in the face.’  
 
    “I did. That was me. I apologized, but I wasn’t really sorry, and they have long memories.”  
 
    ‘Then we shall have to convince them that it is in the best interest of Vii, although they haven’t shown any concern about the planet besides their small part of it. That’s it! You can make the pitch that New Sanctuary will fall and we’ll be forced to sleep on the ground, roughing it until we can retake the Command Center.’  
 
    Micah stopped and looked down at the white ‘cat with her black spots. Fea didn’t mince words. She said what had to be said.  
 
    “You think the Command Center could fall?” 
 
    ‘It is possible, but the Security Bots will make short work of men unfamiliar with such combat.’  
 
    “You sound like Braden.” 
 
    ‘I think I should be insulted,’ Fea said, chuckling in the back of her mind. ‘He knows what he’s talking about.’ 
 
    “Only because he detests war so learns everything he can to help him avoid it. And if he can’t, he wants to end it as quickly as possible, so he can get back to trading. After all, he is the Free Trader.” 
 
    ‘We are better because of it, too, all of us.’  
 
    Micah nodded and continued on her way to the laboratory deck to talk with the scientists. It was her responsibility to convince them to introduce her to the important people of the town.  
 
    She found Chrysalis in the lab and Patti in one of the observation chambers. Micah approached the young Doctor Johns first.  
 
    “Holly has brought us into a port town, and I was hoping that you would come with us, maybe introduce us to some people. We’re trying to get to the bottom of who raided Livestel.” 
 
    “I doubt the people of Southport had anything to do with the attack on the Wolfoids,” Chrysalis said dismissively.  
 
    “Southport? That’s not very imaginative,” Micah blurted as the anger rose within. She unclenched the fist she hadn’t realized she’d made.  
 
    He looked up from his computer, rolling his eyes. “That’s what they call it, so what else matters? Now if you’ll leave me alone, I have work to do.”  
 
    “And so do we. The entirety of Vii needs your help to make this go well, but you probably made enemies when you were here and that’s why you don’t want to go ashore. You’re not very nice, Doctor Johns. I am sorry to have bothered you. Talking with you always upsets me, I’ll have you know, so don’t show your face on deck. You may find a fist headed toward it.”  
 
    Micah stormed off. Fea remained behind.  
 
    ‘You are here because of her and Braden and the sacrifices they made for you. If you want to live in constant fear of being killed in your sleep, then continue being an ass.’ Fea strolled away. ‘Treetis, I have a job for you…’ 
 
    Fea found Micah standing on the deck waving to the onlookers. They waved back. “I don’t need him. We’ll find our own way using our winning personalities.”  
 
    Micah smiled broadly at the ‘cat before returning her attention to the port and the people on a long dock that Holly was easing toward.  
 
    Strider loped out on all fours. Her harness and spear were gone. A pup stood out of sight behind the door. He held the spear tightly, embracing the task that Strider had given him. He felt like a new Wolfoid as the perpetual motion of the ship stopped.  
 
    ‘I hate this,’ Strider said. 
 
    ‘I know. People should accept you for who you are. In due time, after we get the information that we need, we’ll show them the truth.’  
 
    ‘I look forward to it,’ Strider replied as she walked at Micah’s side. The twins bounced with excitement.  
 
    ‘Look at the people!’ Ax said over the mindlink. The children were most comfortable using their thought voices. 
 
    ‘Can we go shopping?’ ‘Tesh asked. 
 
    ‘Are you looking for anything in particular?’ Micah asked.  
 
    ‘I won’t know until I see it. Shauna agrees.’ The small calico turned to her human and stared. ‘You do!’ 
 
    “Ahoy!” Micah called as the Warden butted up against the dock with only the slightest bump. She led the group from the ship, stepping lightly onto the dock. She reached back, but the twins jumped effortlessly, then the ‘cats, finally a large, shaggy gray wolf. As they walked down the dock, people backed away.  
 
    Micah held out her hands for calm. Strider strolled up next to her and sat down. Micah rested her hand on Strider’s head before scratching her behind her ears. Strider leaned into it when Micah hit a good spot. 
 
    The people relaxed.  
 
    “Greetings from the north, good people of Southport. Do you have a mayor or town leader I could talk to? We’ve had something come up in Livestel and could use your help.”  
 
    “I dunno. No one here like that,” a gruff man said before working his way past the group and heading toward the end of the dock. Micah watched him to make sure he didn’t try to board the Warden. He walked past. 
 
    Two Rabbits appeared on deck. Micah hadn’t told them to stay below because she hadn’t seen them. They hopped toward the edge and jumped to the dock. 
 
    ‘Can I stand up now?’ Strider asked.  
 
    ‘No. Maybe no one saw them.’ Micah turned to find half the town watching the Rabbits hop happily down the dock.  
 
    “Hey guys, what brings you out here?”  
 
    ‘We smell the most delightful smells. And fish, which isn’t delightful at all mind you, but beneath it, a kelp, tuber, and vegetable stew. Yum!’  
 
    “Why?” Micah asked the sky. When she lowered her head, Strider was standing on two feet next to her. “Or should I say, why not?”  
 
    Micah led the way down the dock toward the small group of people, probably far less than half the town, but they were mesmerized by the parade of creatures headed their way. The Rabbits bowed to the humans. Some of them bowed back.  
 
    The Rabbits skipped happily in the direction of what they thought was a vegetable stew. Micah stopped at the first person she met on shore. “I’d like to talk with someone in charge, please. We may need help from the good people of Southport.”  
 
    A young woman pointed to the gruff old man fishing off the end of the pier. “He’s the mayor. You’ll want to talk with him. What are you?” 
 
    “Rabbits, ‘cats, a Wolfoid, and me, I’m the President of Cygnus VII.”  
 
    The woman’s expression didn’t change. None of the words meant anything to her.  
 
    “We are weary travelers in search of a kind word,” Micah said philosophically, putting her hand over her heart.  
 
    “Then he’s not the one you want to talk to,” the young woman corrected herself. She pointed along the beach. “She’s the nice one.”  
 
    An older woman worked slowly with a large fishing net.  
 
    Micah thanked the young woman and stepped onto the shore. ‘Heloysius and Luciana? Could you come back to the dock, please? I don’t want anyone to get into trouble.’  
 
    ‘I’ll bring them back,’ Fea said. She darted into the small crowd and was gone.  
 
    Klytus and Shauna looked like they wanted to go after her. “Don’t you dare,” Micah told them. She turned back to find the woman right there, watching the twins with a grandmotherly smile.  
 
    “What are your names?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m Ax and this is ‘Tesh,” the young boy said, before adding helpfully, “she’s my twin sister.”  
 
    “Nice to meet you, and what is your name?” ‘Tesh asked. 
 
    “I’m Gailey, little sweetheart. My! Aren’t you precious, and you have cats?”  
 
    “Yes, we do, and they talk to us!” ‘Tesh shared.  
 
    “I’m sure they do.” The old woman looked at Micah expectantly. 
 
    “One of our towns up north was raided by twenty-five men and they stole some Old Tech. It could have grave complications for everyone in the south. If you know of anyone who would do such a thing, that would be a great help.” Micah didn’t want to waste any more time.  
 
    “We have a great number of needs as well. Groups from the east have been more aggressive, because our fields aren’t producing what they used to. They come closer and closer to us. Maybe we need your help.”  
 
    Micah smiled and held out her hand to shake with the old woman. “I think we can talk.” The Rabbits hopped up, their whiskers twitching as Fea sauntered in behind them.  
 
    “Oh my!” Gailey exclaimed. “They’ll clean out our fields, worse than those little ones!”  
 
    Fea’s ears perked up at the thought of an overabundance of domestic rabbits. Klytus and Shauna started to slink away.  
 
    “Hang on!” Micah cautioned the ‘cats. “I think we can help you with that, too. We would have helped with all of that regardless. Maybe some Aurochs can set up outside Southport to provide fertilizer, best on Vii. The Rabbits can help manage your crops so you get the highest yield, and our furry friends here—” Micah waved her arm to take in Strider as well as the Hillcats. “—can do something about your rabbit problem.”  
 
    Luciana harrumphed, but stayed quiet.  
 
    “How can they do all that?” Gailey asked.  
 
    “They’re intelligent, smarter than us. We’re all on Vii together doing the best we can to get along.” Gailey waved for them to follow as she headed off the beach and into town.  
 
    Micah accessed her neural implant. ‘Holly, can you contact Bronwyn and see if she can find some volunteers to help the good people of Southport?’  
 
    ‘I can. How are you sure they are good? According to my data, you’ve only been ashore for a few minutes.’  
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah, I got you. I don’t see any aggression from this group. I think they are vulnerable, if anything. Seeing where they are in a prime location, I don’t see any reason why they aren’t a trading powerhouse.’  
 
    ‘That is something worthy of supporting. Braden would be proud of you, Master President.’ 
 
    ‘I try,’ Micah replied. ‘Now get a hold of her and see if you can convince her to come down here.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Dawn found Aadi and G-War hiding high in a tree overlooking the raiders’ rough camp. The men had not all been asleep. Every other man had been awake and watching while their fellows slept. G-War didn’t need the rain to cover his approach.  
 
    He was a ‘cat and stealth was one of the many weapons at his command. Aadi moved soundlessly through the air, less so when rain splattered off his shell, but the sound was natural and no cause for alarm from the unsuspecting. When G-War and Aadi closed on the raiders’ position, they’d found enough men alert that they didn’t try to get inside the perimeter. They opted to observe from a nearby tree, taking  a position that a Hawkoid would have occupied had one been able to fly at night and in a downpour. 
 
    The torrent continued. G-War huddled next to the trunk, but it provided little shelter. He watched the men, using his more senses than just his eyes. He could see in the dark, but he couldn’t see through the rain. Aadi had wedged himself into the tree beside the ‘cat.  
 
    Aadi was more likely to be seen than the Golden Warrior. Despite looking like a drowned rat, he blended with the tree. The Tortoid? If the rain stopped and any of the men looked up, they would have seen his shell in all its glory, looking like a large turtle trapped in a tree.  
 
    They may not have believed what their eyes told them, but the Tortoid had to rethink his strategy when first light arrived. 
 
    The rains continued without pause and Aadi’s concerns never manifested. They couldn’t see the men any more than those on the ground could see to the top of the tree. 
 
    ‘They are preparing to leave,’ G-War told Braden.  
 
    The human had dozed off, as had the rest of their party. Brandt snorted and blew bubbles with each breath because of the water that ran from his head and off his nose. Braden forced his mind to clear. 
 
    ‘We were in no shape to do anything about it anyway. I’m exhausted and we haven’t even started the day. Did you find the leader?’ Braden asked as he scratched his head and tried to wake up.  
 
    ‘His mind is filled with plans of conquest. He must not be allowed to implement any of his plans. Many would die before the lightning spears ran out of power.’ 
 
    ‘Damn, G. I’m sorry you had to see that,’ Braden replied, yawning. ‘I think I’d be insane if I looked into other people’s minds. No one needs to know what we think, only see what we do. Our actions show who we are, not our thoughts.’  
 
    ‘If only people could keep their thoughts from becoming actions, I might agree. In Zakston’s case, his thoughts are plans, detailed plans, to take over the south, including New Sanctuary.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t let that happen, G.’ 
 
    ‘We absolutely cannot,’ Aadi interjected. 
 
    ‘Wait until they move and we’ll catch up to you.’ Braden arose, going from one to another, waking them. They’d all fallen asleep, and he couldn’t blame any of them.  
 
    Braden watched each of his companions go through their morning routine. Bounder stretched as if preparing to go on a hunt. The pups huddled and looked miserable. The Hawkoids perched nearby. They had to be carried because of the rain, so they opted to ride on Brandt.  
 
    ‘It’s clear, come on up,’ G-War told them. 
 
    Without having to say a word, the group lined up. Bounder slapped Braden on the shoulder. “Why do you look like you just had the best night’s sleep ever?” 
 
    ‘All sleep is good sleep, my friend. Smell the morning air! It summons our courage and beckons for the great day that will come!’  
 
    “All I smell is wet Wolfoid and wet Aurochs. A great day would start with me being upwind.” 
 
    ‘Too bad Pik Ha’ar isn’t with us. He would so enjoy this weather.’  
 
    “He would.” Braden smiled at the thought. “Let’s see what the day brings.”  
 
    Bounder headed up the narrow trail. Brandt didn’t complain as he brought up the rear. In between them, Braden and the pups worked their way forward. The route had been used enough that the trail was established. It wound its way forward, as far as they could see, which wasn’t more than a few strides ahead. Beyond that, everything disappeared into a single gray mist.  
 
    And the rain continued. 
 
    A Wolfoid cry. Braden crouched as he turned, assuming they were under attack. Cygnus cried again as he lay on the rocks, one hand-paw gripping Rainy Forest’s. The rest of the pup was beyond the edge of the precipice. Braden dove painfully across the rough terrain, hitting the ground as Forest slipped from Cygnus’s grasp.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Aurochs 
 
      
 
    Young Tom rode up front with Zeller. Neeson slept in the back of the Old Tech wagon. They were preparing to leave River Crook on their way to New Sanctuary, where the Hillcat Neeson would be sent to the RV Traveler in order to have his injury repaired. Young Tom and two of the scientists would go as well, although the scientists had their own mission.  
 
    Zeller wanted to go too, as did Bronwyn. Doctor Johns told them ‘no,’ and that it wasn’t up for debate. 
 
    Bronwyn rode atop one of the younger Aurochs bulls. Zeeka, the Hawkoid, floated on the air currents overhead. The breeze coming from the Amazon carried humid air and the faint smell of a swamp.  
 
    Bronwyn talked with the bull constantly as they traveled. Her lips moved, but she didn’t speak aloud. She was gifted with the mindlink, the ability to talk with any intelligent creature. 
 
    The device secreted in a pocket buzzed and vibrated. She pulled it out and answered. 
 
    “Holly?”  
 
    “Yes, Bronwyn, it is so good to talk with you. Master President has a special request for you…”  
 
    Holly explained as well as he could, then backed up his story to when Micah boarded the Warden, then backed up further to the raid on Livestel. Having restarted at the beginning, Bronwyn better understood what he was trying to get at.  
 
    “You want me to gather a herd and bring them how far?”  
 
    “At maximum Aurochs speed, eight days,” Holly replied.  
 
    “That’s a long way. We’ll show up with a skinny herd, assuming I can find any who want to go. The grass is growing well up here right now. It is prime eating season.”  
 
    She asked Cragmore, the young bull, ‘Would you be so kind as to take me over to the wagon, please?’  
 
    ‘Anything for you, my lady,’ the bull said with a slight bow.  
 
    ‘My compliments to you, good sir!’ Bronwyn enjoyed the company of the Aurochs and had influenced their becoming an exceedingly polite society. The great creatures roamed the grasslands once called the Plains of Propiscius, but the locals simply called them the plains.  
 
    “Would you be willing to go west with me? I need to talk with the growing herd outside Westerly. If I can convince some of them that their fortunes lie in the south, then I’ll be taking a long trip down the coast with them.” 
 
     Zeller nodded quickly while Young Tom scratched his face in thought. “We’re on our way to New Sanctuary.” Tom pointed to the east. 
 
    “You can get there going this way, too,” Bronwyn stated matter-of-factly. “There is an ancients’ road that goes to the coast. Brandt just traveled it with a wagon, so there shouldn’t be any problems. Would you please come with me?”  
 
    Bronwyn was used to traveling alone, but Zeller was one of her few human friends. Bronwyn also liked the Aurochs that traveled with her. Having a ‘cat along was an added bonus. Neeson had been injured by a mutant croc when he got too close to the river. He had never healed properly, but Holly promised that on the ship, the star above Vii, that the ‘cat could be properly treated and returned to the way he was before the attack.  
 
    Tomas was excited about that, but not the prospect of the ambiguous way that Braden had described the travel. Go to sleep in one room, wake up in another, puke, then head upstairs. It made no sense, but Tom would do anything for his ‘cat, just like he’d do anything for Zeller. 
 
    “Sounds like we’re going west,” she replied. “You know the way, Arnie. Let’s see if we can make it before nightfall.”  
 
    ‘Ha! Challenge accepted,’ the bull replied. He was bigger than Cragmore, but he was also pulling a wagon, but it was an Old Tech wagon, with a power system to help the wheels turn, greatly reducing the load the Aurochs had to pull.  
 
    His hooves dug deep into the ground as he pulled the wagon toward the original tracks that Braden and Micah had forged cycles of the sun before. The wagon settled once Arnie reached the expanded and improved road. He sped up, running easily, saving his strength for the uphill parts of the rolling terrain between River Crook and Westerly.  
 
    Cragmore jogged alongside. Zeeka flew ahead, then circled around, looking for threats. 
 
    Always looking for threats. The Bat-Ravens hadn’t been seen in a long time, but they remained a terror to be feared. Braden and Micah said the Bat-Ravens had been scoured from Vii. No one believed that. Not even the President.  
 
    So the Hawkoids watched for a reappearance of their nemesis.  
 
    The morning air was light, the sunrise behind them. Neeson complained about the bumps during the ride, even though there were few.  
 
    ‘Don’t be afraid,’ Bronwyn said in her most soothing thought voice. ‘You will be good as new, they say. I look forward to seeing you vault to the first branch of a tree and climb to the top so you may hunt birds, or run down a rabbit with grace and ease.’  
 
    ‘That is something I want, yes. How can it be possible?’ Neeson asked again. 
 
    ‘The magic of the ancients.’ Bronwyn shrugged. She unconsciously touched the Old Tech device in her pocket. She didn’t know how any of it worked, and it didn’t matter. It worked. Everything Braden and Micah had told her was true. They were living examples of the power of Old Tech. ‘I trust that it will help you.’ 
 
    ‘Then I will trust that, too,’ the tall ‘cat replied.  
 
    Zeeka spotted something in the grasses and dove. She reached raptor speed on her way down, killing the rabbit on impact, hooking her claws around, and beating her wings to fly away. She made a wide turn, carrying her prize as if it were a trophy. Zeeka swooped close and dropped it with unerring precision through the opening between the rear gate and the roof of the wagon.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ the ‘cat said. Zeeka rocked her wings as she slowly climbed higher into the sky.  
 
    “Don’t you think about eating that thing in my nice clean wagon.” 
 
    Neeson looked at the bundles of flour that was River Crook’s single greatest export. He couldn’t see the floor of the wagon, but suspected it was covered in wheat dust. Neeson scowled.  
 
    Tom laughed and crawled into the back so he could bring Neeson and the rabbit up front.  
 
    “You’re not eating that thing up here either!” Zeller looked at the two of them as if they’d lost their minds.  
 
    “Looks like you’re going to have wait until we take a break, buddy. I’m sorry.” Tom stroked the ‘cat’s head. Because he couldn’t hunt or run, Neeson was heavier than most Hillcats. Tom and Zeller were good providers. “It might not hurt if you skipped a meal or two.”  
 
    Neeson looked from the rabbit to Young Tom to Zeller and back to the rabbit. He extended his claws and reached for his meal. Tom caught his forearm. “You heard the Free Trader.”  
 
    The ‘cat kept his claws out as he contemplated his next move. 
 
    *** 
 
    People going about their business moved aside as Gailey led Micah and her group farther into the city. The Rabbits nodded and skipped, stopped and smelled flowers and grasses, then caught up again. Strider walked gracefully beside Micah. She held Ax’s hand while ‘Tesh held onto Micah. A flurry of ‘cats wove between legs and darted into the crowd, returning quickly after having gone for no apparent reason. 
 
    “Where did you say you were from?” Gailey asked.  
 
    “We’re from a place called Livestel, which is near New Sanctuary, the capital of Cygnus VII.”  
 
    “I don’t know what a capital is, but it sounds different. Maybe I’ll get to visit someday. Can’t remember the last time I left Southport.”  
 
    Micah had led a blessed life, although in her first eighteen years, she’d taken only one long trip from her home of Trent and that was the traditional pilgrimage to the ruins of Sanctuary. The view had made her respect Old Tech, not fear it as was intended. The blaster she’d taken to guarantee her freedom hung at her side, a permanent reminder of the awesome power the ancients wielded.  
 
    The awesome power that she wielded. Use it for good, Braden had said. Always.  
 
    But it wasn’t easy. Men had come and robbed the Wolfoids. Now they had the power, but didn’t have the friends to keep them from abusing it. Our friends. Micah saw Fea watching her. 
 
    ‘Your thoughts are troubled because we are here, in the sunshine, are with peaceful people doing what they do, while our mates are out there, ready to fight a terrible enemy,’ Fea remarked. 
 
    Micah nodded. There was no reply she could make. The ‘cat was right.  
 
    ‘Would you two knuckleheads stay here?’ Fea thought-yelled. Micah didn’t have to look to see that she was talking to Klytus and Shauna.  
 
    The small calico assumed a dignified air as she strutted, tail held high. Klytus, the half-sized orange ‘cat, acted like he hadn’t heard her. When he saw a domestic cat watching, he took off after it. The cat ran away. Klytus trotted back. Mission accomplished. 
 
    As soon as he was within reach, Fea paw-slapped his head.  
 
    “Stop it!” Micah shook a finger at Klytus. 
 
    “This is quite a crew you have. Where are Doctor Johns and Doctor May?” Gailey asked. 
 
    “They opted to remain on board as they are busy with their latest experiments.”  
 
    “Just as well,” Gailey replied noncommittally.  
 
    They continued until they reached a small building that looked to be from before the civil war, centuries earlier. 
 
    Once through the door, they descended wide steps that took them deep below Southport.  
 
    ‘Holly? Can you hear me?’ Micah asked.  
 
    No answer.  
 
    ‘I don’t like this,’ she shared with Fea. 
 
    ‘I don’t feel any subterfuge from the old woman.’ 
 
    That made Micah feel better, but not about being out of contact with Holly. The AI had undoubtedly seen her vitals disappear and was pulling out all stops to recover his signal. 
 
    “I am uncomfortable being underground,” Micah told her host. It wasn’t true in all cases, just this one. “Is it much farther?” 
 
    “It’s right up here. This is where the town’s leaders have met for as long as there has been the town of Southport.” Gailey turned off at a landing and walked into a large area, reminiscent of the Command Center in New Sanctuary, without any of the technology.  
 
    Two oil lamps burned on a long table around which four others were already seated. Micah and Strider stopped to study the doors and their potential for locking behind them.  
 
    “Wait here,” Micah told the two Rabbits, who looked far more uncomfortable than Micah felt in the concrete building. There were no plants, no growth, only the stale air of an old building.  
 
    Micah and the others continued into the room while the Rabbits blocked the doorway. Their laser pistols remained close to their small hands. Micah felt the grip of her blaster. None of the people in the room were armed. They looked afraid.  
 
    People did weird things when they were afraid. “If you’d like to introduce us, I would like to speak and hopefully put everyone’s minds at ease.”  
 
    Gailey sat and signaled with her hand that Micah had the floor. Strider sat at the table. The twins worked their way into her lap, the three of them squeezed into one chair. The three ‘cats leapt onto the table and sat, each wrapping their tails around their feet as they studied the older humans. 
 
    “My name is Micah, and I’m the President of Plant Vii, also called Cygnus VII. My partner has established free trade routes throughout both the north and south. As these routes continue to expand, we’d like to include Southport. You’ll be amazed at what others in this great world of ours have to offer. I’ll admit that is not the primary reason we’re here. A number of men have raided one of our villages and stolen some very powerful weapons. We need to find them and recover our property. If they are allowed to keep it, they can use it to destroy your town and kill all its people. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what they’d do. It’s more likely that they’ll use the power to make slaves of everyone here. We cannot have that on Vii. I refuse to let that happen. Our partners—” Micah pointed to Strider. “—are tracking the raiders through the mountains north of here. I don’t know where they will end up. Do you know of these men and where we may find them? Where are they going? If we can get there before them, then we may be able to encourage them to do the right thing and hand the weapons back.” 
 
    No one spoke. Gailey looked at Micah passively, blinking regularly. The elders of Southport were doing the same thing. It was as if Micah had not said a word.  
 
    “If you can’t help us, then we’ll be on our way, but know that we’ll try to help you regardless of what you do for us. Heloysius and Luciana—” Micah pointed to the Rabbits. “—would be happy to look over your fields and make recommendations so they will grow better. I’ve asked if a small herd of Aurochs would come here to provide fertilizer for your fields, while also helping to move trade goods.”  
 
    “We know of Aurochs. I believe there are some to the east of here,” Gailey offered.  
 
    “What are your names?” ‘Tesh asked in her small voice.  
 
    The elders introduced themselves one by one. Wellsbrough,
Cassia, Michelston, and Windsmede.  
 
    “Thank you, De’atesh. I have forgotten my manners. It is very nice to make your acquaintance. These are my and Braden’s children. ‘Tesh, and Axial. My friend Strider. And sitting on the table is Fealona, Klytus, and Shauna. Human, Wolfoid, Hillcats, and Rabbits. All equally intelligent. All with a vested interest in the future of Vii.”  
 
    “Intelligent?” Cassia wondered aloud. 
 
    ‘Yes, intelligent,’ Fea replied.  
 
    “Who said that?” Cassia asked, looking around for the location of the secret voice.  
 
    Micah snickered, remembering her parents’ reaction to hearing the ‘cat speak for the first time.  
 
    “That would have been Fea, talking through the mindlink, a gift that they share with us.” Micah stroked the ‘cat’s white fur. 
 
    The uncomfortable silence grew. Micah determined to wait them out. She took the last empty seat at the table and leaned back.  
 
    “I don’t think we can help you,” the woman called Windsmede finally said.  
 
    “With what part?” Micah asked. 
 
    “All of it. Any of it. We’re satisfied with what we have here and don’t need anything else.”  
 
    Micah pursed her lips and shrugged. “I guess we’ll be on our way, then.”  
 
    She stood and helped the twins from Strider’s chair. Micah waved and headed for the door. The ‘cats jumped after her.  
 
    “Wait,” Gailey said. “Our crops grow less with each new season. Can you really help?”  
 
    “We don’t need outsiders!” Windsmede whispered harshly. 
 
    “You know the men of Dunk’s Hollow will come here first. It’ll be exactly as she said,” Gailey shot back. Gone was the façade that they’d presented  Gone was the decorum. “They are here to help and I believe them!” 
 
    ‘Did you have anything to do with this?’ Micah asked. 
 
    ‘All they needed was a nudge,’ Fea replied. 
 
    “You always show up with crazy ideas!” Cassia argued, slamming his fist on the table.  
 
    ‘Just a nudge, huh?’ 
 
    “Since when is feeding our people a crazy idea? Who cares if oversized, talking Rabbits are the ones to help or not? We don’t have a ship like they do, so maybe they’re doing something right and we’re the ones who aren’t. Did you ever think of that?” Gailey glared across the table at her counterpart. 
 
    ‘Maybe you can dial it back a bit?’ 
 
    ‘The stallions have bolted the stable and are no longer under anyone’s control.’  
 
    Micah sighed and watched as the elders engaged each other by bringing up perceived slights from the past fifty years. None of them noticed when Micah excused herself and ushered her group back to the outdoors.  
 
    “I think that went well,” she said when they were back in the fresh air. The light flashed before her eye, telling her she had an urgent message. ‘Did you miss me, Holly?’ 
 
    ‘I swear that you and Braden will be the death of me,’ Holly replied.  
 
    ‘I hope not.’ Micah shook her head to clear the thought away. ‘They have an Old Tech building with a deep basement where the elders meet. They are talking about our proposal now. In the interim, I think we’re going to go shopping, see what there is to see. I’ll be back when I have an answer from them. Have you heard from Braden?’ 
 
    ‘I have not heard from him, but I continue to track their progress and that of the Wolfoid spears. They continue through the mountains, but Braden’s group has stopped for some reason and he hasn’t answered my call to him, either. You two!’  
 
    Micah grimaced and looked at the ground. The twins each grabbed a hand. They knew something was wrong. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Trials 
 
      
 
    Braden crawled carefully downward. The Wolfoid pup lay in a tangle, silent and still.  
 
    Bounder and Cygnus remained at the top, where they tied a rope to one of Brandt’s horns.  
 
    Skirill and Zyena had flown to the bottom of the narrow gorge and confirmed that Rainy Forest was alive, but they could do nothing for him besides pack a beakful of numbweed at a time into his visible wounds.  
 
    He was too heavy for them. The Hawkoids couldn’t get leverage, but Braden was on his way. As was Aadi. The Tortoid was swimming through the air as quickly as possible. G-War had abandoned his efforts to stay out of the rain and raced down the trail from where they’d been watching the raiders.   
 
    The Golden Warrior looked over the edge. He studied his path and leapt. Like a combination of a mountain goat and daredevil, he bounced and slowed, hooked a paw, dropped, jumped, and kept going, always downward. Braden watched the ‘cat race past until he was close enough to the bottom to leap. He hit the ground at a run. G-War made a tight turn and returned to the side of the injured Wolfoid.  
 
    G-War wedged against Forest and touched his mind, easing the pain while Braden continued to navigate the cliff face. He lost his grip and started to fall. He flailed as he slid, found a projection to grab, and grunted as his body slid down the rocks and slammed to a halt. He hung there for a few moments before looking down. He was barely an arm’s length above the ground. He pushed off as he let go, falling the short distance to land on his feet.  
 
    Blood oozed through tears in his Old Tech pants. His boots were scuffed, but still had the power if he needed to run quickly. Braden didn’t see that anywhere in their near future, but he had other concerns at the moment.  
 
    He braced himself over top of the Wolfoid and carefully pulled him straight up to free him from where he was wedged. Braden shuffled sideways until he found a clear spot where he could put the pup. He rolled him onto his back so he could look for injuries. One ear was split in half and blood ran from the wound. A bump on his head had already swelled, giving Forest a misshapen look. Braden ran his fingers over the spot, praying that he wouldn’t find a depression or break. The pup’s skull felt solid. Braden pulled a small gob of numbweed and held it against the Wolfoid’s ear as he checked for more injuries.  
 
    There were scrapes aplenty, but Braden determined that his four limbs were intact. With G-War’s help, the pup rose to a state of semi-consciousness.  
 
    “Where does it hurt?” Braden asked, but Forest’s eyes rolled back in his head before he could answer.  
 
    Braden felt along the ribcage. The pup winced at his touch. Broken ribs, Braden thought. 
 
    A shadow descended from above. Braden ducked and covered the Wolfoid, thinking something was falling.  
 
    ‘Just me, Master Braden,’ Aadi said. ‘How can I be of service?’  
 
    “We need to use you like a stretcher, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    ‘I don’t believe I’ll be able to lift the pup by myself,’ Aadi said, concerned, wanting to carry some of the burden but limited in what he could do. 
 
    “You’ll have plenty of help, probably too much.” Braden waved at the faces he could see at the top of the cliff. “Send the rope down!” 
 
    Braden wrapped the rope under Aadi’s shell and made a sling. “You’ll keep him from bouncing off that rock face on the way up.” Braden pointed at the cliff, but Aadi looked at the matted blood on the man’s legs. “There are some sharp rocks, you might get scraped a bit on your way up.”  
 
    ‘As you say, Master Braden, I shall endeavor to persevere. Let us tend to Rainy Forest first and foremost.’ 
 
    Braden pulled on the rope to test his knots, then carefully cradled the pup in his arms as he arranged him as best he could on top of Aadi’s shell. Forest gasped with the pressure on his chest, even though Braden had laid him with his good ribs against Aadi’s shell.  
 
    Braden tied the loose ends of the rope to a couple of the pup’s legs, just in case he slipped off. Braden untied those as he thought better of it. He tied the ends off between the four legs of the basket to create a loose cage in which the pup lay on top of the Tortoid’s shell.  
 
    “Pull it up! Slowly,” Braden yelled as he started to climb. G-War vaulted upward to land on Braden’s back. He wrapped his paws around Braden’s neck and hung on.  
 
    Braden tried to keep pace, climbing the rock face as Brandt slowly pulled with the Hawkoids watching behind, directing him down the trail. Cygnus and Bounder guided the rope as the Tortoid and Forest rose. Braden slipped once, then twice, and decided it was better to take his time than risk becoming the second casualty of their ill-fated adventure.  
 
    G-War applauded the slower pace, even though the ‘cat had no doubt he would land on his feet should his human tumble.  
 
    “Maybe I’m taking you with me, G,” Braden said as he pulled from one handhold to another. “We live together or we die together.” 
 
    ‘That is what I told you, but we don’t actually die. I would be most upset if you were killed, maybe even for a whole turn of the sun. After that, I’d be on my way, places to go, ‘cats to see. It would be nice to have a little more freedom. You have seriously cramped my style.’ 
 
    “G? We’re climbing a cliff, and you aren’t making it any easier.”  
 
    ‘It’s nothing more than a pimple on these mountains. Do you think of this as a cliff? I don’t. It’s not very cliffy as far as cliffs go. Only about five or six humans tall. That’s not a cliff.’  
 
    Braden made it to the top and crawled over. Bounder and Cygnus had moved the pup from Aadi’s shell to the nearest tree.  
 
    “Were you trying to distract me to make that climb easier? I love you, little man.”  
 
    ‘Make the ugly noises stop,’ G-War said as he turned and strutted away, holding his wet rat tail in the air to show his ‘cat butt.  
 
    Braden would have laughed at his friend, but a Wolfoid lay injured and the rain continued to mercilessly pummel them.  
 
    *** 
 
    Micah strolled through the town with her entourage. They stood out wherever they went and since Micah didn’t have anything to trade, they headed back to the ship without any prizes. Ax and ‘Tesh were disappointed.  
 
    Fea had bitten Klytus’s ear at one point to get him in line. He walked in front of the group on their way toward the dock, his head hanging low and his tail dragging on the ground.  
 
    That put Ax in a foul mood, even though his mother had told him that they couldn’t have the ‘cats running free throughout Southport. She held the twins’ hands and power-walked. The Rabbits hopped, stopping to sniff at anything growing. Strider strolled along majestically, even though she still felt naked without her harness or spear.  
 
    Halfway down the dock, Micah spotted bodies on the Warden’s deck. She quickened her pace, but the twins held her back. When Strider saw them, she ran ahead, dropping to all fours to increase speed and leaping high into the air to land on the deck. She sniffed at the two.  
 
    ‘They’re alive. Stunned, it seems,’ she reported. 
 
    Micah slowed as the heat rose within. Why had someone tried to board the Warden? She would beat the answers out of them. No, she would talk to them first, give them a chance. The beatdown could come later if they needed it. 
 
    Micah helped the Rabbits on board and then the twins.  
 
    “Go inside, please,” she told them. The Rabbits weren’t sure if Micah was talking to them or the twins, but they took charge and ushered the children inside. The ‘cats hovered around the unconscious pair, a man and a woman.  
 
    Fea sat gracefully, eyes focused on the two souls. She didn’t feel sorry for them. She accepted that they were there and when they awoke, that they would wish they weren’t. It brought the ‘cat comfort, doubly so when she saw the look on Micah’s face.  
 
    “They came aboard unbidden and I had to shock them. I assumed you didn’t want the Wolfoids to use the lightning spear within the harbor. They may be simply curious and not have any ill intent,” Holly reported using the ship’s speakers. 
 
    “The reason we’re here is because of ill intent, Holly. It’s hard to assume anything but. The raiders have put us all on edge.” 
 
    Strider summoned the pups. They cautiously walked into the open.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” Micah nonchalantly asked the young Wolfoids while not taking her eyes from the two figures crumpled on the deck. Klytus snarled and raised a claw. “Not yet, Klytus, but stand ready, just in case.”  
 
    Strider thanked the pups and relieved them of her lightning spear. She liked the feel of it in her small paw-hands. The power. Who were they to deny others the same feeling?  
 
    Because they didn’t abuse the power, that was who they were. Strider poked the woman with the butt of her spear. She groaned and rolled over. Strider knew what it was like to get hit by a stun weapon. On the island, she found out the hard way. It was a singularly unpleasant experience. She almost felt sorry for the two. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “What were you doing on our ship?” Micah demanded, speaking firmly as she stood with her hands on her hips and glared at the woman.  
 
    “Looking around, seeing what there was to see. It’s a unique ship, and we only wanted to look,” the woman mumbled, her eyes rolling back in her head.  
 
    “Why didn’t you wait for us? Do you always go into other people’s houses when you’re curious?”  
 
    “Not anymore,” the woman replied, blinking and trying to focus on the figure looming over her. “We are sorry. What hit us?”  
 
    “An electrical charge.” Micah stepped back. “Since you survived, you’ll be fine.” Micah offered the woman a hand and pulled her to her feet.  
 
    She stood, woozy and unsteady. Strider jabbed her male companion. He groaned, long and low.  
 
    “Men,” Micah muttered, shaking her head. She kicked his foot. “Wake up!”  
 
    He rolled his stomach and pushed up until he was kneeling. “My head…”  
 
    Micah waited.  
 
    He stayed where he was.  
 
    “Your head is going to feel the toe of my boot if you don’t stand up.” Micah gestured toward him with her chin and guided the woman that way. Micah resisted the urge to throw the intruder into him.  
 
    The woman helped her partner in crime to his feet.  
 
    “Names,” Micah demanded.  
 
    “I’m Blithering and he’s Idiot,” the woman said.  
 
    Micah did a double-take before starting to laugh. Strider chuckled in the Wolfoid way. The pups followed suit.  
 
    “What are your real names?” Micah asked softly. 
 
    “I’m Hope and this is Chester.”  
 
    Micah started to laugh. “I thought you were going to say his name was Les. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “That would be funny and well-deserved,” Hope agreed. “I want to make it up to you, for boarding your beautiful ship without permission. We wouldn’t have touched anything.”  
 
    “I’m sure you would not have, but those two—” Micah pointed to the pups. “—might have hit you with a bolt of lightning for your troubles. You were better off with what happened.”  
 
    “I don’t feel better off, but I’ll take your word for it,” the man said, trying to stretch out his muscles. “I feel like a house fell on me.”  
 
    “Stretch it out. Follow us so we can sit, drink water, and eat a little. We can tell you about us, the Wolfoids, the Rabbits, the ‘cats, all of it. We may be strangers to Southport, but we’re not strange, only different.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Delay 
 
      
 
    Braden stomped through the puddles and huffed his dismay at the days that they’d been waiting for Forest to heal enough to continue on.  
 
    G-War, Bounder, Skirill, and Zyena were somewhere on the mountainside hunting deer that the ‘cat had sensed and the Hawkoids had seen. The group needed to maintain its strength. That meant meat and vegetables. The natural hunters headed out.  
 
    Braden had hurried away from New Sanctuary, comfortably carrying his two blasters but had forgotten his bow. He would have set snares, but he didn’t pack those either. 
 
    The Wolfoid and Hillcat were efficient hunters without needing a weapon beyond their fangs or claws.  
 
    Braden scowled. Cygnus was getting better, even though less than a week had passed since the raid on Livestel. Cygnus held his side as he rose and joined Braden. 
 
    “I hear that the ladies like scars,” Braden said, pulling his shirt back to reveal a sample of the wounds he’d sustained over the years. The ragged tear from the Lizard Man’s trident was the worst of the bunch.  
 
    ‘I can grow hair over mine,’ Cygnus answered using his thought voice, compliments of G-War, wherever he was. ‘But it’ll always be there, no matter what.’ 
 
    Braden put his hand gently on the Wolfoid’s shoulder. “Scars define us only in telling the world that we survived what it threw at us. We stitched ourselves back together and went about our business. If we tried to live any other way, then we’d let fear rule us, and I refuse to live that way. What about you?” 
 
    ‘As the first born of Cygnus, I am a symbol of perseverance through the past and the promise of a better future. I don’t have the choice to be afraid.’ 
 
    “But you are. It’s natural. The thought of the Bat-Ravens makes my skin crawl. I know that the Golden Warrior’s emotions rage when he thinks of those foul creatures. He thinks I don’t know, but I do. That’s where courage comes in. Even though we don’t want to, we do what we have to—break out the blaster or the spear and stand in the open while they’re on their way.  
 
    “It’s easy because I know that Micah has my back. And Aadi, G-War, Brandt, Skirill, all of them. They know that I have their backs, too. Bounder and Strider ask for our help and of course we come running. That’s what friends do. It doesn’t matter if you’re afraid, because we’re ready to go over the cliff together. I’m sure Bounder would tell a joke on the way down. G-War would look for a way to scratch me one last time. With friends like that? What’s there to be afraid of?”  
 
    ‘I can still feel the knife scraping across my ribs.’ Cygnus winced as he said it.  
 
    “So?” Braden replied, sounding more heartless than he felt. He held his shirt open to show the vicious trident wound. “Don’t live your life in fear. I suspect you’ll feel better when you have something in your stomach. It’s much easier to be brave when you have a gut full of venison.”  
 
    Braden laughed and slapped the Wolfoid on the shoulder.  
 
    “And if we haven’t found some greens or vegetables, Bounder will not be very happy. G-War won’t care because he’ll have already eaten the disgusting choice bits.”  
 
    Braden waved for Cygnus to follow. Normalcy. We’ll give him the mundane until the pain lessens. It will always be there, my friend. Always, Braden thought as he tried not to flinch while buttoning his shirt. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Thanks, Holly,’ Micah said, sitting in the captain’s chair on the bridge. She’d taken the Warden back out to sea while waiting for the verdict from Southport about whether they would help or not. She had talked with Braden to find out that his group was stymied by the deluge and injuries to Rainy Forest.  
 
    Holly continued to track the power signatures of the Wolfoid spears using the network of satellites that the ancients had put in orbit around Vii. They allowed Holly to guide Braden and his group to the raiders. They’d cleared the pass through the mountains and had made good time when they hit the other side, a long valley oriented north and south.  
 
    The distance between Braden and the raiders was significant and growing with each heartbeat that the pursuers remained static. Micah knew that it had to be tearing at every fiber of Braden’s being, but he was safe and healthy. She secretly hoped that the raiders would fall into a bottomless crevasse, they and the spears lost forever.  
 
    She could always hope, but she knew reality, and it would end in fire and lightning.  
 
    *** 
 
    Twenty Aurochs ran like the wind while Zeller and Young Tom hung on tightly. Arnie bounced the wagon over the rough terrain of the plains leading from the sea to the western edge of the Amazon rainforest.  
 
    Bronwyn cheered and yelled, her light brown hair flapping like a flag behind her. Cragmore playfully dashed left and right, as young Aurochs bulls are wont to do. The small group was easy to convince. They said good-bye to their fellows and that was that. 
 
    In less than a day, Zeller and Tom would take the ancients’ road east, while Bronwyn would continue south. Eight days, bah! 
 
    She figured they’d make it in five. Zeeka could be there already if she wanted. The Hawkoid rose above the sea breeze and raced far ahead to make sure the way was clear. It wouldn’t do to run headfirst into an ambush. 
 
    It wouldn’t do at all. 
 
    Arnie started to slow. Zeller, Tom, and Neeson appreciated the break. The seat was padded but after the bouncing of the previous two days, it wasn’t padded enough.  
 
    Neeson yowled constantly. Through the mindlink, he maintained a steady stream of profanity that Tom never knew the ‘cat commanded. Neeson had been easygoing until combining the unknown of going to space with one of the roughest rides they’d ever taken.  
 
    There was no western road. Theirs would be the first wagon tracks of the modern era.  
 
    Arnie continued to slow as the herd raced further ahead.  
 
    “Take good care of them, Bronwyn,” Zeller said aloud, knowing that the young woman would hear through her ever-present mindlink.  
 
    ‘Always,’ Bronwyn replied.  
 
    Neeson stopped yowling.  
 
    “Are you okay back there?” Tom asked, trying to get a look at the ‘cat.  
 
    ‘Finally,’ he said in his normal thought voice, without a trace of agitation. ‘I think we don’t have to go wherever they are trying to send us. I’ll be fine if I stretch a little and work at running. We can go back now.’ 
 
    “We’re not going back. This will be good for all three of us. We’ll get the chance to go someplace where very few have gone before to do something that no one has done.” 
 
    ‘That sounds like the perfect reason not to do it!’ the ‘cat retorted. 
 
    “Imagine the time when you’ll be able to hunt again, when you’ll be able to do what ‘cats do. I need you to say ‘yes.’ I need you to want to get better. That croc didn’t do you any favors, and you shouldn’t have to be punished for it for the rest of your life.”  
 
    Neeson didn’t reply. He curled up in the back of the wagon, on top of huge sacks of flour.  
 
    “Go ahead and sleep. We’ll be there soon enough, and you’ll need your strength.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Braden carried a bundle of edible greens in his arms while Cygnus had two hands full of things that looked like turnips. The Rabbits would have been able to tell them if they were worth keeping or not. The group had little choice so Braden told Cygnus to bring them along.  
 
    As they were walking downhill to their camp, Braden saw something that looked familiar, yet strange. He took one more step and the vine laying innocently across his path started to worm its way toward him. “Look out! A mutie tree!”  
 
    Braden threw the bundle to the ground as he pulled his sharpened blade, two hand-spans of Old Tech steel. He waited until the vine got close then hacked through it. Cygnus backed up. Braden hacked his way up that vine, found the rest of it, and went on a tirade. He chopped and beat the vines and the tree it was attached to until nothing moved.  
 
    ‘You could have used your blaster,’ G-War offered.  
 
    Aadi floated serenely, patiently waiting for the group’s return with dinner. His head was raised as he watched Braden’s antics.  
 
    ‘Anything I can help with?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I think we’re good,’ Braden answered as he tried to calm his breathing. “Come here, Cygnus.”  
 
    The Wolfoid walked close, shying away from the chopped vines. “Is it wrong to kill the mutant vine creature?” 
 
    ‘What?’ Cygnus looked from Braden to the vines. He didn’t understand. ‘I guess not.’ 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    ‘They’re bad?’  
 
    “They attacked first and would kill us without hesitation. They can’t be reasoned with; they can’t be soothed. As long as they stay away from us, I’ll leave them be. When they start coming toward us, that’s it.” Braden sheathed his blade, then pulled it from his belt.  
 
    He handed it to Cygnus. The Wolfoid looked at it without freeing a hand to take it. He continued to hold the root vegetables in his small hands.  
 
    “Here,” Braden insisted. 
 
    The Wolfoid shook his head.  
 
    “Next time, I may not see them and I will need you to have my back. I have a knife and my blasters. I am not unarmed. But you are, or should I say, you were. We’ll have a lightning spear for you soon enough. Until then, take my long blade.” With the sheathed blade extended, Braden stood and waited.  
 
    ‘Take it,’ Bounder said into their minds. 
 
    ‘Before we grow old,’ G-War added. Skirill and Zyena swooped low on their way down the hill, gliding until they backwinged to a landing on a branch above Forest.  
 
    Cygnus reluctantly took the blade, balancing it across his forearms as he refused to relinquish his vegetables. Braden’s look suggested he needed to say something. 
 
    ‘I worked hard for these! I’m not just going to throw them on the ground.’ Cygnus looked purposefully at the greens that lay unloved where Braden had tossed them.  
 
    “Damn,” Braden replied, digging through the pile to rescue most of his haul. With one last look at the dead mutie vines, he turned and walked away.  
 
    Cygnus shrugged but didn’t immediately follow. Normal but in a different way. A new normal. The Wolfoid watched Braden’s light step as he walked toward the camp. It was as if a heavy burden had been removed from the human’s shoulders. Cygnus felt lighter, too.  
 
    He couldn’t wait to add the long knife to his harness, practice and use it to defend himself from the likes of the raiders. They wouldn’t have a chance next time. 
 
    If there was a next time. They’d be back on the trail in the morning. Success would mean  twenty-five Wolfoid spears in the group’s possession. Whether they left any raiders standing or not was yet to be determined.  
 
    Cygnus hurried after Braden. He felt like eating cooked venison and talking. He knew Bounder and G-War were bringing a deer in. He’d heard the ‘cat’s scream. They all had.  
 
    Not the raiders. They were too far away. Tomorrow, they’d start to close that gap. Cygnus wanted the chance to make up for how weak they’d made him feel. But now he had something he could hold onto and proudly face his enemies. 
 
    Cold steel.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tomorrow 
 
      
 
    “Take us in, Holly,” Micah said. She found herself again in the captain’s chair, on the bridge, alone with a great view and her thoughts. 
 
    “Of course. Will we have visitors again?”  
 
    “I hope not.” The horizon shifted as Holly turned the ship toward the harbor. The coastline came into view before the odd bow of the exploration vessel. “How long to docking?”  
 
    “No longer than an hour,” Holly replied.  
 
    “Thanks, Holly. You’re the best!” Micah jumped up and headed down the stairs. There was enough time for her to take a swim in the well deck. The twins were already there, playing with the Dolphins.  
 
    Micah remained inside when she reached the main deck, stripped to her underwear, and shrugged. Good enough. The scientists would stay below and the only other humans were her children.  
 
    The ‘cats were on the garden deck wreaking havoc in the Rabbits’ orderly lives. Micah was a master at ignoring the sounds of chaos. She smiled and strode boldly into the sunlight. Two steps into the open air, two waves of warm water slammed into her.  
 
    “I’m gonna get you!” She ran and dove into the water as the Dolphins sped away with tiny humans hanging on for a wild ride.  
 
    *** 
 
    “I don’t know if you can make it,” Braden told the King of the Aurochs. The trail led along a rocky edge, barely wide enough for a man to pass, before it descended toward a grassy green valley beyond. Brandt’s nostrils flared as he drew in a deep breath. 
 
    ‘I can smell it. Heaven is right over there.’ Brandt closed his eyes and reveled in the aroma.  
 
    “But you can’t get through,” Braden replied.  
 
    ‘Leave that to me,’ Brandt’s thought voice boomed. Braden looked at the drop-off. Steep. Rocky. Certain death.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s a risk worth taking,” Braden argued. 
 
    ‘How far away are the men?’  
 
    Aadi floated over the canyon and slowly swam around the corner. The Wolfoids had gone ahead and were already heading downhill to green plains that extended to the horizon. Skirill and Zyena were flying south, staying close to the western mountains as they looked for where the men might be headed.  
 
    Braden pulled up the window powered by his neural implant. “Far to the south. They continue to move, but they are slowing according to Holly,” Braden reported. 
 
    ‘Go ahead. I’ll meet you on the other side.’  
 
    Braden pinched his eyes shut, the vision of the king’s broken body at the bottom of the gorge seared into his mind. He choked up. When he opened his eyes, he couldn’t keep a tear from escaping. He rubbed Brandt’s nose one last time and turned away.  
 
    ‘Go on ahead, little man.’  
 
    G-War ran down the Aurochs’ face and jumped past Braden. He trotted ahead, seemingly without a care in the world.  
 
    Braden followed him along the trail and around the corner until the King was lost from sight. He blinked away more tears as the ‘cat ran ahead to the first level spot. G-War stopped and sat.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    ‘Waiting for my ride,’ G-War said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “Why aren’t you worried?”  
 
    The ‘cat didn’t answer. The sound of rocks falling and an Aurochs snorting made Braden’s breath catch in his throat. He looked over his shoulder, slowly, because he didn’t want to see his friend’s death.  
 
    Brandt Earthshaker, King of the Aurochs, stood on two legs, rocking precariously over the edge. His right legs were in the air, on the side of the cliff above the trail. He hopped forward a hand-span at a time.  
 
    “I didn’t know he could bend like that,” Braden mused.  
 
    The full weight of the massive creature, balanced on two hooves. Above the trail, there was a ledge. Too high for Braden to reach, the King kept his right legs on it, helping him balance as he crept forward.  
 
    “I have never seen anything like that.” Braden held his breath as Brandt worked his way around the corner and into an area where he could stand normally. He limped down the hill. G-War ran straight for him, leapt, landing above his nose, and continued to the top of his head.  
 
    “A little respect, G! Can’t you see he’s limping?”  
 
    ‘Legs aren’t meant to go that way. They’ll recover,’ Brandt replied. ‘Climb aboard. We’ve got some raiders to run down.’ The King jogged down the hill, flexing his shoulders while he ran.  
 
    While Braden climbed from the King’s leg to his back, G-War stuck his tongue out. ‘I told you so. You worry when you shouldn’t and don’t when you should. It’s exhausting.’ The Golden Warrior yawned in Braden’s face.  
 
    Braden recoiled. “What did you eat?” 
 
    ‘The choice bits, as you call them. I guess I call them that, too. They are the best part of the deer. Then you had to spoil the rest of it by cooking it.’  
 
    Brandt picked up speed as he headed downhill, his nostrils flaring the closer he got to the flowing green grasses.  
 
    The Wolfoids pulled up and waited. Both the pups clutched their ribs as they stood.  
 
    “Wait!” Braden called, tapping the King on the head to stop and let him down. “This looks like the grass in Toromont’s Run.”  
 
    Brandt’s mouth fell open and he drooled, creating a stalactite hanging from his chin. Braden pulled a blade and put it in his mouth. Sweet. He held it against his tongue until it started to go numb. He spit it out and kept spitting.  
 
    “No go, my friend. It’s bad weed.”  
 
    ‘NO!’ the king roared.  
 
    Braden slapped his hands over his ears, but the sound was directly in his brain. Even G-War winced, before retaliating with a claw jabbed into the top of Brandt’s head. 
 
    “Climb on. We need to get going because the raiders get farther from us with each heartbeat that we waste.” Braden gently slapped the King’s neck. “Now let’s go!”  
 
    The Wolfoid pups climbed onto Brandt’s back. Bounder handed his spear to them. ‘I need to stretch my legs,’ he told them. The two pups held the spear as Aadi swam up behind them and grabbed onto the end with his beak-like mouth.  
 
    ‘Please do not kill me, King Brandt,’ Aadi said, trying to sound encouraging.  
 
    ‘Ha!’ The King looked at the grass, so enticing, but poison. 
 
    Braden resumed his position across the Aurochs’ neck. He wedged his pack underneath himself to avoid getting his tailbone beaten by Brandt’s spine. The Wolfoids grabbed onto Braden’s waist, and the King started to run.  
 
    Bounder kept up by running to the side where there was less grass. He ran on all fours, his back legs and forelegs pounding an even rhythm, working in unison to propel the Wolfoid forward. His tongue flapped out of his muzzle, cooling his body as he drove it to its limits.  
 
    And they continued to run. Braden checked in with Holly. The raiders had stopped moving and Brandt was closing. He would catch them well before the day was out.  
 
    “A village!” Braden shouted to be heard. “They’ve stopped at a village.”  
 
    Which meant there would probably be families, and that made their mission of recovering the spears orders of magnitude more complex.  
 
    ‘I know, Master Braden.’ Aadi bounced off the King’s back with every other step, but he kept his grip on the spear, not letting his physical trials interfere with his calm thought voice. ‘We will figure it out when we get close. Our friends above will show us what we need to see.’ 
 
    ‘Ess? How are you two doing up there?’ Braden asked. 
 
    ‘It is a beautiful world we live in.’ The Hawkoid shared his view with the others. The green plain extended for as far as the eye could see. The mountains majestically overlooked the plains. 
 
    ‘Can you see a village to the south?’  
 
    ‘No,’ Skirill replied. ‘Not yet, anyway. I will let you know when we get there.’  
 
    The two Hawkoids stopped gliding and started beating their wings to pick up speed on a straight line to the south. They shrunk to dots in the sky and then disappeared entirely. 
 
    Brandt continued to run until he stopped to let Bounder climb aboard. The Wolfoid was spent. The King of the Aurochs started running again, slower this time.  
 
    He looked longingly at the grass, his stomach protesting its emptiness.  
 
    *** 
 
    Arnie ran free along the ancients’ road. They’d be turning toward New Sanctuary soon because they were getting close.  
 
    Even though the road was smooth, Neeson started to yowl. Low in his throat, keening his anxiety. 
 
    Young Tom crawled into the back of the wagon and curled up with the ‘cat. The yowling got louder, before fading to something that sounded like a purr. Zeller had not intended to go to the spaceship, but decided at that moment that she would. 
 
    Her partner needed her. 
 
    Arnie needed her, too, but according to Brandt, New Sanctuary was rife with good eats, even if an Aurochs had to battle a Security Bot every now and then.  
 
    Whatever any of that means, Zeller thought.  
 
    Arnie turned off the road and aimed toward the oasis in the distance.  
 
    New Sanctuary. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Warden lightly bumped the dock. The old man sat on the end, fishing as if he’d not moved in the days that they’d been at sea.  
 
    Hope and Chester were waiting on the deck, carrying a small basket. Micah waved them aboard. 
 
    “We saw the Warden on the horizon and knew you were returning. We wanted to give you a fresh breakfast.”  
 
    Micah didn’t have the heart to tell them that they’d already eaten. The twins shrugged. They could always eat. Second breakfast was sounding good. 
 
    “Come on up. I hear there are empty seats on the mess deck.” Strider looked at Micah sideways, not understanding. 
 
    ‘There is no one on the mess deck,’ the Wolfoid suggested.  
 
    ‘Exactly! Plenty of seats available.’  
 
    Strider chuckled to herself as she followed the humans up the stairs. The pups remained on the deck.  
 
    The ‘cats stayed close. Klytus and Shauna were on probation. Fea had caught them one too many times, so they had to stay close to her. Even though they were adults, their mindlink with the children tended to give them childlike tendencies. Fea referred to them as kittens based on how she insisted they were acting. Time to grow up since we’re fighting a war. 
 
    Hope and Chester had no information from the town’s leaders. They didn’t move in those circles. They were fishermen and craftsmen, like most of the people from Southport.  
 
    They rotated through who did the fishing while the others worked on their separate craft, whether it was woodworking, tanning, baking, or a myriad of other tasks that helped to support the town and its people. 
 
    They’d gotten the rolls from the baker and smoked fish from a neighbor. The ‘cats sniffed at the smoked fish before turning up their noses and walking away. 
 
    Micah politely tried the fish and was pleasantly surprised by the taste.  
 
    “This is so good!” she exclaimed to her beaming guests. The twins split a sweet roll between them. Micah ate one by herself, afterwards feeling like her stomach was going to explode the button from her pants. Strider tried the smoked fish and after the others had taken what they wanted, inhaled the rest.  
 
    “Thank you for letting us back on board,” Hope said hesitantly. She looked down while Chester rubbed her back. 
 
    “And?” Micah prodded. 
 
    “And we’d like to be your crew!” Hope blurted.  
 
    “Let me think about that. This ship operates well without a crew,” Micah replied, dashing their dreams. Their shoulders slumped as they hunched over, elbows on their knees.  
 
    “Let me talk about it with the others, and we’ll see.”  
 
    They perked up, a twinkle of promise in Micah’s eye was all they needed to recover their earlier joy. 
 
    “Treetis, stay here and protect the ship. When we return, I expect we’ll be taking the fight to Dunk’s Town. We’ll need you,” Micah said. 
 
    Treetis stood tall, stretching his back into the air. ‘I can’t wait.’ 
 
    “We need to go ashore so I can talk with Gailey and the others.” Micah rose and the others rose with her. Together, they strolled off the ship, acting like they weren’t in a hurry, because Micah was trying to exude confidence when all she wanted was to join Braden to recover the spears.  
 
    In the back of her mind, the desire to punish the raiders haunted her thoughts, held her anger back, ready to unleash it. She wasn’t sure if she wanted that. She shook her head to clear the thoughts and focus on the task at hand, which was to expand the trade routes to the south and include Southport on the quest to link all of Vii together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Transitions 
 
      
 
    Doctor Johns met Zeller, Tom, and Neeson at the edge of the growing oasis. A Bot waited patiently to unload the wagon and tow it to a vehicle storage area.  
 
    Zeller pointed to the wagon, but Doctor Johns waved her off.  
 
    “We’re ready to send you to the Traveler. Is this our patient?” the scientist asked, bending closer to Neeson. The ‘cat raised a lip in a partial snarl, but the doctor didn’t notice. He was looking at the ‘cat’s injuries. “Yes, the ship’s medical facilities will fix that right up. Please come with me.”  
 
    The old man turned and walked away without waiting for an acknowledgment. Zeller looked at her wagon. The Bot was already removing the sacks. She felt like she was forgetting something.  
 
    Tom kneeled down. “We need to do this. Once it’s done, you’ll wonder why you didn’t do it earlier. We’ll be there together, all of us. 
 
    ‘Not all of us,’ Arnie replied.  
 
    That was what Zeller was forgetting. She hurried to the Aurochs’ head, cradling it and kissing his nose. “We’ll be back before you know it. Don’t get fat on us while you’re waiting!”  
 
    ‘I will be here.’ Arnie sniffed the air to smell the humidity within the fields and the scent of growing things. ‘I smell lunch.’  
 
    She and Tom stood hand in hand as the Aurochs walked away. Neeson was between standing and sitting. Tom picked up the ‘cat, making his mind up for him. “The man said it was time to go. We can’t finish if we don’t start, so let’s get this over with.” 
 
    They headed toward a small building within the oasis where the scientist was impatiently waiting.  
 
    He held the door, allowing cool air to blow out. They were reminded of the cool air at the oases on their journey through the desert. The small room they were being shown was something different. They stopped without going in.  
 
    “It’s an elevator. We’ll enter, the doors will close, and it will descend to the factory level where the matter transfer chamber is located. Then you will take your seats and we’ll send you and a couple of our scientists to the Traveler, where your Hillcat will undergo treatment to reset his broken bones and repair other underlying issues. Please.” Doctor Johns held the sliding doors open.  
 
    They still wouldn’t enter.  
 
    “You will have to use elevators on the Traveler. Might as well get used to it now.” The doctor entered and turned to face them. “You have about two seconds to decide.” 
 
    When the doors started to close, Zeller stabbed her hand in between and pulled the door open. She stood in the doorway as Tom carried Neeson inside. 
 
    The ‘cat started to yowl. She stepped inside. As the doors closed, she breathed faster until her breathing became ragged. The elevator began to move and they braced themselves against the walls while Doctor Johns closed his eyes and wished the elevator would move faster, but it was going deep below ground.  
 
    The elevator slowed and stopped with a barely perceptible bump. The doors opened and Zeller rushed out with Tom on her heels. They stopped when they saw they were in a fantastic Old Tech space. Machines on top of machines, belts, rollers, and materials, a soft din of nonstop activity.  
 
    Doctor Johns pushed his way past and waved for them to follow him down a walkway.  
 
    The matter transfer chamber was tucked at the back end of the factory level. Its door was a section of wall that moved aside to allow the travelers inside. Each would get their own reclining chair to sit in, as the technology required their separation. Twelve chairs were arranged radially around a central core.  
 
    The room was exact in its dimensions, down to a micron, so the computer system could deal with fewer unknowns during the transfer process.  
 
    Neeson needed his own recliner, so Tom put him in place. The ‘cat continued to moan his displeasure.  
 
    The two scientists were already reclined. They covered their ears to block out the sound of the unhappy ‘cat. 
 
    Tom and Zeller climbed into their chairs, put their backpacks and weapons between their legs, and the entire group received a transfer briefing from Holly. Doctor Johns wrapped bracelets around each person’s wrist. He also handed Zeller a communication device and a piece of paper.  
 
    “These are the directions to the medical facility. Follow them exactly. You don’t want to get lost on the Traveler. It is a very large ship. If you’ll excuse me, I wish you well.” Doctor Johns departed while the briefing continued. The wall moved back into place, sealing them in.  
 
    As they were directed, the group members stayed still as the room began to shimmer. They kept their thoughts to themselves as darkness descended. Neeson stopped yowling as the travelers disappeared into a dreamless sleep while the process worked, flawlessly, as always. 
 
    The four people and one Hillcat opened their eyes, seemingly only a few heartbeats after the process started, but it had been nearly a full day  according to Vii time.  
 
    Tom started to sit up, but his stomach rebelled. He tried to lean back, but it was too late. He leaned sideways and started puking. Once Zeller smelled it, she joined him.  
 
    “I don’t feel much better,” Tom said when we was done dry-heaving. The scientists moved slowly, as if trapped in a heavy mud. Their feet hit the deck at nearly the same time. 
 
    “We have arrived, Holly. Please open the door,” one of them asked while breathing heavily through his mouth.  
 
    Neeson stretched and jumped to the floor, freezing in place at the feel of the ship’s spin. 
 
    ‘It’s weird. I think I’m going to fall over,’ he told Tom.  
 
    Tom slid from his recliner, letting his feet touch before trying to stand. He felt it, too. “It’s the spin of the ship. Holly explained it during the briefing.”  
 
    ‘So?’ Neeson replied. 
 
    The wall slid aside and the two scientists staggered side to side as they worked their way from the room.  
 
    “I see what you mean,” Tom replied as he tried to acclimate himself to the motion. He walked with a lean, stumbling past the puke on the floor.  
 
    Neeson kept his breakfast inside.  
 
    “Did you eat anything?” Tom asked. 
 
    ‘No.’  
 
    “It feels like I haven’t either. I could eat a horse!”  
 
    Tom forced a laugh and Zeller moaned. She stood on unsteady feet and staggered out of the matter transfer chamber. She blinked her eyes clear and pulled the paper from her pocket. She looked at the map before reading the instructions. She looked from the map to the engineering space and back to the map. She flipped over the paper and read.  
 
    Zeller turned to her right and started walking. “Come on. It’s this way.”  
 
    *** 
 
    ‘I have to eat, or I’m going to pass out,’ Brandt told them.  
 
    “But you can’t eat this stuff,” Braden tried to explain. His friend’s eyes rolled in his head. He was getting weak. It had been too long without food and he’d run too hard. 
 
    Braden kicked himself for allowing it to happen, even though the King had insisted. Braden had hoped that different grasses would appear. But they didn’t. It was more of the same, much more, enticingly sweet and fresh-smelling.  
 
    The King of the Aurochs succumbed to the need and ripped up a huge mouthful of the grass, then another and another. The others painfully watched him eat. He plowed a furrow in the grass, drawing a straight line to the south as he picked up speed, eating and walking. 
 
    “The grass may be okay!” Braden exclaimed with a cheer and started jogging after his friend. The Wolfoid pups loped uncomfortably with Bounder by their side. Aadi struggled to keep up. When Braden realized the Tortoid was falling back, he ran around in a circle and grabbed Aadi’s shell in both hands to propel him forward.  
 
    Until the King of the Aurochs started to stagger.  
 
    “Aaaahhhh,” he groaned happily as he fell to his knees, then toppled, shaking the ground when he hit.  
 
    The group gathered around. The two Hawkoids swooped low and landed on the one horn ticking up in the air. Having seen the village hours earlier, they were ready to rest for the evening. The group could be there tomorrow if they wished.  
 
    If they could get Brandt upright and moving. That didn’t look to happen any time soon.  
 
    “Making camp,” Braden said as he called the others to a cleared spot where he started to draw a map of the village. He checked in with Holly to confirm that all twenty-five of the Wolfoid spears were accounted for. Twenty were in one building and five were in various places outside the perimeter.  
 
    He smiled and explained it to the others. “We are going against five and not twenty-five. Our odds are vastly improved.”   
 
    *** 
 
    Gailey met them at the nondescript Old Tech building that led to the rooms far underground. Before stepping inside, Micah accessed her neural implant. ‘We’re going in, Holly. I’ll contact you as soon as we’re back outside.’ 
 
    Micah focused her eyes again, found Gailey staring at her, and shrugged. “Shall we?” Micah asked, looking first to Gaily and then to Strider and Fea. 
 
    The Rabbits had stayed on board with the twins, Klytus, and Shauna. Micah assumed that this was going to be less contentious and a quick meeting. The pups continued to guard the ship, with Hope and Chester on deck. Holly was watching in case they went against their word and tried to get inside. 
 
    No one had seen the scientists in days.  
 
    Micah thought about all of that in the moments before she stepped through the door, letting it close behind her. They walked down the stairs, but slowed as noise rose from the level of the meeting room.  
 
    “Gailey?” Micah wondered, stopping.  
 
    “We have a number of interested parties. Heads of each of the craft guilds, the fishermen’s coalition, and more.”  
 
    Micah crossed her arms and tapped a foot.  
 
    “What? This is an important decision. We couldn’t make it all by ourselves.”  
 
    Micah loosened her blaster and continued downward. Strider tapped her spear. ‘Fea, be mindful of our lines of fire,’ Micah shared over the mindlink, looking at the meeting as a tactical combat situation and not a diplomatic effort.  
 
    Gailey walked through the doors with her arms raised, calling for quiet.  
 
    Micah had rarely seen so many people packed into such a small space. And every one of those times, it portended a monumental change in the lives of those attending.  
 
    She wondered if this would be more of the same.  
 
    After a deep breath, she looked around the room. Usually Braden made the speeches, but she was the President.  
 
    “My name is Micah and I come from the east. I live in New Sanctuary with my partner, the Free Trader. He has connected the north with the south, bringing livestock and trade, securing the routes from east to west. We have now come south and ask only for you to consider what you may have excess and what you may be lacking. We might be able to help, but I ask that you help us. Men, raiders, from somewhere east of here have attacked us and stolen some Old Tech, powerful Old Tech. They don’t know what they have and we want it back before they cause irreparable damage to families, to towns, and to that which matters to us.”  
 
    Micah paused to get her breath.  
 
    “They’re here to take!” someone shouted. Micah couldn’t see who it was, but others hushed him.  
 
    Gailey stood up. “QUIET!” she bellowed against the murmurs. “You’ve all seen their ship. Look at her!” Gailey pointed. Instantly, Micah was self-conscious. 
 
    “Yes, look at me,” Micah replied softly, walking forward so she could be closer to the group. She wanted them to see the determination in her eyes. “We don’t need anything from you except information. Dunk’s Town, is it? Are they causing you problems? I think they’re the ones who are causing us problems. I want your help to take us there. In exchange, we have an Aurochs herd en route, intelligent creatures that will help fertilize your crops. Rabbits can help you with your fields, but all of these creatures are equals. They look different, but don’t we all?”  
 
    The murmurs started afresh. “Shut it!” Gailey yelled again. “What’s wrong with you? We need help or our kids will be the last generation.”  
 
    Is it that dire? Micah wondered.  
 
    “We can provide a guide to show you how to get to Dunk’s Town. After that, you’re on your own. We’ll accept the Aurochs’ help and the Rabbits’, but it’s still our town, for humans, run by humans,” Windsmede stated, emphasizing her final points by pounding her fist on the table.  
 
    Micah smiled slowly and said two words. “No deal.” She turned and walked out. Strider followed and Fea ran ahead. 
 
    ‘I can’t get out of here fast enough. We shouldn’t help this town or those people.’ 
 
    ‘I’m inclined to agree, Fea. We’ll see if Bronwyn and the Aurochs can make them change their ways.’  
 
    Someone started pounding up the stairs after them. Micah took the stairs two at a time until she reached the next landing. She pulled her blaster and dialed it to a narrow beam, took a knee, aimed down the stairs, and waited.  
 
    Micah pulled up when Gailey ran into view. The old woman huffed and puffed, holding her hand over her heart as she fell back against the railing.  
 
    “Dammit, Gailey! I thought the mob was unleashed on me.” Micah holstered her pistol while rushing down the stairs to help the old woman.  
 
    “It’s worse than any of those old fools will admit. If we can breathe new life into our farms, then Southport can thrive once again. The majority down there don’t agree with Windsmede.” Gailey stabbed an angry thumb over her shoulder as she continued to wheeze.  
 
    “I guess we’ll continue what we’re doing. Bronwyn would be pretty angry if we told her to turn around. You don’t want to make her angry or the Aurochs that travel with her. Or the Hawkoid.”  
 
    “Hawkoid?”  
 
    “Yes, a Hawkoid. A big, intelligent bird. If you have a rabbit problem in your fields? She’ll take care of that in no time.”  
 
    Micah offered Gailey her arm to help the old woman the last couple flights of stairs.  
 
    “Would you have shot me with that thing?” Gailey asked, nodding toward the blaster at Micah’s hip.  
 
    “Yes. If you were leading a mob after me or Gray Strider or any of us, yes.”  
 
    “At least I know where you stand.” 
 
    “And you know for a fact that I did not shoot you, because we talk first. My partner in life taught me that. There was a time when I didn’t believe it. Judge first, deal with the damage later, but not anymore.”  
 
    “I’m selfishly happy that you’ve changed your ways.” Gailey patted Micah’s arm. Strider opened the door and held it as the two women walked into the sunshine.  
 
    “We are going to press forward, head east toward Dunk’s Town. I know Braden and his group are closing on it from the north. We don’t need Southport’s help at all. I have a good map that will show me the way. I only wanted to give them something to trade so they would accept our help. Do you know what we really want? We want friends to our south, not enemies.” 
 
    Gailey leaned back and put her hands on her hips. “Why didn’t you tell them that? It makes more sense than trading. Who does that?” 
 
    “We do. We believe in free trade first. That has been Braden’s whole life. He gets so excited talking about it. I get excited watching him, but I can’t convey the same message.”  
 
    “But you can,” Gailey replied with a motherly smile. “I can’t wait to meet this Braden of yours. I’ll keep working on the group down there, and you go do what you have to do.” 
 
    Micah smiled and the two hugged. Gailey disappeared through the door on her way back down into the bowels of the planet. 
 
    “As soon as Bronwyn gets here, we’re heading inland, cut off the raiders’ retreat.” Micah kicked at the ground as the anger swelled within. “And punish them for coming after your people.”  
 
    ‘Our people. Aren’t we better for coming down here? Southport needs our help and now, they’re going to get it.’  
 
    “Sometimes, I need to put on my President’s hat more often, but I still feel the need to punch people in the face because that’s the only thing they understand.”  
 
    ‘But not these people. I think that they’ll become friends, join the trade route, and start growing. Some of their leatherwork is the best I’ve seen,’ Strider offered while they walked toward the harbor. 
 
    “And their fishing nets. They’re better than what my dad is using. We need their help, more than I was able to say.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Spaceship Traveler 
 
      
 
    Zeller walked to one side before correcting herself and angling back. Tom and Neeson were doing the same.  
 
    ‘I hate this place.’ Neeson scowled. ‘There’s nothing alive.’ 
 
    Tom worked on his gait until he could maintain a straight line. “I think I have the hang of it!” Zeller looked over her shoulder at him, staggered left, and bounced off an enclosed piece of machinery.  
 
    “Then you lead.” She handed him the paper as he walked past. She waited until Neeson was in front of her. She realized that they were acclimating to the ship’s spin. The smell was far different from anything she was used to. There was no smell of an Aurochs, something that had been a constant in her adult life.  
 
    She felt for her sword, at her side as it always was. She practiced every day against opponents she carried within her mind. Zeller held the hilt tightly as she watched Tom walk confidently forward. Neeson grumbled, but followed with his limping hitch.  
 
    The comm device in her pocket buzzed and kept buzzing. She took it out and looked at it. She hadn’t listened to the briefing and couldn’t figure out how to use it.  
 
    “Tom?”  
 
    He stopped before he turned, to avoid falling over. She handed the device to him. He pressed the single button on the front.  
 
    “There you are!” Doctor Johns’s voice came through loud and clear. “I see that you are on your way to the corridor that will take you to the elevator. It has been brought to my attention that the elevator may not be working. You may have to go to the stairs, but your bracelets will give access to most doors. You’ll see panels to the right of the doors. Just wave your bracelet there, as the briefing instructed, and the door should open. Good luck!”  
 
    Tom started to speak, but the green light went out.  
 
    “What a jerk,” Zeller said.  
 
    “Let’s do this thing and then go home. We’ll leave New Sanctuary and won’t have to go back, unless it’s to see Braden and Micah. I don’t like this place either. It’s big, but I still feel like I’m in a box from which I can’t escape.” Tom shivered, then clenched his jaw and started walking toward the stairs, which were set at even intervals around the engineering space. They needed to climb to the catwalk, enter a corridor, take it to the elevator, and tell it take them to the medical level.  
 
    ‘I hate this place,’ Neeson reiterated. 
 
    *** 
 
    Braden stomped his feet in frustration. Brandt continued to sleep while the Hawkoids assumed an aerial vigil, watching the village to learn all of its secrets.  
 
    The Wolfoids walked in circles which did nothing to burn off their nervous energy. Aadi floated serenely, blinking slowly.  
 
    G-War had found a soft spot on the King’s neck and was curled up sleeping.  
 
    The light flashed before Braden’s eye to notify him of an incoming message. He stared at the mountains as he opened the window.  
 
    ‘Master Braden! I hope you are well,’ Holly said happily.  
 
    ‘I’m not! We’re doing nothing while Brandt sleeps off the effects of the bad grass. Worse news is that there is nothing else to eat. I don’t know if we’ll ever get him out of this valley.’ 
 
    ‘Some of my research indicates that ingesting numbweed may offset the effects, but you’ll have to wait for him to wake up,’ Holly suggested.  
 
    ‘Eat numbweed? We don’t have very much left. If we give him all of it, then we’ll have none in case someone gets injured.’ Braden looked at his companions. They weren’t privy to his conversation with Holly. He’d have to break the news the old-fashioned way.  
 
    He turned to the King of the Aurochs. “We need you,” he said softly.  
 
    ‘Skirill?’ Braden ventured over the mindlink. ‘Do you know what the numbweed bushes look like?’  
 
    ‘We believe so. You have processed a great deal of numbweed in our presence,’ Skirill replied before sadly adding, ‘And used it, too. There’s something happening in the village.’  
 
    Braden expected Skirill to continue, but he didn’t. 
 
    Zyena was next to speak. ‘I see them. A group of four men with Wolfoid spears in the trees to the south of the village.’  
 
    ‘Holly, track four men leaving the village heading south,’ Braden requested. 
 
    ‘I see them. The power signatures remain strong. Twenty-one spears remain in the village, sixteen in one building and the other five spread around the perimeter.’  
 
    Braden relayed Holly’s information to the Hawkoids.  
 
    ‘We see the five.’ Skirill shared his view.  
 
    Braden translated what he was seeing, using a stick to make notations on the map he’d drawn on the ground.  
 
    ‘You two come back,’ Braden ordered. ‘I need you to take G-War to look at the minds of the four to see if the leader is among them. If so, then we’ll need to hit the village sooner rather than later.’  
 
    ‘On our way,’ Skirill replied. 
 
    *** 
 
    Zeeka saw it first, the mast of the Warden. She flew over the town, circled back, and landed on the railing outside the mess deck. She nodded to Micah and Strider.  
 
    Klytus and Shauna threw themselves at the door, wanting to say ‘hi.’ Ax and ‘Tesh opened the door and the four nearly fell through the crack as they each tried to be first. Zeeka bent down and gently pecked them on the tops of their heads.  
 
    Micah and Strider squeezed onto the catwalk with the others.  
 
    ‘Bronwyn would like to know where to take the herd?’ Zeeka asked.  
 
    “All business!” Micah replied easily, stroking the Hawkoid’s head and neck feathers. “Your parents are inland, with Braden. We are heading that way momentarily, now that you’ve arrived. We’ll meet Bronwyn and the Aurochs east of town, north of their fields.”  
 
    ‘I will tell her,’ Zeeka replied in her pleasant thought voice. She bowed to the group, then launched herself from the railing. ‘It is good to see you, no matter the circumstance.’ 
 
    ‘It is good to see you, too,’ Micah replied. They were in Southport only because of the attack on the Wolfoids. Yes, better circumstances would have been nice.  
 
    The five-year-olds leaned against the railing and waved good-bye. The ‘cats went back inside where it was nice and cool. 
 
    Micah watched the Hawkoid wing away, disappearing into the distance.  
 
    “We better get ready to go, all of us. And, Holly? Once we’re off, take the Warden back out to sea.”  
 
    Fea nodded knowingly and Micah headed upstairs to the captain’s quarters to collect their gear.  
 
    The twins ran to the well deck to say good-bye to Chlora and Rhodi. Fea went to talk with the Rabbits, only to find Klytus and Shauna already there, tormenting the gentle creatures.  
 
    ‘STOP!’ she ‘shouted.’ The small calico ran up the stairs to escape. The orange creature called Klytus made one last high-speed pass before darting past Fealona. She kicked him as he passed, sending him tumbling.  
 
    ‘We hope that you’ll be able to accompany us to look at the Southport fields, make recommendations in conjunction with the Aurochs herd, and then travel further inland to assist Braden and my mate in the recovery of the Wolfoid spears.’ 
 
    Luciana had pulled her laser pistol to threaten the ‘cats. She put it away and looked to Heloysius. The two chattered in their language before coming to an agreement.  
 
    ‘Yes, we will come with you as long as those hooligans are not left on this ship. We shudder to think what they would do to our lovely garden. We only today got it in order after months of neglect,’ Luciana replied. 
 
    Fea knew that the Bots took care of the garden when no one else was on board. She’d seen it first-hand when they boarded the Warden after centuries without an intelligent creature on board. 
 
    ‘Thank you. I believe we are preparing to leave any moment now.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ one of the Rabbits exclaimed. The two ran into each other as they each hopped in a different direction.  
 
    Fea left them to return to the deck. She hoped to eat her fill of tuna before they had to go. ‘Tuna?’ she asked Micah, unsure of where the President was.  
 
    ‘Tuna!’ Klytus yelled and ran for the mess deck. Shauna appeared and raced after him. The twins were in the water with the Dolphins. Micah had her backpack fully loaded and two small packs for the children.  
 
    “Fine,” Micah said, dropping her gear and climbing one flight of stairs to order the fabricator to spit out plates of tuna. 
 
    The ‘cats dug in like they’d never eaten before. Micah grabbed a brownie for herself while she waited, then ordered two more for the twins.  
 
    “That’s enough!” she said when she decided they’d had enough. “Time to go.”  
 
    The Wolfoids were waiting. The Rabbits hurried up the stairs when Micah appeared. The twins were dripping wet, but present. The ‘cats were seated within paw’s reach of Fea. Treetis stalked back and forth by the pier.  
 
    “All present and accounted for,” Micah said, followed by, “Hope and Chester, wait for us on the dock. Everyone else, move out.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom waved his bracelet in front of the panel and the door slid open. He jumped back. Zeller stepped in front, snarling and sword at the ready. Neeson peeked through the door. There was nothing beyond but an empty corridor.  
 
    Zeller let her sword hang as she walked through the doorway. “How far?” she asked. 
 
    Tom referenced the map. “About halfway down on the left. Should be an elevator.” 
 
    “Do you see how long this corridor is?”  
 
    “That’s a long corridor,” Tom replied. Zeller raised her sword and started to jog, bouncing off the wall twice in her first five steps. “You make it look easy.”  
 
    Zeller shook her head, chuckling. “It’s a gift.”  
 
    Neeson keened his dismay with a long, low yowl.  
 
    “We’re almost there, buddy, maybe five more minutes.” Tom jogged after Zeller and Neeson kept pace. The elevator doors were obvious in their difference from the normal doors that lined the lengthy corridor. Zeller stopped and studied the door, smirking and pointing to a label atop the doorframe. 
 
    Elevator. 
 
    She waved her bracelet in front of the pad. They expected the doors to open like they’d seen in New Sanctuary, but nothing happened.  
 
    “Let me try,” Tom said. Zeller tilted her head down to give him the hairy eyeball. “Just in case something happened to your bracelet.”  
 
    Tom wouldn’t look at her as he leaned past and waved his bracelet in front of the pad before resting it on the pad. No sound came from beyond the doors. Zeller crossed her arms and tapped a foot.  
 
    “I guess we do it the hard way. Doctor Johns must have expected this because he put the alternate directions on the paper.” Tom held the sheet up, pointing to the door and stairs at the end of the corridor. “Come on, Neeson. We have to go the long way.”  
 
    The ‘cat’s limp became more exaggerated and it tugged at Tom’s heartstrings. He picked Neeson up and carried him the rest of the way. Zeller didn’t question it as she kept her sword at the ready, hurrying down the corridor in front of them.  
 
    “You wonder what’s behind these doors?” Tom asked as he jogged, having gotten the hang of the motion, leaning away from the spin to run straight.  
 
    “No way! I want to get out of here as soon as we can. Holly cautioned us against exploring because of the mutations and other creatures, so time and danger say no way!” Zeller tightened her grip on her sword’s hilt, speeding up to keep Tom from getting adventurous.  
 
    With the ‘cat in his arms, he was hard-pressed to keep up, but they didn’t have too far to go. “No surprises,” he agreed when they reached the far end.  
 
    She flexed at the knees, standing on the balls of her feet, and with sword before her, she waved her bracelet at the panel. The smell and bright sunlight drove them both backward. 
 
    ‘What is that smell?’ Neeson cried.  
 
    Zeller looked through at the fields of flowing grasses beyond. A herd of water buffalo grazed peacefully. Pigs foraged in the distance.  
 
    “It’s amazing,” Zeller said through the shirt she’d pulled over her face. She looked out the door and stepped through to stand on a catwalk above the deck known as the Livestock Level.  
 
    Neeson scratched Tom as he tried to get down and run from the smell. “Stop it. We’re going through.” Tom stepped onto the catwalk, took a left, and started walking. The ‘cat cried pitifully when the door closed. “On our way up. We need to climb five hundred meters, according to Holly’s map.” 
 
    Zeller pulled her shirt away from her face and took a tentative sniff. “You get used to it pretty fast.” She shrugged and leaned over the map. “Looks like twenty landings.”  
 
    They looked up together as the stairs climbed from deck to ceiling, appearing to hang precariously over the plains. Zeller started up, taking the stairs two at a time, but slowing to one when Tom started to fall behind. They trudged, climbed, rested, and climbed some more. Halfway there, Zeller took out jerky and water from her pack.  
 
    “Are you sure this is a ship?” Tom asked as he huffed and puffed to catch his breath, taking the offered snack with a smile, but waiting to eat. 
 
    “That’s what Holly said. This is what brought our ancestors to Vii.” 
 
    ‘Not mine!’ Neeson replied.  
 
    “Afraid so,” Zeller said. “Your ancestors were created by using human genes spliced with a normal variety of cat in order to reduce the indigenous rat population. You came from Earth, as well.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Micah and Braden told me. Being a Free Trader means having access to those with knowledge. It’s an opportunity to learn something new every day.”  
 
    “I hear the sound of the hammer pounding the anvil. People don’t hang around long when I’m working.”  
 
    “You should spend more time on the road with me,” Zeller said with a sly smile. 
 
    “Who would run the forge?”  
 
    “That young man, Yellowfin. He’s always watching you.”  
 
    “I hadn’t noticed.” Tom leaned over the railing until he looked down, then stepped back against the wall. “That’s a long way down.”  
 
    Zeller ran a finger down his chest. “Focus on what’s in front of you and you’ll probably be fine.” They locked eyes. Neeson scratched Tom’s arm. 
 
    For the hundredth time since they arrived on the Warden.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to have children? This one’s going to be the death of me.”  
 
    Zeller looked down her nose at the ‘cat. “What’s one more parent? Seems to work for Micah and Braden.”  
 
    “I wonder how they’re doing.” Tom stuffed the jerky into his mouth and chewed slowly, savoring the spicy, sweet taste. Zeller picked up the best as she plied the north Amazon trade routes. She always shared it with Tom. He knew that he wouldn’t have the self-discipline to wait.  
 
    “I love you,” he said softly.  
 
    “You love jerky,” she said, giving him a gentle push. “And me.”  
 
    Neeson scratched Tom’s arm again. “We better get going before I lose so much blood, we die between here and there.”  
 
    Zeller handed Tom a second piece of jerky, which he looked at longingly before offering to Neeson.  
 
    ‘I wondered if the shmoopy talk made you forget that Hillcats get hungry, too.’ 
 
    Tom mumbled an apology as they continued to trudge upward. His legs were getting stiff. As a blacksmith, his chest was thick and arms bulged with muscle, but he was ill-trained for such an epic climb. River Crook was established on the Plains of Propiscius. No hills. No mountains. And definitely no stairs.  
 
    “If Holly was a person,” Zeller said between labored breaths as they approached the twentieth landing, “I would punch him in the face for saying the trip here would be quick and easy.”  
 
    “I’ll second that.” Tom looked down at the steps, forcing his feet onto the next stair, taking them one at a time as if each was its own battle.  
 
    Zeller waited for Tom to arrive before she waved her bracelet and opened the door. Beyond was a wide corridor that looked similar to the one they’d traversed earlier, but less utilitarian. It looked more antiseptic, painted a soft white with rounded edges and open spaces to the sides instead of doors.  
 
    It also wasn’t empty. A person stood in the corridor, fingers interlocked as he waited patiently.  
 
    Zeller jumped through the door to give herself more room, raising her sword. “Who are you?” she demanded. 
 
    “Holly has assigned me to escort you through the medical procedure. I don’t have a name, only a designation. I am a medical Android, MA-2157.” 
 
    “What’s an Android?” Zeller asked, keeping her sword raised as she bounced from side to side to stay limber while remaining in her fighting stance. 
 
    “We are artificial life forms. Holly gives us direction, and we keep the ship operational. My specialty is medical procedures. Yours is already mapped out. Please, bring the patient in.”  
 
    “You couldn’t have escorted us up those stairs?” Tom asked. 
 
    “If you had notified me, I could have sent the elevator,” the Android said over its shoulder, pointing at doors across the corridor that were blocked open.  
 
    “I think my desire to punch Holly in the face has grown,” Tom grumbled.  
 
    “I’m with you.” Zeller kept her sword raised as she tentatively followed the Android into the medical space. Tables, gurneys, and tanks were arranged in an orderly fashion throughout. Wires, tubes, and hoses were stacked neatly out of the way.  
 
    “Please, lay down. You will get an examination first to confirm the treatment.” The Android pointed to a medical bed. Neeson didn’t want to be put down. He clung to Tom as if his life depended on it. “Not him, you.”  
 
    Tom stood back. “What about me?”  
 
    “You seem to be struggling to breathe. We will check your cardio-pulmonary functions.” 
 
    “No. Him.” Tom pointed to the ‘cat with his chin because he needed both hands to keep the ‘cat from climbing on top of his head.  
 
    The Android froze in place, its eyes staring beyond Tom.  
 
    Zeller removed her comm device. “Holly, I think we have a problem.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Fury Rises 
 
      
 
    Brandt’s eyelids fluttered, and he lifted his head for a few moments before it dropped back into the dirt. 
 
    The spark of hope within Braden died quickly. “Come on, Brandt, wake up or we’re leaving you here!”  
 
    The King of the Aurochs’ eyes slowly peeled themselves apart. ‘My head hurts,’ he said in an uncharacteristically soft thought voice.  
 
    “It was that damn grass. Holly says that numbweed might counter its effects, but you have to eat what we have. Ess and Zee weren’t able to find any and they searched for a while. You’ve been out for a long time,” Braden explained.  
 
    ‘If I eat the numbweed, there won’t be any left in case someone is injured,’ the King replied. ‘I cannot rob you of that. I’ll be fine, but you have to help me up.’ 
 
    “Brandt.” Braden shook his head as he laughed. “I can assure you that if we try to help you up, we won’t be fine. Eat the numbweed and help yourself.”  
 
    Aadi floated close to Brandt’s head, and the two talked privately. G-War stood and stretched, then jumped down from the King’s neck. He looked at Braden, tilted his head, and continued to stare.  
 
    Braden pulled a piece of smoked meat and handed it over. The ‘cat made a face as he chewed. ‘You don’t have anything fresher?’ G-War asked. 
 
    “You know that I don’t.” Braden put his hands on his hips and  tried to glare back. G-War walked away, but Braden didn’t feel like he had won the contest. What am I missing? 
 
    ‘Holly, what’s the latest?’ Braden asked as Brandt slowly chewed the offered numbweed. 
 
    ‘Master Braden! So happy to hear from you. Did you ever determine if the leader of the raiders was among those who went south?’ 
 
    ‘We were not. Skirill and Zyena were exhausted from their search for numbweed, so they couldn’t carry G-War.’ 
 
    ‘Those four spears continue south, but they are moving slowly. The group might be hunting or foraging. The other power signatures remain as they were before. Five around the village and sixteen in storage. Bronwyn has arrived in Southport with a small herd of Aurochs. She will be meeting up with the President and her entourage soon.’  
 
    ‘Entourage? Is that one of your special words, Holly? Never mind. Brandt will be back with us shortly and we’re going to close on the village. Our plan right now is that we’ll attack after nightfall.’  
 
    The others handed their numbweed to Brandt, who continued to reluctantly take it. He kept making faces. Braden held up his hands. What? 
 
    ‘It tastes horrible, and my tongue is numb,’ the King replied. Braden turned away as he started to smirk. The King wasn’t wrong.  
 
    ‘Take care, Master Braden, you and the rest of your group. The Wolfoid spears can be deadly,’ Holly said. 
 
    ‘If we do everything right, there will be no lightning, no fire. If we do some things right, then people on their side may die. If we do everything wrong, then we are looking at a lot of casualties.’ Braden turned to the others. Aadi, G-War, Bounder, Skirill, Zyena, and the pups. ‘We’ll do everything we can to keep from getting hurt. You have my word, Holly.’ 
 
    Braden’s blasters were fully charged. Bounder’s spear was charged. The pups carried only sharpened sticks in place of lightning spears. Cygnus had given Braden’s long knife back to him, but longed to hold it in his hand once again.  
 
    G-War, Aadi, and the Hawkoids were armed with what nature, and select genetic engineering, gave them.  
 
    Against raiders armed with lightning spears.  
 
    The thought kept returning to haunt Braden. The repairs to Aadi’s shell stood as a stark reminder of what happened when Braden failed to protect those in his charge.  
 
    Brandt’s struggle to stand brought Braden’s attention back to the real world. He closed the window in front of his eye and watched as the others ran from the great creature’s tottering. Unsteady hooves held him upright. 
 
    For the moment. Braden caressed the King’s nose. “I’m glad you’re back with us. Let’s go over the plan and fill in the last of any missing pieces.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Micah led the way through the center of the town. Not because she was trying to create a spectacle, but because it was the only path she knew. Getting lost trying to get out of Southport was not a part of her plan.  
 
    People stepped aside as the menagerie passed. Treetis ran ahead, far enough to scare unsuspecting pets into dark alleys. He refrained from chasing them, pleased with their fear and finding that to be the respect he wanted. He didn’t need to fight them. 
 
    As Braden would have said, know your enemy, because how you treat an enemy is far different from anything else. Treetis knew what an enemy looked like. The Security Bots in Atlantis had shown him the face of an enemy, an unrelenting, merciless enemy driven by malevolent intelligence. That dog barking? She wasn’t the enemy.  
 
    Treetis stopped in the middle of the path and waited. Fea nuzzled him as she strolled past. Micah walked by, nodding to the scruffy-looking ‘cat. Just like G-War, she thought.  
 
    ‘Do we have to walk the whole way?’ ‘Tesh asked. She held Luciana’s hand and Ax held Heloysius’s hand as the Rabbits skip-hopped in the way that they walked.  
 
    The children were gifted with the ability to mindlink and were more comfortable using it than talking aloud. Micah suspected G-War had something to do with it, but he would never admit to it.  
 
    ‘I think Bronwyn might have an alternative.’ 
 
    “Bronwyn!” the children cheered.  
 
    Gray Strider looked back at the Rabbits and the twins. ‘You have been gifted with joy,’ she told Micah. 
 
    ‘I think so,’ she replied. “But I’m afraid that if we keep taking them into dangerous situations, we will dampen their love of life.’ 
 
    ‘Then don’t. Send the Rabbits, the children, their ‘cats, and the pups back to the ship.’ 
 
    Micah stopped and held up her hand for the others to stop. “That would leave you and me.”  
 
    ‘And Fea and Treetis. Together, we are four of the most able warriors on all of Vii. Do you think mere men can stand before us? Even with Wolfoid spears…mere men?’ 
 
    “I don’t know what to say to that.”  
 
    ‘Say the right thing. Send them back to the ship,’ Strider encouraged.  
 
    “You sound like Aadi, but you are right. Give me a moment.” Micah’s eyes unfocused as she brought up the window before her eye and accessed her neural implant.  
 
    ‘I need to know Braden’s status and all the information you have on the spears.’  
 
    ‘Master President. Such a timely request. I expect no less from your foresight and thoughtfulness. Braden has Brandt upright and they are moving toward the village where the spears are stored. They will attack after nightfall, using darkness to their advantage. Four people with Wolfoid spears are moving in your general direction, but they are moving slowly, as if hunting,’  Holly reported. 
 
    “Four of us and four of them, with Braden closing on Dunk’s Town? I don’t think they’ll know what hit them.” Micah kneeled and waved her children to her. “Come here, you two.”  
 
    The three hugged, while Klytus and Shauna complained. They were ready to go to war against the bad men.  
 
    “I know. You are both stalwart warriors and that’s why I need you to watch after Axial and De’atesh. We are all one family, but we have different jobs right now. I need to go be presidential and you need to spend more time growing and learning. Make sure that you kids get your lessons from Holly while I’m gone. When we get back, if you haven’t been listening, there will be hell to pay!”  
 
    ‘Is Dad coming with you?’ Ax asked. 
 
    ‘I expect so. We will meet him in a couple days and then we’ll come back to you.’  
 
    ‘What about the fields?’ Luciana asked in her dainty thought voice.  
 
    Micah sighed and rolled her head. “New plan. Go to the fields first, take a look, Klytus and Shauna can start addressing the domestic intruder population, and then you can make recommendations to the Southport farmers. Everyone stay together and watch each other’s backs.”  
 
    ‘Wind Runner and Low Crawler, you will keep them safe. I charge you with this task.’  
 
    Strider didn’t wait for a reply. They’d already dallied long enough. She started to lope toward the east. Micah waved one last time and dashed after Strider. Fea and Treetis ran easily to stay abreast with the human and the Wolfoid.  
 
    *** 
 
    Zeeka circled lazily over the town. She reported to Bronwyn as soon as she saw Micah and the group cutting a path through Southport. The young woman encouraged Cragmore to one final run to beat Micah to the fields. 
 
    The Aurochs herd pounded through the open fields of wild grass to a narrow strip of land after which the meager tended fields stood. The Aurochs slowed and grazed on the rough, dry grass.  
 
    ‘Don’t go into the fields, not until our friends the Rabbits tell you that it’s okay,’ Bronwyn told them. Cragmore yanked a bush out of the ground and devoured it. The young woman slid down the bull’s side and landed lightly on the ground. She found a stump to lean against while waiting for Micah and Strider. 
 
    The Hillcats arrived first.  
 
    ‘Greetings, beautiful lady,’ Fea said. 
 
    ‘And to you, beautiful lady,’ Bronwyn replied, bending slightly so Fea could put her paws on the young woman’s shoulders. Treetis stood tall next to Fea and danced on his back feet until he could lean against Bronwyn.  
 
    Micah and Strider slowed to a walk, smiling warmly as they approached. “I’m so glad you were able to come. I’m sorry it is under such circumstances, but you know us. If there’s a crisis, we’ll be right in the middle of it, dragging everyone else along with us.” Micah smirked, trying not to betray how the truth bothered her. “The Rabbits, twins, and the rest of that mob will be along shortly to check out the fields. If you could meet them here, they can explain the rest of it.” 
 
    “I’m going with you,” the young woman said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “Someone has to stay here and watch over the others. Someone has to share what the Aurochs are saying.” 
 
    “The twins can talk with them and the Rabbits are more than equipped to watch over the children. They are carrying their pistols, are they not?”  
 
    “Yes, but…” Micah’s thought trailed off. “It’s going to be dangerous.”  
 
    “I know,” Bronwyn said. She was thin and willowy, with an unrivaled mental strength. She pulled Micah into a hug, feeling the physical strength of the older woman.  
 
    Twenty-four cycles and she was the older woman. Bronwyn knew Micah was young but had seen more than nearly every other person on Vii. Despite being taller, Bronwyn looked up to Micah in a way that mattered most. 
 
    “I wish I were more like you,” she said.  
 
    Micah laughed. “I was thinking I want to be more like you!”  
 
    Strider joined the hug but only to inject a dose of reality. ‘We need to go.’ 
 
    ‘Faramor, you are in charge until we get back. Gable and Tally, I would like you to join us, carry Micah and Strider, if you would be willing.’  
 
    ‘Of course,’ came two voices at once. Cragmore bent his knee so Bronwyn could climb onto his back. With a dexterity borne of much practice, she vaulted into place astride the bull’s neck. Micah and Strider followed suit, with Fea and Treetis joining them to ride on the bulls’ heads.  
 
    “Why do they do that?” Bronwyn asked.  
 
    “No one knows, but Brandt allows the Golden Warrior, so everyone else follows suit. It’s a fad.”  
 
    “Like when the men wore long hair pulled into a bun?”  
 
    “Exactly like that.”  
 
    Faramor trotted to a place by the trail to await the arrival of the others. The cow Aurochs told the rest of the herd to go back the way they’d come until they found better grazing. She would contact them when she knew more. Cragmore, Gable, and Tally started to run, past the fields where the trail disappeared and toward the forested hills to the east. 
 
    ‘Holly,’ Micah said, hanging on while accessing her implant, ‘I’ll keep the window open so you can help guide us. We want to set up a blocking position without them knowing that we’re there.’ 
 
    ‘An ambush, yes. I am unable to calculate where they are going because their track is inconsistent, but I will guide you.’  
 
    ‘And keep me informed about Braden’s attack.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Master President.’ Holly projected a map showing the distance they needed to cover before they were close to the four men away from Dunk’s Town. Micah adjusted the image until the village was centered and then overlaid Braden’s position. They were close, and she was not.  
 
    Faster, she thought. We wasted too much time… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fight Fire with Fire 
 
      
 
    “Please. Imagine being able to run freely again, climb all those stairs yourself!” Tom used the lightness of his tone to convince the ‘cat to submit to the procedure. “We went through all of this for you. Micah and Braden have been here, and they said it was safe and you wouldn’t feel a thing.”  
 
    Neeson’s wide eyes stared back at Tom, his claws embedded in Tom’s shirt as the human hunched over the table, neither letting go.  
 
    Until the ‘cat did. ‘I guess it won’t be over unless it starts.’ 
 
    “The sooner the better. I’m ready to feel solid ground under my feet.”  
 
    Neeson retracted his claws and laid back. The Android swooped in and started to hook the ‘cat to a number of machines. Neeson pinched his eyes closed and yowled.  
 
    The ‘cat relaxed as the procedure started by putting him to sleep.  
 
    “You should probably wait in the corridor,” the Android said. With Neeson out, a surgical device descended to his hip, cut the ‘cat open, and started reshaping the leg bone. 
 
    Tom gasped in shock. Zeller moved between her partner and the Android. “You make sure no harm comes to him. I would not be very happy if the ‘cat was injured.”  
 
    “I can assure you, this is the first step in the healing process. Once the injuries are repaired, the creature will be put in that tank—” The Android pointed to a clear cylinder containing a gel-like fluid. “—to expedite the healing process. It shouldn’t take much time at all, maybe a few hours.” 
 
    The medical machine continued to work on Neeson. Zeller pushed Tom toward the door. They went through and it closed behind them. Tom stared at the door with his arms limp at his side.  
 
    “You wondered what was behind the doors. What do you say we go take a look?” she offered.  
 
    Tom nodded numbly. Neeson’s ever-present voice was gone. The blacksmith hadn’t realized how soothing that had been, most notable now that it was gone. Tom pointed to his head.  
 
    “I know, he’s gone. I’ve felt that way about Arnie ever since we went underground at New Sanctuary.”  
 
    “You didn’t say anything,” Tom stammered. 
 
    “Whining wasn’t going to change anything. I hate this place, but this is something we agreed to do, for Neeson. When we see him again, he’ll be the ‘cat he used to be, not burdened by a poorly healed injury.”  
 
    “I’m whining?” Tom replied softly, guilt written across his face. 
 
    “Just a little, but I’m used to it.” She pushed him playfully.  
 
    “Hey! I don’t always whine. Sometimes, I put a lot of feeling into it.” Tom shook his head and smiled. “What do you say we take the elevator?” 
 
    It took the combined strength of both humans to move the massive machine blocking the elevator doors. They left it in the corridor as they hurried in before the doors closed.  
 
    “Next floor down,” Tom told the elevator, enunciating clearly as the paper instructed.  
 
    The elevator traveled for a total of three seconds before stopping, and the doors slid smoothly to the side. The corridor beyond was dark, punctuated by flashing lights. Cables and hoses hung from the overhead. Trash littered the corridor. Zeller pulled her sword as she stepped out. Tom found a small pipe with wires protruding that he picked up to use as a club.  
 
    The doors closed, and the elevator went away. During one of the strobe-like flashes, Zeller pointed to the wall. “Blaster marks. There was a fight in here.”  
 
    “If they have blasters, we might want to think about leaving,” Tom suggested. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” Zeller replied into the moment of darkness. She turned to wave her bracelet in front of the pad. “This could be a problem.”  
 
    The pad had been ripped from the wall. 
 
    “I guess we do it the hard way. At least we only have one landing’s worth of stairs to climb.” Tom headed down the corridor toward the Livestock Level, moving during the light flashes. Zeller hurried to stay close, following his path while also trying to watch to their rear.  
 
    They had covered part of the distance when they heard the drumming. “Wait,” Zeller cautioned. The flashes showed movement behind them. The sound of feet hitting the deck.  
 
    Androids. “RUN!” Zeller yelled. Tom took off, tripping and stumbling as the flashes revealed more debris than he could safely navigate.  
 
    “Stuck,” he shouted back. “Come on!”  
 
    He helped her over an obstruction and then started throwing more mechanical parts and pieces into it as he tried to build a barrier, buy them more time to reach the door at the end of the corridor, the door to freedom.  
 
    An Android ripped one of the heavier pieces away, tossing it behind like a child’s toy.  
 
    Zeller screamed her war cry and stabbed the creation in the face. It fell back, but another took its place. She jabbed her sword into its throat. With both hands, it grabbed the blade and pulled. Zeller slammed into their hasty barricade, but didn’t let go. Tom grabbed her and pulled. 
 
    A third Android pulled another part of the barricade down. Tom broke its arm when he slammed his hammer across it. He followed up by hitting the one holding the sword. It released the blade and Zeller fell back.  
 
    Tom swung again, but the Android was ready and slapped the weapon from Tom’s hand.  
 
    The artificial life form reached for Tom, arms outstretched. A sword flashed in front of his face, hacking the arms away. Tom kicked the Android into another. Zeller pulled Tom away and they ran down the corridor while the Androids regained their feet and pounded after them. 
 
    *** 
 
    A gully to the east of the village had provided an avenue to get close without being seen. It was also filled with untainted vegetation. The King of the Aurochs ate noisily as they approached, much to Braden’s chagrin.  
 
    ‘Could you eat more quietly?’ Braden demanded, using his thought voice to limit adding to the noise.  
 
    ‘I’m trying, but I’m a starving-level of hungry.’  
 
    ‘How is that different from any other day?’ G-War quipped.  
 
    Aadi floated along serenely. The Hawkoids were hidden in the trees, watching the area between the gully and the village to warn Braden if anyone was headed his way. They confirmed the positions of the village guards.  
 
    ‘Does everyone know the plan?’ Braden asked. They said they did. He made each of them recite their part, and then talked through contingencies. What if…  
 
    They didn’t have long to wait. The sun had already disappeared behind the mountains to the west. The twilight faded and G-War slinked away. Aadi swam slowly out of the gully, staying close to the ground to maintain the appearance of a shadow.  
 
    Braden and Bounder climbed from the gully, spread out, and crawled slowly toward the village. Everyone needed to be in position when the moon rose. Holly assured them that they had time.  
 
    Crawling across the ground was time-consuming and challenging. Both Braden and Bounder discovered that burrs grew on the surface, embedding themselves in hands, knees, and paws. They kept stopping to remove them, which greatly slowed their progress. The more they crawled, the more pain they suffered. Finally, Braden stopped.  
 
    ‘If this keeps up, I won’t be able to hold my blasters,’ Braden complained to Bounder. 
 
    ‘My left hand is burning. I don’t know if I can aim my spear, not effectively anyway.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll run the last bit as soon as Brandt does his thing. Skirill and Zyena might be able to provide an additional distraction.’  
 
    ‘When the moon rises, we’ll be able to fly,’ Skirill assured them.  
 
    Braden tried to crawl forward, but with his first movement, two more burrs embedded in his hand. ‘That’s it. I’m staying here until it starts.’ 
 
    The moon rose reluctantly, fighting its way past clouds that had snuck in under the cover of darkness. It was much later than Braden wanted when Brandt jumped from the gully and ran in front of the village. His hooves hammered the ground as he made a wide arc away from the town.  
 
    Braden jumped up, happy to let his boots deal with the burrs. He started running toward one of the guards on this end of the village. Bounder was headed for another. They arrived together and lowered shoulders drove into the midsections of the men, the full-speed body blocks easily separating them from their spears.  
 
    Braden picked his up and used it to club the man into submission. Bounder slammed the butt of his spear into the face of his enemy. The flapping of wings told them that Skirill and Zyena were on their way to deal with their targets. 
 
    Aadi’s thunderclap resonated as he dispatched a third guard.  
 
    Someone raised the alarm. “We’re under attack!” the shouts rose into the cool night air. Braden used the power of his boots to accelerate as he ran through the village. Bounder headed for the building where the spears were stored.  
 
    G-War’s scream told him that someone had arrived before him. He knew before he arrived that the first blood had been shed. The ‘cat only made that sound when making a kill. 
 
    *** 
 
    Holly informed Micah that Braden and company had engaged the raiders.  
 
    ‘The attack is under way,’ Micah told the group through the mindlink. ‘And we’re close.’  
 
    The Aurochs had been walking for the past half-hour to limit the sound that would carry.  
 
    ‘Three appear to be static while one walks in circles,’ Holly reported. 
 
    ‘One guard and three sleeping. We need to hit them, now!’ Micah exclaimed. They dismounted and started to run. The moon was fighting with clouds to provide enough light to see by. Strider took the lead with the ‘cats to the side. Their night vision far exceeded that of any human.  
 
    ‘Left. Right,’ Micah gave instructions as she was pulled along, watching with one eye while holding the end of Strider’s spear. Bronwyn ran behind her, carrying Zeeka. ‘Not much farther.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Zyena crashed into the head of one guard when Skirill raked his claws across the last. The men screamed and lashed out with their lightning spears. Skirill and Zyena dodged low past buildings as the men fired the spears into the sky. Braden slid to a halt, diving behind a hut before the lightning spear’s bolt found him. He pulled his blaster in time for a body to slam into him, seizing his hand and trying to rip the weapon away.  
 
    Braden elbowed the man in the face and fired, point-blank, blowing the man backward. Braden grabbed the fallen spear to keep anyone else from picking it up. ‘Brandt, I could use you to intimidate the locals while we put these last two to bed.’ 
 
    ‘On my way,’ the King boomed.  
 
    Braden dialed a broad flame and fired into the ground in front of a growing mob of villagers lining up against him. Skirill swooped past their faces. Braden bolted with the distraction. He held his blaster in front of him as he turned the corner. The lightning had stopped and the last two guards were nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Brandt thundered in his approach. From Braden’s left, a bolt of lightning lashed toward the King, narrowly missing. Braden snap-fired with his blaster, the setting still on wide.  
 
    The flames washed over the man, setting his hair and clothes on fire. He screamed in terror and agony. The lightning spear sparked and flashed while the man started running, but only a few steps before he fell to the ground and the flame consumed him.  
 
    One more. Braden ran at an angle away from the fire. A lightning bolt scorched the spot where he’d been standing. A Hawkoid cry signaled Zyena’s arrival. She grabbed the lightning spear in her talons and tried to yank it from the man, her wings beating his face as she tried to fly away.  
 
    He fired once, twice, harmlessly into space. Braden couldn’t get a clean shot. He accelerated, holstering his pistol with one hand while bringing the spear to the front. Braden held it tightly with both hands and stabbed it into the man. The point embedded into the man’s body, tearing it from Braden’s grip. Zyena lifted a spear into the air as the man let go. He fumbled with the shaft projecting from him, before dropping to his knees and falling over.  
 
    Braden put his foot on the man’s chest and yanked the spear free. He was angry that he’d been forced to kill. He snarled at the villagers that watched him. 
 
    “WHY DID YOU MAKE ME DO THIS!” he bellowed. In a still angry but calmer voice, he continued. “Why did you take the spears? You had to know that we would come after you. Go back to your homes!”  
 
    The villagers didn’t move. Brandt appeared from behind the nearest hut, stamping the ground and shaking his horns. The people retreated but didn’t run away.  
 
    “I said, go home!”  
 
    “But we didn’t do anything wrong!” an older woman claimed. “We weren’t with those men.” 
 
    “Then why are they guarding the village?” Braden demanded. 
 
    “To protect ourselves from the likes of you!” she retorted. 
 
    “GO HOME! And no one else has to get hurt.” Braden pointed the lightning spear at the group and Brandt herded them away.  
 
    Aadi swam toward Braden. The villagers fell back further from the strange creature floating through the air. 
 
    “Go home,” Braden pleaded with the people.  
 
    ‘I think Bounder and the Golden Warrior could use some help,’ Aadi said.  
 
    “Come on, Brandt. If they want to be out here, they can bury their dead.” Braden waved dismissively at the bunch as he held out the spear for Aadi to hold onto. He started to run and Brandt trotted behind them.  
 
    They ran toward disoriented villagers who threw themselves from the path of the human, the Tortoid, and the Aurochs. Braden paid them no attention. He was making a beeline for the hut they were using as an armory.  
 
    A ‘cat snarled and hissed. A Wolfoid growled.  
 
    Braden arrived to a standoff. G-War and Bounder were blocking the door to the hut while a mob of angry men looked at the lightning spear pointed at them. Braden yelled to get their attention. 
 
    “Go home, people. This fight is done.” Braden waved the spear in his hand. The other had burnt. Bounder’s extra spear leaned against the wall behind him. The Hawkoids had collected the last two, keeping them secure in the tree branches above.  
 
    “Maybe you need to go home?” one of the men ventured.  
 
    “We will, as soon as humanly possible, but we’re taking our property with us, which is the only reason we’re here. Make room and we’ll be on our way.”  
 
    “Our property,” the man said confidently.  
 
    G-War charged, an orange and black flash in the moonlight. The man stumbled back, but not far enough. The ‘cat hit him mid-chest. The two went down. G-War slashed the hands that reached for him until the man stopped fighting.  
 
    The ‘cat put a claw to the man’s throat. ‘He’s one of the raiders,’ G-War said. 
 
    Braden stormed into the mob, using the spear to drive them back. Brandt stayed close, knocking men out of the way with his horns. Braden reached past G-War to grab the front of the man’s shirt. “It’s your property because you stole it fair and square, is that right?” Braden picked him up a hand’s breadth and slammed him back to the ground. “Why?” 
 
    “To defend ourselves,” the man mumbled.  
 
    ‘He’s lying,’ G-War stated, showing his claws.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Feel the Burn 
 
      
 
    ‘The men are running back toward Dunk’s Town,’ Holly reported.  
 
    Micah pulled on the spear and called, “Hold up!”  
 
    ‘We saw the flash in the sky. A lightning spear?’  
 
    ‘There have been multiple discharges. Braden is alive and well, but his pulse is racing. He won’t answer my call.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. He’s in the middle of a fight. We better catch these guys before they get back to the village. That’s not a surprise Braden needs. Keep trying to get a hold of him and we’ll hurry.’  
 
    ‘The Aurochs are coming,’ Bronwyn replied. Thundering hooves could be felt as much as heard.  
 
    ‘We can run ahead, try to catch them,’ Treetis offered.  
 
    ‘We go together and we’ll catch them. Zeeka, can you fly ahead until you can reach your parents and tell them that the four are coming?’  
 
    Bronwyn threw the large bird into the air, not very far but enough for the Hawkoid to get air under her wings. She beat faster and faster as she climbed past the trees and into the open night sky. The moon outlined her.  
 
    ‘More to your right. I think that will get you close to the village. Fly fast, Zeeka,’ Micah said. She turned and climbed Gable’s offered leg. Once in position, the three Aurochs ran, not as fast as they could but as fast they dared when the moon shown through the clouds.  
 
    *** 
 
    Zeller was first to the door and slammed into the wall since she didn’t bother slowing. Her braceleted hand bounced from the pad and the door started to open.  
 
    Tom felt Android hands grab at him. He dodged left, jumped into the air, kicked off the wall, then kicked off the wall beside the door, narrowly missing Zeller, and threw himself into the two Androids. The three went down. The creations grabbed at him as he pummeled their metal heads with his massive fists. A sword point slid past to skewer one of the Androids. It sparked and froze. 
 
    Zeller cried out in pain. Tom struggled to his feet, dragging the stronger Android with him. He leaned backward, letting his momentum carry the Android up and over. With an extra effort, he slammed the creation into the wall. Stunned, he slammed it a second time and then stomped on its neck. Zeller stepped through the door and onto the catwalk. Tom backed through and watched the door close.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” he yelled at the door.  
 
    Zeller massaged her wrist where the electric shock had passed up the sword’s blade. “Adventure. Braden and Micah said they had a big problem with the Androids. Have you looked at Aadi’s shell?”  
 
    She started to get angry.  
 
    “But Holly fixed it!” Tom looked up the stairs.  
 
    “Obviously not.” Zeller pulled the comm device from her pocket. “Holly! We were just attacked by Androids. What are you doing down there?”  
 
    “Androids. Neeson!” Tom ran up the stairs, vaulting them three at a time to the next landing. He used his bracelet and was through. Zeller rushed after him, listening for Holly’s reply. 
 
    “There may be some rogue elements, but the medical section is completely under my control. I would encourage you not to explore the ship.”  
 
    “Tom!” Zeller yelled, ignoring Holly as she wanted to get to him before he interrupted Neeson’s procedure. She chased him down the corridor, but he was faster. 
 
    She heard him yell as she rounded the corner. Neeson was hooked up to a mask and floating freely within the tank’s recovery gel. Tom had the Android by the throat. The Android’s expression remained unchanged. 
 
    “Holly says he has this completely under control,” she panted.  
 
    “We are in the final stages of the procedure. You will have to wait a few hours and then you’ll be cleared to leave. Between now and then, there is nothing anyone can do.” The Android spoke calmly. The pressure on its throat was meaningless to it. An Android didn’t draw breath. The neck was a conduit housing circuitry and fiber cabling.  
 
    Tom pulled his hand back when Zeller tapped him on the shoulder. “Holly says this one is fine.”  
 
    “I think we’ll stay here and wait until Neeson is ready to go and then we’ll leave together.” Tom continued to glare at the Android’s lifeless eyes.  
 
    *** 
 
    A Hawkoid swooped into the area where the tension was so thick that no one noticed the newcomer. Zeeka backwinged to land on the building in front of which Bounder stood. The King of the Aurochs, Braden, Aadi, and G-War were facing an angry mob. 
 
    ‘The other four are running in this direction,’ Zeeka told them.  
 
    “Zeeka?” Braden said out loud. 
 
    ‘The leader is not with these men,’ G-War replied.  
 
    ‘Then he must be coming, and he’ll rally this bunch to join him. It’ll be a bloodbath.’ Braden didn’t want that.  
 
    He didn’t want that at all.  
 
    Aadi floated backwards. ‘You may want to duck and cover your ears.’  
 
    Brandt danced nimbly out of the way. G-War bolted. Braden hit the ground and covered his ears. The men in the front were wholly unprepared for the sonic blast that hit them. They screamed and cried as blood dripped from ears, heads pounded in pain, and brains seemed to explode from within.  
 
    The first half of the small mob staggered in circles, disoriented. The men in the back winced, but could still see straight. Fear of the unknown seized them. When the first man ran, the ice was broken and the others joined him. Brandt ran in front of them, turning the stampeding herd of humanity away from the direction where the other four could be found.  
 
    The last four would be met without interference from the others. The Wolfoid spears were collected and counted. Twenty in total. One was destroyed. The rest were coming their way.  
 
    “Do we ambush them?” Braden asked.  
 
    Aadi drifted slowly, exhausted from his efforts. ‘I’m usually the one who counsels patience and understanding, but we cannot in this case. G-War has already touched the mind of this one and he must be disarmed quickly,’  he said tiredly. 
 
    ‘I will deal with him. You disarm the others,’ G-War replied. His paws were red from the blood he’d spilled. Two men lay dead and another maimed. The Golden Warrior had kept the spears from falling back into the raiders’ hands. 
 
    Mercilessly so. 
 
    “Go,” Braden said and the ‘cat was off like a shot. “Ess? Keep an eye on him.”  
 
    Braden leaned against the wall next to Bounder. ‘Now what?’ 
 
    “I’ll check in with Holly, see how much time we have, and then we’ll find places to hide.”  
 
    Braden accessed his neural implant and the map showing the men’s position. “Damn! They’re almost here.” Braden waved at Bounder to hide inside the door of the ad hoc armory. Braden ran to the other side of the open area, kicking at those still writhing on the ground. “Micah and the others are right behind them.”  
 
    On cue, lightning spears flashed in the darkness of the forest. Flames licked quickly into the trees.  
 
    “I’m starting to hate that guy.” Braden’s lip curled as the fury rose within. Beyond the expectation of combat, it came from the emotions that he fought so hard to control.  
 
    He removed the blasters from their holsters, dialed a narrow beam for each, and waited. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Aurochs were closing. ‘Slower,’ Micah told them as she watched the map before her eye. She started to believe that the men would get to the village before the Aurochs caught up to them. She was fixated on the map before her eye when the lightning exploded into the tree next to her. The Aurochs bolted in three different directions. Fea and Treetis jumped and disappeared into the flame-torn night. 
 
    Micah, Bronwyn, and Strider hung on as the great creatures maneuvered deftly through the trees and undergrowth to put as much distance and cover between them and the next bolt. When the men fired again, the Aurochs and their riders were nowhere near the trees that burst into flame.  
 
    The Aurochs kept running at an angle away from the men.  
 
    ‘Braden? We failed to catch them,’ Micah called over the mindlink. ‘They are almost on top of you.’  
 
    Braden didn’t answer. 
 
    *** 
 
    He heard the men yelling.  
 
    “Send a bolt that way and one over there,” someone shouted.  
 
    Has to be the leader, Braden thought. 
 
    Lightning slashed into the trees. A second bolt, and then a third.  
 
    “That’ll do ‘em,” the gruff voice added. “Come on!”  
 
    Braden could see the outline of three men as they emerged from the forest. Where’s number four? Braden started to panic, quickly pulling up the map with his neural implant.  
 
    To the side. ‘Skirill, there’s a fourth one wide. We won’t be able to corral him with the others. Can you take him out? We can’t have him come up behind us.’  
 
    ‘Leave it to us,’ the Hawkoid replied. Braden could hear the faint flapping of wings, but couldn’t tell from where.  
 
    ‘Where are you, G?’ Braden asked as the leader boldly strode into the area, stopping when he saw the blood and the bodies. 
 
    He started to raise his spear. A shadow threw itself from the nearest roof. G-War wrapped his claws around the man’s face and ripped backwards. The men behind aimed their spears, but didn’t dare fire.  
 
    “Throw him off and we’ll dust ‘em!” one man yelled. Fea and Treetis raced from the forest, leaping together to slam into the backs of the two men. One triggered his spear as he fell forward. The bolt vaporized the leader’s legs. G-War snarled and leapt, catching the building’s overhanging roof and scrabbling upward. 
 
    Fea and Treetis raked their enemies until the men fell, screaming in pain. The ‘cats continued until no further sounds escaped the men’s lips.  
 
    The fourth man appeared as two shapes descended from the sky, claws outstretched. One Hawkoid tore into his face and the other gripped his firing arm in razor-like talons. He tried to lift the lightning spear, but the tendons in his arm were severed and he lost his grip. The spear fell from numb fingers. The Hawkoids flew away as Braden ran toward the man. He held his face with his good hand, cursing through shredded lips.  
 
    Braden picked up the spear and walked away. Fea and Treetis stood over their victims, breathing hard and eyes darting back and forth, looking for the next enemy.  
 
    Cygnus Standing and Rainy Forest appeared from the darkness. Braden had told them to stay clear. They hadn’t listened as they crept closer and closer to the village during the fight.  
 
    “It’s over,” Braden told them. Pounding hooves marked the arrival of the Aurochs. Gable slid to a stop and Micah vaulted from him. She hit, rolled, came upright, and ran into Braden’s arms. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Recovery 
 
      
 
    The Android stood by the tank, staring into the gel. It turned and walked with purpose toward the doorway. Tom and Zeller jumped off the gurney and followed. Zeller had never sheathed her blade. She carried it before her.  
 
    In case it was needed to deal with another Android. “I hate these things,” she said within earshot of the creation. 
 
    “You join Braden and me. If Neeson were awake, I expect he’d be a vocal member of the club.” 
 
    It walked down the corridor a short way before entering a side room. Tom rushed forward and held the door while Zeller jumped to the middle of the corridor, assuming her fighting stance. The storage locker contained towels, perfectly folded and neatly arranged. The Android lifted a stack from the shelf, turned, and headed back toward the medical facility. It ignored its human shadows. 
 
    “Hey!” Tom yelled. The Android stopped and turned its head to the side, listening. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “The Hillcat called Neeson is almost finished. I am preparing to towel the gel from him before he gets rinsed and dried.”  
 
    “We’re almost done?” 
 
    “The rest of the procedure will take approximately fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “That’s a relief. Don’t let us stop you,” Zeller replied. 
 
    “You already have.” The Android faced the front and continued on its way.  
 
    Tom ground his teeth, but followed. Zeller joined them.  
 
    The Android unfolded two of the towels and placed them on the table. It carefully lifted Neeson from the tank and laid him gently on the towels. It removed the mask from around the ‘cat’s head, then toweled the majority of the gel from his fur. Tom looked sideways at how straggly the ‘cat looked. He also appeared to have lost weight, but that could have been the matted fur. 
 
    In a space to the side, the Android put Neeson in a human-sized tub. He looked small, almost like a baby. It pulled at Tom’s heartstrings. The Android held Neeson’s head in one hand as he rinsed him using a tool that looked like a brush but sprayed water from its bristles. The Android worked efficiently.  
 
    Neeson remained unconscious as the Android carried him back to the table where the final two towels were folded. It wrapped the ‘cat and briskly rubbed him. The final stage was a fan that blew warm, dry air onto the table where Neeson was lying, sphinx-like.  
 
    The last thing the Android did was to pop a small capsule and wave it in front of the ‘cat’s nose. Neeson’s eyes slowly opened.  
 
    ‘I feel different,’ he admitted. 
 
    “Time to go, buddy. Not spending one extra heartbeat in this place.” Tom picked the ‘cat up. “You lost weight.”  
 
    Tom and Zeller turned to the Android. “It was an easy addition to the procedure. Holly said it was necessary to return the Hillcat to his pre-injury condition.” 
 
    Tom reluctantly held out his hand. The Android looked at it without taking it. Tom shrugged. “Just want to say thank you. I’m sorry that we had a run-in with some of your kind.”  
 
    “I think you believe that I have motivations beyond my programming. I assure you that my purpose is different from the purpose of other Androids. I know what I am supposed to do. If you get injured in any way, I will be here, ready to do what I am programmed to do. The equipment will be cleaned and ready as it has been for the past thousand years and will continue to be that way for the next thousand years.”  
 
    “I believe you,” Tom replied.  
 
    Zeller was first out the door, sword held before her. She headed straight for the elevator, summoned it with her badge, and looked tentatively inside to make sure it was empty. Once Tom and Neeson were aboard, she gave it instructions on where to go. “Deck Ten, lowest level.” 
 
    The doors closed and the elevator started down. 
 
    *** 
 
    Brandt chased the curious away by swinging his massive horns back and forth as he walked around Braden and Micah. G-War vaulted from the roof of the building, landed on Brandt’s back, and jumped to the ground. He raced to Fealona and the two ‘cats intertwined their bodies as they rubbed against each other.  
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Braden said, watching over Micah’s shoulder.  
 
    “How could you not know?” she asked. 
 
    “Know what?”  
 
    “Hopeless!” she declared. “You are hopeless. So what’s the plan?”  
 
    “Ax? ‘Tesh?” Braden asked.  
 
    “In Southport with an army of bodyguards.”  
 
    Strider and Bounder nuzzled as Bronwyn stood, uncomfortably trying not to look at anyone. She settled for talking with Brandt.  
 
    Treetis strutted through the area until Bronwyn scooped him up and cradled him in her arms.  
 
    ‘Thank you for being a hero to us all, once again, but this time, you don’t have scars as a reminder of your bravery,’ she trilled softly into his mind.  
 
    ‘It’s what I do,’ he replied. She smirked at his bravado before lifting him to the King’s face, where he walked up to assume his position on the Aurochs’ head.  
 
    “Grab the spears and let’s go.”  
 
    “What about us?” someone called out.  
 
    “What about the fire?” someone else shouted.  
 
    Braden held Micah’s hand, and together, they addressed the onlookers. “We didn’t start the fire and we didn’t raid someone else’s village to steal their property. We owe your village nothing.” Braden clenched and unclenched his fist.  
 
    Micah stepped forward. “You’ve been led astray by someone who promised power. That person and his inner circle are now gone. You have to take control of your destiny. That means making amends with the people of Southport. It means establishing Dunk’s Town as a self-sufficient community. Put yourselves on the new trade route and find what you can provide, trade with others, grow, become more than you ever thought possible.”  
 
    “How do we do that? We have nothing.” One man stood in front of the others.  
 
    ‘G?’ Braden asked. 
 
    ‘He was one of the raiders,’ the ‘cat replied. ‘He doesn’t know any other way.’ 
 
    “You went north, raided Livestel. How did you know? You traveled that whole way and then came back.”  
 
    “We hunt for food. Nothing can live on the grass of the plains. It’s poison.”  
 
    Braden looked at Brandt.  
 
    “If you can hunt, you can trade. How about fish for venison? How about a way to smoke the meat, season it. How about wood-working? Few people have access to the good wood that you do.” Braden looked into the forest. Many trees were burning, but many more were not. Without a wind, the natural breaks were keeping the fire contained.  
 
    “I’ve seen the construction of these buildings. Your people are gifted. There are many north of the Amazon who would trade well for someone to build nice homes for them. You could bring back wagonloads of food, clothing, and nice things for your families.”  
 
    “We’ll have to think about that,” the man said, but the curl of his lip was gone. The hostility in the crowd was dissipating.  
 
    “You can do whatever you want, except make war. We can never allow that. We can never allow the theft of weapons, especially Old Tech. You see the problems that will cause. I hate bringing the thunder. I would much rather be at home with my family.”  
 
    Micah nodded and walked away. The choice was theirs if they wanted to join a greater society, one of free trade.  
 
    “Load up the spears, separate them between the four Aurochs, and let’s go.” Micah waved her arm in the air to signal that it was time to leave. 
 
    Bronwyn, the Wolfoids, and Micah separated the spears, tied them in small bundles, and passed them around. With the Aurochs’ consent, the group climbed aboard and left the villagers to their own thoughts and conversations.  
 
    They also left them with the responsibility to bury their dead.  
 
    “They brought it on themselves,” Micah reasoned. Braden agreed.  
 
    “I expect we’ll hear from them soon. They’ll show up in Southport with hat in hand. We’ll make sure that we send extra. Gailey will be ready for them. Nothing like a good meal to make people fans of trade.”  
 
    “What do you think, G?” Braden asked.  
 
    ‘I think Fea and I need some alone time,’ the ‘cat replied. 
 
    “You sound like me,” Braden said. 
 
    ‘Where do you think I learned it from? It doesn’t change the truth.’  
 
    “No, it doesn’t, little man.” Braden hugged Micah as they rode on Brandt, with Aadi hanging onto one of Braden’s pack straps. G-War had chased Treetis away so he and Fea could ride together. The scraggly orange ‘cat sulked until Bronwyn had him join her on Cragmore. Bounder and Strider rode together on Tally. Gable carried the two pups, staying close to Tally, because they were friends and would remain together in Southport. 
 
    The Hawkoids had taken flight and flown southwest in the intermittent moonlight. They agreed to meet the others at the ship.  
 
    “I can’t wait to go home,” Braden admitted. 
 
    “Maybe we can take a different route home,” Micah answered mysteriously. 
 
    *** 
 
    The elevator doors opened to the empty corridor they’d first passed through. They took a left and started walking, no longer conscious of how they’d adjusted to the ship’s spin while walking.  
 
    ‘I feel good. I can walk,’ Neeson said.  
 
    “Hold on,” Tom told Zeller. She stopped to watch as Tom slowly put the ‘cat on all fours. Neeson took a few steps, jumped into the air, and then jumped higher. He bolted toward the door to engineering, drifting to the side until he bounced off the wall. He didn’t care. He adjusted and accelerated. He didn’t slow when he reached the end, but leapt into the air and kicked off, racing back toward Tom and Zeller. 
 
    The two held hands as they walked toward him, lifting them as he flew beneath. He ran nearly to the other end of the corridor, almost a full kilometer, before turning and running back. He caught up to Tom and Zeller as they opened the door. Neeson’s chest heaved with his efforts. 
 
    “It is good to have you back,” Tom told the ‘cat. 
 
    ‘It is good to be back,’ Neeson replied. ‘I’m sorry for all of it, for being a burden when I couldn’t fend for myself. I will make it up to you.’  
 
    “A burden?” Tom looked skeptical. “It’s what friends do for each other. What do you say we get back in the matter transfer chamber and go home? I don’t know about you, but I could use a good puke.”  
 
    Zeller elbowed the big blacksmith in the ribs.  
 
    He looked back sheepishly. “You know we’re gonna.”  
 
    “I guess so. My stomach already hurts.”  
 
    ‘I’m oh for one in that department,’ Neeson stated. ‘Because I’m a ‘cat and we’re better at some things, maybe most things.’ 
 
    “Humility being your greatest trait.” Tom put Neeson over his shoulder as he climbed the ladder from the catwalk down to the engineering deck. “Are we supposed to wait for the scientists?”  
 
    Zeller shrugged, pulled the comm device, and called Holly. 
 
    “They won’t be returning for a while as they are starting to work with the systems in order to bring the ship back to life. They are taking the first steps in humanity’s return to space.”  
 
    “But we’re already in space,” Zeller answered. 
 
    “To explore further, Free Trader Zeller. Go beyond the boundaries of the Traveler and see what’s out there.”  
 
    “You can count us out, Holly.” Tom gave Zeller the thumbs up before she continued. “Fire up the mat trans. We’re coming home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Parting Ways 
 
      
 
    Bronwyn sat tall on Cragmore. Treetis sat next to her. Zeeka circled lazily overhead. The King of the Aurochs was nearby, holding his head proudly as he watched the herd graze.  
 
    “Preening?” Braden whispered.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Micah replied. A number of young men stood in a row. The Rabbits were trying to explain via Bronwyn what the farmers needed to do, but the men only had eyes for the willowy young woman. She was trying not to smile as she repeated what the Rabbits were saying, giving the young men their instructions.  
 
    The twins held onto their parents while the Wolfoids gnawed on great slices of salmon jerky that the twins had discovered the Warden’s fabricators could produce.  
 
    Gailey stood next to Vii’s first couple.  
 
    “You have to leave?” she asked. 
 
    “We do,” Micah replied, “but the Aurochs and Bronwyn will remain, along with Treetis and Zeeka.”  
 
    “Treetis and Zeeka?”  
 
    “That regal Hillcat and the Hawkoid circling overhead.”  
 
    Treetis tried to act like he didn’t know they were talking about him.  
 
    G-War and Fea pranced impatiently. “What?”  
 
    ‘I’m really not sure you humans can be in charge of anything. You make a dog’s breakfast out of it all!’ the ‘cat retorted. 
 
    “I don’t know how to answer that, G. I think we do okay, but your advice is always appreciated. Just like the sage words that Aadi shares.” Braden tipped his head at the Tortoid.  
 
    ‘It is settled then,’ Aadi replied. 
 
    “What is settled?” Braden wondered aloud, feeling more and more like he’d missed a meeting. 
 
    ‘I shall go with Brandt and one of the cows as we return north with the Wolfoids and their spears. We will collect the wagon from where we hid it and return to New Sanctuary by way of Livestel.’ 
 
    “Damn. I did miss a meeting. Where was I?” 
 
    “Oversleeping,” Micah replied.  
 
    He did like the bed in the captain’s quarters. It reminded him of the presidential suite’s bed in New Sanctuary. 
 
    “That leaves …” Braden looked around and started counting as he pointed. “Us, G-War, Fea, Skirill, Zyena, and it looks like that’s all who are coming with us on the ship.”  
 
    “I think Chester and Hope will be joining us.”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Future Free Traders. They only need someone to guide them.” Micah knew how to convince Braden.  
 
    “Sounds good. I think your parents are going to be surprised when we pull up in the Warden.”  
 
    “Just a lot.”  
 
    Micah and Braden shook hands with Gailey, wished her well, and headed for the ship.  
 
    Bronwyn and the Rabbits waved good-bye. Bronwyn thought about her new role as the anchor of the southernmost point on the expanding trade route. Southport needed a central market with stalls, a place to park wagons, keep horses, livestock, Aurochs companions, houses for visitors, and so much more.  
 
    Is this what it’s like to be an adult? She scowled before realizing that the young men were watching. She smiled back at them, and they sighed in relief. I’m going to like being an adult. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom and Zeller held their stomachs after the post-transfer power-puking. Neeson waited until he could jump to a clear spot on the floor of the matter transfer chamber. The wall slid to the side and they walked out, picking up their pace on their way to the elevator. They kept drifting sideways as they walked. 
 
    “This is new,” Tom said, his lip curling in disgust. 
 
    They reached the elevator and punched the button for the top floor. They waited until it arrived and then ran from it, opened the door, and shamelessly bolted into the sunshine.  
 
    Tom picked Zeller up and swung her in a circle. “That wasn’t so bad. Maybe we can go up there on vacation?” 
 
    She punched him in the chest and laughed. 
 
    “No way in hell I’m ever going back there.”  
 
    “Never say never. If you got hurt, I’d carry you up all those stairs so they could make you better.”  
 
    “I believe you would.” Zeller pointed over Tom’s shoulder and he put her down. Neeson growled low in his throat as he saw a small domestic rabbit. He tore into the undergrowth. The ‘cat’s scream announced to the world that he’d made a kill.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Take us out, Holly,” Micah ordered. Braden leaned over the railing. Hope and Chester were on deck, beaming and waving at the small crowd gathered on the pier. The old man sat in his usual spot, fishing. His pole bent and he set the hook before dragging his catch in.  
 
    He held it up for those on the ship to see, nodding once. When he looked at the biggest fish he’d ever caught from the pier, he thought he saw bite marks on its side.  
 
    Chlora and Rhodi appeared next to the Warden as it slipped out to sea. They chittered happily before swimming up the well deck. Rex waited in deeper waters.  
 
    ‘South, my friends! We are heading south on our way to the Eastern Ocean!’ Axial told them. 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    This is the end of Free Trader 7 – Southern Discontent 
 
    If you liked it, please leave a review – buyers look at books with a single digit number of reviews with skepticism, so please, drop a few kind words for the Free Trader:). And I’ll start Free Trader 8 as soon as I have at least ten (10) reviews of Southern Discontent. 
 
    Blurb: 
 
    All he ever wanted was free trade. Instead, the raiders brought war.  
 
    Braden and Micah bring the band back together to recover stolen Old Tech. They find a new community, robust, but challenged. Will free trade solve their problems, or will the raiders continue to assert control? 
 
    Holly has an opinion, too. The chase begins, Wolfoids, Hillcats, Tortoids, Hawkoids, and Aurochs all get involved when it comes to restoring peace on Cygnus VII.  
 
    The Free Trader returns in the seventh installment of the Free Trader! 
 
   
  
 



Bonus Content! 
 
      
 
    This is the original outline that I wrote for this story a long time ago. You’ll see that I deviated it from it a bit as the story unfolded. Sometimes we need to limit the side tendrils and other distractions. You get to see what I thought of the story in the summer of 2017 and what the final product looked like in the winter of 2018. There will be typos and misspellings and bad grammar, but it’s the rough draft outline. I hope you like seeing into my process. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 – The Attack on Livestel (all chapters should be around 2000 – 2500 words) 
 
    The southerner raid on Livestel. Most of the Wolfoids are off hunting, but those who are managing the herd, oldsters, females, and pups are left behind.  
 
    A group of ten humans (southerners) attack in broad daylight, using bows & arrows along with spears with rough stone tips. It’s too much for those left behind. The men grab the lightning spears (about 20) and disappear to the south.  
 
    Some Wolfoids get hurt. Can't kill anyone up front. How do our friendly Wolfoids respond? They are furious and want to hunt down the purveyors of interspecies war! The Wolfoids Bounder & Strider know that a war won’t be good. They race to New Sanctuary to find Braden & Micah 
 
    Braden and Micah are furious, too, but insist on leading the effort to go after the raiders. They run back to Livestel with Bounder & Strider to calm the Wolfoids. With them are the three Hillcats, G-War, Fea, & Treetis and the Hawkoids, Skirill & Zyena. Aadi comes later hanging onto Brandt as the great king runs through the plains after his friends. 
 
    They know they have to go after the raiders and build their recovery party (Braden refuses to call it a war party, which is what the Wolfoids will keep referring to it as). 
 
    They decide to leave immediately because if they don’t, they know the Wolfoids will go alone. The second Brandt arrives, they turn him around and race back to pick up an Old Tech wagon, the twins – Ax & ‘Tesh, their ‘cats, Klytus and Shauna. They even convince Heloysius and Luciana, the Rabbits from New Sanctuary to join them.  
 
    They fill the wagon and race off, intercepting the Wolfoids who are already running south tracking as dogs do, running after the men who headed west on the ancients’ road. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    The group heads south – work on the dynamics between the characters. Reiterate some training as they learn to work together, especially the new members – the four young Wolfoids who are all fired up to participate. Bounder and Strider will have some work to do with the youngsters.  
 
    Braden and Micah continue to train. The twins are now five years old and their antics give everyone pause (insert humorous stuff here as Klytus and Shauna get into as much trouble as the kids).  
 
    Run and encounter between the kids and a mutant crawler (big rattlesnake). Good fight scene with the ‘cats and the kids. By the time the adults, Fea leading the way, get there, all is back to normal.  
 
    Take the group to the coast.  
 
    Holly offers to bring the Warden to pick them up. Brandt gets bent out of shape. He’s not good with going to sea. 
 
    We’ll end this chapter with the Warden appearing, but the group is undecided if they are going to take it or not. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Holly convinces them that if they could get in front of the southerners, then they could cut them off. Braden decides to split his force, sending a stronger group ahead on the Warden and landing far to the south. With the mountains to their east, they believe the raiders will remain close to the coast.  
 
    The group splits in half. Micah takes the kids and the ‘cats (all except G-War) on the Warden, along with Gray Strider and two other Wolfoids. The Rabbits go aboard, too, along with Aadi.  
 
    That leaves Braden, G-War, Treetis, Brandt, the wagon, Bounder, two young Wolfoids. There’s a bit of a teary goodbye as the ship heads to sea with the crowd. 
 
    Now we will start two POVs and sub-arcs. Micah’s group at sea and Braden’s group ashore. G-War is a royal pain because he misses his woman, but he won’t admit it and Braden keeps teasing him.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Micah at sea. Rexalita joins the ship and soon Chlora and Rhodi  joint, too. The new Wolfoids get horribly seasick. Klytus falls overboard and they have to rescue him. He scratches one Chlora and she lets him have it, dumping him back in the ocean and using her tail to launch him like from a catapult. He lands on the deck and everyone is unhappy until he apologizes. The twins can talk with the Dolphins & Whale. 
 
    Braden on shore, have some adventures as they trail the men south. Holly keeps everyone informed through Braden and Micah’s neural implants. Bounder unerringly tracks the men.  
 
    You’ll see from the map that the southern terrain is undefined. That means it can be whatever we need it to be. Holly can look at the whole world because of the orbiting satellites. He and Braden can get in a long conversation about the southern terrain – collect the intel as it may be. Holly can let him know that there could be a thousand people in the south.  
 
    They trail the men until they turn east and into the mountains. Micah is still at sea. Their plan to cut the men off failed. Bounder wanted to track the men before he lost their scent. Rain was coming. They head inland. Micah and the others are trapped at sea, fretting.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Micah looks for a place to land but has to continue south where she finds a series of fishing villages. They are able to find a natural harbor large enough for the Warden. They find nice people and a great range beyond of grazing land and farm land. They need fertilizer and some help covering the large area. The farmers do everything by hand. 
 
    Micah calls Bronwyn to see if she can recruit a group of go-getter Aurochs to come south and establish a new herd. 
 
    Bronwyn agrees and she and Zeeka find volunteers, along with Zeller, the Aurochs with her (forget his name), and they take the new mini-herd (20 head) head west to the west coast and then south to where Micah is. Bronwyn gets the most from the herd and they make the trip in five days. Zeller and Neeson split off to go to New Sanctuary so Tom & Neeson can journey to the RV Traveler where the big Treecat Neeson can get his leg fixed. 
 
    During Bronwyn’s transit, Micah and the others get to know the townspeople, who are skeptical of the talking animals, but get over it quickly when Micah has a powwow with the town elders where the intelligent creatures all get involved. 
 
    Micah doubts that these villagers had anything to do with the raid on Livestel. Some dialogue and feelings here along with some insight from Fealona and Aadi’s wisdom will always prevail when the humans have questions. 
 
    Braden and his small group have to shelter in place during a couple days of torrential rains. They try to look, have some minor adventures in the rain, maybe a young Wolfoid falls from a cliff. A daring mid-storm rescue of the scraped and bruised young fella, but he is okay. When the sky clears, the trail is gone. They can’t decide what to do – go on and search (much slower) or head to the coast and meet up with Micah. 
 
    They decide to continue searching on their own but the wagon is stymied and they leave it behind. Braden is confident since he has his two blasters and Bounder has his lightning spear.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Tom, Zeller, and Neeson go to space (Doctor Johns gives them a comm device so Holly can follow their progress while on the ship and & talk with him since he doesn’t have a neural implant) – recycle the language and arrival from FT3, describe the beds and the process, send them and the ‘cat to the Traveler, but he only needs to go to the aft section (where they do the neural implants as described in Cygnus Expanding). Note the issues they have with walking because of the ship’s spin. It’s weird but they figure it, still bounce off bulkheads throughout. But they need to climb the stairs as the elevator doesn’t work. They go through to the Livestock Level and climb upward until Holly directs them through a door where they find an access shaft. They climb and climb, Young Tom carrying the ‘cat most of the time.  
 
    It’ll be an epic journey and struggle through the ship to get where Neeson can get repaired.  
 
    Braden and his group search – Skirill takes to the sky and becomes their eyes and ears forward.  
 
    Don’t forget to let G-War and Bounder hunt deer for the group. Brandt will shred whole bushes as he powers up on their journey through the hills. Good thing as the grass in the valley beyond is just like Toromont’s weed. He can’t eat it or he goes wonky. This creates a race as they have to cover a great deal of ground to get to a village to the south of the long valley that runs between the hills. Brandt runs out of gas and has to eat some of the grass so he doesn’t keel over. Which makes him stoned and he keels over. 
 
    Micah talks to the town about free trade (regurgitate one of Braden’s speeches from Free Trader 2 or so where he makes a pitch to one of the villages on the north side of the Amazon). 
 
    They contemplate that while she takes her crew up the coast to hunt and bring game back as a friendship offering. 
 
    A couple villagers get on board the Warden and Holly stuns them with an electric shock. When Micah returns and finds this, she is livid, but exercises restraint and doesn’t beat the crap out of the people. Holly explains to her the role of ambassador. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    The epic journey aboard the RV Traveler continues. Vines and electrically charged creatures are in their way when they are on the home stretch. The three of them have an incredible battle using stuff lying around (a fire extinguisher, cabling, etc that Holly can describe how to use, like the extinguisher). And finally clear the way, but Tom is injured. Zeller carries him to the med lab while Neeson limps along behind. Scene ends with them getting worked on by the med bots, side by side, before the ‘cat gets dumped in the tank to get fixed.  
 
    Braden and his crew find the villagers with the Wolfoid spears, thanks to Skirill. They come across a hunting party and there’s a battle, Braden withdraws after Brandt takes a lightning bolt in the side. He’s still stoned and couldn’t move quickly enough to cover.  
 
    Braden lights the field on fire with his blaster to cover their retreat. They regroup and head southwest into different hills, but Holly helps them find their way through. Braden needs Micah’s and the others’ help.  
 
    Bronwyn finally arrives at the village with the herd. They have a big powwow, some music, and then they come to an agreement. Big shortcoming, they don’t have anyone who can talk with the Aurochs – no one able to mindlink with the creatures. Bronwyn starts teaching both of them an abbreviated sign language.  
 
    Micah, Fea, the twins and their ‘cats help a core group solidify their moral compass. This group of towns people will be the foundation of an elevated society where the Aurochs Queen would also be one of the elders as they embrace a new way.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    The training isn’t yet complete when Braden calls for Micah and the others to meet him. They need an extra day so Braden finds more numbweed to process and they kill some deer to turn into jerky. They decided to take the two days before Micah could arrive to nurse Brandt back to health.  
 
    Micah’s adventures begin when they try to leave the town. A bunch of the towns people try to follow. She tries to talk them out of it. It is their territory after all, not hers. She reluctantly agrees and a mob follows after her, ill prepared for life on the trail. She has to teach them about finding water. They are mostly fisherman, so land survival skills are foreign to them. Good chance for humor here. 
 
    Young Tom wakes up to find that he has been returned to health and that he now has a neural implant. Neeson is healing and Tom is able to talk with him over the mindlink. Neeson feels like a million bucks and wants to get out of the tank now because he hates the feeling of being wet. He starts to panic and the Holly pumps him full of chemicals to put him back to sleep so the bone repair and healing process can complete.  
 
    Zeller explores a little bit. She can find something interesting (doesn’t matter what). She runs into an Android and they fight like demons. She is able to escape from it back to the med lab where she locks herself in. Holly reasserts control and makes the Android go away. When Neeson is cleared to leave the tank, the group leaves the med bay and heads out, skulking past the vines where they get away unscathed. When they head down the shaft, they find the Android waiting for them (end this section with that). 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9  
 
    Reunion between Braden, Micah, and the twins, overshadowed by the reunion between G-War and Fea. This was the first time they’d been apart since they bonded. Show G-War to be a down-to-earth decent ‘cat (which will be part of the setup for the next book). 
 
    Aadi provides sage advice throughout, but he’s hanging on for the ride. He is concerned about his offspring, but they are a few years old. He still finally gets Braden and Micah to call through Holly to find them. Daksha and one of the others are at New Sanctuary. They get squeezed into the elevator and delivered to the command center where Daksha can talk with Braden who relays Aadi’s words.  
 
    Daksha’s love of space is born. He wants to work in the command center, but will need a vocalization device, something that had not yet been invented. The interface device that Holly had created early as part of the “true heart” test is how Daksha is able to talk through Holly to Braden & Micah via their neural implant.  
 
    Daksha and Holly come up with the idea for the vocalization device and Holly thinks he can build one. They get to it. Aadi gets very little of the conversation. He’s bummed because Daksha and Holly did most of the talking. 
 
    Braden and Micah aren’t happy with the interior villagers who took the lightning spears and then injure Brandt. As he heals, the large group (remember the towns people) head inland, retracing Braden’s steps through the rugged terrain. The trip takes twice as long because of the towns people. They’re motivated, just have no clue about woodcraft. 
 
    The whole group dynamic changes and there is some friction. Braden wants to go and kick some ass. He doesn’t want to give the villagers the time to establish better defenses. They try to work through their issues, but Braden stews and stews the longer it takes. 
 
    When they finally break into the valley, Skirill delivers the bad news. They have anti-Aurochs defenses (ditches with stakes), built-up firing positions behind which they can fire their spears. Braden has to contemplate what they need to do. The southerners with them offer to try and talk with the other southerners, although they’ve never met them before. 
 
    Some camaraderie and geographical bonds. The spear thieves are total dicks, though and chase off the gentle fishing folk.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Young Tom, Zeller (is she bonded with a ‘cat? I don’t remember, if so, then of course the ‘cat comes along), and Neeson fight off the Android by dropping stuff on it including Neeson. Tom ends up jumping down the shaft into laser fire as the Android flails under the Hillcat attack. Tom lands on it with the full force of his blacksmith strength.  
 
    Turns out the Android was only stunned. They run for it.  
 
    The Android follows down the staircase. They run across a few Wolfoids who remained on the level. As they are running the Wolfoids light up the Android with their spears. The lifeless hulk crashes down the stairs.  
 
    Lots of thanks, a mini celebration. They want to leave, but Zeller and Tom know how it works. Time to slap hand to fur and show how grateful they are for being saved. Tom shows them a little bit about shaping metal in a fire. They end up staying a couple days and Tom fixes some of the huts in their village.  
 
    Tom is learning to use his neural implant during this time. He closes the window often because it gives him a headache. Zeller taught him to read, so he can read the material that Holly shares, but it is too foreign to him. 
 
    Braden rallies the frightened townspeople and comes up with a plant to infiltrate the village using their friends. G-War and Fea would ride Skirill and Zyena on a night infiltration. They’d get dropped off behind the enemy lines, as it may be.  
 
    The Wolfoids would use the darkness to get past as well. Six Wolfoids with the mission to recover the spears. They find where they are stored but can only find twelve of them. That means eight Southerners have spears, but they can only see four. Damn!  
 
    G-War and Bounder pass their information. At dawn, the Hillcats attack and finish off the four men walking the perimeter carrying Wolfoid lightning spears.  
 
    Braden and everyone with him attacks.  
 
    Including Brandt who roars across the field and launches himself over the ditch, easily clearing it. He stampedes into the village and levels two huts before he can get himself back under control. 
 
    He still has a headache from the weed. It has been nearly a week. He can’t wait to get over it.  
 
    The ‘cats and Wolfoids take over the village, rounding up all the people. Sixteen spears have been recovered. They want to know where the other ones war. A couple of the men (none of them died, although the four on guard that came up against the Hillcats are horribly sliced) try to argue and be contentious, but G-War is having none of that. He and Bounder drag the man away, scare the crap out of him, and he who comes clean. 
 
    The townspeople all remain behind to help the villagers get back on their feet. Braden, Micah, and all their people head into the hills to the south to follow the raiding party of ten men, four of whom are carrying lightning spears. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11  
 
    Tom, Zeller, and Neeson take a casual walk back to the transfer room(forgot what it’s called – use the right name) with a couple Wolfoids who decide to change their minds and go to the planet. All of them go back to New Sanctuary without an issue (besides yacking upon arrival, of course). The Wolfoids have a difficult time walking because there’s no spin.  
 
    Tom & Zeller run across Daksha and have an interesting conversation because Neeson links them all together. The Tortoid asks a buttload of questions about space. 
 
    Bounder and Gray Strider pick up the scent of the hunting party. They race after them and the group starts running. Braden and Micah fall back as they are carrying their five-year olds. Bronwyn jumps aboard Brandt and races ahead. The chase is on.  
 
    Braden and Micah are forced to slow down. They are alone. The others have all gone ahead. Even the Rabbits raced ahead to keep pace. G-War, and the other four ‘cats remain with their humans while looking longingly ahead.  
 
    G-War shrugs and they head out, maintaining the best pace they can. Skirill relays pictures of the groups. The men are running, but decide they can’t stay ahead, especially with the Wolfoids bearing down on them. They find a small ditch to dive into and they turn and fire the lightning spears at their pursuers. The Wolfoids light up the area creating a conflagration – six spears, fired simultaneously and held active until they ran out of juice, then they swapped and grabbed six new ones to fire again.  
 
    The Rabbits fired their laser pistols.  
 
    The men had been headed toward the town where the Warden was docked. The new herd of Aurochs saw the battle and decided to join it. Brandt bugled his challenge and Bronwyn reached out with her mind.  
 
    The herd ran toward them. The survivors in the ditch felt the earth tremble with the incoming Aurochs. They turned and fired. One of the Aurochs (she’s well in front of the others) is hit with two shots. She goes down. Brandt roars and charges. 
 
    Together, he and Bronwyn jump into the ditch to finish the remaining few men. All is silent as Bronwyn realizes what she’s done. She projects fear and horror. The herd cowers. Brandt climbs out of the ditch and runs to his herd where they are gathering around the dead Aurochs. Brandt joins them and bugles his sorrow. 
 
    Bronwyn slides down and is torn. Here’s one of her friends and over there, the men who did it. They never bothered to talk with the men, because they’d stolen the lightning spears. They had known what they were doing. Those who seek power should not be in power – a Braden saying. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    They group continues to the town, where Bronwyn, Brandt, and Zeeka wave goodbye. They’ll head north to pick up the wagon and meet the others at New Sanctuary.  
 
    Braden, Micah, and the others all jump aboard the Warden for a fishing, sailing, party. The ship is in fine shape and makes great food. The Rabbits disappear into the garden. The twins go down below to watch the sea as it passes, with Rexalita, Chlora, and Rhodi swimming around.  
 
    The book will end with Bronwyn hooking Brandt up to the Old Tech wagon. She will wonder about something she heard the Hillcats talking about, that man couldn’t rule himself and that maybe it was time for the Hillcats to take a more active role in Vii’s affairs.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Cygnus Rising
Bonus Content (First Chapter) 
 
      
 
    Cygnus Space Opera – Book 1
A Tale from the Free Trader Universe 
takes place over 100 years after Braden & Micah’s adventures 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Sample Chapter of Cygnus Rising 
 
    Chapter 1 - Fire! 
 
      
 
    Flames shot through the open hatch. Cain yelled, “Engineering’s on fire!” as the klaxons continued to scream, echoing down the corridor away from him. He sensed, more than heard the anguished cry. 
 
    The hatch was open. The automated fire suppression system had failed. 
 
    He ripped open the damage control panel and pulled the tank out. He threw it hastily over his shoulder, reached behind him with a well-practiced maneuver to start the flow of air, and wrapped the dangling mask across his face. He draped the fire hood over his head as he ran. He didn’t have time to put on the whole outfit. People he knew were dying.  
 
    He hit the flames of the doorway at a dead run. The intense heat scorched his bare forearms as he passed. He yelled into his mask as he slid to a stop in the middle of the space, looking for survivors. A Rabbit lay under a terminal, an ugly scorch mark cut across his white fur, leaving blackened hair around burned pink flesh underneath. The Rabbit moved – Briz was alive.  
 
    Cain slid him from under the melting terminal. The Rabbit was dense and blocky, half Cain’s height, but the same weight. Cain pulled an equipment cover off the back of a chair. He took it and wrapped it around the Rabbit’s head and over as much of his body as he could, then hefted him, trying not to touch the injury. Cain lumbered toward the hatch, ducked his head, held his breath, and jumped through the flames. He deposited the Rabbit in the passageway and raced back into Engineering. Ellie was in there somewhere. 
 
    He should have been alarmed that the flames didn’t seem to hurt as much this time. The next victim was a Wolfoid, horribly torn apart from the force of an exploded containment vessel. He saw something odd about the way the Wolfoid’s body, bigger than a human’s was laying on the floor. 
 
    A pink-fleshed hand snaked out from underneath the heavy gray fur. Without remorse, Cain heaved the Wolfoid’s shattered body to the side. Ellie was dazed, but seemed to be okay. The Wolfoid must have taken the full force of the rupture, protecting her. Cain’s breath caught as he looked at her silken black hair, the ends curled and brittle from the heat that had passed over her. 
 
    He pulled her to him as blue lights started to flash within Engineering, signaling the imminent flooding of argon gas into the compartment. He kneeled, rolling her from a sitting position over his shoulder. He stood without much effort. She wasn’t heavy and laid easily over his shoulder as he hurried for the hatch. The flames had died down somewhat, but he still ran through, hoping speed would keep them safe. Once through, he stopped, took off his hood and breathed deeply of the better air in the corridor. The hatch to engineering closed.  
 
    The klaxons stopped as someone helped Ellie from his shoulder. He looked at the closed hatch. Anyone still in the space would be denied oxygen, just like the fire. The argon gas was supposed to be flushed in a matter of seconds, but it would be too late. He was surprised that he didn’t know how many people worked in the space. Three? Four? 
 
    “Holy Rising Star, Cain! You shouldn’t have gone in there. Why the hell would you do something like that?” the Captain’s words were harsh, but his eyes were grateful. As the older man looked at the two survivors in the corridor, he added, “but I’m glad you did, son. Looks like you saved two lives, irreplaceable lives.”  
 
    The two Hillcats waiting for Cain and Ellie in the corridor couldn’t have agreed more. Carnesto yowled in pain as Ellie came back to her senses. The burns on her lower body attacked her with waves of agony. He put a furry paw on her head to help her through the worst of it.  
 
    Why had Cain risked knowing what his death would do to his ‘cat, to his family? He had no choice. It’s who he’d always wanted to be. It’s who he was. He’d spent his short life trying to live up to one man, the Space Exploration Service Captain who showed him how a hero acts. 


 
   
  
 



Free Trader 8 – The Great Cat Rebellion 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The Free Trader is caught between his friends and the ease with which man fights against himself.  
 
    Free Trader Book Eight – coming soon, exclusively on Amazon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



Author Notes 
 
    [image: ]I call the Free Trader my flagship series. It is my science fiction adventure series that I can escape to. I wrote it because I’m a fan of the roleplaying games designed by James M. Ward – Metamorphosis Alpha and Gamma World. That’s why the ship in this one is called the Warden, in honor of my friend Jim Ward. 
 
    Thank you to the best fans anyone could ever ask for! When I need anything while writing a story, they are here, ready to help. 
 
    I know this was supposed to come out in 2017, but with the runaway bestseller success of the Terry Henry Walton Chronicles, I needed to stay with that series until it was finished. You will see Free Trader 8 – The Great Cat Rebellion after I finish Bad Company 4, then Free Trader 9 – Return to the Traveler after I finish Bad Company 5. Free Trader 9 will be the end of the series since the Cygnus Space Opera picks up with the descendants of your favorite characters from the Free Trader. 
 
    Erika Everest delivered unto me the name Southport in the flash of an eye. Ultra-Superfan Ron Gailey earned some primetime as well. A good friend and always ready to help, Micky Cocker provided more names for me that I’ve used for the leader of the raiders as well as the elders of Southport.  
 
    Sarah Weir offered Hopewell and Chesterton for the port city, but I had already used Southport, so I they became the interlopers who later joined the crew. Thanks Sarah and good luck writing your own books – you’ll be great. 
 
    Everyone needs a group of elders. It doesn’t hurt to have a pure-heart test, either. 
 
    Some writers who have influenced me? 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. I 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. My writing has been compared to that of Andre Norton and my Free Trader characters to those of McCaffrey’s Dragonriders, my Rick Banik Thrillers to the works of Robert Ludlum. 
 
    I find the comparisons humbling and continue to improve the quality of my stories. All I want is for my readers to relate to the characters, put themselves into those situations, and ask themselves, what would they do if they were there instead? 
 
    Through a bizarre series of events, I ended up in Fairbanks, Alaska. I never expected to retire to a place where golf courses are only open for four months out of the year. But I love it here. It is off the beaten path. My wife and I watch the northern lights from our driveway. Our dog has lots of room to run. And temperatures reach forty below zero. We 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 we didn’t have those extremes, then everyone would live here. 
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