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    Bored 
 
      
 
    Klytus darted into the brush, missing the small domestic rabbit that passed him on its way through the clearing. Shauna took up the chase. She was easily as fast, but guessing as to which way it would turn. She dodged one way to cut off the frightened creature while it jinked in the opposite direction.  
 
    Shauna threw sand as she cornered, turning wide. Klytus came in from the other direction. A Rabbit, one of the sentient creatures on Vii, stood in their way with her hands out. ‘You will leave that poor bunny alone!’   
 
    Both Hillcats stopped and tried to look around Luciana, but she stamped the ground with her big foot. ‘Shoo!’ 
 
    Standing knee-deep in New Sanctuary’s lake, Braden and Micah watched with mild interest. “Carnivores living with herbivores. It’s complete chaos.”  
 
    The breeze whispered across the bushes. A bird sang nearby. Aadi floated serenely above the fountain at the middle of the lake.  
 
    A single Hawkoid, Zeeka, clung to a branch, her talons keeping her upright while she slept. The Golden Warrior and his mate, Fealona, soaked up the sun on a small patch of grass.  
 
    Ax and ‘Tesh floated on the surface of the lake on inflatable tubes, a gift from Doctor Johns.  
 
    “Complete chaos?” Micah asked.  
 
    “Utterly,” Braden replied. 
 
    “You’re bored, aren’t you?” 
 
    “That obvious?” 
 
    “Very.” Micah took his arm and pulled him close. She felt his tension. Never a fan of doing nothing, he needed purpose, an action to occupy his mind and body. “What are we going to do?”  
 
    “It’s been a year since the ‘cats have invaded the lives of humanity. I think too many of them are getting fat.”  
 
    ‘Not my little love monster,’ Fea purred.  
 
    G-War stood and stretched his heavily scarred body. ‘I’m in. Where are we going?’ G-War said, strolling onto the beach before kicking sand at Fea. She shook and took off after him. He ran.  
 
    “Let’s take the ‘cats to the Traveler and see what else is up there. From what Young Tom and the scientists said, there might be an Android infestation in a few areas, but overall, they don’t seem to be having any problems. I admit that I love exploring that ship.”  
 
    “It’s everything you grew up dreaming about. For me? I saw the destruction of the ancients first hand early in my life. I never fantasized about them. Our first trip up there scared me.”  
 
    “Me, too. Blasters, better armor against Android lasers, and a more engaged Holly, since he is now integrated with the ship. That will make it a little better for us up there.”  
 
    “Easy as that? You want to go back to the ship where Aadi was almost killed, you were almost killed a couple times, and G-War worked a computer.” Micah put her hands on her hips. Braden didn’t think that would bode well for him. He took the easy way out. 
 
    “What would you like to do?” 
 
    She gave him a heavy dose of stink-eye. Braden twisted his head, tossing his braid over his shoulder. He made to wring it out, but it wasn’t wet. He looked for something else to do to keep stalling. 
 
     Anything else. 
 
    “Well?” Micah finally asked.  
 
    “What would you like to do?” Braden asked more slowly.  
 
    “Fine. We’ll go back to the Traveler.”  
 
    “You don’t sound fine, but I agree with your choice. Who’s coming with us?”  
 
    “Me!” Ax yelled, throwing his hand into the air, twisting himself off his floating ring, and dropping backward into the water.  
 
    “And me!” ‘Tesh said, kicking her feet to drive her closer to her parents.  
 
    “It’s not safe enough for children. I’m sorry,” Micah apologized. She glanced at her partner through narrowed eyes. He nodded at her withering look.  
 
    “Far too dangerous, but we can stay in touch with you. We will call you every day,” Braden said with a smile. ‘Tesh splashed him as she kicked away. Ax sputtered as he swam to the other side of the pond.  
 
    “Way to go. You’ve alienated our children.”  
 
    “They’ve already been to too many dangerous places. I kick myself all the time for letting that happen. They needed to stay behind more, not less.”  
 
    “I know you’re right. Maybe we can bring a bunch of ‘cats and let them pacify the Traveler?”  
 
    ‘That’s a big no. Fea doesn’t even want to come,’ G-War told them.  
 
    ‘But she will,’ Fea added. ‘Someone has to keep you safe. You saw what happened when he started his crusade.’ 
 
    “More horsehair and a fresh stock of needles?” Micah asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” Braden agreed. “We better stock up on numbweed, too. I don’t want to run out. Aadi?” 
 
    ‘I have agreed to be at your side, helping as I’m able, but I must admit that the RV Traveler gives me the willies.’ 
 
    “What do Tortoid willies look like?” Braden wondered aloud. “Wait! That wasn’t what I meant.”  
 
    ‘But I will go with you, as much as I’m apprehensive about it.’  
 
    “Thanks, Aadi. We’ll be extra vigilant this time.” Braden made his way from the lake. “We need to ask Pik Ha’ar to go. The Lizard Men present a significant challenge if we cross that deck. I think Bounder and Strider should have the option, too.”  
 
    “You know that Bounder is as bored as you are. He’ll jump at the chance.” 
 
    ‘I think my parents would love to go with you,’ Zeeka suggested. ‘But I don’t know how to get in touch with them. They are in the north.’ 
 
    “We can call Jocelyn and ask her to contact the Hawkoids maintaining vigil over Jefferson City.”  
 
    Zeeka waited.  
 
    “And then we can send the hovercar for them.” 
 
    ‘I think they would like that. Are they the only ones who will be riding in the Old Tech vehicle?’  
 
    “I don’t know why not,” Braden answered with a shrug.  
 
    ‘I think they will like that very much.’ 
 
    “Holly!” Braden yelled. Micah shook her head. “Call Jocelyn and let’s get this wagon train on its way. We need to saddle Max and Speckles for a quick trip into the Amazon. Can you tag along, Master Aadi?”  
 
    ‘Of course,’ the Tortoid replied.  
 
    “Can you two do something for us?” Micah asked the children. They were skeptical. “Can you go with Brandt to Livestel and tell Bounder and Gray Strider that we’re returning to the Traveler? Ask if they’d like to join us.”  
 
    “Wow!” Ax exclaimed. “We get to go by ourselves?” 
 
    “Brandt, Klytus, and Shauna will be with you, but yes. You do what Brandt tells you to do, understand?” 
 
    The twins nodded eagerly.  
 
    ‘I shall guard them with my life,’ Brandt’s thought voice boomed. He was in the field outside New Sanctuary, wreaking havoc on the new growth. The Bots were under orders to wait until he was finished before repairing and replanting. The Rabbits ran from him, throwing up their arms in disgust as they hopped and ran back to the clearing around the lake.  
 
    ‘We can ask for no better, Brandt,’ Micah replied over the mindlink. 
 
    Heloysius and Luciana moved around the lake. The twins raced up to them and jumped into their arms, even though the tiny humans were the same height as the Rabbits.  
 
    “When did you get back?” Braden asked.  
 
    ‘We returned when the last free trader came through. We are visiting all the Rabbit communities. We are pleased with how the Rabbits are flourishing on the planet surface. I was worried at first, but all is well. We’d like to come with you, return to the ship.’  
 
    “You better take it easy or soon, the Rabbits will outnumber the humans.” 
 
    ‘Why does that matter?’ Luciana replied.  
 
    “I guess it doesn’t.” Braden instantly felt bad about his quip. “Sure, you can come. We can only take twelve. Let me see, me, Micah, G, Fea, Bounder, Strider, Pik, you, Heloysius, Aadi, Skirill, and Zyena.”  
 
    Braden ticked off the numbers on his fingers. Twelve. 
 
    “Looks good.” Braden raised his hands in triumph. “Now all we have to do is gather the masses. We need to make a call, dispatch a hovercar, saddle the horses, and get on the road.”  
 
    “Us, too!” ‘Tesh cried as she grabbed her brother and ran toward the field to find Brandt. The ‘cats raced after them. 
 
    *** 
 
    “My butt hurts,” Micah said. Their coats and hats did little to stem the deluge of the perpetual Amazon downpour.  
 
    “Maybe I could rub it for you, just a little,” Braden said as he wiggled his eyebrows.  
 
    “You’re incorrigible.” She smiled at her partner, holding his gaze. “Seven years we’ve been together.”  
 
    “I’m getting older by the minute,” Braden replied.  
 
    “Stop it...” Micah started. 
 
    “But you are as young as the day we met. And a great mother to our kids.” 
 
    “I know why they shouldn’t come. You want to get in a fight up there—” She stabbed a finger toward the sky. “—so it’s best we keep the twins away. Why do you need conflict?” 
 
    “I need action, an invigorating trade or the rush of keeping the peace. I can sit in a wagon for hours on end, traveling to the next trade, the anticipation fueling me. But when I don’t have that to look forward to, I feel empty inside.”  
 
    “I feel it, too, but differently. When the ‘cats aren’t with us, it feels like a part of me is gone.”  
 
    “They hate the rain.”  
 
    “And riding on a horse, but look at Max and Speckles! Always stalwart, starting to show a little gray, aren’t you?” Braden rubbed Max’s neck. The horses continued to trot up the road, waiting for a sign from the Amazonians. “Aadi?” 
 
    The Tortoid bounced along behind. He held a small rope tied to the saddle in his beak-like mouth. ‘Nothing yet, Master Braden.’ 
 
    “Onward, trusty steed and faithful companions,” Braden shouted, pumping a fist. “Victory or death!”  
 
    “There’s no victory or death. Either we find Pik and he comes with us or he doesn’t,” Micah clarified.  
 
    “Are you okay going back to space, Aadi?” Braden asked, turning serious. 
 
    ‘I will be okay, surrounded by my friends. Can one ever be in real danger with an army such as yours by their side?’  
 
    “An army?” Braden wondered.  
 
    ‘Remember where I’m from. Three of anything is an army, and you travel in greater circles than that.’ 
 
    “But we couldn’t protect you last time.”  
 
    ‘This time is not last time, and you came for me, at great risk to yourselves. That in and of itself provides comfort. No matter what happens, I know you won’t leave me behind, or any of us.’  
 
    “Of course,” Micah remarked. “But it’s because we’re selfish. I couldn’t look myself in the face if we left someone behind.”  
 
    ‘That’s because you are decent people, and that’s why I’m going with you. Wait a minute. Ah! Here we are.’ 
 
    Braden and Micah pulled the horses to a halt and searched the trees. Their hands casually rested on the grips of their blasters.  
 
    “I don’t see anyone,” Braden said, squinting through the rain.  
 
    Aadi let go of the rope and started to swim away. Braden and Micah sat hunched, watching.  
 
    The Tortoid reached the rainforest’s trees and hovered there. After a short time, he returned.  
 
    ‘Pik Ha’ar is not too far away. They said that he could be here in three days if he decides to join us.’  
 
    Braden started to climb down. “What are you doing?” Micah asked.  
 
    “Making camp?” 
 
    “I think we should ride south, wait a day and a half, and then come back. I don’t like sitting in the rain and doing nothing.”  
 
    “Go to the Amazon’s border and find some numbweed to process,” Braden added. “Sounds like a better use of our time. Mount up, Aadi! We’re on a mission.”  
 
    *** 
 
    ‘You two are awfully quiet,’ Brandt said over the mindlink. Two Hillcats, Klytus and Shauna, crouched on his head as he trotted toward Livestel, the Wolfoid town. 
 
    ‘We’re concentrating. We have to do this right so we get to go on more adventures by ourselves.’  
 
    ‘I will let your parents know that you have been exemplary.’ Brandt maintained an easy pace, knowing that Braden and Micah would take a great deal longer to find the Lizard Man and convince him to come along. He would have the children back in New Sanctuary long before the others arrived.  
 
    Brandt turned off the road and headed across the fields. Wolfoid shepherds waved as he passed. He jumped over a small creek that trickled between the fields. When he hit, one hoof went into a hole. His momentum carried him forward. A snap sounded from beneath him, and he bugled his pain before he hit the ground. The ‘cats jumped and the children screamed.  
 
    The King of the Aurochs twisted before he hit, slamming his face into the rocks to make sure he stayed upright to avoid rolling over the humans.  
 
    The twins were thrown from his back, hitting the ground and sliding away. Ax reached for his sister, gasping in pain from the movement. “Are you okay?” he managed to squeak.  
 
    ‘Tesh crawled to her knees and then sat on the ground. “I think so.” Her knees were bruised and bloodied, her palms grated raw. She winced when she looked at her injuries. Everything beyond the blood and grime disappeared. She couldn’t take her eyes from the hands.  
 
    Ax started to cry. Brandt bellowed in agony. ‘Tesh sat there in a stupor.  
 
    The ‘cats rubbed their bodies on their humans. ‘Help is coming. You are okay. Help is coming,’ they purred as they tried to calm their friends. 
 
    The first Wolfoid flew in, running on all fours. She slid to a stop, easing close to the Aurochs. She held his head to peer into his eyes only to see the terror of agony.  
 
    She checked his body. Scrapes on his jaw, a cut on his side, and a broken ankle. The Wolfoid didn’t have to get close to see the damage.  
 
    The accident had happened close to town, so it wasn’t long before others arrived, including Bounder and Strider. The alpha and his mate picked the children up and tried to comfort them. They knew the twins were going to get better when ‘Tesh started to cry. Bounder hugged her to his chest. Strider carried Ax, who was already cried out.  
 
    “Go get the elder,” Bounder ordered in the Wolfoid tongue.  
 
    One of the younger Wolfoids took off running.  
 
    Bounder and Strider crouched to allow the ‘cats to touch their people. ‘Cats had the gift of empathy. They could share someone’s pain, reducing it and helping the person to heal.  
 
    But the children would be fine. It was Brandt they were most concerned about.  
 
    ‘Can you help him?’ Strider asked the ‘cats. Klytus and Shauna bumped heads with the great King, taking care to avoid his horns as he spasmed and thrashed.  
 
    Soon, that stopped. ‘Tesh wiped away her final tears. The elder, White Mountain, was warmly welcomed. She immediately checked Brandt’s ankle. She shook her head and pointed.  
 
    “I know what we need to do, but it will be hard and painful for the Aurochs.” 
 
    From her pouch, she withdrew a short length of rope and a generous handful of numbweed. She wrapped the rope around the broken ankle and handed the other end to three Wolfoids. She told them to be ready to pull. They took up the slack. 
 
    She moved the Aurochs’ head, drawing his eyes to her. ‘We’re going to get that ankle fixed up right quick. Thank goodness you broke it higher on your leg. Here is some numbweed to chew.’  
 
    He took it without replying as he struggled with the pain. He lay still and closed his eyes as the ‘cats helped calm him. The elder nodded to the three. They yanked hard. The bones slipped past each other as they strained the ligaments. The King bugled his agony once again. The Wolfoids let go and the bones settled into place.  
 
    Brandt’s head dropped to the ground with the relief. The elder wiped away the numbweed that Brandt had spit on her and handed the King another handful. He chewed it slowly.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he told her in an uncharacteristically soft voice.  
 
    Everyone watched the King as his breathing slowed. They found relief as his pain lessened.  
 
    ‘He has taken the first step in his healing,’ Bounder reassured the twins. ‘What brings you out here?’  
 
    Ax took the lead. “Mom and Dad are going back up there. They wanted to know if you would like to go.”  
 
    ‘Up there? The spaceship?’  
 
    Ax and ‘Tesh both nodded, but kept their attention on Brandt. The elder looked skeptically at the King’s hoof, ankle, and leg. “Six weeks, he needs to stay off that leg before he can even think about moving about. And then probably another four to six weeks of standing, but not putting any weight on it,” the elder yipped and barked.  
 
    Bounder shared the instructions over the mindlink.  
 
    Brandt was in no position to argue.  
 
    ‘We can stay here and babysit Brandt as he recovers, or we can leave him in your hands, with White Mountain watching over you all,’ Strider wondered. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ White mountain encouraged. ‘I can handle three pups.’ 
 
    ‘Three?’ Strider asked. 
 
    ‘This one will be the worst of the bunch as soon as he starts feeling better. These two will be easy.’ White Mountain pointed at the twins with a graying hand. ‘I’m sure they’ll be a great deal of help.’ 
 
    ‘See you when we get back,’ Bounder stated.  
 
    ‘You go with them,’ Brandt’s voice thundered, already strong.  
 
    ‘No,’ Ax replied, putting his hands on his hips. ‘Tesh mirrored his pose.   
 
    ‘Your parents said to do as I tell you,’ Brandt countered. 
 
    ‘That was before. Things have changed. Bounder said it was okay and we need to help. It’s our fault that you are hurt.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not your fault. Why do you think that?’ 
 
    ‘Because if we hadn’t come, you wouldn’t have stepped in that hole.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes, accidents happen, little ones. It’s no one’s fault. I would be honored if you stay with me, but you don’t have to. How about that as a compromise?’  
 
    Ax and ‘Tesh thought for less than a breath before ‘Tesh replied aloud. “It’s a deal. We’ll stay here and help White Mountain, while Bounder and Gray Strider help Mom and Dad. No one has to be alone.” 
 
    ‘Wise words from one so young.’ 
 
    “We were taught by the best.” 
 
    Bounder and Strider hugged the children before getting final directions from White Mountain. The King of the Aurochs was far too big to move, so the Wolfoids needed to build a shelter around him. Bounder ordered that it be done.  
 
    He and Strider had to prepare. The other Wolfoids had their daily work. The twins and the ‘cats waited with the elder.  
 
    “And someone bring me my chair!” White Mountain called after the alpha and his mate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The Gathering 
 
      
 
    Jocelyn had relayed the message to the Hawkoid standing on the roof of the governor’s mansion. They bowed to each other and the great bird launched itself into the air and flew away.  
 
    ‘Don’t worry about them. They’ve been there before. My father will keep them safe,’ Treetis said over the mindlink. 
 
    “I want to go,” Jocelyn replied.  
 
    ‘That’s what I said about the undersea city. That’s where I got this.’ Treetis turned to show the scar that covered one side of his body. 
 
    She’d seen it before. She’d heard the story, too. It didn’t change her desire to experience it for herself. Her daughter was growing, and Jocelyn felt like she needed more from her mother. Jocelyn had been made governor through the power wielded by others, as her dead husband had before her.  
 
    Jocelyn decided.  
 
    ‘You should think more about this,’ Treetis remarked as he bolted after her. 
 
    “Get my horse!” she yelled once inside. Jocelyn found her daughter, working with her nanny and tutor. “I have to go, and I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone.” 
 
    “Where do you have to go?” the young girl asked. 
 
    Jocelyn pointed at the sky. “Up there.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but it’s calling me. I hope that one day we’ll both be able to understand, and that it will make a difference in our lives and those we influence.” 
 
    “Don’t we already do that?” the girl asked.  
 
    “I want no limits on what humans can do. Braden and Micah are trying to make that happen. I believe they can do it, but the answer is up there.”  
 
    “Take me!”  
 
    “I can’t. The unknown is dangerous, even if it’s only in our minds, until we’re sure that it is. I will go with our friends. You stay here with Annabelle and our Aurochs friends.” 
 
    A small Hillcat lazily raised her head from her spot in the sun until she dropped back to sleep. Leah smiled at the ‘cat.  
 
    “I guess we’ll be fine, but you must tell me all about it when you return. Leave out no details!” 
 
    “I will,” Jocelyn promised.  
 
    She grabbed a small travel bag and ran to the horse waiting out front. She thanked the handler as a scruffy orange cat vaulted into her lap. “What are you doing?” 
 
    ‘You have to ask that?’ Treetis replied.  
 
    “Fine.” With a gentle nudge, the horse trotted from the square until the street widened, and then the mare pounded her way from the city. “I hope we get there in time. We have two days to cover five days of travel.” 
 
    ‘The race is on. Wake me when we get there.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Skirill and Zyena soared over the grasslands abutting the Bittner Mountains. Rodents abounded, making for an invigorating chase followed by a quick meal. Zyena was bigger and faster. Skirill was more agile. Between the two of them, their prey was doomed. 
 
    They honed in on a ground squirrel, a better target for Skirill. Zyena flew high and circled. Skirill put the sun behind him as he arrowed toward the unsuspecting creature.  
 
    Skirill hit the squirrel hard, killing it instantly before the Hawkoid flapped his wings to get back into the air. He glided a short ways away and landed. Zyena landed next to him and they ripped their meal in half. It was gone in a single swallow.  
 
    “Thank you, my love,” Zyena said in the Hawkoid tongue. Skirill looked to the sky, enjoying its radiance.  
 
    “I know happiness, and thanks to our friends, I also know the price that we are willing to pay for the peace we enjoy.”  
 
    “A long journey that took you from being an outcast to your triumphant return and reign as the King of the Hawkoids.” 
 
    “Am I different?” Skirill asked. 
 
    “Yes and no,” Zyena replied. “You are more confident, but as kind as you’ve always been. You are a better version of you.”  
 
    “I’ll take it.” Skirill bobbed his head.  
 
    A Hawkoid scream sounded in the distance. A summons for the king. Skirill and Zyena both leapt and pounded the air with their wings to gain altitude. Skirill replied to the call, drawing the incoming Hawkoid to him.  
 
    “I am relaying a message from Braden and Micah. They are returning to the Traveler and want to know if you would like to join them. The otter car will meet you at the last lake.”  
 
    “Otter car?” Zyena asked.  
 
    “Hovercar, I expect,” Skirill replied.  
 
    “Can we go?” Zyena asked, instantly excited about returning to her former home.  
 
    “You don’t have to ask. Of course, we’ll go if you want,” Skirill replied.  
 
    “Take the message back to Jocelyn that we will go.”  
 
    The Hawkoid acknowledged Skirill’s answer by repeating it back before flying away toward Jefferson City.  
 
    “Shall we?” Skirill asked. 
 
    “To the lake!” Zyena cried as she turned south. 
 
    “Not yet. Let’s tell the others that we’ll be gone for a while.” 
 
    “That’s right, you’re the king, and you have to tell your minions where you’re going and how long you’ll be gone.” 
 
    “I could send my queen to do it for me,” Skirill quipped. Zyena bounced off him as she turned toward the mountains.  
 
    “Oops,” she said unapologetically.  
 
    “We’re going back to space.” 
 
    “Just to visit. My home is here now.” 
 
    “My home is where you are,” Skirill screeched into the air. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Where is everyone?’ Bounder asked as he and Strider stood in the clearing by the lake.  
 
    Zeeka opened her eyes. ‘Rabbits are in the field. Everyone else is out doing stuff,’ she replied noncommittally. ‘Wait. Where are Brandt and the children?’  
 
    ‘Funny story,’ Bounder started. 
 
    Strider nipped at him. ‘Brandt was injured when he stepped in a hole. He will be in Livestel for quite some time as he heals. The children and their ‘cats have chosen to remain with him. White Mountain is looking after the bunch.’ 
 
    ‘I should let Braden and Micah know.’ Zeeka jumped from the branch and flew away.  
 
    ‘But where is everyone else?’ Bounder asked.  
 
    A scruffy orange Hillcat appeared from under a bush and stretched. ‘They are gathering the army to lead against the vast darkness of space,’ G-War intoned before turning serious. ‘You said something happened to Brandt? How are the humans and my children?’  
 
    ‘Brandt broke his leg. The children of Braden and Micah are scraped and bruised, but in good spirits. Your offspring are uninjured.’  
 
    G-War looked smug as he strutted past, tail held high. A white ‘cat appeared from the brush. She blinked at the sunlight. ‘What did I miss?’  
 
    ‘Bounder and Gray Strider are joining the party.’ G-War kept walking. 
 
    ‘Great to see you,’ Fea said, nodding politely to the Wolfoids. 
 
    G-War stopped, walked up to the now-sitting Wolfoids, and glared at them.  
 
    ‘What?’ Bounder asked. 
 
    ‘We’re going back to the Traveler. You were mean to me when we first met.’ 
 
    ‘That was like fifty dog-years ago!’ 
 
    ‘Hillcats never forget.’ 
 
    ‘Wolfoids forgive and forget. If I remembered, I would think that you were not the most pleasant of creatures, either.’  
 
    G-War looked to Fea, then to Bounder. ‘I can’t believe that.’ 
 
    Fea rubbed her body against G’s. ‘I am glad to have met you, Bounder and Strider. I will be glad to have experienced travelers with us on board the ship.’ 
 
    ‘You have to walk sideways up there. I didn’t like it.’ 
 
    ‘It took a while relearning how to walk once we got to Vii,’ Strider admitted. ‘It’s so much easier down here.’ 
 
    G-War turned and kicked sand on Bounder. The Wolfoid used his lightning spear to trip the ‘cat, sending him face-first into the sand. G-War turned and launched himself at the Wolfoid. Bounder stumbled back and the two went into the lake.  
 
    They spluttered and splashed as they worked their way out of the water.  
 
    ‘Serves you both right,’ Fea said. Strider nodded in agreement.  
 
    ‘Great. Now we have to smell wet Wolfoid,’ G-War complained. 
 
    Bounder started to laugh. ‘Come, my little friend. Let us kill a deer and celebrate as hunters should.’ 
 
    G-War ran toward the brush and Bounder tossed his spear to Strider before following.  
 
    ‘Do you know what Bounder said about your mate when they first met?’ Strider asked.  
 
    Fea wet her paw and started grooming her face. ‘I’m sure it wasn’t anything to hold a grudge over.’ 
 
    ‘Not in the least. He said, “it’s harmless.”’ 
 
    ‘My little love monster, mostly harmless. I think that describes him perfectly. Of course, he’d take offense at that.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Braden and Micah worked their way through the trees that defined the southern boundary of Vii’s Amazon Rainforest. The numbweed bushes had already been taken. Braden didn’t remember doing it, but knew that it had to be him. They traveled farther and farther to find a meager quantity.  
 
    The horses grazed while Aadi enjoyed the sun. Braden and Micah enjoyed drying out.  
 
    “Try someplace else?” Micah asked.  
 
    Braden accessed his neural implant and checked the time. “We have a few hours before we need to head back. We’ll try down around the corner. Max!”  
 
    They walked quickly to where the horses were nose down in the green border grasses. Neither was happy to be pulled away from feeding. “If only Bronwyn was here to tell them how much we appreciate them helping us.”  
 
    Braden rubbed Max’s neck. “Thanks, buddy, for being there for us. I know that you’re getting older, but you’re still young to me.”  
 
    They trotted past the last tree, with Aadi bouncing through the air behind, and took a hard left. They followed the treeline for thirty minutes before hopping off. A Hawkoid screech drew their eyes skyward. They waited as Zeeka approached.  
 
    ‘Brandt has been injured...’ 
 
    ‘My children!’ Micah cried and ran for Speckles. 
 
    ‘Are fine,’ Zeeka finished. ‘They are staying with Brandt and his broken leg at the Wolfoid town. White Mountain is watching over all of them. Bounder and Strider are at New Sanctuary and have agreed to join you.’  
 
    “Thank you, Zeeka,” Braden replied. “Have you heard from Jocelyn? Do you know if they were able to contact your parents?” 
 
    ‘I do not. I only know what the Wolfoids shared.’ 
 
    Micah continued to breathe hard after the initial shock. Braden chewed the inside of his lip as he thought about what to do.  
 
    “Keep us apprised,” he finally said. “If Pik joins us, we will drop him at New Sanctuary before continuing to Livestel. We have to see Brandt and the kids to make sure they are all okay before we leave the planet. We won’t go if they need us.”  
 
    Micah squeezed Braden’s arm to show her agreement.  
 
    ‘I think that is a wise plan,’ Aadi added. Zeeka cawed and circled back from the way she’d come. She climbed as she flew away.  
 
    “I wonder what happened,” Braden said.  
 
    “It is odd to hear that Brandt has been injured when we’re not fighting anyone. Did he lose his edge?” 
 
    “Maybe he is getting old. How old was he when we first met?”  
 
    Micah shook her head and continued to watch until Zeeka disappeared into the distance.  
 
    “Numbweed awaits.” Braden said, patting Micah’s behind. 
 
    “You like my butt.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Braden replied. “Why do you think I always let you go ahead of me?”  
 
    “Because I fight better than you?”   
 
    “And that.” They laughed as the shock of hearing about Brandt’s injury wore off, and they got back to work finding numbweed bushes.  
 
    For the next time someone was injured. They sobered quickly with the task. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Friends at the Lake 
 
      
 
    Jocelyn’s steed blew foam from her mouth, nostrils flared as she sucked in more air. Halfway there and the raven-haired governor wasn’t sure they were going to make it.  
 
    Treetis screamed as he caught and killed something for his meal. Jocelyn ate a small portion of jerky, rationing her supplies to make them last. She was ill-equipped to hunt. The mare drank noisily before grabbing a few bites of grass. Jocelyn rubbed her flanks for a short while before calling to Treetis that it was time to leave.  
 
    She mounted and the Hillcat, still wearing blood splatters across his face, jumped into her lap. He immediately started grooming as Jocelyn guided her mount away from the lake and onto the dirt where the horse would find it easier to run.  
 
    And then they were off, in a race against time to reach the lake where a hovercar would be waiting. Old Tech. She wasn’t afraid of it. She wanted more of it. Maybe that was the draw of the resettlement vessel in orbit above the planet.  
 
    It was Old Tech, every single thing about it.  
 
    An adventure beckoned that would help her be the leader her people needed. And she needed a break from being that leader. 
 
    Jocelyn had plenty of time to think as the horse pounded along. Treetis remained stoic. He hated Old Tech because it had almost killed him. The ship scared him, but he wouldn’t admit it. 
 
    Treetis wanted to face his fear, show the courage that the Golden Warrior demonstrated day in, day out. To be like his hero, he needed to conquer his fear.  
 
    But Aadi’s shell! The Androids had tortured him. So much pain. Treetis’ claws dug into the saddle as his muscles tightened. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Your rabbit lunch not sitting well?”  
 
    ‘It is sitting very well.’ Treetis retracted his claws from the dense leather. ‘What do you expect to find up there?’  
 
    “That’s a good question.” Jocelyn leaned over the ‘cat as she guided the horse along a twisting path before breaking back into the open. “I think purpose.”  
 
    ‘You already have a purpose. You’re the governor.’  
 
    “That’s helping people to simply exist. I think we have so much more potential than that. Maybe the Traveler will help me see what.”  
 
    Treetis didn’t respond. He remained wedged between Jocelyn and the saddle. He groaned and it sounded like a yowl.  
 
    ‘The hovercar is so nice to travel in. The ancients enjoyed their comforts and now we get to enjoy them, too,’ he said. 
 
    “But the Traveler is a dangerous place.” 
 
    ‘So I’ve been told,’ Treetis replied. ‘But we’ll find out together, won’t we, tall human?’  
 
    “You have your moments, Treetis.” The mare hammered the ground on her way south, trying to win a race against flying Hawkoids and a flying car. 
 
    *** 
 
    Braden called off the search when the light from his neural implant started to flash. Time was up.  
 
    They carried two full bags of leaves  
 
    “Enough?” Micah asked.  
 
    “Plenty and then some,” Braden said proudly. They each tied a bag tightly to their saddles. Aadi grabbed on, and they were off.  
 
    It wasn’t long before a light rain began, then the deluge. 
 
    “I didn’t miss this,” Micah mumbled. Braden pulled his collar up and hat tighter to keep from getting soaked to the skin.  
 
    Aadi bounced along behind without a complaint.  
 
    They rode for most of the remaining day until they reached the spot where the Amazonians had agreed to meet them.  
 
    “Aadi?” Braden asked.  
 
    ‘Nothing, Master Braden.’  
 
    Braden dismounted and guided Max to the side of the road where he could graze. Micah groaned as she climbed down from Speckles.  
 
    “No more horse riding for me,” she said.  
 
    “That could make our return trip problematic,” Braden replied as he caressed her sore part.  
 
    “What is with you? You have a purpose again so you’re all frisky.”  
 
    “I am unapologetic about it, too.”  
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Aadi added. ‘I must admit that I’m not sure what is fine or not, but you seemed intent on everything being fine. I am worried about the Great King. If he has a broken leg, he’ll have to stay off it. I don’t think he knows how to do that.’ 
 
    “If anyone can keep him in line, it’ll be White Mountain. And the twins. They will want him to be better. I expect they are sleeping on him. He won’t move because he won’t want to disturb them. Their ‘cats, too. Those two hooligans will never grow up.” 
 
    “You think of them like that because they are half the Golden Warrior’s size. Although, the children do keep them young.”  
 
    “A perfect match, a match made in heaven.” Braden leaned close, lips puckered. 
 
    ‘They come,’ Aadi said.  
 
    Braden jumped in front of Micah and pulled his blaster.  
 
    “What are you doing, it’s Pik Ha’ar,” Micah said, pushing his blaster arm down.  
 
    “Last time I heard “they come,” it was Bat-Ravens. Couldn’t get my blaster out quickly enough then.”  
 
    ‘Your reflexes are admirable, Master Braden,’ Aadi replied. ‘It is Pik Ha’ar and his contingent.’ 
 
    “His contingent? Is that good or bad?”  
 
    ‘Neither. It simply is.’ 
 
    Braden, Micah, and Aadi walked through the rain to the side of the road where Pik emerged from the trees, almost magically. Four Lizard Men were arrayed behind him.  
 
    Braden put his hand on Pik’s chest as a greeting and the Lizard Man responded in kind.  
 
    “It is good to see you, Pik.” 
 
    ‘And you, too. They tell me you are going back to the Traveler. Please tell me this isn’t true.’  
 
    Braden frowned before replying. “But it is. Do you not want us to go?” 
 
    ‘It is a hard place, filled with traps and ways to die.’ 
 
    “We hope to change that. This trip is to set up future trips where we can start our journey back into space. The scientists from Cygnus VI have an engine that will make travel among the stars a common thing, but we have to be in space to test it. Peace on Vii has brought us to this moment. We can build a future of exploration or we can stagnate here. I prefer the wonders of the universe. I don’t think I’m alone.” 
 
    ‘My son, Daksha, is always looking at the stars. Maybe someday he’ll be up there, doing what Braden envisions.’ 
 
    ‘We look forward to that day. Yes, human. I will watch your back while you are on the spaceship, but you must give me a blaster.’  
 
    “Ooh,” Braden replied, looking less than enthused by the idea.  
 
    ‘Come! We will talk on the way to New Sanctuary.’ Pik pounded Braden on the shoulder as he greeted Micah and then headed toward the waiting horses. 
 
    “Do  you have your skin suit?” Braden asked as he turned to follow. 
 
    ‘Yes. The latest design mimics the natural ability of our skin.’  
 
    “That’s what I call an upgrade. Maybe Holly can add some chameleon technology to our armor.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it,” Micah replied. 
 
    “Probably not. We’ll make do.” 
 
    “We always do.” 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Braden pointed to Pik Ha’ar. The Lizard was standing directly behind Max. “That has all the potential for something really bad.” 
 
    “Pik!” Micah yelled instead of morbidly watching. “Don’t stand there.” She hurried to pull him out of the line of fire. Max’s ears had gone back and he wasn’t looking happy. 
 
    Braden patted the stallion on the side before climbing into the saddle. He held his arm out to help Pik up. Once straddling the horse, the Lizard Man grabbed Braden’s arms.  
 
    ‘Lizard Men were not made to ride horses.’  
 
    “I would think not. Aadi?”  
 
    ‘I’ll tag along behind the president, if you don’t mind.’ 
 
    “I think that’s for the best. Next stop, New Sanctuary. Ha!” Braden encouraged Max to a trot and then to a run. Besides Pik, they were tired of the rain again and ready to be out of it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Skirill and Zyena sat on the rock that Treetis had once claimed as his own. It provided a commanding view of the grasslands to the north and east as well as the desert to the south.  
 
    “Did we miss it?” Skirill asked.  
 
    “Wouldn’t it wait for us?”  
 
    Skirill bobbed his head. “It’s not here yet. I guess we wait.”  
 
    Zyena glided to the edge of the small lake, stepped in, and started throwing water on herself. She ruffled her feathers, shook, and repeated the process.  
 
    Skirill watched. “Excited?” 
 
    “To go home?” Zyena replied. “Excited, but anxious. I like our lives here. Thanks to the ‘cats and you and Micah and Braden, Vii is a safe place. The ship is not, and I don’t want to see anyone get hurt, least of all you.” 
 
    She continued to bathe while Skirill considered her words. For him, the ship represented the point in time from which the best part of his life began. He had been condemned to be alone because he was different. And then, because he was different, he was never alone.  
 
    “If we turn our backs on our friends, then do we deserve the peace that they won for us?” 
 
    “No. And we wouldn’t deserve the peace that we won for ourselves. There was never a question that we’d go, but I am anxious about it.”  
 
    “Braden will take care of us. He went back for Aadi, and he went back for Pik Ha’ar. If anything happens, he’ll come for us, too.”  
 
    Zyena continued to bathe. Skirill looked south. The Great Desert shimmered with the heat, uninviting. He knew the ride in the hovercar would be cool and quick. He wondered if they’d ride it all the way to New Sanctuary. Once inside, they wouldn’t be able to communicate with Holly.  
 
    “There could be a problem,” Skirill ventured. Zyena didn’t ask what. She was convinced there would be all kinds of problems. Focusing on one wouldn’t change the others.  
 
    Skirill scanned the horizon, his Hawkoid eyes picking up movement. He stared trying to see what it was. “I’ll be back,” he told Zyena. 
 
    *** 
 
    Braden stopped as soon as they passed out of the rain.  
 
    ‘Why are we stopping?’ Pik asked. Aadi wondered the same thing. 
 
    “You’re killing me, Pik!” Braden helped the Lizard Man down, and then he climbed out of the saddle. “I can’t feel my hands. Look at the claw marks on my arms!”  
 
    ‘That wasn’t me. I have hands.’ Pik Ha’ar wiggled his digits in the air. His expression gave away none of his emotions. The Amazonians, descendants of the Traveler’s Lizard Men, did not show expressions as their human DNA would suggest. Whether that decision was conscious or not would never be known.  
 
    “You have to let go, Pik. Don’t hold me in the death grip.”  
 
    ‘I don’t like horses,’ Pik admitted.  
 
    “Once we’re at New Sanctuary, you won’t have to deal with horses ever again. Max and Speckles are ready to retire.”  
 
    ‘I will be fine. Where do you wish me to hold?’ 
 
    “The saddle. Hold it behind you and lean over my back.”  
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound very comfortable,’ Pik replied.  
 
    Braden rubbed his head and looked to Micah for support. She shook her head and strolled into the woods to relieve herself.  
 
    Aadi swam close. ‘This is the first leg on our journey back to space. It simply is. We will deal with each leg as it comes in the best way we can.’  
 
    “Aadi,” Micah called from the woods. “I found a beetle nest that needs your attention.”  
 
    ‘It has been a while since I’ve had a beetle feast. If you’ll excuse me.’ The Tortoid hurried away as quickly as he could swim.  
 
    “Just a little bit farther, Pik. And then we go into the puke chamber. I thought you died the last time we transferred from the ship to the planet. You sure looked dead to me!” Braden slapped the Lizard Man on the back before checking the bindings on the saddle to ensure that he wouldn’t lose their hard-fought bags of numbweed leaves.  
 
    ‘I understand,’ Pik replied. ‘What will we do on the spaceship?’ 
 
    Braden stopped in the middle of retying a bag. “We’re going to make it safe for scientists and people.” 
 
    ‘Then you’ll have to kill everything on board, you see, as they are all struggling to make their own way, whether my people on their deck, the birds, the livestock, the marine life. None of them will want to be pacified.’  
 
    “You sound like Holly. Have you been talking with him?”  
 
    ‘I wasn’t supposed to tell you, but you should know. When the ship recreated me, it gave me a neural implant. I have spent much time with Holly learning about the universe and my place in it.’  
 
    “You mean we could have had Holly contact you directly?”  
 
    ‘Yes,’ Pik replied. 
 
    “We rode all that way in the rain, twice, and we didn’t have to? Holly and me? We’re going to have words.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Skirill gained altitude before being able to identify the object as a horse and its rider.  
 
    ‘Don’t let that hovercar leave without us,’ Treetis told the Hawkoid.  
 
    ‘You’re coming, too?’ 
 
    ‘And Jocelyn.’  
 
    ‘The ancients’ vehicle is not here yet, or has already come and gone, but we have not seen it. It will be good to have you both with us and that solves our problem of being able to talk with Holly.’ 
 
    The mare slowed after Treetis told Jocelyn that they had time.  
 
    Skirill descended, picking up speed as he arrowed toward the horse. Jocelyn waved a tired hand. The Hawkoid screeched his welcome before passing, banking, and flying overhead to accompany their new companions.  
 
    ‘I wasn’t told to expect you.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t decide until your fellow Hawkoid had already departed.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Does Braden know that you’re coming?’  
 
    ‘Does he have to know everything?’  
 
    ‘A typical ‘cat answer, which is no answer at all. You have become the spitting image of the Golden Warrior.’  
 
    ‘I’ll take that as the compliment I’m sure it is meant to be. I’ve had about enough of this horse. I hope the air conditioning in the hovercar is working, and stay off my rock.’  
 
    ‘Not a chance.’ Skirill cawed his laughter and flew ahead. As he rose above the grasslands, he could see a dot rapidly approaching through the desert. ‘I think the vehicle is coming. Don’t take too long to get here. I’m not sure how we can hold it for you.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    A Gathering of Friends 
 
      
 
    Pik jumped from Max before the horse stopped. The Lizard Man walked through the trees and straight into the lake, waving at the Wolfoids and Hillcats lounging on the beach. 
 
    “I smell venison.” Braden had his nose in the air and sniffed. He climbed down and removed Max’s saddle and halter, thanking the horse and turning him loose. Micah did the same. The animals grazed their way toward the fields.  
 
    After putting the saddles in one of the sheds scattered throughout New Sanctuary, they found their way to the lake to greet their old friends.  
 
    “I’m glad you decided to join us,” Braden said as he hugged the big Wolfoid.  
 
    ‘Anywhere adventure takes you, we will go, too,’ Bounder replied.  
 
    ‘You might want to consider a less dangerous way of life,’ G-War quipped.  
 
    Micah snickered. “If you have to go, go with those who have blasters and lightning spears.”  
 
    “There is that,” Braden said. “And there is the venison. Dinner is served!”  
 
    They sat around the fire, slicing off the best-cooked pieces from the meat on the spit. G-War and Fea joined them. 
 
    Braden ruffled the Hillcat’s hair and tickled the skin around the missing chunk of ear. G-War made a halfhearted slash at his annoying human.  
 
    ‘Holly, what’s the status of the hovercar and our Hawkoid friends?’ Braden chewed a piece of venison as he studied the neural implant’s visual projection, something that only he could see.  
 
    ‘It will be two days before they arrive,’ Holly replied in his usual joyous tone.  
 
    “Skirill and Zyena are on their way,” Braden said aloud. 
 
    ‘And Jocelyn and Treetis.’  
 
    “Why are they coming?”  
 
    ‘To join the team going to space, of course.’ 
 
    “Holly! That makes fourteen. There are only twelve chairs in the matter transfer chamber.”  
 
    ‘That is correct on both counts. You will have to make a decision.’  
 
    “Who else is coming?” Micah wondered.  
 
    “Jocelyn and Treetis.” 
 
    ‘Great news! I was hoping he would make it. We can show him the wonders of humans puking, electrified people, Androids, vines made of sharpened steel, and all manner of things,’ G-War said. ‘He can have my seat.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no you don’t,’ Fea told him.  
 
    “Where is Heloysius and Luciana?”  
 
    ‘In the fields,’ Holly answered.  
 
    “I’ll talk with them. Rabbits aren’t the adventuring sort. They may prefer to remain behind.” 
 
    “And then we need to go to Livestel,” Micah reminded Braden.  
 
    “Maybe we’re not done with the horses, yet?”  
 
    “I think there are a couple Aurochs out there, too. Maybe ask them while you’re tromping through the vegetables.”  
 
    Braden nodded, sliced off a big piece of venison, and left for the fields.  
 
    *** 
 
    ‘I’m withering away!’ Brandt complained.  
 
    ‘You are not!’ ‘Tesh replied. She handed a bucket of water to White Mountain, who took a drink before giving it back. ‘Tesh poured it carefully into the bull’s mouth as he lifted his head sideways.  
 
    Ax appeared with an armload of grasses. He shoved a pile in, almost getting bitten as Brandt started to chew.  
 
    ‘I knew you’d be a big baby!’ White Mountain shot back. ‘The bigger they are...’ 
 
    ‘I’m standing up,’ Brandt said and rolled to his stomach. The twins each grabbed a horn and tried to hold him down, but their efforts were no more effective than a gnat’s.  
 
    ‘You big dummy! Don’t make me get reinforcements,’ White Mountain said over the mindlink as she backed out of the way. Klytus jumped on Brandt’s face and ran to the top of his head.  
 
    “Get down!” ‘Tesh yelled from her where she hung from the King’s great horns.  
 
    Brandt got his hooves underneath and started to push himself upwards. He bugled in pain as he put too much weight on his broken ankle. He adjusted and continued to push. His injured leg barely tapped the ground as he hobbled about.  
 
    ‘You do magnificent work,’ Brandt told the elder.  
 
    He ducked as he worked his way from beneath the shelter that had been erected over him.  
 
    ‘Come along, children. We have a long way to go and it will take some time to get there. I will recover at New Sanctuary.’ 
 
    ‘You what?’ White Mountain shouted, before she grumbled. ‘The bigger they are...’  
 
    “You can’t leave, Brandt! That is too far to walk.” Ax dropped to the ground and puffed his chest out.  
 
    ‘Then you can walk alongside me and together, we will have a grand adventure.’  
 
    “We’re going back to New Sanctuary?” ‘Tesh asked, although she knew that was exactly what Brandt was going to do. “I guess there is no stopping you.”  
 
    ‘No,’ Brandt replied and started the three-legged hop. He went wide around the hole that had caused his pain. Shauna ran to ‘Tesh’s side, glancing up at her brother on the King’s head. The young girl lifted the ‘cat to Brandt’s nose and she scrambled to her place beside Klytus.  
 
    “Mom and Dad are going to be mad,” Ax said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “At him.” ‘Tesh pointed at the King of the Aurochs.  
 
    ‘I will hold you blameless in all things,’ Brandt thundered as he limped along. He picked up speed and the twins had to jog to keep up. Brandt wasn’t trying to run, but his stride was naturally long, even on only three legs. 
 
    “We are blameless!” ‘Tesh retorted.  
 
    ‘How serendipitous then.’ Brandt chuckled, but under it all was the pain he endured as he drove himself onward.  
 
    *** 
 
    Braden and Micah sat across Contessa’s neck and shoulders. G-War and Fea crouched on the cow’s head. The Aurochs and her riders ambled easily along the ancients’ road.  
 
    “Thanks for taking us,” Micah said. 
 
    ‘I am worried about my King!’ the cow said, her thought voice exasperated.  
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be fine, but we will find out soon enough.” 
 
    ‘Sooner than that,’ G-War said. The cow saw the King of the Aurochs ahead and broke into a run. Braden and Micah grabbed what hair and flesh they could to hang on. She made short work of the distance. Brandt stopped, the point of one hoof barely touching the ground as he balanced on three legs. 
 
    “What are you doing? By all the stars in the sky, why are you out here?” Braden exclaimed, gesturing wildly as he talked.  
 
    ‘Bringing your children home. I shall recover better in my home of New Sanctuary instead of in the field outside Livestel.’ 
 
    Contessa nuzzled the great King, mooing softly as she did so. Brandt looked smug.  
 
    “Men,” Micah muttered. “The biggest babies on the planet.”  
 
    “Good thing we’re not staying here.” The King started to hobble again. Braden and Micah each picked up one of the twins. G-War hopped onto Brandt’s back and chased his children off the King’s head. Fea shrugged as she joined her mate. Klytus and Shauna grumbled as they moved to the cow, but calmed quickly when they realized the ride was much smoother.  
 
    “We tried to stop him!” Ax claimed.  
 
    “I’m sure you did,” Micah replied with a smile.  
 
    “He wasn’t mean, but I don’t think White Mountain wants to see him in Livestel ever again.”  
 
    “Probably not. What do you have to say for yourself?” Micah pressed. 
 
    ‘I shall miss going to Livestel, but such is life.’  
 
    “Brandt!” Micah scolded.  
 
    ‘I am kidding. I shall apologize when the time is right. You will take them wonderful gifts of meat and jewelry on my behalf.’  
 
    “We will?” Braden asked. 
 
    “Of course we will. Everything Brandt has done for us over the years? It is the least we can do.” Micah winked at Braden. 
 
    ‘And I thank you for it,’ Brandt replied.  
 
    Micah accessed her neural implant. Her eyes unfocused as the window appeared before her eye. ‘Holly, Brandt has a broken leg. Do you have anything that could help him heal more quickly?’  
 
    ‘Of course. I shall dispatch a Medical Robot to your location. It’ll knit the bones together in a matter of an hour or so.’  
 
    ‘How long have you had a robot that can heal people?’ 
 
    ‘Not long, Master President. This will be the first field test.’  
 
    ‘Send it out. We’ll wait.’  
 
    Micah raised her hand, calling for a stop. “Get this. Holly has a Bot that can heal Brandt’s leg in about an hour. It’s on its way.”  
 
    ‘I’ll be as good as new today?’  
 
    “I don’t know, Brandt, but Holly can work miracles.” 
 
    “How long has he had something like that? Maybe we can take one with us to the Traveler.” 
 
    “He said that it is new.”  
 
    “I am not amused,” Braden added. “As much as we’ve gone through, Holly never built this thing before? Not amused at all.”  
 
    “Relax,” Micah said softly. “Holly knows more than we ever will. We have to trust his judgment. At least we have the Bot now. I would like to think that it’ll be able to fix all species. If it can work on an Aurochs, it should be able to work with a Hillcat, too, just in case.”  
 
    The thought of his friends and family being injured caused Braden the most pain. They had all had injuries and been treated in the field. Braden always worried that his skills weren’t good enough, and someday, one of them would die. He would think it was his fault.  
 
    “All Holly’s knowledge, conveniently coming to an injury near you,” Braden joked. “I like it a lot.”  
 
    “We shall see,” Micah said. They settled in to wait.  
 
    It didn’t take the Bot long to appear as it had the same hover technology as the Security Bots. The size of the machine was intimidating. The children and the ‘cats backed away from Brandt, now lying on his side as he waited. Braden and Micah stayed where he could see them.  
 
    The Bot settled onto the ground next to the injured leg. It waved an arm with something attached over the injury and then retracted the device.  
 
    ‘Holly, tell us what’s going on.’  
 
    ‘Yes, Master President,’ Holly replied. The speakers on the Bot crackled to life. “Good afternoon, Brandt Earthshaker. I trust you are well. Please stay still while we complete the process. We have scanned the injury. Next will be an injection of bonding agent.”  
 
    An arm with two protrusions extended, wrapped itself around the limb, and slid slowly upward, slicing and removing the bandage that White Mountain had put in place while at the same time injecting something through the skin. 
 
    ‘Ow!’ Brandt exclaimed. His leg spasmed, but the Bot’s size helped it to hold steady. ‘The pain is gone!’ 
 
    “A numbing compound is included as part of the bonding agent. It will wear off about the time that the bone is repaired. The last step is electromagnetic stimulation of the agent.” The arm extended one more time with paddles that it held in place on both sides of the leg, above the injury.  
 
    “When’s the last time you’ve eaten?” Braden asked his son. The boy shrugged. Micah started digging in her pack and brought out a protein bar from the fabricator in the presidential suite. Braden did the same.  
 
    “You don’t have any brownies?” ‘Tesh asked as she looked sideways at the bar.  
 
    “Just eat it!” Braden ordered.  
 
    Micah gave him the stink-eye, but the children began to chew. Once finished, they curled up against Brandt and went to sleep. G-War lay across the King’s neck and purred softly, relaxing the huge creature.  
 
    ‘It is finished,’ Holly’s voice told them from the Bot. Braden snapped awake. Micah blinked against the sun. Braden wondered if Holly had put them all to sleep to help pass the time.  
 
    The Bot retracted all its equipment and moved a safe distance away. “Brandt. I think you can try to stand.”  
 
    The King of the Aurochs was tentative as he put weight on it. When it didn’t hurt, he put more and more on it, until he was standing. He took a few steps and then a few more. He trotted until he ran, then made a big arc as he returned to the others.  
 
    “Climb on! I’m famished and there’s nothing like fresh vegetables to soothe the savage beast, eh?”  
 
    “Nothing like them,” Braden said noncommittally.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Prepare 
 
      
 
    Jocelyn gaped at New Sanctuary. “Everything you do is done in these little buildings? That’s where this magnificent vehicle was built?” She pointed to the hovercar. 
 
    “Most of the facility is below ground. What you see here is nothing compared to what’s below. There is a vast manufacturing level, storage areas, a command center, and a complete berthing area. You’ll see it on our way to the matter transfer chamber, the place that will send us to space,” Braden explained.  
 
    “Can we go now?” she asked. 
 
    Braden shook his head. “We need to talk with our friends first. Come and see.”  
 
    The group had gathered in the clearing around the lake—Brandt and Contessa, Rabbits, Hawkoids, Hillcats, Wolfoids, and humans.  
 
    Braden put his laced fingers behind his back and paced as he talked. “We can only take twelve and because of the way that the matter transfer system works, going in two separate groups isn’t viable because it’s not safe. I won’t have us split up. I’ve talked with you all and think we have our twelve. Three ‘cats, three humans, two Wolfoids, two Hawkoids, a Lizard Man, and a Tortoid. This is the group I think gives us the best chance to accomplish our mission, which is nothing short of creating a section of the ship where it is safe for our people to live and work.”  
 
    Micah stepped in front of the Governor of Warren Deep. “For those of you who haven’t been on the ship before, Treetis and Jocelyn, don’t ever lose your bracelet as that is what you’ll need to move through doors. We’ll have a command-level bracelet which gives us access to almost every space. The ship spins to maintain the illusion of gravity. It will take a while to get used to. You’ll feel like you’re getting pulled to the side. Walking uphill will feel like you’re walking on the level. It’s bizarre, but you’ll figure it out. Assume everything and everyone you meet is hostile until they prove differently. In other words, stay behind us.”  
 
    “The Golden Warrior is our key to success. He’s the one who makes it possible to talk with the creatures on the Traveler, although there were those ones in the corridor filled with jungle who you couldn’t talk with. Or Androids, and they were the greatest threat. Scratch everything I just said. Holly is our key to success!”  
 
    ‘It makes noise, but no sense,’ G-War said with a sigh.  
 
    “We’ll have a blaster for you, Pik, but it’ll be special. You’re getting a blaster, too, Jocelyn. Everyone wears armor. Even you, G. Everyone. The armor protected us from the Android lasers last time. With what Young Tom and Zeller experienced last year, we know that we still can’t trust the Androids. Holly?”  
 
    A Bot rolled into the clearing. “I am here, Master President, Master Vice President, distinguished guests. It is my great honor to host you on this momentous occasion.”  
 
    Braden held his hands up and shook his head as he looked at Micah. She didn’t know either. 
 
    Holly continued. “A trip to the Resettlement Vessel Traveler, in space for well over four thousand years, a monument to humanity’s perseverance, mind over matter. The ship was lost for centuries until it was found again by Braden and Micah, who will now make their third trip into space.”  
 
    “And G.”  
 
    “With the indomitable spirit of Prince Axial De’atesh, once again, the descendants of Earth shall rise and take their rightful place among the stars!”  
 
    ‘I don’t know what I just heard,’ Aadi commented. 
 
    “What Holly meant to say,” Braden interrupted, “is that we’ll go to the matter transfer chamber first thing in the morning. I wouldn’t bother eating. Carry your breakfast with you so you can eat it once your stomach settles when we’re aboard the Traveler. Carry your blaster and don’t be afraid to use it. With Holly’s help, we’ll bring a good part of the ship under our control so the scientists from Cygnus VI can board and take up residence, continue their work which will eventually take us back to the stars. For now? We’re fighting against dung-throwing monkeys and death beetles.”  
 
    ‘I’m full up on beetles, but a shipborne snack will be greatly appreciated.’ 
 
    ‘One of those wild hogs on Deck 10 sounds pretty good,’ G-War added. 
 
    “You guys just ate, and you’re already thinking about food! You know how it is up there. We’ll lose track of days and nights and forget when we last ate.” Braden looked from face to face. Bounder belched, looked away, and started licking his lips.  
 
    Skirill screeched the Hawkoid cry. Micah and Braden both jumped. ‘I will be happy to be on the Traveler once again. I will fly the spinning skies and dance among the twisting trees, being the eyes of my friends as they try to bring peace to yet another world. I’ll eat when I eat and sleep when I’m dead!’  
 
    “What is this, speech day?”  
 
    ‘I shall sleep when the sun shines...’ G-War started, but Fealona swatted him, so he stopped. 
 
    ‘I return to a home that I remember, but haven’t known. It is the home of the one who came before me. I will honor his memory as I try to represent him among our people on the Rainforest Deck.’  
 
    ‘I’ve never been there,’ Treetis said. ‘I add my senses to everyone else’s in order to find our enemies before they find us. And should we close with them, our enemies will feel my claws and teeth.’  
 
    “We’re probably going to get sunburnt from all the time we’ll be laying in the sun drinking fruity water,” Braden replied with a snicker. “Stay sharp and be aware. Our job won’t be easy, but it’s not going to be as gloom and doom as all of you are making it out to be. Holly, bring everyone’s armor out here so we can make sure it all fits.”  
 
    “It would be best if Jocelyn comes downstairs to the armory to get fitted. I have equipment for everyone else being delivered. Will the Hawkoids require the razor talons?”  
 
    “Yes, but secured in a pack. They can put them on if we’re going into a rough area, but I don’t want them wearing them as part of their normal getup.”  
 
    “Understood, Master Braden.”  
 
    “Where are you going, G?” Braden asked as G-War was halfway into a bush. “Don’t make me fight you with the damn armor. It’s because I don’t want to see you hurt. Can’t you understand that? You always run in front of me, so you need your own protection. If you stay behind me, you don’t have to wear it.” 
 
    ‘Done,’ G-War quickly agreed. ‘Make sure you get yours.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re not wearing yours, I’m not wearing mine!’ Fea declared.  
 
    ‘You’re going to wear yours because I can’t have you getting hurt!’  
 
    “Jocelyn? Now sounds like a great time to go to the armory. Follow us.” Braden glanced back at the ‘cats as they began to snarl and face off. Klytus and Shauna were lining up to watch while the others started working with their various armor, from blankets to coverlets to sleeves and vests. There was something for each of Vii’s different creatures. 
 
    “Is it that dangerous?” Jocelyn thought of her daughter. She couldn’t leave her motherless. “Maybe I shouldn’t go.” 
 
    Braden and Micah both stopped. “Why did you come?” Micah asked more pointedly than intended.  
 
    “Have I earned the right to lead the people of Warren Deep?”  
 
    “People earn the right once they’re in the position, not before,” Braden answered. “And you have helped them from the dire lives they had in the time before you. They have hope, and you were the one who gave them that.”  
 
    “My husband used to be a good man,” she said softly. “The intoxication of power… I don’t get it. Each day, I feel unworthy to lead the good people of the north.”  
 
    “And that makes you the best person to be the governor.” Braden tipped her chin up so she’d look at him. “Why do you want to go to the Traveler?” 
 
    She pursed her lips and pointed to the sky. “The future is up there, not down here.”  
 
    Braden smiled. “That’s what I think.”  
 
    “I believe in both. Look at what we have in New Sanctuary. And then look at what you have in the north. There is so far to go to bring power and convenience to people, make their lives easier, while also giving them a higher purpose. Education. The north has schools, but the south is still struggling to get those started. But what is being taught? They are the future.” Micah pointed to the twins, who were trying to put small armored shirts on Fealona and Treetis. 
 
    It wasn’t going well. G-War sat to the side, dutifully ignoring the withering gaze of his mate.  
 
    “And Leah. Yes. Maybe her education will take place on the ship. I need to see for myself and maybe have a hand in shaping a better future.”  
 
    “You will have a hand, regardless. You don’t need to go up there to do it.” 
 
    “In my mind, I do.” Jocelyn nodded curtly.  
 
    “Then let’s get you set up. Have you ever killed anyone before?” Braden asked. Jocelyn shook her head.  
 
    “After our trip to space, you still won’t have, but you have to be ready to, just in case. The good news is that if you see what looks like a person on board the ship, they aren’t. There were two scientists up there, but they returned because they were afraid and had taken to living in the engineering section. They became ineffective. Doctor Johns brought them home and has been on us to go back and make it safe for his people. It’s time we did that.”  
 
    Braden continued walking toward the elevator. When they stepped in, Jocelyn looked confused.  
 
    “It is a mechanical room that takes us underground. Climb in and you’ll see. It operates on a pulley system or something like that.”  
 
    The doors closed behind them, and the elevator started down. “Armory, please,” Micah said. 
 
    When the doors opened, they were at the front of the weapons and armor section. In the background, combat vehicles of various sorts were parked. 
 
    Jocelyn frowned when she saw them, easily determining what they were for.  
 
    “If any of those see the light of day, then we will have failed spectacularly,” Micah said. “The job I do as president will be judged by that equipment never leaving this space.”  
 
    “Maybe you can make sure they don’t. Can you recycle them into something that isn’t meant for war?”  
 
    Braden and Micah looked at each other. “Holly?” Micah asked.  
 
    “Yes, Master President,” the AI replied. 
 
    “Take these combat vehicles and recycle them into gardening and production Bots. How many Security Bots are operational, for reference?”  
 
    “There are thirty-four Security Bots. Are you sure about the recycling? These vehicles take some time to produce from scratch and in time of need, you risk that they won’t be available.”  
 
    “The Security Bots can protect New Sanctuary if need be. Anything else is overkill and something that we don’t need. I would rather we all die than go to war, but that isn’t a possibility with the new world that the ‘cats have helped us create. I predict that we won’t ever need these vehicles, not for Vii anyway. So, please, move them to the factory level and let’s turn them into something that will help everyone.”  
 
    “You humans carry a wisdom that my poor old circuits cannot match. I envy you, Master President. I will move them as soon as matter transfer is complete. Until then, I’ll focus my attention on getting you safely on board the RV Traveler. Now, let’s see if we can get the governor into something a little more comfortable.”  
 
    “That’s pretty creepy, Holly,” Micah said.  
 
    “Not my intent, Master President. Full body armor like you have, a blaster, integrated backpack, energy-assisted boots, and a neural implant.”  
 
    Braden held up one hand to halt the process. “A neural implant?”  
 
    “Yes. I strongly encourage members of your party to get them. I apologize for not telling you that Pik Ha’ar had one. Maybe I did though, and you forgot? Regardless, I think it would be in the governor’s best interest.”  
 
    Micah nodded slowly. “I think so, too.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Jocelyn finally asked.  
 
    Braden chuckled. “I’m sorry. Here we are making decisions when on something like this, you have the final say. Holly wants to put a chip in your head. It’ll help you get more information than you could ever possibly use, plus, it will keep you synced up with Holly at all times. And us, too.”  
 
    “Holly wants to put something in my head?” Jocelyn sounded less than thrilled at the idea. “I want to meet this Holly and make sure that his hands don’t shake.”  
 
    “Holly is a computer. All of this, everything you see, is Holly.”  
 
    “I’m even less excited now,” she said.  
 
    “We both have them, and I’m on my second one, or is it my third? I can’t remember. I’ve taken some violent blows to the head.”  
 
    “Really violent blows,” Micah confirmed. Jocelyn pointed at Micah. “Not me, no. He has a tendency to lead with his head. The last one happened on the ship. Let me tell you a story about a monkey and a rock...”  
 
    “Let’s not,” Braden interrupted and led Jocelyn to the armored jump suits. They were lightweight, but would stop most projectiles as well as most energy weapons. Braden left Micah and Jocelyn alone so she could try on the suits until she found the one that fit best.  
 
    Same with boots.  
 
    “You’ll need to practice with those.” Braden tipped his chin toward her new footwear.  
 
    “I feel like a loaded wagon,” Jocelyn said, frowning.  
 
    “You’ll feel lighter on the ship. How about a blaster, Holly.”  
 
    A rack rotated from the wall, showing a line of hand blasters.  
 
    “How many of those do you need?”  
 
    “Just one, except when we need two,” Braden replied.  
 
    Micah tapped her hips. “I only carry one. I prefer the sword. Braden prefers Old Tech.”  
 
    “Like your sword?” Braden asked.  
 
    “It is an Old Tech take on modern technology,” Micah tried to explain, but realized her conundrum. In Jocelyn’s mind, the blasters were modern technology.  
 
    “How many people have you killed?” Jocelyn asked when Braden handed her a blaster so she could get the feel and have her handprint encoded to the weapon.  
 
    “Too many,” Braden replied solemnly. 
 
    “Way too many,” Micah confirmed, looking behind her to make sure the children hadn’t appeared. “Don’t be like me.” 
 
    “You think I should get the implant?”  
 
    “Holly can take it out any time you want. It puts the knowledge of the entire universe only a blink away. It can be overwhelming. Did you know that there are satellites in orbit over Vii and that at any point in time, we can access a live overhead view of any point on view, even if it is covered by clouds?” Micah raised her eyebrows to emphasize her revelation. 
 
    “I did not know that. I suspect no one knows that.”  
 
    “You’d be right. The neural implant isn’t to be taken lightly, but it’ll open new worlds for you, and not just the one you’re standing on.”  
 
    “Okay,” Jocelyn replied. “I’ll do it. Will it leave a scar?  
 
    Micah lifted her hair to show that there was a tiny scar inside the hairline. “Yes, but no one will see it. You have beautiful hair, by the way. I love the color.”  
 
    Jocelyn smiled. She pointed at herself with two hands. “I am the warrior governor of the ancients. I look ridiculous.”  
 
    “As will we all. Did you see the ‘cats? You’ll get to listen to them constantly whine about having to wear their armor, then they’ll escape from it and run free like a naked baby fresh from the bath. And we’ll never get them back into it. It’s all fun and games until an Android laser slices off a couple fingers.” Braden waved his hand.  
 
    “You have all your fingers.” 
 
    “Holly grew me a couple new ones after our first trip to the Traveler. The second trip got me a new neural implant. If anyone should be worried about going back up there, it’s me. I seem to keep leaving bits and pieces.”  
 
    Micah started to laugh. Braden scowled. “You had blood going everywhere and were trying to get your finger back from G.”  
 
    “We were in zero-gravity. Everything was floating. It wasn’t pretty, and G-War tried to take off with my finger.”  
 
    Jocelyn slowly shook her head. “I can’t believe what I’m getting myself into.”  
 
    “I guess you had to be there. Oh well, follow us to sickbay so you can have your implant fitted and then get used to it before heading to the matter transfer chamber. And whatever you do, if you lose a finger, you better find it before the ‘cats do.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The Matter Transfer Chamber 
 
      
 
    “Is everyone good?” Braden asked. Fea and Treetis looked miserable. They hated the vests that covered their necks and bodies. G-War had a new scratch across his face where Fea let him have it. He knew enough not to fight back. He maintained a respectful distance after that.  
 
    Pik Ha’ar rested his hand on Aadi’s shell. The two were fast friends and Pik felt responsible for Aadi’s capture by the Androids.  
 
    The Wolfoids wore their gear with the harnesses over top. They carried their lightning spears easily as they always traveled with them. Skirill and Zyena were still in the tree.  
 
    “Time to head in,” Braden called, holding out his arm to give the Hawkoid a place to land. Micah held out her arm, too. Skirill landed softly, his claws wrapping around her armored forearm. Zyena did the same.   
 
    The Rabbits stood to the side, looking small and sad.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Micah told them. “You have been a great help every time we needed you. We need you now, too, but there is a limit on how many bodies can be transferred to the Traveler at one time. We’ll make it safe and then you’ll be able to travel to the ship whenever you want.” 
 
    Their whiskers flickered as their noses twitched, but they didn’t reply.  
 
    Micah led the first group to the elevator. Braden directed the second group in when the elevator returned, and he came with the last few.  
 
    Upon Braden’s arrival on the manufacturing level, Micah set out, with Skirill standing regally on her upper arm, near her shoulder. The others followed and Braden brought up the rear. Jocelyn was all eyes as she saw the immensity of the operation beneath New Sanctuary.  
 
    Micah pointed toward a corner, where the first of the combat vehicles was being cut apart and fed into the recycling system.  
 
    They continued on the catwalk, misnamed as the ‘cats hated walking on the grating, until they reached a room tucked away on the far end of the facility. 
 
    They entered the circular room, one by one, and Micah pointed out their chairs to them. Once Braden and Zyena were inside the room, the wall slid into place behind them.  
 
    The Wolfoids climbed into chairs, side by side. The ‘cats looked small in their reclining metal seats. Fea yowled long and low. Treetis’ eyes were big as he stared at nothing. 
 
    Aadi floated downward until he rested on a seat. Pik took the seat next to him, holding his trident across his chest. His new and restricted blaster was in a holster at his side. “You people blink when we arrive so I don’t think you’re dead!” Braden warned them.  
 
    The Hawkoids were carefully placed in their seats. Jocelyn took hers, reclining stiffly as she tried to make herself comfortable. The anxiety of the group weighed on all of them.  
 
    Micah took her seat. Braden continued to stand. “Last reminder. Keep your hands, paws, feathers, and shell inside the chair. Don’t touch anyone else and try to stay still. It’ll be over in an instant. When we get to the other side, you’re going to puke. Accept it, embrace it, and try not to get any on me. If it takes a few minutes before you can sit up, that’s okay. There’s no rush. We’ll work our way from engineering forward, incrementally. That’s it for my plan.” 
 
    Braden took his seat and leaned back.  
 
    “Holly, work your magic.”  
 
    “The panels will shimmer. Stay in your seats and do not move. Space between you is important as the device catalogues and deconstructs you. You will be reconstructed on the Traveler. For you, it will seem as if only a moment has passed, while the entire process will take one to two days. Relax. Close your eyes and breathe deeply.”  
 
    The mirror-like panels on the wall shimmered. Then a deep tone pressed in on them. ‘Everyone relax and remain still,’ Micah said over the mindlink. ‘It’ll be over before you know it even started.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Braden opened his eyes slowly. His head throbbing, as it always did after a transfer, but this time wasn’t as bad.  
 
    The ceiling colors were different. The walls shimmered into focus. Braden never understood if that was the end of the matter transfer process or his eyes lying to him. He accepted it for what it was.  
 
    “Welcome to the Traveler, good people of Vii,” Braden croaked. He slowly sat up, ready for the nausea to wash over him. He took a drink from his flask, let his feet hit the floor, and stood.  
 
    The spin of the ship pulled him slightly to the side. He took a tentative step. “I must be getting used to this,” he said as he continued around the room. He stopped at Pik’s chair. “I told you to blink!”  
 
    Braden shook the Lizard Man until his jaw started to work and he turned his head.  
 
    Treetis yowled, and G-War jumped down. Fea stayed in her seat. Jocelyn had paled. She was sitting perfectly still.  
 
    Braden opened the door, finding an Android on the other side. He pulled his blaster and aimed it at the Android’s chest.  
 
    “Holly dispatched me to see to your needs,” it said pleasantly.  
 
    “I need a bucket.”  
 
    The mechanical creation had one by its side along with a Cleaning Bot.  
 
    “It’s like you’ve dealt with humans before.” Braden took the bucket and returned to the room to give it to Jocelyn. Micah was standing.  
 
    “Maybe you can get used to traveling this way. I don’t feel sick either.” She petted Treetis’ head. “You’ll be alright, little man.”  
 
    Micah lifted him to the floor where he kept his legs wide for better balance. Fea stood in her chair and Micah lifted her down, too.  
 
    ‘I hate you,’ she told G-War. 
 
    ‘I told you not to come,’ he replied. 
 
    “Wrong answer,” Micah suggested as she straightened the feathers on the heads of the two Hawkoids. Zyena started to bob excitedly. She closed her eyes and leaned into the spin. 
 
    The Golden Warrior nuzzled his mate, and she hissed at him. Her chest started to heave. G-War tried to dodge out of the way but she was faster, stopping him with a single paw. She ralphed a pile of something noxious at the scarred orange ‘cat’s paws. Fea took a deep breath.  
 
    ‘I don’t hate you anymore,’ she said calmly, nuzzling his face.  
 
    ‘Did you just wipe your puke on me?’  
 
    ‘Probably.’ She walked past, taking each step tentatively as she tried to adjust how she walked. She staggered sideways, straightened, then staggered again, finally opting to take two steps, wait, then take two more.  
 
    Treetis took one step and projectile-vomited. G-War jumped straight in the air, twisting and contorting his body so he wouldn’t land in the mess. He kicked off a chair, did a backflip, bounced off a second chair, and landed with all four paws packed tightly together in the single clean space on the deck. He bunched his legs under him and leapt from the danger zone.  
 
    ‘You’re right. That does make me feel better,’ he told Fealona.  
 
    Zyena started beating her wings. Aadi swam out of the way. She took off, aimed for the doorway, tucked her wings as she went through, and spread them wide once in the open. The Android ducked out of the way, but was still smacked by Zyena’s next downstroke.  
 
    Skirill followed suit, almost crashing into the door on his way out, but he corrected quickly once in the open space of engineering.  
 
    “Stay away from those vines!” Braden called after them.  
 
    “Is everything okay, Master President?” Holly’s voice projected through the speakers outside the matter transfer chamber.  
 
    “Perfect delivery, Holly. How long did it take?”  
 
    “It was thirty-four hours,” the AI replied. 
 
    “A little longer than normal.”  
 
    “The group has a lot of equipment. There was a significant amount of material that needed to be transferred. And I’ve been able to improve the system. Were you less disoriented this time?”  
 
    “We were much better this time.” 
 
    Jocelyn emptied the contents of her stomach into the bucket with a great deal of gagging and coughing.  
 
    “I can hear that. Are you telling me the truth?” Holly pressed. 
 
    “I am. The new people are having some issues, though. I guess we’ll call that the rite of passage. The rest of us are not having any problems, but once again, Braden thought Pik was dead on arrival.”  
 
    “I will delay making any further refinements to the matter transfer process until after you return.”  
 
    “Out of the way, Android,” Braden growled, standing between the Android and the others as they filed from the matter transfer chamber.  
 
    “Of course,” it replied neutrally and stepped to the side.  
 
    ‘I was not dead on arrival,’ Pik clarified over the mindlink as he shuffled past.  
 
    Jocelyn bounced off Braden when she stumbled after taking too many steps in a row. Treetis tried to run and promptly crashed into a computer console. He sat down where he was and watched the others.  
 
    G-War moved well and determined that it was in his long-term interest to walk downhill from his mate, to keep her from falling over or running into things.  
 
    Treetis was on his own. 
 
    The Hawkoids flew gracefully in the space around the chamber. They extended their explorations, but steered clear of the metal-leaved vines.  
 
    “See anything?” Braden asked.  
 
    ‘Nothing. It is as we last saw it.’ 
 
    “Even though a number of groups have come through here since. We have how many corridors to check?” 
 
    “There will be thirty-six, as they are separated by ten degrees on the outer rings.” 
 
    “Thirty-six corridors that are a kilometer long with multiple rooms and berthing areas each. We know that one is off limits, the electric people. How they survived is beyond me, but we’ll mark it, seal that hatch, and move on. Holly, you said that you’d have equipment that we could use to permanently close some of the spaces.” 
 
    “Yes, I have all the Androids at my command. You will have one at your disposal at all times.” 
 
    Braden closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. His cheek muscles stood out from the strain. “Are you absolutely, positively sure that we can trust these scumbags?” 
 
    “Master Braden, that’s no way to talk about mechanical constructs that have no intelligence. They simply do as a computer program tells them. That program is me. I have purged all the malicious code that I could find from the system.” 
 
    “What about the stuff you couldn’t find?” Braden wondered. 
 
    “If it rears its ugly head, then we’ll deal with it.”  
 
    “You mean that we’ll deal with it,” Braden replied. “We’ll be keeping a blaster aimed at them, just in case. I trust you, Holly, but not these things. I know that I never will. I think my hatred of these things will be passed down through the generations. Androids should never become the primary workforce on this ship.”  
 
    “The Androids serve far too many critical functions aboard the RV Traveler to be discounted like that. The only way they’ll be a secondary work force is if thousands of humans took up residence on the Traveler and got to work. The solution appears to be dilution, not fewer of them, but more of humanity.”  
 
    “Don’t mess with me, Holly, or you’ll be sending dead Androids through the recycler faster than you can build them,” Braden said in a cold, hard voice. He pulled his blaster and approached the Android. “And don’t you mess with me, either.”  
 
    “That’s not what I do. I will do as Holly has commanded, which is simply to follow your orders. What would you have me do, Master Braden?”  
 
    “Stay out of my way while also staying where I can see you. Can you do that?”  
 
    “I will do my best.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like a machine.” Braden glared at the Android and its artificial skin, which was different enough from a human’s to be creepy.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Micah said, giving Braden a nudge.  
 
    The Wolfoids stood comfortably nearby, their lightning spears at the ready. Their experience with Androids hadn’t been good either, and they were on edge.  
 
    “You look like you’ve already acclimated to the spin,” Micah said to break the tension. 
 
    ‘It feels natural. I guess one never forgets,’ Bounder said. They started walking without a hitch. 
 
    “This way,” Braden said, pointing in the opposite direction of the vines. The group turned and started walking between the workstations and equipment that made up the engineering section of the RV Traveler. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Splitting Up 
 
      
 
    The Hawkoids raced ahead, describing more of the same as they continued into the distance of the upward curve.  
 
    ‘We can fly all the way around, if you’d like, just to be sure,’ Skirill said.  
 
    ‘Stay wide and fly fast past the vines. We’ll be waiting up ahead to pass down the first corridor,’ Braden replied.  
 
    ‘This could be the most boring thing you’ve ever done,’ G-War suggested.  
 
    “What madness escapes your mind?” Braden said while thoughtfully holding his chin. “This is the epitome of exploration. The unknown, in space, humanity struggling to free itself from the abominations!” 
 
    ‘Let me correct that. It’s boring nonsense.’  
 
    ‘At least I don’t feel sick anymore!’ Treetis declared. 
 
    ‘It is necessary. I would rather it be boring than us having to fight our way across the ship,’ Bounder said.  
 
    ‘I agree,’ Strider replied. ‘Maybe we can split up to cover more ground. Boys against the girls?’ 
 
    Micah nodded, smiling as she made eye contact with Braden. He frowned as he looked at his companions. 
 
    “I don’t want to embarrass you,” Braden started. Micah punched him in the chest, his armor protecting him from the force of the blow. “The men will take the Android.”  
 
    “A second Android has already been dispatched and will meet us in the first corridor.”  
 
    “Looks like we’ll have one, too—for marking and sealing doors, if needed. We have no way to weld and that’s what they do. I trust Holly.”  
 
    “I trust Holly, too, but it’s the Androids I don’t trust. Last time, Holly told us they were okay and they weren’t. And the Android that attacked Young Tom and Zeller. That wasn’t far from here!”  
 
    “You’ll give yourself gray hairs worrying about stuff out of your control,” Micah told Braden. 
 
    “Maybe so, but as long as I’m still alive, I’ll have hair that can turn gray.”  
 
    “Boys and girls,” Micah started. “Jocelyn, Fea, Strider, and Zyena are with me, along with this Android here. Hey you, what’s your name?”  
 
    “I am designated Beta Theta Seven Four Six One Niner.”  
 
    “What was that? Beta who’s a miner?”  
 
    The Android repeated his designation in the same unwavering tone of voice.  
 
    “Fine. We will call you Betafor. Put that in your memory bank,” Micah told the Android. 
 
    “Yes, Master President,” the Android replied emotionlessly.  
 
    “As soon as Zyena arrives, we’ll be off. We’ll take this corridor right up here.” Micah pointed at a door on the catwalk.  
 
    ‘What about the rooms on this level?’ Pik Ha’ar asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Braden replied. “Holly? Can you tell us about the rooms that we can access from the main floor of engineering?”  
 
    “Of course. Most of the rooms are workshops of various sorts for fabricating the pieces necessary to keep the equipment functioning. There are break rooms, dining facilities, and two research laboratories.”  
 
    Braden blew out a long breath. “Sounds like we’ll be making the circuit down here while you’re doing the same thing up there.” Braden nodded toward the catwalk about ten meters over his head. “I’ll have you outnumbered, so we’ll probably accomplish twice as much in half the time.”  
 
    “You think so?” Micah said, squaring off with her partner.  
 
    “The fight is out there,” he said smoothly, pointing toward the forward end of the ship. “Out there, with people who aren’t me.” 
 
    Bounder and Strider nuzzled as their way of saying good-bye.  
 
    Fea nodded toward G-War and Treetis. The Golden Warrior yawned. She reacted instantly, slapping his head with a paw, and he was on her in an orange flash. The two rolled around on the deck until they ended by licking each other’s faces. 
 
    Braden and Micah kissed.  
 
    ‘Are you sure it’s best to split up before we know?’ Aadi asked.  
 
    “I was worried how we were going to handle the corridor. With a dozen of us jammed in? Only half of us would be able to respond if something happened, half at the most. Splitting the group will help keep us engaged, otherwise I expect that G’s complaint of boredom would come true.”  
 
    ‘It’s already true. BORED!’ the ‘cat remarked. 
 
    “Stop it!” Braden shook his finger at G-War and Fea, still locked in their embrace.  
 
    ‘Nothing, Master Braden. Besides a couple Maintenance Bots, there was nothing all the way around. No Androids, definitely no life of any sort, besides those crazy vines. But we were past them in a heartbeat,’ Skirill reported as the Hawkoids raced overhead, banked, and landed gently, side by side, on the catwalk railing.  
 
     “We decided a plan of action while you were gone. What do you think of boys against girls?”  
 
    ‘I hate it,’ Skirill replied. 
 
    ‘I love it,’ Zyena said simultaneously. 
 
    “Sorry, Ess. You’ve been voted down.”  
 
    Skirill cocked his head, twitching it back and forth, as birds do. ‘Okay,’ he conceded. ‘Be careful and don’t get hurt. I can’t live without you,’ he told his mate over the mindlink where all could hear. 
 
    “Come on, Ess, you’re making us all look bad...” 
 
    ‘Speak for yourself,’ G-War replied, finally unclutching from Fea and standing.  
 
    “At least I didn’t get punched in the head.” Braden started walking. “Women up the ladder. Men, with me.” 
 
    “We’ll take the elevator,” Micah said, pointing behind her with her thumb. They headed that way. Braden watched Micah go. It had never been his intent to be apart from Micah. He’d expected the Wolfoids would lead the second team.  
 
    Bounder put his paw-hand on Braden’s shoulder. ‘It will be okay, my friend. They are in good hands, because our mates are formidable fighters. No one will stand before them, not for very long anyway.’  
 
    “I hope at the end of the day, we’re able to say the same thing. Come on, guys, let’s clear this space. We have a long way to go.”  
 
    Braden waved at the group walking down the catwalk before picking the closest door.  
 
    “Wait up!” Micah called. “You forgot somebody.”  
 
    An Android appeared from the corridor that Micah and her group were preparing to enter. She pointed at the group below and the Android hurried to the nearest ladder and climbed down.  
 
    Braden tried to calm his breathing, but his heart raced as the Android approached. A phantom ache appeared  in his hand where his fingers had been burned off.  
 
    “What’s behind this door?” Braden asked, pointing.  
 
    “A machinery room. It is unoccupied.”  
 
    Braden removed one of his blasters and nodded to Bounder. The Wolfoid waved his bracelet before the access pad and the door slid open. G-War looked in and sat down. Treetis trotted inside, still drifting to one side before over-correcting.  
 
    Pik held his trident before him.  
 
    “Anything?” Braden asked the group. No one replied. He carefully pushed the Lizard Man’s trident out of the way before entering the space. It was well lit and filled with machinery making soft sounds and flashing a kaleidoscope of lights. A quick survey confirmed what the Android had said.  
 
    “Do you know what occupies each space?” he asked. 
 
    “In nearly all cases, yes.”  
 
    “Take us to a place where the inhabitants are a threat.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how you define the word threat,” the Android responded. 
 
    “Something that wants to kill us. At one time, that would have been every Android on board this ship.”  
 
    “Almost anything can kill you if you don’t take the proper precautions. As to the Androids wanting to do you harm, I wouldn’t know anything about that. I have no programming that would allow me to harm a living creature. My programming is quite the opposite. I will do everything in my power to protect you from harm.”  
 
    “What do we call you?”  
 
    “My designation is Beta Omega One Three One Eight.”  
 
    “We’ll call you Andy,” Braden declared. “Come on, Andy, show us where there are living creatures or robots that are working out of Holly’s control.” 
 
    “Using those parameters, there will be three spaces that will interest you. Two with off-grid mechanicals and one with a biologic that feeds on the mechanicals.”  
 
    “A living creature that eats machines? Let’ go there first.”  
 
    Andy started to walk briskly away. It accelerated until Braden was jogging. Pik ran with his odd shuffle, pulling Aadi behind him. The ‘cats ran to the side.  
 
    ‘This is going to get real old, real fast,’ G-War said.  
 
    “Andy,” Braden called. “Is there a quicker way without running, like shortcutting through the interior?”  
 
    The Android slowed to a stop.  
 
    ‘Holly? Can you save us from this thing?’ Braden asked through his neural implant. 
 
    “Yes. If we take the next corridor to the elevator, we can travel on an angular vector to arrive less than a kilometer from where the creature can be found.”  
 
    Andy climbed the next ladder to the catwalk. Braden put G-War over his shoulder as he followed. Treetis clung to Bounder’s harness. Skirill landed on the railing.  
 
    ‘I prefer to fly. Can I meet you there?’ the Hawkoid asked.  
 
    “I don’t want anyone going alone. I’m sorry, Ess. I’ll carry you.”  
 
    ‘I understand,’ the Hawkoid replied. 
 
    Aadi floated up and over the railing, then swam ahead. The Android abruptly stopped and turned. Aadi backpedaled, but was eye-to-eye with the mechanical creation. He could feel the focused thunderclap building within.  
 
    “Do you speak, and what are you?”  
 
    Braden hurried to the front and worked his way between the two. “His name is Aadi and he’s a Tortoid. He only speaks telepathically, so we’ll translate if you need to talk with him, but you won’t.” Braden turned Aadi to show the repairs to his shell. “Androids did this to him.”  
 
    “But it wasn’t me and would never be me,” Andy replied in his level tone.  
 
    “Androids respond to programming. Maybe we shouldn’t be angry at the tool, but we’re not sure that you are completely under Holly’s control.” 
 
    “I assure you that I am.” 
 
    “That is no assurance at all.”  
 
    “Master Braden,” Holly said from a nearby speaker. “I can assure you that I have one hundred percent control over this Android. I have blocked all input to him from the ship.”  
 
    “Then why did an Android attack Young Tom?”  
 
    “I never had control of that one. I suspect that there may be other rogue Androids roaming the station, and those will need to be subdued somehow. I will let you know whenever you will encounter an Android based on my tracking of your group through the ship. Will that alleviate some of your concerns?”  
 
    “It would, Holly. I like the term subdue. It suggests that we aren’t going to melt them into scrap, so you keep using that term if helps put your mind at ease.” 
 
    “I do need the Androids to help me run the ship.” 
 
    “If an Android is off the grid, then it’s not helping you and won’t be missed. Thanks, Holly. We’re heading in.”  
 
    The Android waved at the panel beside the door and it opened. The corridor beyond had some debris, but nothing that screamed their death was imminent. Skirill stood on Braden’s shoulder. Bounder was next to him while Treetis and G-War scurried ahead. Braden didn’t try to stop them. 
 
    “If there’s shooting, make sure you duck,” Braden told the ‘cats.  
 
    ‘If there’s shooting, you won’t see much of us,’ G-War confirmed. ‘And for the record...’  
 
    “I know, you don’t need to say it, because excitement is coming. I can feel it! A creature that eats machines. That’s a first. If you could talk with such a beast, G, what would you say?”  
 
    ‘Deliver me from my staid existence,’ G-War replied.  
 
    “Say what?”  
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” Andy said.  
 
    Bounder and Pik chuckled.  
 
    “What are you guys laughing at? We’re going to be in real trouble if that goes bad.”  
 
    ‘Like when you thought of a Bot as a Mirror Beast and tried to attack it?’  
 
    “That was a long time ago, G.”  
 
    ‘Seems like yesterday.’  
 
    They reached the elevator and the Android stopped in front of it and stood perfectly still. Braden started to pull his blaster. “What are you waiting for, Andy?” 
 
    “Androids do not have access to the elevators. Those are for human crew use only except when we are in the company of humans.”  
 
    G-War stood on his back legs, letting the bracelet he was wearing as a collar activate the door.  
 
    ‘You are in the company of humans and their betters,’ G-War suggested. Treetis was all eyes and getting better at walking, but still not vocal.  
 
    Braden wondered if the Golden Warrior’s snark was aimed at taking Treetis’ mind off his concerns. Braden smiled at the two orange ‘cats as he hunched sideways to keep the edge of Aadi’s shell from jabbing him in the face. Pik squeezed in, and with all on board, the elevator went where the Android told it to go, up, invert at the point of zero-gravity, then head back down.  
 
    “If we started at position zero, we will end up at position one seventy, almost exactly opposite where we were.” 
 
    “You were going to run the perimeter of engineering? What is that, fifteen kilometers? You flew it, Ess, how far was that? It took you forty-five minutes to get around and you were flying! I was starting to get worried.”  
 
    ‘It is a long way,’ Skirill confirmed. 
 
    “I think you’re trying to kill me, Android,” Braden stated flatly.  
 
    “I am not,” the Android countered.  
 
    The elevator arrived and the doors opened. The group piled into the corridor. A Cleaning Bot was making its pass. 
 
    “How come some corridors have Cleaning Bots and others don’t?”  
 
    “Bots had been programmed for specific areas of responsibility. As they broke down over the years, they were not replaced. Maybe you can make that one of your priorities?” the Android asked.  
 
    ‘Getting the ship in tip-top shape seems to be what you are going for, Master Braden,’ Aadi suggested. He started to swim through the air toward the engineering section. ‘A clean ship is a happy ship.’  
 
    “A clean ship is a happy ship? I want a safe ship. Then maybe we’ll start looking toward what it takes to make for a happy ship.”  
 
    “I can help with that,” Holly said into the corridor.  
 
    “Why haven’t you done that before now?”  
 
    “I never thought of it as it isn’t critical to the ship systems, but then it is critical for human habitation, which is what you are seeking. I fear that I have failed you in not foreseeing this.” 
 
    “No failure, Holly. If the Androids aren’t attacking us, then you’ve been successful at the most important thing. Did you hear that there’s a creature in engineering that eats machines?”  
 
    “I did. I hope you are able to deal with the creature appropriately. As a machine, such a beast terrifies me.”  
 
    “The war of the ancients couldn’t destroy you, Holly. I doubt a little bug will give you grief.” 
 
    “I hope that you are correct, Master Braden.”  
 
    “We will see shortly. We’ve reached the catwalk and are not far now. I’ll be back in touch when we’ve taken care of business.”  
 
    “I shall watch the encounter through the Android’s eyes.”  
 
    “That’s too weird to think about, Holly.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The First Death 
 
      
 
    Micah asked Jocelyn to activate the doors and then stay out of the way while Strider and Micah covered the opening with their weapons. Zyena rode on the governor’s shoulder, while Fea stayed to the side. She was a big ‘cat and took up a great deal of space when she went through the doorway. Betafor stayed back, almost like a casual observer. 
 
    At the last door before access to the Livestock Level, Micah crouched and studied the floor. The claw marks were still there where the electric creature tried to fight its way back into the space.  
 
    “Seal this door. No one gets in. No one gets out.” 
 
    “That’s pretty harsh. Is there no way to help them?”  
 
    “The entirety of their existence is in there. They are toxic to humanity, so they get to stay in there. Maybe scientists will study them someday, but that will be after they figure out a way to neutralize them.” 
 
    The Android activated his finger laser and welded a bead where the door recessed into the bulkhead, sealing it, preventing it from being opened without cutting the weld. He pulled a small can from a pouch he carried and painted an X across the door.  
 
    “I guess that will work.” Micah looked at it for a moment before turning away. “Only thirty-five more corridors to go, on this level that is.” 
 
    She accessed her neural implant. ‘Holly, at this rate, how long will it take to check and clear the aft end of the ship?’  
 
    ‘Seven years.’  
 
    Micah held her face in her hands. ‘Just the aft end. Not the whole ship.’  
 
    ‘Seven-point-one-four years, to be exact, Master President. I’m sorry. The Traveler is a big ship and there are a great number of levels, at least ten per deck. I factored in eight hours of sleep per day. If you didn’t sleep, you could get it done in four years.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for that clarification. Connect me with Braden, please.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The Android pointed to a door. “The last information available to me indicates that the creature is in there.”  
 
    “You don’t have up-to-date information? We could be walking into a trap.” Braden’s lip quivered as he started to get angry. 
 
    “Holly has disconnected me from the ship to put your mind at ease.”  
 
    Braden gritted his teeth. “Holly, how do we resolve this, because my mind is not at ease.”  
 
    “If you trust me, I can restore the connections and the Android will have information available from all sources in real time. As long as I’m connected to the Android, it will be under my control.”  
 
    “I don’t like that caveat, Holly, but let’s give it a shot. I’ll keep my blaster in hand, just in case.”  
 
    The Android froze for a few moments before turning toward Braden. He leveled his blaster at the Android’s chest.  
 
    “The creature is still in there.”  
 
    “Do we know how it attacks? How can we defeat it? Do we need to defeat it?” 
 
    “It is very fast and lashes out with tentacles at approaching machines. It shorts their power supply and devours them slowly. It consumed a Maintenance Bot less than two days ago, so it has no need to feed for some time.”  
 
    “Looks like we’re going to catch it sleeping. Bounder, be ready. I think that Pik and I may be the only ones who need to avoid this creature because of the chips in our heads. If it can’t sense those, maybe it’ll go after our weapons.”  
 
    “Andy, you open the door, Everyone, be ready.”  
 
    The light started to flash before Braden’s eye. An incoming signal from Micah. He started to raise his hand, but it was too late. The door slid open. They looked into the darkness beyond, unable to distinguish between dark blobs. “Lights!” Braden yelled.  
 
    A low level of emergency lighting appeared. Braden’s first impression was that all of the blobs were the creature. From a repulsive main body colored yellow and orange to a variety of metallic-colored tentacles. It took a step toward the light of the entrance.  
 
    “G? Fire or don’t fire?”  
 
    ‘I cannot talk with it,’ the ‘cat replied. 
 
    Braden didn’t hesitate. He fired a narrow beam at a raised tentacle. Light shimmered around it before dissipating The creature slowly moved forward, unfazed by Braden’s attack. 
 
    Aadi unleashed a focused thunderclap that bounced the creature back a step, but it shook it off within a heartbeat. Aadi floated upward.  
 
    Bounder unleashed the fury of the lightning spear into the small space. Arcs and sparks danced around the doorway. The ‘cats jumped back. Skirill leapt up and flew away. A tentacle lashed through the doorway and wrapped itself around Bounder’s spear.  
 
    Braden fired, but the energy weapon was useless. Pik jabbed his trident into the tentacle. Metal screeched against metal as a prong slid into a seam. The creature released the spear and jerked the tentacle backwards. Pik held tightly and was yanked into the room. Braden holstered his pistol and drew his knife in one motion and charged. 
 
    Bounder followed him in, spear tip aimed toward what he thought was the creature’s head. Braden jumped into the air and drove his blade downward. He landed on the beast with a crunch and started to slide off. A tentacle grabbed him before he hit the deck, lifted him into the air, and slammed him against the bulkhead.  
 
    Bounder growled his attack and thrust the spear-tip toward the creature’s eyes.  
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Holly, why isn’t Braden answering?’ Micah asked.  
 
    ‘They are currently engaged with a creature that feeds on machines.’  
 
    ‘What the hell? Do they need help? Scratch that, we’re on our way!’  
 
    ‘It would take you nearly ten minutes to reach them by the most expeditious route.’ 
 
    “Run!” Micah yelled as she took off toward the elevator. The others ran after her. Zyena flew down the narrow corridor, her wingtips touching the sides with each flap. “They are under attack!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Braden stabbed the tentacle until it released him. Bounder snarled as his spear drove in. The creature started to thrash. The tentacles flailed throughout the room. Pik was thrown into Braden, and they both went down. Bounder continued to wrestle with the creature.  
 
    Two orange shapes flashed into the space. One went high and the other low. Long, razor-sharp claws dug into the creature, between the odd metal-like skin plates. The ‘cats’ screams drowned out the creature’s noises.  
 
    Andy stood casually outside the room, watching the battle within. Skirill turned on a wingtip as he flew back and forth in front of the doorway.  
 
    Carrying the companions, the creature lumbered toward the doorway. Bounder braced his back against the frame and tried to hold the creature in place. With one eye destroyed, it locked his other eye onto him, rallying its tentacles for a strike to free it from the room.  
 
    Skirill tucked his wings and dove through the doorway, landing claws-first on the beast’s face. With no vision remaining, it thrashed wildly, exposing itself to attacks from the companions. A trident jabbed, a knife stabbed, and a lightning spear rammed home.  
 
    The creature flopped to the deck and the tentacles dropped, powerless to continue. Braden stumbled over the remains to Pik. Using his trident, they leveraged part of the bulk enough for Treetis to scramble out from underneath. He made to lick his paw and stopped, his tongue a finger-breadth away. He sniffed his paw.  
 
    ‘Something doesn’t smell right,’ he said.  
 
    G-War jumped from the creature’s head. He shook and shook again, trying to get something off his fur. Braden smelled it too, a harsh chemical.  
 
    “Everybody out!” he yelled. He picked up Skirill on his way. The others raced through the door. “We need showers right now, Andy.”  
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ G-War complained, but stopped at that. Whatever was on him made his skin itch. He needed it off sooner rather than later. 
 
    “This way,” Andy said and started to walk, but quickly like Androids did, forcing the others to run to keep up.  
 
    Aadi fell back as no one pulled him. The Android pointed to a doorway. Braden waved his bracelet, and the door opened. Inside was a seating area with hooks on the walls and a case for gear. Beyond that was a bay of showers. “Take your gear off in the shower. Wash everything!”  
 
    Braden was last in, stripping and scrubbing his way to his body. He sighed as the water washed away the creature’s toxic secretions.  
 
    ‘Must be how it digested the metal,’ Pik suggested as he stood under the water. ‘I may never leave.’ 
 
    The Golden Warrior was the first one out. He had no gear, only a collar that chafed. He licked himself in vain.  
 
    Braden helped Treetis from his armor, but everything underneath was untouched. Braden helped wash him. The ‘cat yowled once he was soaked. With a thorough rinsing, Braden turned him loose.  
 
    Skirill let the water rain down on him, fluffing his feathers and shaking as he enjoyed the luke-warm shower. 
 
    The door burst open and the women rushed in. G-War hurried out the open door, Fea turned around and followed her wet mate.  
 
    “It smells like wet Wolfoid in here,” Micah said, smiling at finding the group intact. Jocelyn stopped, but it was too late. She excused herself and returned to engineering. “I guess you’ll tell us all about it when you’re finished.”  
 
    “We will.” Braden waggled his eyebrows at Micah and moved aside, pointing to the shower.  
 
    “Maybe next time,” she said with a wink.   
 
    Zyena hopped past and joined her mate under the running water. They started splashing and throwing water until Braden had had enough and helped himself out. Piles of armor and gear lay on the shower floor.  
 
    Towels were laid out, probably like they’d been for hundreds of years. The micro-fibers remained intact as Braden dried himself off. After Bounder shook, Braden took a second towel and dried himself off again. Then the Hawkoids finished and shook. “Everybody out!” Braden yelled, making it echo within the small area.  
 
    ‘Mister Grumpy has arrived,’ G-War said over the mindlink.  
 
    “Bigger and better than ever before. Meet Mister Grumpy! Now everyone out,” Braden replied. He waved at Micah to help him with the wet gear. They spread it out on the benches to dry. Braden wrapped a towel around himself before leaving the showers.  
 
    “So, what happened?” Micah asked. 
 
    “A living creature that ate machines. It had a shell that was made of metal and couldn’t be touched by my blaster or Bounder’s spear. G-War tried to talk to it, but couldn’t. I didn’t think we had much of a choice but to kill it.”  
 
    Fea licked G-War’s head while he looked miserable. Jocelyn refused to look at Braden. Strider retrieved a couple towels and rubbed down Bounder’s wet hair. Then she helped dry Treetis.  
 
    Jocelyn grabbed a towel to help G-War.  
 
    “You called?” Braden finally remembered to ask Micah. 
 
    She nodded slowly before she remembered what she’d wanted to tell him. “Holly said it’ll take years to clear just this area the way we’re doing it. We need a new plan.”  
 
    “I have to agree. If Holly lets the Androids link up to the ship, they can help with the search and point us to any areas of concern, like Andy did with this place and the rusty monster, or whatever you’d call it.” 
 
    “We need more eyes,” Micah said.  
 
    “And then we become the response team, all action and no boredom. What do you think of that, G?”  
 
    ‘I think that I’m wet, and I hate you.’ 
 
    “The Prince agrees. It’s a plan. Holly, make it so.”   
 
    “We all heard him, and he didn’t agree to anything.”  
 
    “No, that’s his way of agreeing. We’ll find a central location from which to respond and go from there. Maybe it’ll have a nice waterfall, some ground squirrels, and open sky.”  
 
    “I’m not sure there is a place like that,” Holly replied. “I have re-tasked the Androids. There are over two thousand of them converging on the aft section of the ship. They will search all the rooms within a day.”  
 
    “Look at us!” Braden said, almost losing his towel when he stood up too quickly. “Playing nice with the Androids.” He flexed his empty hand because his blaster was still in the shower room. “I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Micah grabbed his arm and stopped him from leaving. She pointed to the blaster on her hip and the one at Jocelyn’s side.  
 
    “Have you guys figured out how to walk in here?” Braden asked, trying to defuse the tension within his body.  
 
    “I think I won’t ever get used to it,” Jocelyn answered.  
 
    “When will we go to my level, where I was born and raised?” Zyena asked.  
 
    Braden and Micah looked at each other. “That’s in the forward core section,” Braden said.  
 
    “And?” Zyena asked pointedly.  
 
    “And it’ll take us a while to get there,” Micah replied. “We’ll go to visit your home and your friends. I’m sure they’ve missed you.”  
 
    Braden excused himself and went back into the shower room where he dressed in wet clothes. He preferred that and having his blaster than traipsing around engineering wearing nothing but a towel. He returned to the group. “What’s the new plan?” he asked. Everyone looked to him. “We change from proactive to reactive, wait for the word from the Androids, and then check it out. Are there any more of those machine eaters, Andy?”  
 
    “None that we know of.”  
 
    “It had to come from somewhere, didn’t it?” Braden wondered aloud. The Hawkoids were perched on workstations, their wings out for drying. Micah leaned against a table, her arms crossed and expression intense.   
 
    “There was a great deal of genetic manipulation that took place on the ship during its passage from Earth to Cygnus. Many of those experiments still exist. I refer you to your own group. Some of the others went awry, and still others found their own way through nature,” Holly explained.  
 
    “I’m thinking the ones that went awry and the Androids who are off the grid are the ones we need to deal with. For the living creatures, do you have any non-lethal weapons? I know we’ve been through this before, but this is their home. We need time to evaluate them. The rusty monster thing may not have been evil, but we surprised it. Of course it was going to attack us.”  
 
    “Maybe we can block areas where creatures may be. Betafor welded the electric people’s room shut. We can close off an entire corridor, block the elevator if need be. Leave them to their own,” Micah suggested.  
 
    Braden furled his brow as he contemplated different approaches.  
 
    “Andy will take you to an industrial fabricator nearby where stun devices are already in production. These are close range, but they should incapacitate a living creature. That will give you time to evaluate and move them.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan, Holly.” Braden turned to the Hawkoids. “Are you dry yet?”  
 
    Skirill flapped his wings. ‘Sufficiently to fly, yes.’  
 
    “Everyone get your gear on,” Braden said.  
 
    ‘Maybe you and the dry people can get the stun devices while we wait?’ Bounder asked.  
 
    “How far is this industrial fabricator, Andy?”  
 
    “Less than one kilometer in that direction.” The Android pointed.  
 
    “Pik, Jocelyn, if you could come with us please to help carry the devices back, I’d appreciate it.”  
 
    G-War trotted ahead with Fea and Treetis close behind.  
 
    “Hey, Treetis!” Braden called after them. “You don’t have your armor on.”  
 
    The ‘cat ignored him as the three raced to get ahead of Andy. As Braden always did, he turned to Micah. She shrugged in reply as she usually did after Braden received his daily comeuppance from the ‘cats.  
 
    Pik shuffled behind Braden and Micah, pulling Aadi. The Lizard Man never took his armor off, preferring to remain wet for as long as possible. Aadi hadn’t been in contact with the creature, so his armor wasn’t contaminated.  
 
    “Are we doing the right thing?” Braden asked softly.  
 
    “You’re asking that now?”  
 
    “I thought we’d mix it up with the bad Androids, clear a few spaces, visit some of the other decks, and then go back home. But we are now allied with the Androids and fighting other creatures who are only attempting to survive.”  
 
    “How else would we do it to make the Traveler safe for scientists and space explorers?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Braden looked at the deck as they walked. He descended deep into his own thoughts. 
 
    Micah left him to himself as she took in her surroundings, watching the ‘cats dart in and out as they ran ahead of the Android, the sound of Pik Ha’ar shuffling along behind them.  
 
    “I know. We’ll do what we have to,” Micah whispered. 
 
    Braden nodded almost imperceptibly.  
 
    Andy pointed to a room up ahead. Micah turned and waved to the Wolfoids as they lounged not that far away. Skirill and Zyena jumped into the air and flew toward them.  
 
    ‘If I may,’ Aadi interrupted. ‘The dilemma of conscience weighs heavily, when you shouldn’t carry that burden alone. The Golden Warrior couldn’t talk to the creature because it wasn’t sentient. It was no different than killing a deer for food. This enemy was removed because eventually, it would devour a machine that is critical to life on this ship. It could not be allowed to remain.’ 
 
    “Maybe in that instance, we did the right thing. But what about the next one?” 
 
    ‘It will be dealt with as it needs to. There must be peace and security on this ship. There was when it arrived. It has gotten away from that, lawless, as you may say. The police are back in town. I also think that with the Androids responding to Holly’s commands, this ship will become a secure place to live and work.’  
 
    Braden flexed his hand subconsciously at the mention of the Androids. “You go first, Andy. Take us to the fabricator.”  
 
    “As you wish,” it said without emotion. It waved at the pad, and the door slid open. It walked in without hesitation. The ‘cats disappeared inside. Braden drew his blaster and rushed after them. He stopped when he reached the doorway. The Hillcats were already on their way out.  
 
    ‘Bored,’ G-War said.  
 
    Braden started to laugh. “You know, G. I think bored is probably the best thing we can hope for. By being away from New Sanctuary for a while, maybe the rabbits and ground squirrels will surge back into existence and need you to take care of the over-population.” 
 
    ‘I have people for that.’ G-War nodded toward Treetis. 
 
    “He has people,” Braden repeated, pondering the words. “As long as it gets taken care of. How is the Livestock Level without the Wolfoids?”  
 
    “Never made it. We were ready to walk through when Holly told us that you were battling the creature.”  
 
    Andy waited patiently while the living creatures bantered. Skirill and Zyena flew by, turned, and headed back. Pik and Aadi finally squeezed through the doorway.  
 
    Braden waved at them to follow as he went to the familiar machine. It was identical to the one that made Pik’s blasters for their ill-fated attack on the Androids to rescue Aadi.  
 
    Four of the devices were already in the catch bin. As Braden examined one, another finished and dropped in.  
 
    It looked like a small pistol but shaped better for a hand because it didn’t need a barrel. Prongs at the end were wired into the device. “Holly?” Braden asked the room.  
 
    “Yes, Master Braden,” the AI replied. 
 
    “Are these single use?”  
 
    “Yes and no. They use the same charger as your blaster, but after they’ve been activated, they must be recharged.” 
 
    “So one and done until the clean-up crew picks up the pieces.”  
 
    Holly didn’t answer. Braden handed the devices to the others. “How many are you making?”  
 
    “Ten. I’m a fan of the decimal system.”  
 
    “Of course you are, Holly.” Braden waited until all ten were accounted for, then they left to return to the others.  
 
    “All we have to do is wait for the Androids to find something,” Braden said as they walked. “And that scares me like you can’t believe.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    When Nothing Is Something 
 
      
 
    The Golden Warrior jumped to the top of the table and strolled casually to Braden.  
 
    “Do not scratch me.” Braden crossed his arms and limited his exposed flesh. He was happy to have finally dried out so he could move without the shock of cold and wet clothing touching him.  
 
    ‘But you deserve it,’ G-War countered.  
 
    Fea jumped next to him. ‘We talked about this,’ she purred. The orange ‘cat sat and stared daggers at the back of Braden’s head.  
 
    “I’m with G. Sitting around is grating on my very soul. Let’s explore. I’m heading to the rear core to visit the Livestock Level. Andy and Betafor, you come with us.”  
 
    “We shall accompany you. That is our task.”  
 
    Braden shook his head and bit his tongue. “Any news of any sort, Holly?”  
 
    “Yes! The King of the Aurochs has set a new record in the amount of destruction to the fields. I’ve had to commission more Bots with the sole purpose of following him around.”  
 
    Micah snickered before looking away.  
 
    “I appreciate the update,” Braden started as he reached back to scratch G-War’s head, getting his finger bitten for his trouble. “But what I’m looking for is from within the Traveler. Any news from your army of ‘droids?” 
 
    “Nothing beyond what was expected.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you expected, so that doesn’t answer my question. Are there any creatures in places that would be a risk to building a colony on board this ship?”  
 
    “The Androids have not found any, Master Braden.”  
 
    “It seems odd,” Micah joined in, “that of all the corridors and rooms, we find the one with the electric mutants.” 
 
    “There are more of those, but those billeting areas have been welded shut.”  
 
    “You’re killing me, Holly!” Braden said. “That’s the kind of news I was looking for, not that Brandt is on a rampage to fill his bottomless pit.” 
 
    “I believe it is bottomless. I will project a map through your neural implants showing our progress. You can highlight and adjust your view independently.” 
 
    Braden and Micah unfocused as they brought up their screens. Jocelyn stood nearby, unsure of what to do. “Should I look, too?” she asked.  
 
    Micah minimized her window and faced the governor. “Have you been practicing at all with the implant?”  
 
    “It gave me such a headache the first day, I was afraid of it.”  
 
    “We forgot all about you in everything else,” Micah apologized. She put her hand on the taller woman’s arm. “You shouldn’t get the headaches anymore. The knowledge of the universe is only a blink away. I’ll talk you through it. Look at the dot down and to the right of where you can see. Focus on it and blink.” 
 
    “The screen like we saw in New Sanctuary is now blocking the vision from my right eye.” Jocelyn closed her right eye and tried to focus only through the left. She started to flail, reaching for something to hold onto. Micah grabbed her.  
 
    “Relax. Look up and blink.”  
 
    “It’s gone now.” Jocelyn’s breathing slowed.  
 
    “Bring the screen back up. Think of yourself in your office and you have a desk full of reports. That’s all this is, and so much more.” Micah waited. The taller woman looked at her. “Go ahead. Once you get comfortable with how the system works, you’ll see it as the tool that it is, nothing more. A fantastic tool, to be sure, but just a tool.”  
 
    Jocelyn looked at the wall as she unfocused and blinked. Her eye bounced around as she started to scroll through the screens. “Bring up the map that Holly shared. It gives a three-dimensional view of the ship, which is important as the flat version is misleading. You can whip through it as if you’re a Hawkoid, flying along.” 
 
    “I have it. Yes. If I were a Hawkoid, this is how the world would appear to me.”  
 
    Micah accessed her own implant while continuing to hold Jocelyn steady.  
 
    “Five different areas with electrified humans?” Braden blurted. 
 
    ‘Yes, Master Braden, but they’ve all been sealed. They were once human, but devolved. Since they are all in billeting near the rear core, I believe that the different groups probably came from a single source, moving before they succumbed to whatever caused their condition. They live the hermit lifestyle now. They won’t even know that they’ve been sealed in since they don’t leave. There is no sign that they have left their quarters for hundreds of years.’  
 
    “They don’t know that anything exists beyond the small space they call home. How far can humans fall? Don’t answer that, Holly. I don’t want to know. The spaces are sealed, marked, and the Androids have moved on. Anything else?”  
 
    “Nothing beyond that. There are no more rusty monsters, as you called it. There are no wild Wolfoids running rampant through the corridors.”  
 
    “Only domesticated ones?” Braden asked with a smile. 
 
    Holly laughed for Braden’s benefit. Sometimes he was more certain than others when Braden was joking.  
 
    “All righty then!” Braden declared as he closed his neural implant. “I think we go to the Livestock Level, find something to barbecue, and get to it. I’m getting hungry.”  
 
    ‘I support this plan,’ Bounder said.  
 
    “I need you, G, Treetis, and Fea. If we find some wild boars, the kill is yours, if you wish. Don’t make me break out my blaster. It would be like killing a mosquito with an ax.”  
 
    ‘Oh, please,’ G-War snarked. ‘What are we waiting for?’  
 
    Braden led the way to the elevator that took them to the catwalk. A short walk later and they were ready to take the kilometer-long corridor to the Livestock Level. Jocelyn was lagging behind. “You may need to close the window. I personally find it impossible to walk and read.”  
 
    Jocelyn blinked repeatedly as she refocused on the world around her.  
 
    “Weird but good?” Micah asked. 
 
    “Yes. So much to see. Too much to learn.”  
 
    “Many lifetimes’ worth. Let’s go visit the core and see what there is to see. I’m hungry and that pork on the Livestock Level is to die for.”  
 
    “Not literally,” Braden added, moving ahead and tapping his shoulder. Zyena jumped from the railing and landed softly, gripping Braden’s armor and harness tightly. Skirill stepped onto Micah’s shoulder, and she gave two thumbs up.  
 
    Pik tapped the butt of his trident on the catwalk. Aadi swam next to him and took one end of the short rope that the Lizard Man carried.  
 
    The Wolfoids responded by tapping their lightning spears. Braden waved his bracelet and the hatch opened. He jumped back a half-step and reached for his blaster.  
 
    “They are on the grid,” Andy said calmly.  
 
    “You were supposed to let me know!” Braden yelled. “Remember that no surprises part? Those will get someone killed, mainly me, when I have a heart attack!”  
 
    “My apologies, Master Braden,” Holly said smoothly through the speaker beside the door. “I won’t let that happen again.”  
 
    “Your efforts to keep me alive are going to be the death of me.” Two orange shapes flashed by, followed closely by a white fur. “Hey! Where’s your armor?”  
 
    He turned to Micah. “Why do you always look at me?” she asked. 
 
    “Because you’re nice to look at?” Braden tried.  
 
    Micah raised one eyebrow.  
 
    “’Cats! Far be it from me to want no harm to come to you. Fine!” He bulled his way past the Android in the corridor and followed the three Hillcats. The rest of the companions fell in behind him. Andy hurried to be next to Braden while Betafor stayed at the end of the group.  
 
    “No surprises, Betafor,” Micah told the Android.  
 
    “No surprises,” it repeated. 
 
    When they reached the end of the corridor, Braden stopped and addressed the group. “For those of you who haven’t been here before, this is going to smell pretty bad. That goes away quickly, although you may want to cover your mouth and nose. It can be a bit shocking.”  
 
    Braden activated the door and it slid aside. The methane smell wafted past him and into the corridor, as if pulled by an exhaust fan. He held his sleeve in front of his face as he walked through and into the bright sunshine of the Livestock Level. He moved along the catwalk toward the stairs down. He appraised the area.  
 
    Bounder joined him at the railing. ‘It looks good,’ the Wolfoid said. ‘It feels good, too.’ 
 
    The Hawkoids launched into the air and glided over the grasses before flying higher into the sky. 
 
    “I was worried that without the Wolfoids, the balance of life would change.”  
 
    Three ‘cats bounced down the stairs and disappeared into the tall grass. The group watched them cut a line toward something in the far distance. Micah hurried past and down the stairs, with Strider close on her heels.  
 
    ‘Hot,’ Pik said.  
 
    “The creek runs over that way. Once we’re there, we can re-wet your suit,” Braden replied. “It’s not getting closer with us standing here.”  
 
    “Are we still on the ship?” Jocelyn asked.  
 
    Braden let the others pass so he could stand next to her. He pointed at the wall and the stairs climbing nearly a kilometer into the air, the central ramp, disguised as part of the deck and the curvature of the grazing land. 
 
    “This is all in space?”  
 
    “This is one of ten decks that are similar to this. Some are smaller, but we are in space. This is a massive ship.”  
 
    “How many people can live here?”  
 
    “Holly knows the answer. I think it was a hundred thousand, maybe a million. It was more than all the current population of Vii.” 
 
    “If there were more...” Jocelyn started before catching herself. “The civil war killed that many.”  
 
    “The civil war destroyed nearly all of humanity. The ancients had so much going for them, and that was what they chose to do. This is our chance, a way for us not to make the same mistakes.”  
 
    “I see,” Jocelyn replied, eyes brightening as if a light had been turned on. “I see everything that you’ve been doing and why. I want to be here, the governor of a new colony with my daughter and as many like us as we can find. Come up here and be the next generation of ancients. We have so much to re-learn.” She gripped Braden’s arm as if pleading.  
 
    “Relax, Jocelyn. I know it can be overwhelming, but what you want is exactly why we’re here. Reclaim space for humanity, become greater than what we are now. Maybe realize humanity’s full potential. Look out there!” Braden pointed at the others as they jogged across the grassland. “Our ancestors could build this ship, but they couldn’t live together. It’s on us to teach our kids to look at the sky, smile, and say, ‘we’re not afraid.’ We win together.”  
 
    Jocelyn smiled back. “We’ll be hungry together if we don’t catch up.” She walked down the stairs, still not completely steady in the moving ship, before starting to run across the field. Braden passed her and accelerated, knowing that he would never catch the others. The ‘cats had their prey in sight. 
 
    *** 
 
    Braden leaned back and rubbed his stomach. The smoke from the fire drifted up and spiraled away.  
 
    ‘I think that was the best boar hog I’ve ever tasted,’ Bounder said, his head between his paws as he lay on the ground. Strider was already asleep.  
 
    Jocelyn was engrossed with the neural implant, staring into the distance and chewing slowly.  
 
    The ‘cats had gone to the stream for a drink and sunning, even though there wasn’t any sun. Pik was in the stream, with his face barely out of the water. The Hawkoids perched in a nearby tree. Barely more than a bush, Braden was surprised it held their weight.  
 
    The two Androids stood to the side, unmoving, looking like statues. 
 
    Braden sliced off another piece and started to chew.  
 
    “I can’t eat another bite,” Micah said, eyes drifting slowly closed. 
 
    A light blinked before Braden’s eye. ‘Holly, I wondered when you’d interrupt our tranquility.’  Braden thought about what he said. ‘I’m sorry, that wasn’t very kind. What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘I lost contact with two Androids about an hour ago. I sent two more and have lost contact with them, too.’ 
 
    Braden sat up straight. ‘What’s happening to the Androids?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know. All digital access to that section has been cut off. I can’t look within. I suspect that rogue Androids have established a base. I’ve locked out the elevator and blocked off the section at each end. I thought you’d want to know this.’  
 
    ‘This is what I expected we’d have more of. We’re on our way, Holly. Time to clean out the nest of vipers.’  
 
    Braden stood and started kicking dirt over the fire. “Time to go people. We have some renegade Androids that require our attention.” 
 
    “Huh?” Micah said sleepily.  
 
    “Time to go!” Braden shouted.  
 
    Bounder stood on wobbly legs. ‘Just don’t ask me to run.’  
 
    G-War appeared. ‘It’s about time, but maybe we can make it a couple naps from now?’  
 
    Braden huffed his displeasure. ‘Holly, is the section sealed? They aren’t going anywhere?’  
 
    ‘Whoever they are, no. They aren’t going anywhere. According to the schematics, there are two ventilation shafts and one delivery portal besides the doors and the elevator. All six access points have been locked out.’   
 
    ‘We will rest for a while, and then we’ll tackle this problem. Show me the map of where we need to go, and thank you, Holly.’ Braden looked at the image before his eye. He scanned backwards until he found where he was at the moment. The corridor was mid-level of Deck 8. They could take the elevator to the corridor below and access it from the Garden Deck’s catwalk. 
 
    Braden faced the group. “Holly has sealed everything up. Let’s digest that fine meal provided by our furry and armor-less friends. After we’ve rested, we’ll take care of business.” 
 
    ‘Can you imagine us trying to run?’ G-War asked.  
 
    Fea laughed. Treetis flopped to the ground where he was.  
 
    ‘I am happy that we are not going into the fight like this. I have eaten too much and have gone too long without sleep to be effective,’ Bounder replied.  
 
    Jocelyn never acknowledged that she’d heard anything. Braden poked her arm. She jerked in surprise at his touch. “Get some sleep. There’s a fight coming, and I think we’re going to need you and your blaster.”  
 
    “What? What did I miss? I tell you this thing is addictive.” She tapped the side of her head, looking confused, seeing the fire as if for the first time, even though she’d eaten, just like everyone else.  
 
    “Shut it down and rest.”  
 
    ‘Sleep well, Jocelyn,’ Treetis said over the mindlink. ‘I will keep you safe while you sleep in this strange place.’  
 
    “I remember when G-War would talk to me like that,” Braden lamented.  
 
    ‘I remember when G-War would talk to me,’ the ‘cat mimicked. ‘I thought I made you tougher than that. I should have gotten myself a better human.’ 
 
    “Hey! I’m a good human. How many times do I have to save your life, little man? ‘A bunch of times’ clearly isn’t the right answer.” 
 
    ‘Don’t make me come over there,’ Fea said. Braden wasn’t sure who she was talking to. He wanted to believe that it wasn’t him.  
 
    “Boys and their way of bonding,” Micah suggested, rolling onto her back and closing her eyes. Braden decided to follow his own advice. It was time to get some sleep. The smell of the cooked pork tantalized his senses one last time before he drifted off.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The Fury 
 
      
 
    “Lead on, Andy,” Braden told the Android. The lights on the deck had been shut down for four hours, so the companions slept through that and woke with the new day. Much refreshed, they ate just enough to settle their stomachs and prepare for the new day. Braden felt better and felt better about the others, too. Why rush headlong into a battle?  
 
    The Androids started jogging toward the stairs, running side by side to carve a trail for the others to follow. Pik sounded squishy as he ran, having just pulled himself out of the creek after soaking through the night.  
 
    Aadi bounced along behind the shambling Lizard Man. The Hawkoids made short work of the trip and would be landing shortly on the railing of the catwalk. The Wolfoids dropped to all fours to run faster through the grass, slapping their lightning spears on the ground as they accelerated. The ‘cats refused to be outdone and charged ahead. Jocelyn ran alongside Pik as he maintained a pace she was most comfortable with, although by the time they reached the stairs, she was nearly doubled over and gasping for air.  
 
    “It’s easier to govern if you stay in shape,” Micah said.  
 
    “Point taken, President.” Jocelyn laced her fingers behind her head to help her chest draw in more air. “I am not used to anything like that.” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s how we get around up here.” Braden thought for a moment. “Andy, make sure there’s a hovercar waiting for us when we return.”  
 
    The Android remained motionless for a moment. “Holly says no problem.”  
 
    “There we go! We probably didn’t have to run, but we’re here now. Lead on, Andy. We have a corridor to clear.”  
 
    ‘That’s the nice way of saying that we have Androids to kill?’ Micah asked. Braden nodded, close-mouthed. His hands rested easily on his blasters. 
 
    They headed up the stairs and for the door that would lead them to the elevator. From there, they’d go up in two groups and reassemble where the apparent gravity was more, making them feel heavier. Then they’d set up to assault the corridor where Holly couldn’t see.  
 
    The move was uneventful. The companions, twelve of them plus Andy and Betafor, waited at the door that would take them to the catwalk attached to the aft wall of the garden deck. They would be four hundred meters above the garden where the Rabbits and the bees lived.  
 
    “Don’t look down,” Braden cautioned. “Once we’re at the top, Micah and I and Bounder and Strider will open the door. It’s important to establish a position inside the corridor so we can see what’s going on. Andy and Betafor, you are coming with us. I can’t believe that Androids would fire on their own.” 
 
    “Then you don’t know Androids. We will do as you request. Our job is to serve,” Andy replied flatly.  
 
    Holly’s voice came from the speaker by the door. “There are two Androids on the catwalk at the top of the next stairs. They have been watching the door to make sure it remained secure until your arrival.”  
 
    “Thank you for the heads up, Holly.” Braden waved his bracelet and the door opened. The humidity of the Garden Deck made the air seem thick. The height didn’t help. Braden focused on the two Androids on the next landing up. He had both blasters out and walked slowly.  
 
    Treetis and Jocelyn froze the second they stepped outside. Jocelyn couldn’t look anywhere but down. G-War and Fea worked their way to each side of the stricken ‘cat and forced him to move. Micah took Jocelyn by the arm and guided her away from the rail. “Stay next to the wall.”  
 
    Jocelyn’s eyes shot wide as she saw someone fall. She gasped, until she realized it was only Skirill and Zyena flying in a circle.  
 
    ‘The bees are coming,’ G warned.  
 
    “Open that hatch,” Braden told one of the new Androids. Bounder and Strider leveled their spears.  
 
    “Stay close and keep your head down,” Micah ordered Jocelyn. In one hand, Micah carried her sword, in the other, a blaster.  
 
    “Dial to a mid-beam,” Braden called over his shoulder. Micah immediately thumbed the setting on her weapon. Braden checked his and waited as the Android cut the small weld holding the door closed. Pik shuffled up the steps, gripping his trident firmly in both hands.  
 
    Aadi stayed closed to the wall as he swam upward. He found it harder and harder to move, until he stopped. The rotation of the deck kept him from catching up. He grabbed onto the railing with his beak-like mouth.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Jocelyn asked, trying to get past her own fear.  
 
    ‘I am not,’ Aadi replied. ‘As we approach what may be renegade Androids, I am reminded of my last trip to the ship. I must admit that I have an unnatural and unhealthy amount of fear holding me back.’ 
 
    “I’m with you, Master Aadi. I know the fear, too, but not from the Androids. I’ve never been this high above anything before, and my legs refuse to obey me.”  
 
    ‘Then we shall power forward together. Focus on those we need to protect.’ Aadi kept his eyes on the landing in front of them where Braden, Micah, Bounder, and Strider stood ready with Betafor and Andy.  
 
    Betafor looked to Braden, who nodded back. The Android opened the door. The lights inside were off and the darkness impenetrable for those first crucial moments.  
 
    With the sound of air rushing by, something flew out the door and hit Betafor in the chest, throwing him back. He skimmed past Strider, hit the rail, and went over before anyone could move to grab him. The Android didn’t make a sound as he plunged four hundred meters to the deck below.  
 
    Bounder was the first to react by sending a lightning bolt through the doorway. He held the lever on his spear for multiple heartbeats. Strider started to fire as soon as Bounder stopped.  
 
    Braden stepped back and fired his blaster into the opening. Micah didn’t have a clean shot. She vibrated with anticipation waiting for her turn.  
 
    “Cease fire,” Braden shouted. He signaled to Micah to follow him. Strider’s lightning crackled through the doorway then stopped. Braden jumped into the gap and dove to the deck, rolling to the side and coming up to one knee, ready to fire.  
 
     Micah mirrored his movement, ending up on the other side of the corridor.  
 
    A shadow detached itself from the other shadows. Braden fired at it. Micah fired at a different target. Bounder and Strider came through the doorway and started to fire over Braden and Micah’s heads.  
 
    “Cease fire!” Braden tried to listen but the sound of the lightning spears so close to his head kept him from hearing the subtle sounds of furtive movement.  
 
    When the dust and smoke cleared, the corridor remained dark, impenetrable. A barricade had been set up a short way down the corridor. Braden motioned to Micah. He fired a couple short bursts with his blaster and Micah scampered forward until she was behind cover.  
 
    She reached up and fired haphazardly over the top of the barrier. Braden threw himself down the corridor, landing heavily on the deck. He grunted before pushing himself into a crouch.  
 
    The air cleared once again and from the darkness, a dozen Android lasers lanced toward them. Bounder and Strider were peppered with beams. They dropped and crawled out the doorway.  
 
    Braden reached over the barricade, pulling the trigger and washing the corridor with the blaster’s flame.  
 
    ‘We’re okay,’ Bounder said, pain in his thought voice.  
 
    Andy stepped inside and the door closed, cutting off Braden and Micah from the others. The corridor plunged into darkness.  
 
    “Andy, turn on the lights, please,” Braden said as calmly as he could manage. Braden heard a voice inside his head. He ducked. Andy’s laser cut a line across the side of his head. Braden unleashed the fury of his blaster at point-blank range. The smoking hulk of what used to be Andy toppled slowly against the wall, then fell to the deck.   
 
    “Good effort, human, but you must know that you can’t defeat us. We are everywhere,” a voice said from the darkness beyond the barricade.  
 
    “Nah,” Braden replied. “You’re only in here. Once we scrub this deck clean of you and your type, then you won’t be anywhere. You’ll be erased from history.”  
 
    Micah pointed to her eyes and shook her head. She couldn’t see the enemy. Braden was happy that the ‘cats hadn’t made it in before Andy was turned.  
 
    He couldn’t see his armor to know how many times he’d been hit in the brief times he’d been exposed to Android lasers.  
 
    “I think you have it backwards. It is humanity that will be erased from history.”  
 
    “I really hate Androids. Smug. Scumbags. You don’t sound like the typical machine. I guess that you’re the smart one. And you can reprogram the Androids that get close to you. But we aren’t them, and you don’t know how to deal with us. Maybe you should study us, but it’ll be too bad that you never get a chance.”  
 
    Braden reached over the barricade and fired. A cold hand reached from the other side and grabbed his wrist. Micah bounced to her feet and fired a narrow beam into the mechanical arm. She jumped forward and fired again, then dropped to the deck as Android lasers sliced the air where her head had just been.  
 
    Braden pulled his freed hand back to their side of the barricade. ‘Kind of in a tough spot here,’ he said over the mindlink. ‘Can you guys out there hear us?’  
 
    ‘It’s hard not to,’ G-War replied. ‘The Androids out here are trying to force the door open.’  
 
    ‘Don’t let them come in, no matter what. This Android can override Holly’s programming in an instant. We need hand grenades. We used them last time we were here. Why didn’t we bring them this time?’  
 
    ‘There aren’t any hand grenades,’ G-War replied. Jocelyn swiped her bracelet across the pad. 
 
    The door slid open. Android lasers danced across the opening.  
 
    Braden and Micah fired over the barricade. They could see Androids hiding behind barricades as far as the eye could see. Braden dialed a narrow beam and braced his blaster. Micah washed the corridor with fire. Braden picked his targets and fired. One after another, the Androids stopped shooting.  
 
    Bounder appeared next to Braden, putting his spear on the barrier and firing a long stream of lightning down the corridor. The less stout obstructions liquefied and exploded, sending shrapnel farther into the enemy.  
 
    Strider joined her mate. A furry orange head appeared between Bounder and Braden. G-War stood on his back legs and stretched to see over the barrier.  
 
    “See anything, G, like how many of them are down there?” 
 
    ‘There are a number of open doorways. I see five Androids, but suspect there are more.’ 
 
    Braden popped up to take a look. “Cease fire,” he said softly. The Wolfoids complied. Braden vaulted over the barricade, bouncing off Aadi and dropping to the floor on the other side, where a one-armed Android grabbed for his blaster.  
 
    Jocelyn filled Braden’s spot on the open-door side of the barrier.  
 
    Micah followed Braden over. When she hit the other side, she jammed the barrel of her blaster against the Android’s head and touched the trigger. The struggle ended as quickly as it had started. Braden rolled to the side and assumed a firing position. The light coming from behind them was finally starting to help.  
 
    As targets highlighted themselves by moving into the open, Braden and Micah both fired. One by one, they went down. Aadi floated overhead, ready to act.  
 
    “Get down!” Braden yelled. G-War flashed past, hugging the wall as he ran ahead.  
 
    Braden scurried after him, watching over the barrel of his blaster as he moved. Micah ran to the next blockage.  
 
    The Wolfoids and Jocelyn bounded over the barricade in time to see Braden and Micah jockey around the defensive cover that the Androids had installed.  
 
    ‘Keep going!’ Bounder encouraged. With his lightning spear held tightly, he ran after the others.  
 
    Pik Ha’ar shuffled to the barricade and slowly climbed over. Fea and Treetis jumped to the top, looked at him for a moment, then continued ahead. Skirill and Zyena watched from the railing on the catwalk. With the barricades, the corridor was far too narrow for them to fly down.  
 
    ‘Keep your heads down,’ Skirill whispered over the mindlink, feeling more helpless than ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Run! 
 
      
 
    Braden fired left and right. Micah covered him firing right and left. The Androids fell before they could shoot back. G-War led the way into the darkness.  
 
    “Holly! Get the lights on,” Braden yelled.  
 
    Jocelyn heard his call. She crouched and accessed her neural implant, quickly bringing it up and contacting the AI. ‘We need the lights on in this corridor.’ 
 
    ‘Keep that door open and I’ll be able to bounce a signal through the Androids at the entrance,’ Holly started to explain. The governor didn’t know what he was talking about. She minimized the window and raised her blaster.  
 
    “Wait up, G! Where are you going?” Braden ran faster, eyes darting almost maniacally as he raced past both open and closed doors. Micah took more care in her approach and fell behind. Fea and Treetis stayed close to her.  
 
    The Wolfoids moved from cover to cover, ready to fire, but with the humans and ‘cats in front of them, they were limited in what they could do. Pik caught up with Jocelyn and pushed her aside, standing in front of her with Aadi not far away.  
 
    “I need to go,” she told him. 
 
    ‘You need to stay down,’ Pik replied. ‘This is not your fight. There are no targets for you.’ 
 
    Pik blocked her, using his body to stay between her and any potential enemies while the others continued down the corridor.  
 
    “Why?” the governor asked. 
 
    ‘Because I have no children, and you have to raise yours alone.’  
 
    Jocelyn wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t aware of what he knew about her. She was instantly ashamed. She hadn’t taken the time to find out anything about the Lizard Man.  
 
    Bounder fired through an open door, Lightning outlined the doorway in radiant reds and purples. He released the lever and moved to the next room. The door was closed and his band wouldn’t open it. Micah was getting farther away, and Braden was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    He growled and moved on, uncomfortable with leaving an unchecked room behind them. ‘Aadi, watch the closed doors. If they start to open, yell and get down,’ Bounder said. 
 
    ‘I will watch them as if my life depends on it,’ Aadi answered darkly.  
 
    *** 
 
    The sounds of the others behind him faded to near silence. Debris continued to fill the corridor, but it wasn’t arranged this far back. There were no Android bodies or scorch marks from fire. Braden carried blasters in both hands. G-War stood before a double-wide hatch, staring at the door. His hackles were up and his tail twitched.  
 
    ‘What’s in there?’ Braden asked as he stepped soundlessly from clear spot to clear spot.  
 
    ‘Something terrible,’ was all G would say. 
 
    Braden looked for Micah but couldn’t see her. ‘No time like the present,’ Braden said and waved his bracelet at the door. It slid open to reveal a medical bay beyond. Lights came on as Braden jumped through the door and dove to the side. G-War ran straight in, focusing on the clear tanks of liquid.  
 
    Braden searched with his eyes but saw no movement behind the tanks. G-War stood with his front paws on clear material. The liquid bubbled beyond. Braden stood, keeping his blasters out and looking into each nook and cranny as he moved.  
 
    “Clear,” he called in case Micah was close enough to hear. He holstered one blaster, but kept the other one out. He put his face against the tank and looked in. “What is that, G?”  
 
    ‘A Hillcat.’ 
 
    Braden shot upright. The blaster dangled from his fingers as the blood drained from his face and from his very soul. “Evil exists in this world of ours, G. What do we do?”  
 
    ‘We wait for them to mature, then we welcome them to our pounce.’  
 
    “Did they get a sample from you the last time we were here?” Braden wondered aloud. “Because the ‘cats were engineered on Vii as a counter to the Bat-Ravens and their inability to clear out the rats.” 
 
    ‘Are you sure it was me?’ G-War asked. ‘Neeson underwent a medical procedure up here that fixed him.’  
 
    “That wasn’t far from here.” Braden accessed his neural implant. ‘Holly, can you hear me?’  
 
    ‘Yes, Master Braden,’ Holly replied. 
 
    ‘The Androids are growing Hillcats.’  
 
    ‘The Androids should not have had access to Hillcat DNA,’ Holly answered. ‘They must have gotten it from Neeson.’ 
 
    ‘You assured me that they would be safe,’ Braden retorted. 
 
    ‘I was clearly mistaken. This infestation has created a blind spot for me. I can’t analyze what I cannot see. These Androids are under the control of an Artificial Intelligence. I can feel it.’ 
 
    ‘What can we do about it? This is creeping me out like the ancient Lizard Men, and what they were doing.’  
 
    ‘You must find the AI that is controlling them and destroy it.’  
 
    ‘I think it is one of them,’ Braden replied. He pulled his second blaster and headed for the corridor. When he turned, an array of Android lasers lashed throughout the corridor. He heard someone yell to get down, but the thought voices were muddled as the others raised the alarm as one.  
 
    Braden started to run. He found Micah huddled behind a blockage. When she saw him, she started to rise, her war face taking over. A group of Androids were running for the open door.  
 
    “Close the hatch!” Braden yelled.  
 
    Aadi delivered a thunderclap into the first Android. It exploded, sending pieces of metal and synthetic flesh splattering across the corridor. Pik lunged forward, driving his trident into the mid-section of the second mechanical creature. The Android ripped the trident from Pik’s hands and slugged the Lizard Man in the head on the way past.  
 
    The third Android tried to grab Aadi, who was swimming furiously to get out of the way, but he was too slow. 
 
    Jocelyn jumped onto the Android’s arm and pried its fingers from Aadi’s leg. She kicked herself and the Tortoid free. The Android ran for the door, blocking it with his body as the others accelerated through the opening and launched themselves over the railing.  
 
    Startled Hawkoids soared free and spiraled downward, watching the Androids fall. The mechanical creations spun to land flat on their backs.  
 
    *** 
 
    Braden ducked as he passed open doorways. Micah was behind him and the Wolfoids were behind her. They stopped when they reached Pik. Braden bent down, but he wasn’t looking at the Lizard Man. He looked at the open door.  
 
    The Androids had escaped.  
 
    ‘We see them,’ Skirill said. ‘They landed in the garden and are running toward the ramp.’  
 
    “Holly shut down access to the ramp. Shut it down now!”  
 
    ‘They have entered the door and gone inside. We can no longer see them,’ Skirill reported. 
 
    “They escaped, Holly,” Braden said. 
 
    “They are able to override my commands, Master Braden. I am sorry. I cannot track them either as they jam the signals wherever they go,” Holly replied. 
 
    “Then track those blind spots. That’s as good as watching them, isn’t it?”  
 
    “I will remain vigilant for that which I cannot see.”  
 
    “Where nothing is something, Holly. We’ll hunt them down, and we’ll be better about it next time.” Braden examined the knot on Pik’s head. The Lizard Man was unconscious, but alive.  
 
    “How is everyone?” Braden asked, looking at the scrapes on Jocelyn’s face and arms.  
 
    Aadi swam close. ‘Jocelyn saved me,’ he said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “Thank you,” Braden said as he waved at her to grab Pik’s other arm. Together they stood him up.  
 
    The Wolfoids’ armor was crisscrossed with laser burns. Some of the beams had seared their flesh. Micah carried the same burns across her armor and had the same marks on her arms. They’d been in the middle of the conflagration that the Androids had used to divert attention from their escape.  
 
    Braden’s lip curled. It had worked and now the chase was on.  
 
    “I have regained control of this section, Master Braden.”  
 
    “Then bring the elevator to us. We have some Androids to run down.” Braden pushed Pik toward Jocelyn. “Hey you, Android. Go with her and protect them with your life. They are going back to the matter transfer chamber.”  
 
    “I will not!” Jocelyn declared. “I’ll watch him, but I’m not going back until you do.”  
 
    Braden’s mouth worked but no words came out. Micah raised an eyebrow at him, waiting patiently while he tried to extricate himself. Jocelyn stared him down, using her best governor’s look.  
 
    “Fine,” he conceded. “There’s something you all need to see. Skirill and Zyena, can you join us please?”  
 
    Before Braden finished, the Hawkoids landed on the railing. He went to the catwalk, studiously avoided looking down, and hoisted both Hawkoids onto his shoulders. He headed down the corridor, carefully climbing over the first barricade to avoid dropping the birds. The others fell in behind him.  
 
    “Where are the ‘cats?’ Jocelyn asked. Micah pointed forward with a tip of her chin. The group walked without talking. When they reached the medical laboratory, Braden raised his hand to stop them.  
 
    “Brace yourselves. What you see won’t be as alarming as the implications. The renegade Androids were growing Hillcats. I realized they have my DNA, too, and Pik’s. What else are we going to find?”  
 
    Braden stepped aside and let the others in. They wandered around the room, examining each of the tanks.  
 
    “They all look like Hillcats to me,” Micah proclaimed.  
 
    “Holly, can you see this? How long until the Hillcats are ready to come out of the tanks?”  
 
    “Within a day. The cloning process does not take long, and this operation looks mature.” 
 
    “Could you please stay here and wait for the Hillcats to come out of the tank? They will need to find a friendly face to wake up to. If they are programmed for violence, then kill them.”  
 
    ‘I will talk with them first,’ Treetis stated.   
 
    ‘And I will hunt down the monsters who did this.’  
 
    “I think this is how all genetically engineered creatures started their existence, but these are Androids who want us dead. There’s no way they had the best of intentions. This is a ploy to get inside, to infiltrate us, and then tear us apart. They want the Age of Androids to signal the end of the Age of Humanity.”  
 
    The others looked at Braden. “Then what are we doing here when we need to be out there, stopping them?” Micah said, pointing to the door.  
 
    “Holly, tell us where they are.” Braden led the way to the elevator. Pik, Jocelyn, and Treetis remained behind. The doors opened and the nine squeezed in, completely filling the available space.  
 
    “Going up, Master President,” Holly said. “They are on Oceanus, the salt-water level. You can access it from this end.”  
 
    “And then what? They don’t need to breathe, so they’re underwater, aren’t they?” Braden asked. 
 
    “Yes, Master Braden.”  
 
    When the elevator stopped and the door opened, the group fell into the corridor.  
 
    ‘It feels funny up here,’ G-War said as he staggered with the change in apparent weight.  
 
    “We don’t need to fight them on the bottom of Oceanus,” Braden said. “We only need to keep them from hiding down there. What tricks do you have available to deny them that hiding spot?”  
 
    “The Oceanus Level cleaning system is robust. We can scrub them away with a concerted effort. I’ll have to program the Bots to refuse outside direction once the system has begun...” Holly drifted away as he prepared his move.  
 
    “Where will they go once cleared from the water?”  
 
    The group stood in the corridor, uncomfortable in the near zero-gravity of the central spindle.  
 
    “The Desert and Factory Level, the next level down in the aft core.”  
 
    “Back on the elevator, people!” Braden called, twirling his finger in the air.  
 
    “Humans are not well-suited for Oceanus. It is best that you don’t go there, which is probably why the Androids did.” 
 
    Once the companions were re-packed into the elevator, it moved downward, one level and nearly a kilometer. When the doors opened, the ‘cats declared it fit to be walked on. G-War and Fea ran ahead.  
 
    The Wolfoids looked tired.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Braden asked.  
 
    Bounder winced before replying. ‘The lasers hurt us more than we let on. I fear that we may not be able to continue.’  
 
    Braden pulled his friend close. “We will hunt the Androids for as long as it takes. There’s no rush. Go back to the medical lab, join Pik on a bed, and have a Med Bot look at you. Were there any Med Bots up there?”  
 
    ‘I did not see any, but we can’t abandon you.’  
 
    “You’re not abandoning anyone. Sometimes, you get to be in the fight, and other times you don’t. This is one of those other times. Holly! Send a Med Bot to the lab to look at Pik, Bounder, and Strider.”  
 
    Bounder hung his head and looked at the floor.  
 
    “Wait until we’re gone, and then, Holly, send the elevator back here with directions to go to the level where Jocelyn is located. Let her know who is coming.”  
 
    The group climbed aboard, two humans, two Hawkoids, two ‘cats, and a Tortoid. “Take us down, Holly.” Braden waved, and the Wolfoids feebly waved back. 
 
    The doors closed and the seven remained quiet as they descended.  
 
    “There are three Androids in the corridor where the elevator will stop,” Holly reported. 
 
    “Doing what?” Braden asked. 
 
    “Final clearing of the area. With their input, I’ve been able to update my inventory and records. When the new colony is established, they will not want for anything and be free to explore intellectual pursuits.”  
 
    “As long as we take care of business,” Micah added. Braden pulled one blaster from its holster, dialed it to the narrowest beam, and faced the door. 
 
    When the doors opened, they found themselves in a corridor completely clean of debris, equipment, and refuse. The Androids were there, as Holly described. Only three.  
 
    “I can send them with you, if you’d like?”  
 
    “Not a good idea, Holly. We’ve seen how quickly the others can subvert the supposedly-safe Androids, so no. I don’t want to have to watch my back. Keep the Androids clear of the fight. That makes it easiest on us. Where any Android is a bad Android, we can shoot to kill.”  
 
    “I will keep them away from you. The scrubbers are on their way. I will lose contact with them shortly and won’t be able to confirm if they’ve moved the Androids until after they could reach you. I suggest you get yourselves into place at the bottom of the ramp.”  
 
    “Cut the feeds in that area so they can’t see us. I assume that they can access everything you can access. We’ll stay in touch using our implants.”  
 
    “I will cut the feeds now,” Holly replied. The group turned right and walked briskly toward the Desert Level. Micah pulled Aadi along as Braden continued to carry the two Hawkoids.  
 
    The ‘cats ran ahead. “I really wish you had your armor,” Braden told the two ‘cat butts. They didn’t hesitate or acknowledge that he’d spoken.  
 
    ‘I know that we are at a disadvantage fighting the Androids, but we will be fine, and we will contribute to the battle. The Android threat must end,’ G-War stated.  
 
    “Not bored anymore, G?” Braden said as they approached the door.  
 
    ‘This is what I was made for,’ G-War said, emphasizing the word ‘made.’  
 
    “Much more than that, but I couldn’t ask for better people by my side. Is everyone ready to run?”  
 
    Micah looked at the ‘cats and back to Braden. “It’s pretty much just you and me,” she said.  
 
    “Then we’re off.” Braden opened the door, let the heat wave pass, and then headed onto the catwalk and down to the rough dirt of the artificial desert. In the distance, the factory lights flashed and material handling systems worked unabated. The enclosed vertical ramp stood near the factory. Braden pointed. “We need to be between the ramp and the factory. If they get in there, they could really screw things up.” 
 
    “And we can’t let them get behind us.”  
 
    Braden shook his head before he started to run. The footing was firm, but the heat was oppressive. The ‘cats raced ahead while the Hawkoids took to the sky, flying casually toward the factory. Braden and Micah started to sweat right away. Aadi hung on to a strap trailing behind Braden’s pack.  
 
    “You probably like this,” Braden said over his shoulder between great gulps of air. 
 
    ‘I’d be lying if I said I didn’t, but the purpose troubles me. Are we out for vengeance?’  
 
    ‘We’re out to eliminate a threat that has repeatedly demonstrated its disdain for life and human life, in particular. There is no compromising with such an attitude,’ Micah said. 
 
    ‘I know. I always hope that there is another way.’  
 
    ‘We appreciate that, Master Aadi. As president, I decree that these Androids must die.’  
 
    ‘I believe that they are not alive,’ Aadi countered.  
 
    ‘But they walk and talk. In that, they feign life. Their actions also suggest a malevolent intelligence. I think the renegade Androids are more alive than we will ever know, and that’s why they are fighting so hard. I doubt robots would be as inventive or driven.’ 
 
    ‘You are right, Master President. I stand corrected. These Androids need to go.’  
 
     “Now, you’re talking, old man.” 
 
    ‘Who’s old?’  
 
    Braden laughed between breaths. Micah had been right about everything. Braden needed a certain amount of conflict in his life.  
 
    “Let’s wrap this up and go home,” he told them as they slowed to survey the land, see where they could remain unseen while waiting for the Androids, see where they could catch the enemy in a crossfire. 
 
    Braden pointed out a number of spots, where scrub brush would conceal a person and a small rise would provide cover. “Aadi, over there, please.” Braden waved at a spot that looked like a berm. It would provide the most protection and was behind him and Micah. “Micah.” He pointed to a closer point near the factory. “And I’ll go over there.” Braden was closest to the ramp. If the Androids got past him, he would be cut off, trapped. Micah and Aadi would be able to retreat into the factory if they were pressed.  
 
    The Hawkoids screeched from above. They found a place to roost at the highest point of the nearest building.  
 
    “Don’t you get yourself killed,” Micah cautioned, before kissing Braden and running for cover. 
 
    Braden headed for the spot he’d chosen for himself while the other two settled in. When he reached the position, he kneeled beneath a small tree, finding little respite from the heat. He tried to slow his breathing while checking his blasters one last time.  
 
    Seventy percent charge on one and forty-six on the other. It would have to be enough.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Ambush and Chase 
 
      
 
    ‘We are on our way in. Please don’t shoot us, Jocelyn,’ Bounder said over the mindlink. He and Strider were arm in arm and moving slowly. Jocelyn hurried to the doorway to help them in. She put them onto two separate beds.  
 
    It wasn’t long before a squarish Med Bot appeared. It went to the Lizard Man first, conducting diagnostics but delivering no treatment before moving to Strider. The Bot stayed there for a while working on two laser burns on her ribs. When the Bot was finished, Strider slept peacefully.  
 
    The Med Bot spent the longest time with Bounder, putting the big Wolfoid under before doing more extensive work that included invasive surgery.  
 
    Jocelyn grew more concerned the longer the Med Bot took.  
 
    ‘Worrying accomplishes nothing,’ Treetis advised. 
 
    “I know,” she replied, before sitting down and accessing her neural implant. ‘Holly, what is the Med Bot doing to Bounder?’ 
 
    ‘Repairing a deep wound. There was significant internal damage from one of the laser beams. A testament to how hard the Wolfoids are as a race is that a human with the same wound would have died.’  
 
    Jocelyn nodded, even though Holly wouldn’t see her response.  
 
    ‘Get some rest,’ Treetis said as he sat, keeping his eyes on the clear tanks. Tubes and wires trailed from the Hillcats as they grew at a phenomenal rate, their bodies finalizing their shape.  
 
    “In due time, I will rest, but for now, anything these stalwart warriors need, I’m here for them.” Jocelyn moved from one to the next. She found the Med Bot closing the last of Bounder’s wounds before moving to the corner of the room and powering down. Bounder’s rhythmic breathing told her that the worst had already passed.  
 
    She unpacked her bedroll and laid it on the hard floor next to the ‘cat. She curled up around him and was soon asleep.  
 
    ‘Can you hear me?’ Treetis asked.  
 
    ‘We hear you, Father,’ the voices replied as one.  
 
    ‘Good, now listen carefully as I tell you the story of your people’s king. He was born Prince Axial De’atesh, and he knew the future of life on Vii depended on humanity and ‘cats working as one. As a mere kitten, he selected a human named Braden, shaping him into one who would lead humanity...’ 
 
    *** 
 
    There were two doors on the ramp. A small door for people set within a large roll-up door to accommodate vehicles. The small door opened quickly and then closed.  
 
    Braden blinked to make sure he didn’t miss someone coming out.  
 
    ‘Did you see anyone come out?’ Braden asked. 
 
    ‘No,’ Skirill replied. ‘I will move to a better vantage point.’  
 
    ‘Don’t let them see you,’ Braden warned.  
 
    The Hawkoid leapt into the air and flew quickly to a point opposite the door. He made a figure eight as he stayed well out of range, but in an area where he could see within even if the door cracked just a hand’s width.  
 
    They didn’t have long to wait. The door popped open and the Androids ran out, accelerating across the hard ground. Braden fired on the first Android using the narrowest beam. It staggered but kept running. Braden fired again and it went down, but it had taken too long. He thumbed the setting to a little wider and fired both blasters, not bothering to aim.  
 
    The Androids were hit, but they used each other as shields. Three of them slowed and dropped, but the other six ran by. Micah fired, killing the new frontrunner.  
 
    Aadi hit the bunch with his thunderclap, but he was too far away. It barely fazed them. Braden hesitated for a moment before pulling the triggers on both his blasters and washing the fleeing forms in flame. Micah followed suit.  
 
    Two more dropped. The final three, trailing smoke, made a beeline toward the factory’s front door. Micah started to run.  
 
    Zyena dropped from the roof and arrowed downward. Her titanium-augmented, razor-sharp talons ripped into the back and shoulders of an Android. She tried to lift it, but it was too heavy. She let go and winged away. The Android ran with a sideways tilt, but made it into the factory after its fellows.  
 
    ‘One more has just exited the ramp,’ Skirill ‘shouted.’ 
 
    Braden had taken a number of steps toward the factory, already having left his cover. He dropped to a knee when he turned. A laser flashed overhead. He fired, but his beam was too broad for the distance. The Android fired again, and the laser creased the side of Braden’s head, making sparks dance before his eyes. He fired and rolled away from his position. The Android ran a lazy zigzag as it approached. It varied its speed, making it a hard target. It fired again and scorched Braden’s chest armor.  
 
    Braden fired one blaster on the wider flame setting as he dialed his second to a tight beam. When he adjusted his weapons, the Android ran behind the berm where he’d recently been hiding. He stood and jogged forward, both blasters aimed before him.  
 
    A ‘cat’s scream sounded nearby. Braden listened and watched. He couldn’t see. ‘Where are you, G?’  
 
    ‘Where you were hiding,’ Skirill advised.  
 
    Braden ran ahead, swinging wide around the stubby tree. G-War and Fea were blurred as they slashed and fought, staying clear of the Android’s weapon. Braden didn’t have a clean shot. He kept trying to get an angle but none would appear. The ‘cats were too fast and the Android was matching their speed, defending itself against their attacks.  
 
    They weren’t hurting it, but they were keeping it from whatever it had intended. Braden roared and charged. He jumped and hit it in the chest with two booted feet. He activated the jets to increase the power of the impact. All that managed to do was send him into the tree and flinging the ‘cats away. The Android flew to the ground, rolled, popped to its feet, and sprinted away, reaching the ramp and closing the door before anyone could follow.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Braden asked while extricating himself from the branches. The ‘cats didn’t answer. They were already running toward the factory. Braden hit the hard packed sand and ran after them.  
 
    Micah caught a glimpse of one of the Androids as they ran down a narrow passage with a door at the far end. Micah leaned against the wall and fired a series of narrow beams. Two of the Androids kept running, reaching the door and disappearing through it. 
 
    The rear Android lost power and its body slumped, slowly toppling. Micah started running again. When she reached the body, she didn’t bother checking it, opting to blast it twice more before jumping over and continuing to the door. She grabbed the handle and stopped.  
 
    On the door, she saw the faces of her children. Was she willing to leave them behind?  
 
    Fight smarter, not harder. We have them outnumbered now, she thought. ‘Braden, I’ll wait for you. Only two left, but they are somewhere in the guts of this place. I’m not going to search alone.’ 
 
    ‘On our way,’ G-War replied. ‘One escaped up the ramp, too.’  
 
    ‘Holly, we need your help finding the last three. One went back up the ramp and two others are somewhere in the factory. The odds are a little more even.’ 
 
    ‘I am activating the monitoring systems while shutting down factory operations. We don’t need the Androids to churn out a hundred new bodies while you are elsewhere.’ 
 
    G-War and Fea trotted down the passageway, stopping to sniff the dead Android before rubbing against Micah’s legs.  
 
    “Where’s Braden?” she asked.  
 
    The ‘cats looked back down the way they’d come. Braden jogged up, slowing to a walk when he saw the group. He had Aadi in tow. 
 
    When Braden reached Micah, he pulled her close for a long hug.  
 
    “I don’t think I can express how much I hate Androids,” Braden said. G-War and Fea waited at the door through which the Androids had gone.  
 
    Micah saw a light flashing before her eye. ‘Any information on the Androids in the factory, Holly?’  
 
     ‘The Androids have exited the factory and made it into the access shaft linking the aft core with the forward core.’  
 
    Micah held up one finger to tell the others to wait. 
 
    ‘What about the one that escaped back up the ramp?’  
 
    ‘The best I can do is lock out Oceanus, prevent any egress. It’s not a place to visit for humans so it won’t be missed.’  
 
    ‘Lock out Oceanus and show me the way to the nearest access to catch a vehicle to the forward core.’  
 
    ‘I will need to deploy Androids to physically seal the access points of Oceanus. Be aware that any Android you see in the aft core is under my control. They will be in pairs, so you can tell them apart from the lone escapee.’  
 
    A map appeared on the screen before Micah’s eye. Exit the factory and around the back side, they’d find the wall. Avoid the vines and take the nearest stairs to the nearest landing. The door would lead to a platform where Holly would have a tram waiting.  
 
    Micah blinked her window closed. “Follow me,” she said, heading away from the door. No one questioned her. When they made it outside, Braden whistled for the Hawkoids. The great birds circled as he pointed to the stairs against the bulkhead behind the factory that signaled the forward end of the aft core section.  
 
    The Hawkoids met the others on the catwalk landing, where Micah hurried through to the platform beyond. The tram was waiting as Holly said it would.  
 
    “If my mental map is correct, the next stop is your home deck,” Braden said. 
 
    ‘Yes. I look forward to it.’ Zyena ruffled her feathers with the excitement of seeing her former home.  
 
    When they started toward the forward core, Braden brought the Hawkoids up to speed. He finished with, “We’ll need your help to talk with those who live in the aviary to show us where the Androids have gone.” 
 
    ‘As soon as we arrive,’ Zyena promised. She started to bounce, unable to contain her energy. Skirill started bouncing, too. Micah smiled at her partner, who was trying to stand still while two Hawkoids rocked out of sync.  
 
    ‘We will find them,’ G-War promised.  
 
    The car came to a stop well short of the forward end platform. “What’s going on, Holly?” Braden said aloud, looking out the windows to discern a reason for the delay. 
 
    “The Androids have departed their tram and are traveling along a catwalk beside their car. They are now behind you, but in the radial. You will have to hurry to catch them.”  
 
    “Can’t we wait for them at the other end?”  
 
    “I can’t guarantee that you can access the door from the Aviary.”  
 
    Braden studied the area outside their tram. “I can’t guarantee that we would be able to make any headway at all out there. Take us to the far end, Holly. We’ll take our chances with the door.”  
 
    The vehicle immediately lurched into motion and accelerated quickly. “Sorry, Zyena. No sightseeing for a bit. When we get inside, we hit the ground, take a hard left, and run to the next stairs up.”  
 
    ‘We will precede you,’ Skirill promised.  
 
    “I never doubted that, my friend.” Braden tried to scratch the Hawkoid’s head, but his dance was too erratic. The human settled for a smile and a nod. The doors opened after the tram stopped at the platform. The ‘cats were first out, running to the door. G-War stretched his skinny body upward until the bracelet/collar activated the door. As soon as Braden stepped through, the Hawkoids were off. The foliage was heavy against the catwalk. Skirill and Zyena flew upward until they were clear and then dodged into the trees.  
 
    “Doesn’t look like there’s going to be much running,” Micah said as she used her sword to hack her way down the steps. Once on the ground, they worked their way into the trees to find a clearer path. The ‘cats ran up a trunk and started running through the branches, jumping from one tree to the next. They soon disappeared into the distance.  
 
    Aadi hung onto the rope trailing Braden. He bounced off trunks and branches as Braden forced his way through the growth. Micah hacked and sliced, trying to maintain her pace.  
 
    “Maybe we should try the branches, too.” Micah kept forging ahead, but gave up after less than a hundred meters.  
 
    “I guess we’re going vertical,” Braden replied, huffing and puffing to catch his breath. He holstered his pistol and climbed the nearest trunk. Once above the dense undergrowth, the way ahead was clear. He walked down the branch, reached across to the next branch, and walked it to the trunk, pulling himself around and repeating the process with the next branch.  
 
    Micah’s legs were shorter and that made for a harder time getting around the tree trunks, but she persevered and caught up to him.  
 
    Braden finally took a break to drink water, handing the flask to Micah first. She downed it in small sips before giving the flask back. Braden accessed his neural implant. ‘Update on where they are, Holly.’  
 
    ‘They are getting close to the platform. I fear that you will be too late.’  
 
    Braden chugged the rest of the flask. “We are going to miss them. We need to run,” Braden told Micah before starting to run down the branch, vaulting to one over and back to the next, quickly bypassing the trunk. Micah followed, eyes fixed on her targets as she launched herself across the gaps.  
 
    She didn’t stop, didn’t hesitate. She kept up the breakneck pace that Braden set. ‘G, Ess, do what you can. I think we’re on the homestretch.’  
 
    ‘I see you. It is not far now.’ Skirill flashed through the trees to keep Braden and Micah going in the right direction.  
 
    ‘The door is opening,’ G-War said. The wings of many birds filled the air between them and their goal. Braden dispensed with the last bit of caution as his run turned into a sprint. A ‘cat’s scream made him yell his frustration. The beating of a thousand wings sounded like the greatest of waterfalls.  
 
    A laser beam lashed out and then another. Braden threw himself from the final branch to the catwalk. He slammed into the outside of the railing, clamped an elbow over it, and drew his blaster with his free hand. Aadi rammed into him from behind, before the Tortoid let go and started to swim through the air. Birds were everywhere, big and small. The ‘cats were clinging to the Androids’ arms with the lasers, clawing and biting to keep the Androids from taking aim. 
 
    A grunt signaled Micah’s arrival as she hit the railing. Braden helped her over and she drew her sword, charging before Braden could get into position. He scrambled as fast as he was able to so he could catch her.  
 
    Micah hit the first Android like a battering ram, the point of her sword driving through most of the mechanical creation’s neck. She hit its shoulder with hers, toppling it into the second Android. The ‘cats leapt free. Micah lost her balance and fell. Before either Android could fire on her, narrow beams sliced into them from Braden’s blaster. He fired as he ran, keeping his aim high.  
 
    The birds screeched and cried as they retreated to the safety of the trees. Zyena screeched her appreciation and at the end, added a victory cry. 
 
    Skirill and Zyena backwinged and landed on the railing. Braden hurried to the Androids, blasting their heads from point-blank range to make sure they were gone.  
 
    “Mission accomplished, Holly,” Braden said. “We’re going to stay here for a while, drink some fresh water, rest, and then we’ll head back. How is everyone else?” 
 
    Holly’s voice projected from a speaker by the door. “Bounder was hurt worse than he let on, but his surgery was successful and he’s in recovery. The Hillcats will be free of the tanks within the next couple hours. Jocelyn tells me that Treetis has been talking with the new additions. He feels that they were not mutated by the Androids. It is my opinion that the enemy was going to train them after their release from the tanks.”  
 
    “That is good news, Holly. All the way around. But we missed one of the enemy.” 
 
    “That one is bottled up where it can do no harm. It has no access to technology in there and the saltwater will corrode enough of its circuits that its life is essentially over. You have won, Master Braden, Master President.”  
 
    “For now,” Braden said ominously. “Thanks, Holly. We’ll be out of contact for a little bit. I’m suddenly very tired.”  
 
    Micah nodded. She and Braden looked over the ‘cats to make sure they were okay before heading to the nearest stairs and fighting their way through the foliage toward the interior of the deck. Zyena and Skirill demonstrated their agility by flying low among the branches ahead.  
 
    “A small lake would be nice,” Micah said. “I need to wash off the stench of Android.”  
 
    ‘Not much farther,’ Zyena said.  
 
    The small spring-fed lake had a small opening to the sky, which shed a nearly magical light on the water. G-War and Fealona crouched next to the water and drank. Aadi swam over the humans and floated above the pond with closed eyes. Braden and Micah stripped and slid into the cool water.  
 
    Beneath the surface, Braden clenched his fists. He had to force his face to relax as he struggled to keep from grinding his teeth in frustration.  
 
    “One got away,” Micah said softly. “The rest are gone, and most importantly, no one died. That is today’s victory.” 
 
    “I always assume no one will die, and then I get upset when people get hurt. I guess I can’t have it both ways, but that is how I want it.”  
 
    “I know,” Micah said, resting her head on her partner’s chest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    A Conflagration of Wills 
 
      
 
    Braden didn’t have to open his eyes. The flashing light told him that it was time to get up. He felt like Brandt had run him over. He blinked his vision clear and opened the window.  
 
    ‘There you are!’ Holly said happily.  
 
    ‘What do you want, Holly?’ 
 
    ‘To tell you that the Androids have found something.’ Holly didn’t expound even though Braden waited and kept waiting until the silence grew uncomfortable. ‘What, Holly?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you had gone back to sleep,’ Holly explained. ‘There are regeneration tanks on nearly every level, and the Androids found a set that had been recently used. A trail of material suggests that Lizard Men were cloned before being reintroduced to the Rainforest Level.’  
 
    ‘What do your records say?’  
 
    ‘Nice catch, Master Braden. That is what convinces me that these are creations from the rogue Androids. The last record I have says those tanks were last used before the Traveler assumed orbit above Cygnus VII.’ 
 
    ‘Makes you wanna kill ‘em, doesn’t it?’ Braden asked.  
 
    ‘Not me, no. But it makes me want to do something. You need to go to the Rainforest Level and check things out.’ 
 
    ‘Have Pik Ha’ar join us, Holly. We’ll be on our way shortly.’  
 
    ‘I can connect you with Jocelyn, if you’d like.’ 
 
    ‘Do that, and thank you.’ Braden waited. 
 
    ‘Braden, is that you?’  
 
    ‘Yes. We need to look for some potential mutant Lizard Men and need Pik Ha’ar. Is he in any shape to travel?’  
 
    ‘We are all ready to go, all sixteen of us,’ Jocelyn proudly replied.  
 
    ‘Sixteen?’ Braden was still half-asleep. 
 
    ‘The Hillcats. They are fully grown, but still kittens in their minds. I think they’re adorable. They follow Treetis everywhere he goes.’  
 
    Braden chuckled. ‘Let’s hope the Lizard Men are just as easy to tell apart. Holly will direct you to where we’ll be on the Rainforest Level. We’ll enter opposite you, and then we’ll meet in the middle.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll gather the herd,’ Jocelyn replied. ‘I have to warn you that they may act funny when they see the Golden Warrior.’  
 
    ‘Why is that?’ Braden asked, opening his eyes and looking for the ‘cat. He spotted him in the nearest tree, legs dangling, out cold. 
 
    ‘They think he’s some sort of god. Treetis wanted to give the new ‘cats a higher authority to look to.’  
 
    ‘He’ll be insufferable.’ 
 
    ‘He will not,’ G-War interjected into the neural implant conversation.  
 
    ‘Hey! How can you do that?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a god, remember?’  
 
    ‘Yes, your worship. I had forgotten, your preeminent supremeness. Can you please forgive this humble servant of your masterful majesty?’  
 
    ‘Maybe,’ G-War replied with a snort. He stood and stretched. ‘Lizard Men, huh? That means monkeys, too. Keep your head down. It would be embarrassing for us to carry you out of there again.’ 
 
    ‘You got that right,’ Braden admitted. He gently shook Micah. 
 
    “I’m up,” she said without opening her eyes or doing anything that would demonstrate she was getting up.  
 
    Braden leaned over the lake and took a long drink. “Skirill!” he shouted toward the trees.  
 
    No answer. ‘Skirill? Zyena?’ he asked over the mindlink. ‘G, do you know where the Hawkoids are?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. They’ll meet us at the door when we are ready to leave.’  
 
    “Why couldn’t I talk with them?” Braden was gruff, feeling left out. 
 
    ‘They are not close, but they are on their way. You have mere mortal range.’ 
 
    Micah finally stood up. “Time to go?”  
 
    “Time to go.” Braden put his gear on. It felt heavier than it did before. “Aadi?”  
 
    ‘Yes, Master Braden, I am ready to work with the Lizard Men of this ship. I think I’ve learned some things since last time. I have high hopes that we won’t sow a path of destruction through the Rainforest Level.’  
 
    “That’s disconcerting!” Braden blurted. 
 
    ‘We have not had great luck on that level,’ Aadi clarified.  
 
    “I have to agree with Aadi,” Micah said. “That level has repeatedly tried to kill us.”  
 
    “Maybe the new Pik Ha’ar will be able to bring them under control. All I want is them to point out the new additions, show us the Androids’ creations, and we’ll take care of the rest.”  
 
    ‘And that is how the destruction begins. They will run, and we will do everything possible to stop them.’  
 
    “Can’t argue with that. We will do what we have to do, but with Pik and a good plan, we might be able to keep them from running in the first place. If we do that, then we’ll keep the destruction to a minimum. Otherwise, it’ll be an epic conflagration.”  
 
    “Most likely,” Micah agreed.  
 
    The ‘cats stayed in the trees, preferring to run along the branches than navigate through the undergrowth. Braden and Micah worked their way through the heavy vegetation, hacking and clearing as they went.  
 
    “I thought you hacked this open yesterday?” Braden wondered. 
 
    ‘She did,’ Aadi answered. ‘It has already grown back.’  
 
    Braden followed as Micah powered forward. They reached the wall and looked for a door. When nothing presented itself, they called for help. ‘Holly?’ You know where we are, so direct us to the nearest door.’ 
 
    “It is right in front of you,” Holly’s muffled voice came through a wall of bushes and broad leaves. Braden pushed his head through the outer living barrier.  
 
    “Here it is.” Braden leaned back and outlined the door with his hand. Micah watched the line and then started hacking. She winced when her sword hit the metal of the bulkhead. She sliced, sawed, and hacked while Braden used his knife to clear the delicate area around the pad. When they could see enough of the door, Braden activated it. It squealed open as it fought against the brush.  
 
    G-War and Fea did not rush in as Braden expected. “Too dark?” Braden asked.  
 
    ‘Waiting on the others,’ G-War replied.  
 
    Skirill and Zyena zoomed in, backwinged, and landed heavily on Braden’s shoulders. He grunted with the impact. Aadi swam past and into the elevator. Micah held her arm in front of the door to keep it from closing. The others piled in. She was last, letting the door close behind her. 
 
    “Holly, take us wherever we need to go.”  
 
    “Deck 4, Zoo Level 1. You’ll need to transit to the platform and catch a tram to Deck 9, the Rainforest Level.”  
 
    “Have we been on Deck 4?”  
 
    “Nope,” Micah replied.  
 
    “What is going to try and kill us? That is what we want to know.” Braden checked his blasters. He’d forgotten to charge them. One was at five percent and the other at twelve. “We better not get into an extended firefight.” 
 
    Micah showed her blaster. Two percent. “We best not get into any firefight.”  
 
    “G, keep in mind that ‘retreat’ is a good option. Also known as ‘run away.’ We can’t stand toe to toe and duke it out.”  
 
    ‘Why would we have to?’ the ‘cat asked.  
 
    “Because it’s us. Sometimes, things don’t work out as we intend, and when it comes to the Androids, I assume they are going to try and kill us.”  
 
    ‘But these aren’t Androids.’ G-War and Fea circled inside the elevator as they waited for it to stop moving and the doors to open.  
 
    “We haven’t had great luck with the Lizard Men, either.”  
 
    ‘I see one common theme here...’ G-War let the thought trail off.  
 
    “What would I do without my furry conscience?” Braden reached for the ‘cat, but he was anxious. Braden decided not to pet him or scratch his ears. “Just keep your head down, G. I’m still not happy that you all ditched your armor.”  
 
    ‘It is what it is,’ G replied. 
 
    “As only a ‘cat would say.” Braden changed gears. He pulled the blaster with the most charge available. “We’ve never been on this level, so take care. Blasters ready. We hit the ground running, looking for the platform and tram to the Rainforest Level. Holly, can you show us a view outside the door?”  
 
    “I’m afraid you have a ways to go, Master Braden. The nearest tram leads to a platform that is blocked by the metal vines. You’ll need to go to the next one over. That tram has clear platforms on both ends.”  
 
    “How far, Holly?”  
 
    “One-point-two kilometers. Turn right when you enter the level and follow the wall.”  
 
    “What’s out there, Holly?” 
 
    “Its original purpose was to be a zoo for the small animals that would repopulate a new planet. There were over a thousand species on this level.”  
 
    “You’re leaving a lot unsaid, Holly. What happened?”  
 
    “Thousands of years of evolution.”  
 
    The elevator doors opened and the ‘cats rushed out.  
 
    “A few heartbeats from now, we’ll see what that means.” Braden pushed Aadi in front of him. Micah brought up the rear.  
 
    “Narrow beam?” Micah asked. 
 
    Braden looked at her and nodded. “It uses the least amount of energy. You may get a few shots before you run out. Here, take mine.” Braden tried to hand her his. She put her blaster away and pulled her sword from its scabbard.  
 
    “No Androids means no one shooting at us. I’ll be fine.”  
 
    Braden turned back to the door in time to see it slide open as G-War activated it. The ‘cats took two steps and stopped. The Hawkoids launched from Braden’s shoulder, flew out the door, and rose into the sky.  
 
    The terrain was mountainous on one side and forested on the other. They’d arrived in between. Turning right would take them into the forest.  
 
    Braden didn’t see any creatures, great or small. “What do you see, G?”  
 
    ‘So many voices,’ the ‘cat replied cryptically. ‘There is a human settlement toward the mountains. There are predators and prey.’  
 
    G-War’s tail started to twitch. “When is the last time you ate?” Braden asked. 
 
    ‘When indeed.’ The Hillcats bolted for the nearby wood.  
 
    “We’re going to the next door. We’ll meet you there, G. Stay in touch, please.” 
 
    “He heard you,” Micah said reassuringly. “He won’t acknowledge you, but he heard.”  
 
    “What did he mean by ‘so many voices’?” Braden wondered aloud. Micah shrugged.  
 
    ‘This place is alive, in a refreshing way. It is more like Vii than anyplace else on this ship,’ Aadi told them.  
 
    “That is good to know. Come along, old man, we have a short walk ahead of us and probably some time to kill at the end of it.”  
 
    Aadi swam as he did, setting a slow pace that Braden and Micah matched. A ‘cat’s scream cut through the air, sending unseen wildlife scampering for cover.  
 
    *** 
 
    “You lead the way, Pik,” Jocelyn said.  
 
    ‘I have lost my trident,’ the Lizard Man replied, refusing to move.  
 
    “Holly, can you fabricate a new trident for Pik, please?” Jocelyn asked.  
 
    “Standby.” Holly replied through the room’s speakers. Jocelyn impatiently tapped her foot. Treetis and the other Hillcats sniffed their way past and into the corridor.  
 
    “Stay close,” she told them. A few returned to the room, while the others split into two groups, one going right and the other left. Jocelyn threw up her hands in surrender.  
 
    “Manufacture is underway. It’ll come in three parts and those will screw together. It will be in the room to your left, the dining facility where there is a fabricator.”  
 
    “There’s a dining facility, and I’m eating these nasty bars you gave me on Vii?” 
 
    Jocelyn’s question was greeted with silence.  
 
    “Uh huh.” She went to the next room, waved her bracelet to open the door, and hurried inside. The filth and decay almost overwhelmed her. She was surprised that she hadn’t been able to smell the room from the corridor. Jocelyn backed out as quickly as she had entered. “Pik, the fabricators are on the far wall. You’re on your own to get the trident.”  
 
    Two ‘cats went into the room. Jocelyn held the door open, covering her face with an arm while she waited.  
 
    The gentle ding was muffled, but Pik knew the sound from his time with the humans. He shuffled through and removed the three pieces from the fabricator. He studied each piece before screwing the three together. He hoisted it carefully before jabbing at the sky.  
 
    ‘This is a nice weapon, worthy of a Pik. We can go now.’  
 
    “Treetis, round up the ‘cats. It’s time to go,” Jocelyn shouted as she made her way to the elevator. She activated the door and held it for the Wolfoids and the Lizard Man. Two Hillcats entered. “Treetis?”  
 
    ‘Cats trickled in. When the count reached a dozen, two bolted out of the elevator and ran down the corridor. “Treetis, you have one minute to get yourself and the ‘cats here or we will leave without you.”  
 
    Treetis bellowed over the mindlink before screaming out loud. A body slammed into something that fell. Claws scrabbled against the hard deck. Treetis appeared, taking a swipe at a ‘cat that looked into a side room.  
 
    He was the last into the elevator. ‘All present,’ he reported. ‘For the moment anyway.’ Treetis slapped a smaller ‘cat on the forehead to keep it from escaping. 
 
    “Take us down, Holly!” Jocelyn ordered. “We’re supposed to meet Braden and Micah at the ramp in the middle of the Rainforest Level.”  
 
    ‘There is a village on the ramp. That location is not advisable.’  
 
    “Then where do you suggest, and we need the alternate soon, to be sure that Holly can get the information to Braden, Micah, and the others. And you!” Jocelyn shook a finger at the Hillcats. “Don’t be running wherever you want. We can’t be looking for lost ‘cats.”  
 
    ‘There will be lost ‘cats,’ Treetis replied.  
 
    “Then they’ll be cold, wet, hungry, and left behind. I’m not even going to take a headcount. We have a job to do, and we’ll do it. You knuckleheads aren’t going to hold us back.”  
 
    Bounder and Strider started to chuckle. ‘It smells like ‘cat in here,’ Strider suggested. The Wolfoids laughed even harder.  
 
    “Pik, tell me that you can identify the cloned Lizard Men from the real ones,” Jocelyn pleaded.  
 
    Lizard Men didn’t change their expressions, but Pik pointed to himself. ‘Don’t you know?’  
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    ‘I’m a clone,’ Pik replied.  
 
    Jocelyn held her head in both hands.  
 
    “The bad ones. We only need to find bad ones, Pik. Can you do that?”  
 
    ‘No. I can talk with those who live there and ask them about new additions to the rainforest. We will find the new ones and then it will be up to us to determine if they are good or bad.’  
 
    “Any ideas on how we do that?” Jocelyn asked. No one answered. “I guess we’ll figure it out.”  
 
    The elevator arrived and the group entered a clean, empty corridor. They headed for the aft core. Once there, Bounder activated the door. It opened and they walked into the brightness of an artificial day. Monkeys started to chitter at them.  
 
    ‘Go away!’ Treetis ordered. A splat on the wall beside them signaled that the fight for dominance was on.  
 
    Bounder aimed his lightning spear and fired. The branch beside the monkey exploded and the creature tore away, disappearing into the branches with the rest of the agile creatures.  
 
    “You missed,” Jocelyn said. 
 
    ‘I hit exactly what I was aiming at,’ Bounder replied. ‘Killing monkeys is bad. It upsets them to a degree you cannot fathom. That was what got Braden a broken head. We’ll settle for chasing them away since we’re not going to be here for long.’ 
 
    “What did it throw?” she asked. 
 
    ‘You don’t want to know,’ Strider answered.  
 
    ‘This way,’ Pik interjected and started shuffling toward a gap between two great trees.  
 
    Half the Hillcats had already ventured into the rainforest.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ Treetis told anyone who would listen. The Wolfoids fell in behind the Lizard Man, and Jocelyn brought up the rear. She pulled her blaster from its holster and tried to remember to keep it pointed away from anything she didn’t intend to shoot. After stumbling in the swampy footing, she put the blaster back and concentrated on walking.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The Lizard Men 
 
      
 
    Braden and Micah waited at the doorway. Aadi floated peacefully nearby, studying a tree before slowly reaching out and biting a bug from a branch. He chewed briefly before swallowing.  
 
    “What if that bug was critical for the natural balance of this level?” Braden asked.  
 
    ‘Then a new balance will be established, because that bug is no more. I wish I could find some others just like it.’ Aadi swam back and forth along the branch looking for additions to his meal.  
 
    “Come on, G, Ess! Let’s get going.” Braden started to pace. He dug the recharger out of his back pack and hooked up Micah’s blaster. It popped to three percent almost immediately. “Since we’re going to be here for who knows how long.” 
 
    Micah pulled out her sword and started honing the edge. There was a small trickle of a stream nearby, barely wider than her foot, but the water was crystal clear. She dipped her whetstone and dragged it at an angle across the edge.  
 
    “Does that need sharpening?” Braden sat down next to her. “This is a nice place, surprising since every other deck maintained a certain level of hostility to outsiders.”  
 
    “Hostility?” Micah snickered. She checked the edge against the sky and wet her stone for a second pass. “You mean they were trying to kill us. I think most of that was the Androids’ doing and all the rest was survival of the fittest.”  
 
    “We made some good friends here,” Braden replied.  
 
    “We make friends wherever we go.” Micah thumbed the sharpened blade, declared it acceptable, and put her equipment away. She cupped a hand and drank from the water. “It’s a mini paradise, but not so small. It’s much bigger than New Sanctuary. I wonder.”  
 
    “Nothing to wonder about. Our home is down there, but maybe when we, the sentient species, have a colony on the Traveler, those people can vacation here, camp, relax, hunt, if we can determine that we won’t upset the balance that this deck has attained. We don’t want anything to interfere with how it is.” Braden stopped and squinted into the shadows. “There they are.”  
 
    The Golden Warrior and Fealona strolled casually toward Braden and Micah. Skirill and Zyena appeared in the sky above.  
 
    “Nothing happens without G’s approval, and then everything happens.”  
 
    ‘And don’t you forget it,’ the ‘cat added. 
 
    Braden checked the blaster. “Fifteen percent!”  
 
    “I guess we can start a war.” Micah retrieved her blaster and holstered it. “Fifteen percent. Let’s hope we return to Vii with that same fifteen percent.”  
 
    “We can always hope.” The Hawkoids landed on Braden’s shoulders. He grunted with the weight. “What did you guys eat?”  
 
    Braden walked up the stairs to the landing, waved his bracelet past the pad, and the door opened. The tram was waiting.  
 
    “Next stop, wet Wolfoids.” The tram door shut. 
 
    ‘That is a smell I can do without,’ G-War replied. Fea agreed.  
 
    “At least we’ll know when they’re coming,” Braden joked. “I’m glad they are all okay. Old Tech to the rescue, eh? We’ll start looking for volunteers to come up here the second we get back. I think most of the scientists from Cygnus VI will come.”  
 
    “They were never at home on Vii.”  
 
    “Who better to train the next spacefaring generation? I think it will be a great thing for all of Vii to rally around.”  
 
    ‘As long as the ‘cats remain in charge, we’ll approve your plan.’  
 
    “Did you hear that Treetis has a small army of newly-born, full-size Hillcats following him around?”  
 
    ‘I expected as much. He takes after me.’ G-War sat on the floor of the tram, his tail curled around his front paws.  
 
    ‘Would you consider allowing my son to move up here?’ Aadi asked.  
 
    “Only one, Master Aadi?”  
 
    ‘Daksha can think of nothing but the stars. He should be in New Sanctuary when we return.’  
 
    “I think a Tortoid will be a key member of every space crew.”  
 
    ‘That is a very kind thing to say,’ Aadi replied.  
 
    The tram slowed as it approached the station. The light talk stopped and the companions focused on what was coming. “Holly doesn’t want us going to the ramp because of that village, so he’s taking us to an alternate location. We are in the heart of Lizard Man territory, which means there shouldn’t be any monkeys, but there will be a lot of Lizard Men. You all know how they hide in plain sight. We’re counting on you, Aadi, to point them out to us. Everyone else, be alert.”  
 
    Braden checked the enhanced claws on both of the Hawkoids. “Stay sharp, you two. I don’t want any luckily thrown rocks hurting you.”  
 
    ‘We will stay as high as possible and together, we will avoid any monkey missiles.’  
 
    Braden smiled and ruffled their head feathers. Micah joined him. “We appreciate you being here for us.”  
 
    “Wait!” Braden called when he saw G-War standing on his legs and trying to activate the door. Braden pulled Aadi by his shell as he rushed across the platform just in time for the door to open. G and Fea ran out, and the Hawkoids jumped into the air as soon as Braden stepped onto the catwalk. Micah was last out.  
 
    ‘I see Lizard Men,’ Aadi said.  
 
    Below, a group of ten had stopped and were looking at the companions standing on the catwalk.  
 
    “No kidding?” Braden said out the side of his mouth, before smiling broadly and waving. “Hi!” The other hand rested on his blaster.  
 
    Aadi swam over the railing and floated downward. As one, the Lizard Men pointed their spears at him. Into the tense silence came the sound of an Old Tech sword sliding free of its scabbard. 
 
    *** 
 
    Pik held up his fist. Stop. 
 
    ‘Cats swarmed around him and up the nearby trees. Treetis started to hiss. Pik Ha’ar leveled his trident at a nearby tree trunk. A Lizard Man materialized before it as he stepped away. Jocelyn’s jaw dropped when she saw what she hadn’t been able to see. She started to shake with fear as her eyes darted from one tree to the next.  
 
    ‘We are following a group of Lizard Men who are new to the Rainforest. They may not even speak our language. Have you seen such creatures, and if so, where are they now?’  
 
    ‘I will ask the questions,’ the Lizard Man said. ‘Where do you come from? Another Deck?’  
 
    ‘Right here, but I have been away, traveled far beyond the walls of our home. I am back on an urgent mission to save all of our people from the intruders.’  
 
    ‘How can a Lizard Man be an intruder? They are welcome here as there is nowhere but here for our people. Caretakers and intruders come from beyond,’ the Lizard Man countered. His face didn’t change expression, but his hands gripped his spear tightly. Pik remained balanced throughout, but his trident was positioned to protect him. He had fought this fight before and knew all the moves.  
 
    ‘Treetis, can you project an image of the Amazon into the mind of my new friend?’  
 
    The ‘cat backed away, still hunched and glaring at the Lizard Man guard.  
 
    ‘I see,’ the Lizard Man said after a few moments. ‘I don’t know what trickery you employ to create such images, but I don’t believe them and won’t believe them.’ 
 
    ‘It’s good that you are straight up with us,’ Bounder replied. ‘Helps us to best understand where you are coming from. If that place doesn’t exist, where do you think we came from, or them?’  
 
    Bounder pointed to himself and Strider and then to the Hillcats and finally to Jocelyn.  
 
    ‘There is a vast world out there, but it starts in here. We are merely travelers, trying to get to a better place. The new Lizard Men are not your people and not your friends. They will do what they can to keep you from being more than you know.’  
 
    ‘You’re starting to sound like Aadi,’ Strider told her mate. ‘I like it.’ 
 
    ‘Well? Where do you think they came from since you know they didn’t come from here?’ Pik pressed. 
 
    The Lizard Man held his tongue. ‘I will take you to my Pik.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll see the wisdom in your actions, Tup, and in that, you will see a way to rising to the rank of Pik yourself.’ Pik Ha’ar used the ranks that the Lizard Men on the Rainforest Level employed—Tup as a soldier’s rank and Pik as a leader’s rank. In the time that Pik had been gone, none of that had changed, judging by the Lizard Man’s response. 
 
    ‘Yes, Pik,’ he replied.  
 
    ‘Follow us,’ Pik Ha’ar told the others. Some ‘cats appeared and others disappeared. It was constant change. All of them were wet, and none of them were happy. The Wolfoids tried to shake out their coats, but wearing their armored clothing, it accomplished nothing.  
 
    Jocelyn watched it all, unsure of her role. Pik, Bounder, Strider, and Treetis seemed to have everything well in hand. She understood the difference between a warrior and someone who was armed like one. She looked at her blaster, ashamed that she had gotten herself on the team.  
 
    ‘Don’t be,’ Treetis said directly into her mind. ‘You were there when we needed you, after those three warriors were injured. Without you, we would not be here right now. Every time and place has one who will rise above the rest, to do what needs to be done. You will get your chance again. You shine the brightest of us all, and I will protect you until you will protect me.’ 
 
    The orange ‘cat ran to catch up with Pik Ha’ar and then up a tree to follow them while staying out of the muck of the rainforest floor.  
 
    Jocelyn watched the small army of Hillcats join Treetis as if playing tag.  
 
    Pik let the Lizard Man walk in front. Pik Ha’ar kept two hands on his trident at all times. Trust no one. 
 
     *** 
 
    ‘My good fellows! I am happy to see you. My name is Aadi, First Master of the Tortoise Consortium, and I seek your assistance in finding newcomers to the rainforest. We look for Lizard Men who are fully grown, but new to you. We need to talk with them.’  
 
    ‘I am Pik Atla, and I know of no newcomers. I only see what my eyes show me and that’s you. You do not belong here.’ 
 
    ‘And we will happily go on our way, but we need to talk with the newcomers. They belong here less than we do.’  
 
    ‘I don’t think you belong at all.’ Pik Atla looked at his group. Two of the warriors threw their spears. One hit the railing with a clank and fell to the ground. The other hit Braden in the chest. He grunted as his armor kept the sharp points from penetrating. He grabbed the shaft and dropped the spear on the catwalk to keep the Lizard Man from re-arming.  
 
    Braden aimed his blaster over the railing. “I don’t want to kill you, but that is the next thing that will happen if you don’t stand down.”  
 
    ‘Stand down where?’ Atla asked. The Lizard Men cocked their arms back and prepared to throw. Micah and the ‘cats crouched behind the railing. Braden bent low to limit his exposure. Aadi was still hovering not far from the Lizard Men.  
 
    ‘Surely there’s no need for this? You see that your weapons have no effect, and it would be best if you talked with us. Do not summon the violence that you will later regret.’  
 
    Pik Atla took a spear from one of his people, hefted it to check the balance, and threw it at Aadi. The Tortoid twisted and the weapon scraped off the bottom of his shell and embedded in his back leg. Aadi screamed in pain.  
 
    Braden fired, and Pik Atla died. Micah fired, and the next Lizard Man died. Five more passed the great beyond before the others ran. Braden ran down the stairs and shot one of those fleeing. He hit where he was aiming—the leg. They needed to talk with one of them. Braden pulled Aadi down to where he could look at the weapon.  
 
    “This is going to hurt, but afterwards, we’ll take the pain away.” Micah hurried down the stairs and stood watch. The ‘cats raced after the Lizard Men.  
 
    “Come back!” Micah called after them, but they were already gone.  
 
    Braden twisted the spear to release the barb and then pulled it free. Aadi bucked and his breath became ragged. Braden quickly packed numbweed into the wound to stop it from bleeding.  
 
    “I have a great disdain for Lizard Men,” Braden said. Aadi’s heart continued to pound, making a vein throb in his long neck.  
 
    “Thank goodness,” Micah said as G-War and Fealona returned to the wounded soldier. G-War tore into his arm as the Lizard Man tried to recover his spear. The Hillcat stared into his face as he dug deep into the Lizard Man’s mind.  
 
    ‘They are here,’ the Golden Warrior shared. ‘They have taken over the village on the ramp.’  
 
    “That makes sense since they are not from here. They need a place from which they can escape, but they are not Androids. Hang on.”  
 
    Braden accessed his neural implant. ‘Change of plan, Holly. The clones have taken over the village on the ramp. Can you lock it out so they can’t escape? And where are the others?’ 
 
    ‘Master Braden, so good to hear from you. The others are heading deeper into this level. The Golden Warrior should be able to talk with them using his mindlink. I am restricting access to the ramp right now. Whoever is on this level will not be able to leave that way.’  
 
    ‘Thanks, Holly. We’ll take care of it from here.’  
 
    Braden turned to the ‘cats, taking care as he pulled Aadi along. “You should be able to talk with the others, G. Tell them to meet us at the ramp. Can you fly top cover, Ess, Zee?” 
 
    ‘We will,’ Skirill replied. ‘I cannot see them, but I know where they are. They are not far and may reach the ramp before you.’  
 
    “We better get going then. Leave him, G.” Braden kicked the spear away and with his blaster dialed to its narrowest beam, he fired twice, cutting the weapon into three pieces.  
 
    “What about these?” Micah asked while holding up the spears she’d recovered from the dead.  
 
    “Stuff them on the other side of the door. I hope I didn’t waste power that I’ll want later.”  
 
    “I hope not, too,” Micah muttered as she ran up the stairs, opened the door to the tram platform, and tossed the spears inside.  
 
    When she returned, Braden was already moving. He had Aadi in two hands, held tightly over his head as he jogged through the mud and roots of the rainforest. G-War and Fea had gone high and were running along the lowest branches. “Keep your eyes out, Aadi. I don’t want any unpleasant surprises.”  
 
    Braden had gotten good at identifying Lizard Men in hiding. It was a lesson learned the hard way in the war with the Amazon. They’d lost a lot of good people because of the Amazonian ability to blend in with their surroundings.  
 
    With the ‘cats, the Tortoid, and the Hawkoids, Braden hoped they could reach the ramp before any more Lizard Men appeared. He didn’t know how many were on the Rainforest Level. He hoped the numbers were lower than he feared. With Aadi injured, he wasn’t able to quickly reach his blasters. He grew more concerned with every step.  
 
    Micah appeared beside him. Her blaster was in one hand and the Old Tech sword in the other. The look on her face told him that their enemies were the ones to be afraid.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The Battle for Primacy 
 
      
 
    ‘The Prince and his people are on their way to the central ramp. That is where we will find the clones,’ Treetis told the companions.  
 
    The humidity and the intense effort of running through the tangle of roots was wearing Jocelyn down. She gasped and panted with the effort to draw each tortured breath. The Wolfoids looked unfazed. Pik looked awkward moving in the open, but in this environment, he was sure footed and moved quickly. The ‘cats raced overhead as if it were a game.  
 
    She missed her daughter. Leah stood out in her mind as she fought for focus. The more tired she became, the harder it was to see where next to step. She started to stumble.  
 
    ‘Pik Ha’ar, it is time to take a short break,’ Treetis said.  
 
    ‘No,’ the Tup interjected. ‘We must keep going.’ 
 
    Treetis launched himself from the branch and landed in front of the Lizard Man. The ‘cat hissed and showed his claws. ‘I said stop.’  
 
    ‘And I said we keep going.’ The Lizard Man lowered his spear and lunged forward, but Pik was faster. He grabbed the shaft of the weapon and redirected it into a root, where it stuck.  
 
    Treetis had had enough. He knew where they needed to go and this Lizard Man wasn’t taking them there. The ‘cat attacked, latching onto the Lizard Man’s head with his claws. The rest of the Hillcats heard the call to action. Galvanized, they descended en masse.  
 
    The Wolfoids had lowered their spears, ready to fire, but the writhing mass of furry bodies needed no help. Bounder and Strider looked to the trees, watching for reinforcements.  
 
    “Stop!” Jocelyn cried. Treetis was first to extricate himself. He hissed at the others and swatted them away from the Lizard Man’s body. Blooded, they moved slowly away and circled the corpse.  
 
    ‘Come. I know the way,’ Pik Ha’ar said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “But we just killed that Lizard Man.” Jocelyn pointed back and forth between Pik and the Tup.  
 
    ‘No matter. I suspected he was leading us into a trap. I would have stopped him before the trap sprung and with our superior firepower, he and all his comrades would have died. They don’t remember the power you have or worse, they are ignoring it. In any case, they will fail, either now or later. They will have to be beaten as they will not surrender.’  
 
    “When were you going to enlighten us?” Jocelyn said in her governor’s voice. She put her hands on her hips and glared at Pik Ha’ar.  
 
    ‘Now was the right time. You are enlightened. We must go before the rest of this Tup’s unit arrives.’  
 
    Pik turned and headed deeper into the heavy woods. A light rain continued to fall. The ‘cats climbed the tree and raced along the branches. None were missing. They were together, blooded as one, with a new confidence.  
 
    Bounder waved for Jocelyn to follow. “Are we going to leave him there?”  
 
    ‘Of course. It’s the law of the rainforest,’ Bounder replied. Strider hopped over a heavy root as she fell in behind Pik before he disappeared. ‘We are following a trail. I think Pik Ha’ar is on familiar ground. We are in good hands.’  
 
    “This is a trail?” Jocelyn asked, rejuvenated even though she hadn’t rested. She found walking to be good therapy following what she had just witnessed. “We are in good hands.”  
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Stop and get down,’ Skirill ordered.  
 
    Braden and Micah dove for cover, hitting softly and easing into the water. G-War and Fea dropped to their bellies on the branch where they were. Aadi remained where he was until Braden stood and pulled him down. His back leg had stiffened and he couldn’t swim through the air.  
 
    ‘This remind you of anything?’ Micah asked over the mindlink. 
 
    ‘I will never forget the terror of the Amazon. The never-ending rain. The incessant ambushes. The not knowing. I trusted that Holly was guiding us well, but still. I didn’t know anything for sure.’ 
 
    ‘I like this just as much as I liked that. These Lizard Men look like the Overlords, and that gives me the creeps.’  
 
    ‘Pik looks like the Overlords.’  
 
    ‘But we know him. All these others? Not so much.’  
 
    Braden accessed his neural implant and brought up the map showing their position.  
 
    ‘Clear,’ Skirill reported.  
 
    “We should see the village any moment now. We’re almost on top of it.”  
 
    ‘It is up ahead,’ G-War told them. ‘I can see Lizard Men. I can’t tell if they are clones or not.’  
 
    “How will we know?”  
 
    “Pik Ha’ar will know.”  
 
    ‘We are here,’ Micah said over the mindlink. ‘How far are you?’  
 
    ‘We are here,’ Pik replied.  
 
    ‘What do you say we introduce ourselves. You cover that half and we’ll cover this side. Have your weapons ready to fire. The first sign this is going bad and we light them up. No one can escape. We’ll lose them in the rainforest and the Lizard Men of this level are no help.’ Braden pushed Aadi behind him.  
 
    “Hang on, Aadi. I need both my hands for this.” Braden pulled his blasters and checked them. The power hadn’t changed.  
 
    Micah slid her sword free. She held her blaster in her other hand.  
 
    ‘It is time,’ Pik said and walked into the open. The Lizard Men in the small village looked at him, but didn’t see the threat until the Wolfoids and ‘cats appeared. Some moved to run, but Braden and Micah spread out with G-War and Fea filling the gap between. Aadi struggled at Braden’s side.  
 
    ‘We only want to talk,’ Pik said as he walked forward, his trident held in both hands. The other Lizard Men did not respond.  
 
    ‘Close the distance,’ Braden said. ‘Reduce the spacing in between. Bounder, you hold that flank. I’ll keep them from getting past on this side. Watch your lines of fire.’  
 
    Jocelyn nodded to Micah, but the president wasn’t watching. The look on her face said all that needed to be said. She was focused on what she determined was the enemy. Jocelyn checked her blaster and took better care at watching the Lizard Men. Pik Ha’ar was easy to tell from the others as he wore the armor that Holly had made for him.  
 
    The ‘cats spread out and filled the area between the Lizard Men and the companions.  
 
    “No!” Braden shouted. “Get out of there.”  
 
    ‘They say that they can tell their tank brothers from the others. There are eight clones here,’ Treetis stated.  
 
    “Point them out,” Braden said with a hard edge to his voice. 
 
    Treetis walked toward the village and tipped his head eight times. Four other Lizard Men stood to the side.  
 
    “Pik, tell those four they need to go into their homes and stay there.”  
 
    Pik relayed the message, speaking with authority as a Lizard Man commander. The four started to move, but one of the clones stopped them.  
 
    ‘Let them go,’ Pik said, working his way until he was between the two groups. ‘What did the Androids ask you to do for them?’ 
 
    Two Hawkoids circled overhead. 
 
    ‘We don’t understand,’ one of them answered.  
 
    ‘The ones who brought you here. The ones in your minds before you knew your own thoughts.’  
 
    ‘We know only Lizard Men. We have found our people and our home.’  
 
     ‘You’re going to have company pretty soon,’ Skirill told them.  
 
    ‘How many?’ Micah asked, letting Braden focus on the clones.  
 
    ‘It looks like all of them.’  
 
    G-War ran forward and found a Lizard Man who would look at him. He stared him down. ‘It’s a ruse. They are holding us to allow us to be crushed by the wave of inbound Lizard Men. Kill them all.’  
 
    Braden hesitated. No one fired. ‘Clear out, my friends. You will not survive the fires,’ G-War told the other Hillcats. They turned and ran from the village. Pik started to back away, but one clone charged him and they started the deadly dance of spear fighters.  
 
    “Keep your eyes on the others. No one can escape.”  
 
    The other seven bunched up around the door on the ramp. Bounder took aim with his lightning spear. One clone grabbed the door to open it, but it didn’t budge. The others ran into his back in expectation of making a quick escape.  
 
    Bounder unleashed a torrent of lightning into the seven bodies. Their escape became their funeral pyre. Two started crawling away, terrible burns covering their backs. Braden fired two narrow beams, putting the Lizard Men out of their misery.  
 
    Pik jabbed and twisted, trying to rip the spear from the other’s hands, but he was too fast. Not a clone, but an improved version. Pik didn’t see it as fear, but a challenge. They jabbed and parried, clubbed and slashed, but neither could get an advantage. The clone’s attacks became more desperate.  
 
    Pik gave him an opening and the clone stabbed at Pik Ha’ar’s chest. His armor stopped the spear. The clone had no protection as Pik’s counterattack drove all three points of his trident deep into his enemy’s body.  
 
    The clone didn’t make a sound. His eyes rolled back, and he died. Pik stood on the Lizard Man’s chest as he pulled his trident free.  
 
    ‘They are almost here,’ Skirill warned.  
 
    “Time to go! Holly, open the ramp door, please,” Braden yelled as he pushed Aadi toward the village. G-War rallied the Hillcats and furry wet bodies flooded toward the door. Braden waved his bracelet at it and pulled. Nothing happened. “HOLLY!” Braden turned and fired at the feet of the first Lizard Man to run from the rainforest.  
 
    Strider fired her lightning spear into the trees. They cracked and burst as the water within superheated instantly.  
 
    ‘Holly, open this door right now or we are going to see a lot of dead bodies, ending in our own,’ Micah pleaded.  
 
    ‘Working on it,’ Holly replied. ‘There.’  
 
    “It’s open,” Micah said and pulled the door open, waving at the others to go through. She fired her blaster repeatedly at the ground in front of the army of Lizard Men. Braden waved the stream from his blaster back and forth to hold the inbound at bay. Two Hawkoids screamed toward the doorway, backwinged to slow down, and then neatly slipped through.  
 
    The last charge trickled from his blaster and the fire ended. Micah’s went out at the same time. A Wolfoid jammed a lightning spear out the door and fired in between Braden and Micah.  
 
    “Watch out!” Micah yelled at the doorway. When Bounder released the lever, the humans jumped through and slammed the door behind them.  
 
    “Holly, seal that door again. We’re going to walk up to the next level.”  
 
    “I’ll open a doorway in between decks and if you don’t mind walking, you can go that way to avoid the Garden Level.”  
 
    “They are only Rabbits,” Braden said. 
 
    “And Bees,” Micah added. “Don’t forget that swarm of Bees.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    A New Day, A New Purpose 
 
      
 
    “This is a dangerous place,” Jocelyn said softly.  
 
    “These corridors?” Micah said as they walked.  
 
    “Not here, but the ship as a whole.”  
 
    “Did you know that leaving the ship, going outside into space, can kill you almost instantly? It’s safer in here.” 
 
    “It’s safer in Jefferson City,” Jocelyn replied.  
 
    “Is JC the future?” Braden asked.  
 
    Jocelyn looked at the deck before answering. “No.”  
 
    Braden had a hand on one side of Aadi’s shell and Micah had the other side. They carried him between them, although he was light as a feather. The Hawkoids that perched on Braden’s shoulders were not so light.  
 
    ‘I fear that I was no help on this adventure,’ Aadi said.  
 
    “More help than you know, old man. I’m glad you came, despite your reservations.”  
 
    ‘You know why I came,’ Aadi replied.  
 
    Micah smiled. “You wanted to make sure that it was safe for your son. What’s the verdict?” 
 
    ‘Daksha will greatly enjoy being up here and learning about space, being one of the first to return to space as an explorer.’ 
 
    “He’ll be the first Tortoid explorer, and the first in a new generation of explorers. That means schools with real mathematics, expanded subjects to include Old Tech.”  
 
    ‘As long as we are around, there is no danger,’ G-War added. The cloned Hillcats formed a circle around him. Treetis walked on the outside snickering. Fea glared at the young orange ‘cat. 
 
    “Are we better than them, better than the ancients?” Braden wondered aloud. “We just killed a bunch of Lizard Men.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s our reasoning that makes us better. They tried to hurt us first. They refused to talk, preferring violence, and most importantly, the ‘cats deemed them incompatible with the civilized world,” Micah answered. 
 
    “I’ll accept that, but I don’t like it. I’m not a fan of wanton killing. Maybe when we return to Vii, I hang up the blasters for good.”  
 
    “If you do, I will too, but I can’t give up the sword. This thing is like magic in my hand.”  
 
    “Of course it is.” Braden shook his head. His thoughts remained troubled. The deaths of the Lizard Men weighed on him.  
 
    ‘If not us, then who?’ Bounder asked. Braden shook his head. He didn’t understand. ‘The Androids would take over if we let them, turning this ship into a death trap and denying humanity’s return to space. Humanity—Wolfoids, Tortoids, Hawkoids, Hillcats, Lizard Men, Rabbits, and humans will not be denied. It is our shared destiny. The Age of the Androids has come and gone. Maybe you don’t think we were fighting a war, but we were and will until the last renegade Android is deposited on the trash heap of history.’ 
 
    “Whenever that may be. Holly?”  
 
    “Yes, Master Braden,” the AI replied from speakers somewhere in the passageway.  
 
    “Can you lock out the hostile levels, make them escort only or something, and then start planning to move humanity back up here? We’re moving in, we’re going to train, and then we’re going back into space. What we don’t have is a governor, one to oversee the logistics of such a massive endeavor.”  
 
    Jocelyn looked at him out the corner of her eye. “I don’t even feel the spin anymore. My body adjusts, depending on where the rotation is. I don’t have to think about it.”  
 
    Braden and Micah waited.  
 
    Jocelyn shook her head. “No. I can’t leave Leah alone. I have to go back to her.” 
 
    “Bring her up here,” Micah said nonchalantly.  
 
    “Easy as that?”  
 
    “Holly, can you send a hovercar for Jocelyn’s daughter?” 
 
    “It was dispatched two minutes ago,” Holly replied.  
 
    “Find a replacement as governor and start beating the bushes for candidates for Space School,” Braden suggested. 
 
    “What about your kids?”  
 
    “We’re going home to them. They like having their feet on the ground. They have a special way with the creatures of Vii. We can’t take them away from that, plus their two ‘cats would completely destroy this ship in their first week up here.”  
 
    ‘That’s being a bit harsh, don’t you think?’ G-War asked. ‘Those are my children you’re talking about. It would take them two weeks. Sometimes, you’re such an ass.’ 
 
    Braden smiled when he thought of that fateful day in Warren’s Deep, a lifetime ago or maybe only seven years. “Ass.” 
 
      
 
    This is the end of Free Trader 9 – Return to the Traveler 
 
    If you liked it, please leave a review – buyers look at books with a single digit number of reviews with skepticism, so please, drop a few kind words for the Free Trader:). This is also the end of the Free Trader series, but the world that the Free Trader and his mate have created lives on in the Cygnus Space Opera – humanity searches for a way home, and they’re bringing the sentient species with them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Cygnus 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 
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    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.  
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01LZINJEP 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    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: DuneLake3-8-2014-headshot]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. 
 
    What about Free Trader 9? That is going to be another action packed romp through the Traveler. High speed action with your favorite characters. Well, not Brandt. I couldn’t figure out how to get the greatest of all Aurochs on board the Traveler, or once there, how he would fit through any of the corridors, so he’ll have to hold the fort on the planet while the others return to space.  
 
    What secrets will they find? Holly knows all, but he doesn’t. They’ll be looking for what he doesn’t know, which he’s not sure he doesn’t know, but needs to confirm his lack of information by gathering more information.  
 
    And then they’ll do what they have to do to realize their vision of humanity reaching back toward the stars.  
 
    You’ll note that the creature that was eating machines was called a rusty monster as an ode to Gary Gygax’s creation, the rust monster from Dungeon’s and Dragons.  
 
    Peace, fellow humans – I’ll see you back on Vii when the time is right. 
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    Here’s a picture of James M. Ward and I in the Elkhorn McDonalds from 2016. I was just getting started and Jim was very helpful with some plot suggestions and focus. 
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