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DedicationFor my wife, Michelle, whose love inspires me to finish whatI start and without whom my world would be a sadder place.

PrologueThe asteroid field lay virtually unchanged.
Since its inception five billion years earlier in this backwater galaxy, the jumble of spacial flotsam had existed relatively untouched by time. Assembled from the cosmic debris left over from the formation of the diminutive planetary system it encircled, the wide and unbroken ring of astral rocks numbered somewhere in the region of 90,000 and ranged in mass from pebble-sized asteroids to hulking planetoids several thousand miles in diameter.
Lying near the outer rim of the unmoving, weightless boulders floated a particularly mammoth specimen. Measuring 50,000 miles across, this impossibly huge asteroidal chunk equalled the dimensions of a large planet while lacking the spherical contours normally associated with celestial bodies of such magnitude. Its surface was instead a mosaic of assorted craters, sheer cliffs and bottomless crevasses that shaped the massive rock's outline into an incoherent pattern of jagged irregularities. Jutting outwards at the dim star and its lone planetary satellite forming the hub of the wheel of stellar rocks projected a monstrous outcropping of barren stone pointing menacingly at the moonless biosphere like a prophetic finger of doom. This was by far the largest of many such protuberances that rose out of the asteroid's craggy and pitted surface, being roughly conical in shape and shaded the same drab nondescript grey colouring the rest of the astral monolith.
A disquieting flicker of white incandescence appeared suddenly at the base of the outcrop to disturb the cloak of timeless serenity that had shrouded the torpid rock for aeons. The mysterious glimmer lasted only an instant before giving way to a vivid, pulsating flash of harsh yellow that doubled in breadth and intensity with each passing moment. Within seconds, the sweeping brightness totally engulfed the tip of the asteroid, completely masking it from view before abruptly vanishing. The prominence unexpectedly shattered, blown apart by the devastating explosion heralded by the deadly hypnotic light display. The extreme force of the cataclysmic blast was evident only visually, for its deafening roar was smothered by the stifling noiselessness of space.
Pandemonium erupted throughout the stoic asteroid field as the impact of the tremendous detonation took effect. The planetoid reeled drunkenly from the blow that had blasted a fifth of its mass asunder and rent a disfiguring chasm on its already cracked exterior. Spiralling slowly away from its familiar resting place, the great lump of celestial rock dredged a sluggish path through the belt, effortlessly brushing aside its smaller companions as it unerringly pushed its way to the edge. Rotating with deceptive laziness, the errant asteroid broke free from its constraining brethren and exited into empty space to eventually be swallowed up by the immeasurable vastness of the inky void.
In the wake of its forceful departure the blasted planetoid left a growing melee of tumbling and spinning rocks, the product of a chain reaction of kinetic energy that swiftly spread amongst the formerly motionless space boulders like an incurable malignancy. The deathly stillness that had permeated the asteroid field for untold centuries was suddenly shattered. Rock after dormant rock was stirred into life after millennia of inactivity as the wave of disruption escalated. They tumbled uncontrollably after being struck by their close companions and in turn bumped and set into motion their immediate neighbours. The circular belt of stellar matter quickly became a confusing scene of shifting points of stone.
From out of the midst of this chaotic scattering of revolving rocks burst forth the jagged remnants of the shattered tip of the receding planetoid. Reduced by the explosive light to a mosaic of fragmented pieces, the shivered outcropping was hurled in all directions with unimaginable force. The majority of the shards were smashed into nothingness after colliding with the more substantial rocks careening around them, but a few somehow avoided being dashed to smaller pieces and were flung clear of the maelstrom. These dozen of so scraps of cosmic shrapnel erupted from out of the field at a staggering 90,000 miles per second, narrowly missing the isolated planet in the center of the rocky ring before shooting past the subdued sun faintly glowing in the near distance to vanish into the dark spacial depths.
This would have been the conclusion of yet another unremarkable, albeit violent, chapter in the infinite volume of interstellar events were it not for the nature of the astral missiles and the direction the horrendous blast had unwittingly fired them in. For although most of the fragments were no bigger than a football, they preceded a more substantial segment of the host rock that greatly overshadowed its leading entourage of tiny slivers. Meagre by galactic standards, the six-mile wide meteoroid was still of significant size to adversely affect any celestial body blocking its course, and four light years distant a fragile ocean-covered planet unknowingly stood directly in its path.
The unstoppable journey of the Annihilator had begun.
—
NOTE: For the sake of improved readability, the frequently unpronounceable dinosaur names used in this story have been replaced by user-friendly designations. Refer to the glossary for the proper terms and pronunciation listed against their colloquial variants, as well as the literal translations where researched.


Chapter OneThe storm raged unabated.
Torrential sheets of rain driven relentlessly before howling gale-force winds lashed the densely wooded landscape. Flaring lightning forks stabbed the turbulent night sky, dancing along the treetops and reducing the sturdy boles they touched to charred monuments of smouldering timber. Moments afterwards, peals of crashing thunder rolled loudly through the stormy sky in aural accompaniment to the flashing bolts of energy. The air was alive with the sight and sound of the elemental forces as the tempest continued to loose its unchecked fury earthwards.
The time was sixty-five million years into the Earth's past, and the mixed forests cowering beneath the boisterous storm would some day become part of the mid-western United States of America. For now, the vast tract of pines, firs and spreading broad-leafed trees on the nameless landmass were home to the planet's dominant life-form—the dinosaurs. For 150 million years these ‘terrible lizards’ had walked the cosmically young biosphere and the ageless reign of the ruling reptiles appeared immutable.
Huddling around the columnar trunk of an ancient sequoia loitered a quartet of these imposing creatures, their mammoth shadowy forms rivalling even the immensity of the surrounding redwoods. The four Thunderfeet crowded close together in an effort to shelter from the savagery of the tempestuous night, but the bole they milled around was rooted on the edge of a capacious glade and its compact evergreen branches offered the animals little protection from the raging thunderstorm. Their dark hides glistened from the drenching rain pelting them, and the behemoths were briefly illuminated by the periodic flashes of crackling electricity that momentarily lit the sombre landscape. At the same time, a screaming southeasterly tore through the swaying trees, carrying with it a numbing chill that seeped through exposed flesh to freeze the bones.
A searing bolt of lightning arced high overhead to strike the tip of a nearby pine, blinding the unmoving Thunderfeet with its fleeting brilliance. The topmost portion of the tree splintered, crashing to the ground scorched and smoking not twenty feet from the giants. Spurred by the devastation visited upon the conifer, the cluster of reptiles hurriedly moved away from their redwood umbrella as the partnering thunderclap to the electrical display broke loudly across the wild heavens. Opting for the uninviting openness of the treeless clearing, the foursome proceeded into the glade in single file, anxiously surveying their windswept surrounds with fretful glances. Coming to an uneasy halt before a bare patch of muddy earth set like an island amongst a myriad of waterlogged craters, they stood around indecisively.
The clearing was ovular in configuration, and easily large enough to accommodate a half dozen of the gargantuan reptiles without causing them inconvenience. Ringed by a tightly regimented border of redwoods standing rigidly against the blustery weather, there was but a single entry point from the encircling forest into the secluded glade broad enough to permit the outsized dinosaurs unhindered access, albeit in a train. The exposed earth of the clearing floor indicated this was an area regularly visited by the giants, judging by the trampling of the fern cover into bare, compacted soil over time. The heavy downpour of nighttime thundershowers had now transformed the hardened dirt into a quagmire of sticky mud that clung maddeningly to the elephantine feet of the heavyweights.
'Hardly the best of nights to be overseeing a hatching, Grand Matriarch,’ one of the three Thunderfoot cows commented to her elder compatriot. ‘It's only water, Rosade,’ Balticea declared nonchalantly, ‘and if necessary we'll weather a flood to witness my daughter's clutch successfully hatch this time.'
The old cow who had answered was typical of her kind. Spanning seventy feet in length, from her elegantly tapering snout to the tip of her lengthy whip-like tail end, this latest link in the sauropodal evolutionary chain greatly resembled her remote ancestors in appearance: a long, almost sinuous neck, topped by a disproportionately small head, radiating from an expansive humped body and massive gut set upon four pillar-like legs, finally ending in the thinly elongated tail. Supporting her hefty thirty-ton weight were wide, five-toed splayed feet sporting tough blunted claws. The inner toe of each forefoot was enlarged and curved, providing the colossal plant-eater with an effective digging tool or scythe-like weapon for combating the few predators game enough to tackle a fully grown Thunderfoot. Colouration was the traditional drab hues found on animals of such immensity—a deep reddish-brown draping the upper body that graduated to a more earthy brown on the lower extremities. But there was a distinctive feature that set this individual cow apart from her uniformly similar companions. Her massively wrinkled frame denoted an age well exceeding the customary 100 year life span of her species.
A second stab of lightning speared the murky sky to the west of the clearing, heralding the ear-shattering thunderclap that burst directly above the Thunderfoot group. The plainly apprehensive reptiles barely flinched at the din of the tumultuous boom, their attention jointly focused upon the circle of untouched sludge at the very center of the glade. As if prompted by the clamorous skies, the youngest of the cows slowly plodded across the saturated earth toward the undisturbed area. The lone bull of the party, markedly smaller thanks to the dimorphism exhibited by the Thunderfoot sexes, stamped his forefeet agitatedly in the squishy dirt.
'Hold your ground, Sorrin,’ ordered the elderly female.
Sorrin swivelled his neck to regard his herd leader. As Grand Matriarch, Balticea's command could never be ignored, and doubly so when the oldster happened to be the mother of his mate. Still, the perturbed bull was compelled to try. ‘She shouldn't have to go through the ordeal alone, Balticea,’ he contended.
'My daughter has our support,’ stated the matron, ‘but she must undertake this act alone.'
'Surely you could make an exception in Beliann's case,’ Rosade interjected on Sorrin's behalf.
'No Healer. Tradition cannot be circumvented.'
'She has suffered the disappointment of so many failed clutches already,’ argued Rosade. ‘To have Sorrin at her side will give her much-needed moral strength.'
The Grand Matriarch was not swayed. ‘If anything, Beliann must exemplify our ways. How would it look to the herd if their future leader flaunted custom just to allay personal fears? Longstanding practice has it that an egg-mother alone is the first to greet her hatchlings. I'll not defy that, even for Beliann.'
Sorrin glowered at his mother-in-law. ‘Sometimes you're as cold-hearted as a Killjaw,’ he accused.
'Sorrin! That's uncalled for.'
'It's all right, Rosade,’ soothed Balticea. ‘I've been called worse. I am not unfeeling, merely practical.'
The trio resumed their silent vigil over the Grand Matriarch's daughter.
Secretly, Balticea fervently wished otherwise but protocol was unalterable. Thunderfoot ritual was being observed by the attendance of the egg-father and both herd healer and leader on this special occasion. But as her dam, Balticea was inherently more than Beliann's chief. She was herself a worried mother desperate to offer her child comfort. Bound by matriarchal constraints, the stalwart old cow could only respond stiltedly in her capacity as the ruling Thunderfoot.
Rosade sympathised with her friend and leader while she gazed compassionately at Beliann struggling through the sea of mud. No Thunderfoot, other than the Grand Matriarch, better appreciated the mounting pressure their race was under to survive than she did. The ancestral Thunderfeet, once a thriving species, were nowadays being supplanted by the swelling herds of rival Shieldhorns and Duckbills. Little did the inoffensive giants know that they bore demoralising witness to their inescapable extinction in the face of unbeatable competition from newer models. The growing incidence of infertile clutches dug out by fretting mothers was making matters worse still. The healer was increasingly presiding over non-events in the Hatching Circle, and Beliann was not exempt from such heartache. Her current clutch was the swan song of yet another dismal laying season, and Beliann's ninth attempt in as many years to rear a brood. Aside from her and Sorrin's yearning to parent a family, the leader's daughter was under the unspoken obligation to produce her own heir to the vaunted matriarchship. Tradition only kept Thunderfoot society from collapsing entirely in the face of such calamitous times, a fact that compelled Balticea to adhere to convention with even greater strictness.
The watchful Thunderfeet waited for over an hour in the downpour, their uneasiness building to unbearable levels with still no sign of emergent life from the glade's centre.
True to reptilian form, these oversize lizards communally laid 100 football-sized eggs each in shallow, soil-covered trenches rather than giving birth to live young. Incubated by the warmth the covering layer of dirt generated, the developing infants were protected from egg-stealers by a solitary adult who diligently guarded the vital nests day and night. Hatching from their leathery cocoons twelve weeks thereafter, the newborn Thunderfoot would struggle to the surface to be welcomed by their mother, who instinctively knew the exact moment her offspring were due to emerge. The dam would then shepherd her brood to a collective nursery in the thickest part of the forest where the bulkier meat-eaters could not reach the tiny, defenceless hatchlings safe and secure in the impenetrable undergrowth. A season or two would pass before the fast-growing yearlings were of respectable size to join the adults of the herd that was always within earshot.
'Where are the hatchlings? They're overdue’ muttered Sorrin. His eagerness for fatherhood had not waned despite nine seasons of letdowns.
As if answering her mate's call for action, the mud at Beliann's enormous feet moved slightly. Sorrin's cow backed carefully away and lowered her head to examine the sticky ground. The ooze moved again.
'Look!’ Rosade exclaimed excitedly.
A tiny snout suddenly poked through the muddy ground. It was followed a heartbeat later by the rest of the head as the hatchling pushed upwards to survey its storm-tossed world with the infantile air of innocence. Beliann gently nuzzled her wide-eyed offspring, triggering the baby Thunderfoot to fully haul itself free from its underground nest. The attentive cow began licking the mud from the bandy-legged hatchling's soft hide, cementing the formative mother-child bond so critical in the precious few minutes following parturition.
'Mother, she's a girl!’ Beliann delightedly proclaimed to the Grand Matriarch after finishing grooming her infant daughter.
Balticea heaved a sigh of relief. The unbroken matriarchal lineage of her family line was to remain intact. The elderly cow squinted. ‘Are there any others?’ she enquired. Though her mind remained sharp as a thorn, Balticea's eyesight was progressively failing.
Beliann fussily scanned the unmoving mud about her and sadly shook her head, her joyfulness tempered now by a measure of solemnity.
'I can see no more hatchlings, Grand Matriarch,’ confirmed Rosade.
'Very well. Sorrin, you are free to join your mate. Rosade, examine my granddaughter if you will. I want to be sure that she is a healthy calf.'
The healer and bull did as both were bidden. Sorrin rubbed his neck affectionately along Beliann's flank and stared adoringly at the three-foot long hatchling sheltering from the inclement weather beneath her prideful mother's vast underside. She was a perfect replica of the adults, if only being a scant fraction of their enormous size. Rosade congratulated the happy pair before passing her appraising gaze over the youngster. ‘Well done, you two. She appears to be in good health,’ pronounced the healer. ‘Except...'
'For what?’ Balticea hurriedly asked.
'You had better come and see for yourself.'
Balticea trudged across the rain-splattered mud as the new parents strained to see what aspect of their calf's appearance concerned the healer so. The Grand Matriarch viewed her granddaughter through narrowed, rheumy eyes and gasped. While in every other respect she was an unblemished, if tinier, copy of her beaming folks, the hatchling bore a roughly star-shaped smudge of white on the baggy skin above her eyes. ‘She's disfigured!’ spat the old cow.
Beliann, turning her bulk to shield her stigmatised daughter, snapped defensively, ‘She's beautiful, mother.'
The leader's hurtful comment was a natural, if unforgivable, reaction. Thunderfeet were undeniably proud of their unrivalled bulk and placed great emphasis on bodily perfection. Birthmarks and severer physical deformities were not tolerated in a society where perfect size was applauded. Imperfection was dealt with swiftly and cruelly. In times not so long past a rejected hatchling would have been abandoned in the perilous woods to suffer a lonely death from starvation or roving predators. Attitudes, altered by dire circumstances, had all but eliminated that barbaric aspect of Thunderfoot herd life. Faced with shrinking numbers, enlightened matriarchs now discarded impromptu death sentences on flawed calves in favour of a leniency built upon the premise that every live hatchling was needed to bolster diminishing herd strength. Age-old prejudices were notoriously hard to banish though, and not even matriarchal decree was enough to entirely stamp out the antiquated bigotry. Occasional instances of abandonment still occurred. Beliann's daughter therefore faced an uphill struggle for herd acceptance from the very start.
'We'll not desert our daughter,’ Sorrin rumbled warningly to Balticea, joining his mate in protecting their mildly deformed offspring. ‘I'll battle you if I have to.'
Rosade stiffened. The Grand Matriarch was herself unconcerned by the parental threat. ‘Oh, don't be so melodramatic, Sorrin. You always were headstrong as a calf. I guess that's what appealed most to me when selecting you as Beliann's mate. Your stubborn streak matched my daughter's own obstinacy. However, the pair of you are over-reacting. My granddaughter's standing in the herd will not be affected by her unsightly blot. She is of my blood and one day will lead her fellows. They'll afford her the customary respect or face my wrath.'
Sorrin smiled grimly and backed down. None dared tangle with the formidable Balticea, with the notable exception of her belligerent son-in-law of course.
Balticea regarded her heir. ‘A name for your daughter, Beliann, would be appropriate about now.'
The bolt literally came out of the blue, were it not for the grey thunderclouds overhead. Dazzling electrical fire engulfed the glade as the lightning fork grounded itself in the Hatching Circle. The stunned reptiles reflexively shied away from the searing flash that mercifully lasted only a split second, but nonetheless heated the surrounding air a thousand-fold before dissipating. Burned and temporarily blinded, the Thunderfeet recoiled from the acoustic impact of the thunderous shock wave that followed. An eerie stillness settled over the hammered clearing and the patter of raindrops became louder.
'Is everyone all right?’ Balticea asked hoarsely. She grimaced. Even the air tasted fried.
'Shaken, and with an awfully bad case of sunburn, but alive,’ groaned Rosade, her infamous dry sense of humour intact. “What was that?'
'Sky-fire, I think,’ Sorrin groggily postulated. ‘Beliann, are you and the baby alright?’ An alarming silence was the only reply to the bull's query. A frantic note of worry tinged Sorrin's second call as the sightless and disoriented male stumbled about. ‘Beliann, answer me!'
Balticea sniffed the statically charged air and wrinkled her snout in further disgust. Although Thunderfoot nasal passages were less developed than their predatory cousins, they served the plant-eaters well enough to differentiate scents, and the overpowering stench of charred flesh assaulted the Grand Matriarch's nostrils placed level ahead of her unseeing eyes. With a gut-wrenching realisation, she knew that what she smelt was more than singed hide. Balticea blinked away stinging tears as temporary blindness gave way to a harsh light dotted by indistinct blurs representing trees, her standing colleagues and the downed body of her daughter splayed on the muddy ground before her.
'Rosade, can you see well enough to tend my daughter?'
'I believe so, Grand Matriarch.'
'Then do so quickly.'
Sorrin's heart sank. ‘Balticea, is Beliann badly injured?'
'We don't yet know, Sorrin. Be patient.'
'And my daughter?'
Making use of her more substantial bulk, the Grand Matriarch blocked the smaller bull from going to his mate's side now that his sight was improving. ‘Let Rosade see for herself,’ she commanded.
The healer shook her head to speed up her recovery, ignoring the pain of her own wounds. The shadowy bulk lying in the mud rapidly gained definition until Rosade was mortified to view Beliann's smoking corpse. She hurried over to inspect her patient. A feeble groan issued from the fallen cow during the cursory examination.
'She's alive!’ Sorrin cried out, pushing past Balticea.
Rosade tore her smarting eyes away from the horribly smouldering Thunderfoot at the squelching footfalls of the approaching bull. Sorrin had fared better than his mate but was still a mess. His burnt skin was patterned with ugly blisters, the affected scales peeling off outright in patches, and his eyes were misty and glazed. The healer and matriarch looked equally worse for wear.
'Is there any hope of recovery?’ Balticea pointedly asked Rosade.
'None, I'm afraid. Beliann is dying.'
Sorrin whimpered piteously. The staunch Grand Matriarch closed her eyes in resignation, showing no other sign of emotion. There were times when the healer's normally appreciated candour cut bitingly to the bone.
'The calf!’ Balticea remembered, snapping her eyes open.
Rosade stepped around the distraught bull and pulled up short. The hatchling miraculously still lived and was unscathed, although plainly dazed. Her mother's bulk had taken the full force of the terrible lightning strike and shielded the vulnerable infant from harm. ‘Your granddaughter is alive and well, if not a little thunderstruck,’ she called back to the Grand Matriarch.
'Thank the Originator,’ Balticea murmured under her breath.
'Sorrin?’ croaked Beliann, gasping for breath.
'I'm here, my love.’ He inched closer to his scorched cow and gingerly nuzzled her shuddering neck. Beliann answered with a moan of excruciating pain and Sorrin backed away, casting an imploring gaze Rosade's way. ‘Is there nothing you can do for her?’ he pleaded.
Tears welled in the healer's eyes as she regrettably said, ‘I'm so sorry.’ Beliann's only comfort was the damp weather, for the steady rainfall was cooling the stricken cow's horrific burns.
'I don't want to die,’ lamented Beliann, her body convulsing uncontrollably as shock took hold.
Balticea interceded. ‘Be strong, my child,’ she urged. ‘You have the blood of generations of matriarchs coursing through you. Draw your strength from them.'
Sorrin was about to decry the Grand Matriarch's utter coldness when his mate underwent a profound change. Beliann's body stiffened then relaxed and her laboured breathing grew easier, although she continued to wheeze terribly. Her imperious mother's words had had the desired effect. ‘I wish to see my daughter,’ the fatally struck cow requested.
Balticea nodded to Rosade and the healer revived the bewildered calf, gently nudging her along Beliann's roasted length. The hatchling's burnt and blistered dam raised her uncooked head with an effort. The infant Thunderfoot sensed her mother's distress and grew frightened. Beliann cooed reassuringly to her in a throaty rumble and the placated calf nestled against her trembly snout. ‘My lovely little girl. I'll not get the chance to see you grow up.'
'I can't raise her without you, Beliann,’ sobbed Sorrin, moving closer to his family unit.
'You must, beloved.’ Beliann grimaced. To talk, even to breathe was indescribably painful due to her seared lungs and throat. ‘Sorrin, I am not long for this forest. I can do nothing more for our daughter except give her my parting gift.’ A fit of coughing racked the fading cow.
Sorrin inched nearer to his mate once her frightful hacking subsided. ‘What is that, love?'
'To name her is my dying wish,’ rasped Beliann. ‘She is to be called Bronte.'
'A fittingly strong name,’ approved Balticea.
Beliann's vision began to cloud, but she saw still the mountain-like figure of her aloof dam standing apart from them, momentarily backlit by a distant flash in the roiling heavens. Balticea somehow seemed invincible, even immortal. ‘Mother, I gave us our next Matriarch,’ she proudly said.
'You have done well, my daughter.'
Her last vestige of strength ebbing, Beliann said to no one in particular, ‘Mark my words. Bronte is meant for greatness. Her birthstar tells me so.’ She rested her head on the pillowing mud.
'Beliann, don't go!’ cried Sorrin. ‘Please stay with me. I can't live without you.'
'We will meet again, beloved,’ avowed Beliann, closing her eyes. ‘Promise to look after Bronte. My memory shall live through her.’ She heaved a mammoth, rattling sigh and lay deathly still.
'She has departed for the Spirit Forest,’ Rosade gravely pronounced. A faraway rumble of thunder emphasised the healer's sad declaration.
Unwilling to acknowledge the obvious, the Thunderfeet stood about in awkward disbelief. It was the uncomprehending hatchling that broke the pensive silence by announcing her hunger with a demanding squeak. Dragged from her reverie by the insistent call for food, Balticea took charge with her familiar authoritative brusqueness.
'Rosade, escort the calf to the nursery. Sorrin is in no fit state to usher his daughter anywhere at this time.’ The Grand Matriarch eyed the sorrowful bull, his head and neck hanging dejectedly over Beliann's corpse. ‘Besides, he has a ritual to conduct,’ she flatly added.
'Who will mother Bronte later in life, after she rejoins the herd?’ the healer asked, herding the hatchling cow away from her dead mother. Patient care extended to offspring and, as every biased female knew, bulls made lousy solo parents.
'I shall decide that come morning.’ Balticea glanced stonily at the stormy skies. It had been a sleepless, harrowing night and dawn was not far off.
'You're not thinking of raising Bronte yourself?’ queried Rosade.
The wizened ruler sighed. ‘I'm too old to run about after a lively infant. For now, I'll entrust my granddaughter's future care to a foster cow. However, I will oversee Bronte's upbringing as often as my matriarchal duties allow.'
'Might I make a suggestion then?'
'By all means, Rosade. I value your advice.'
'Dorna and Tyron spring to mind as the best candidates. They hatched half a clutch this season and will provide brothers and sisters for Bronte to grow up with.'
Balticea considered the recommendation before rejecting it. ‘That pair already has their brood to raise. One more or less won't make a difference to them. Florella is a better proposal for fostering.'
'She's only recently widowed, Grand Matriarch.'
'True enough, but Florella has the makings of an excellent mother. Her maternal instincts are strong and in need of an outlet.'
'As you command, Balticea.'
'You disagree?'
The healer frowned. ‘Florella is still in mourning for her mate.'
'Caring for a juvenile should ease her through the grief process of losing her bull to those accursed Killjaws. As for Bronte having company, she'll enjoy a blissful season in the crèche alongside the older hatchlings.’ Rosade hesitated taking the hungry youngster away to the nursery. ‘Was there something else?’ pressed Balticea.
Rosade struggled to find the appropriate words. In the end she gave up and could only say, ‘I'm sorry I could not save Beliann.'
The Grand Matriarch softened ever so slightly. ‘Don't blame yourself. My daughter was beyond your help.’ Hardening up again, she commanded, ‘Go now and see to my wishes.'
The aggrieved healer rumbled her assent, adding comfortingly before leaving, ‘Beliann was right, you know. She continues living on through Bronte even now.'
Balticea had not the heart to respond with her true feelings that a parent should not outlive its child. She watched Rosade usher Bronte from the Hatching Circle, the calf warily approaching the puddles of rainwater dotting the soaked earth flooring the glade before playfully jumping around or splashing through the muddy pools. It seemed impossible to imagine the hopes of an entire Thunderfoot herd resting upon that one carefree infant.
The rainy night began to clear as the worst of the squall was blown eastwards by a blustering wind. A gentle downpour caressed the already sodden forestland, marking the anti-climactic end to the receding storm. A mournful rumble of lament echoed through the wood, rising in pitch and loudness to terminate in a shrill keening that bade the departing tempest farewell.
The Grand Matriarch grew sullen. She had listened to the sorrowing Death Wail of the Thunderfeet too many times during her century-long stewardship of her band. Sorrin was announcing the passing of his mate to the woodland inhabitants, as well as calling for the heavenly host in the Spirit Forest to welcome the new arrival into their celestial herd. The dutiful bull would stay at his dead cow's side over the next few hours to keep the carrion feeders off her cooling and stiffening carcass, thereby ensuring her soul safe passage to the afterlife. Only the unfailing appearance of the keen-nosed, larger predators would finally drive Sorrin from his unenviable vigil.
Balticea steeled herself. It would be unseemly for the Grand Matriarch to be reduced to a blubbering wreck in front of her juniors when informing them of her immediate heir's demise after they awoke at daybreak. She would grieve some time later in private when the only witnesses to her unbridled tears were the uncaring trees. Donning her impervious emotional armour that came with leadership, Balticea plodded heavy-hearted from the clearing that normally hosted new life, only to now personally embody death. On this fateful night she had been simultaneously blessed with joyfulness and cursed with tragedy.
Burying her conflicting feelings, the aged cow trod the path of inevitability. Life went on.
* * * *The nighttime downpour was unrelenting.
Less than 100 miles east of the Hatching Circle the dark storm clouds scudded from over the timberland onto the sprawling plain of Fernwalk, soaking the expanse of windswept fronds with their heavy curtain of moisture. Yet even the howling gale and torrential rain could not drown out the commotion made by the thousands-strong gathering of reptiles congregating dismally beneath the furious onslaught of the tempest. Pressed against the edge of the wooded blend of deciduous and evergreen boles heaved a raucous throng of Duckbills crowded haphazardly amid innumerable dark mounds blotting the flatland like an unsightly affliction. This noisome place was just one of the many breeding grounds of the gregarious hadrosaurs, for although they frequented the forest depths, the bipedal, duckbilled plant-eaters favoured open spaces for the hatching and rearing of their young. They subsequently sited their elaborately constructed dome-shaped nests on the verge of the treeless plain, never straying too far from the safety of their woodland haunt.
This particular colony of clamouring adults squabbling over nesting sites happened to be a breeding colony of crest-less Duckbills, for this newest and more numerous of the plant-eating dinosaurs was divided into two distinct families—those crowned with crests and those unadorned. Forty feet in length and weighing three and a half tons, this species was the largest amongst their brethren and wore the uniform colouration of their many-branched family, a lemony underside offset by a lime green body marked with irregular splotches of tan running along the back and flanks. Devoid of the ornate helmet and snorkel-shaped headgear enabling their crested cousins to produce a myriad of complex hoots and bellows, these plainer Duckbills nevertheless vocalised with equal loudness. They sported a distinguishing flap of crimson skin sitting atop a lengthened muzzle flattening into the broad beak that gave rise to their generic name. When inflated the bulbous nose sac acted as a resonator, so that the distinctive calls of the reptiles defied even the loudest rumblings of the thundering storm. Mingling with the chirping of the hatching broods, the honking adults turned the entire breeding colony into a vibrant cacophony of sonorous cries.
A single cow was strangely quiet, at odds to her rowdy neighbours. She was perched atop her mound, head cocked to one side while she listened intently for the first faint sounds of life stirring within the six-foot wide dome of vegetation beneath her. Nineteen eggs had been incubating for the past eleven weeks in a bowl-shaped depression scooped out by the broody female and lined with ferns collected by her partnering bull. Covered with an insulating layer of foliage, the clutch was protected from egg-robbers by the vigilant parents who took alternate turns between guarding the nest and foraging in the nearby forest. Her lifelong mate was returning from one such foray now.
'Any signs of life yet, Vetta?’ the bull enquired, striding from the shadowy timberline. The pair had managed to win a prime location this nesting season, building their mound on the edge of the plain and backing against their wooded domain. Aside from providing a handy escape route in case danger threatened, the reassuring proximity of the trees bestowed easy access to and from feeding grounds.
'Shush, Laff. I'm trying to listen.
The bull strode to a halt before their nest and dropped to all fours. Despite his cow being a seasoned breeder, she fretted so before her eggs hatched. ‘I'll relieve you for a while,’ he offered. ‘You've not eaten since the Life-giver rose.'
Vetta shot an annoying glance at the sunless night sky, the swirling clouds intermittently lit by lightning flashes and the drumming of their companion thunderclaps. ‘Between the noise of the storm and our honking neighbours, I'll be lucky to hear any darned thing.'
'Vetta, go and browse,’ insisted Laff. ‘I'll keep an ear out for the younglings.'
'Maybe later. I've got a feeling they're going to call out very soon.'
Laff smiled indulgently. His scatter-brained cow had a skittish nature, but none could fault her dedication to motherhood.
A muffled chirrup issued from within the mound of decaying plant matter. ‘There, I told you!’ Vetta honked emphatically. She eagerly began excavating the nest with her forefeet to carefully reveal the eggs. Laff joined her in straddling the mound and together they expectantly watched as the first of their new brood emerged from the precious ovals of white.
'Hah! They're all bulls,’ beamed Laff, minutely scrutinising their hatching offspring.
Temperature played a crucial role in determining the sexing of Duckbill young. An overly warm nest produced males, while a cooler mound reversed the gender assigning process to make the clutch all female. This simplistic adaptation of reptilian biology ensured an even ratio of bull and cow juveniles to repopulate the herds despite the apparent randomness of the process.
Vetta did well to hide her disappointment. Last year's brood had been the same and she missed mothering a dozen or more daughters. However, as she looked downward at the chirping hatchlings scurrying about her and Laff's feet, the cow's parental instincts kicked in and she began to meticulously groom the nearest of the infant bulls.
'That's queer,’ remarked Laff.
His mate stopped licking that particular calf and looked up concernedly. ‘What's wrong?'
'The last egg hasn't hatched.'
Vetta peered nervously into the opened nest. Sure enough the nineteenth egg was unbroken. Infertile eggs were not uncommon, although normally an entire clutch failed, not just a single example. Suddenly aware of its importance to the interested parents, the egg began to wobble. A crack appeared in the smooth shell and before long a tiny head poked out of the oval casing.
'Oh, he's just a latecomer,’ laughed the relieved cow. The blinking calf wore a comical expression on his face, heightened by the ludicrous eggshell cap atop his head.
Laff studied the infant. ‘There's something different about this one. He's not like his brothers.’ The siring bull nosed his newest son, knocking off his askew headpiece and splitting apart the remaining shell to free the newborn. A peculiar birthmark in the likeness of a starburst adorned the youngster's forehead.
'He's different all right,’ agreed Vetta. In the absence of daughterly cows to mother, she instantly adopted this specially marked male as her favourite. ‘He's a funny little fellow. I think I'll call him Chappy. Any objections, Laff?'
'Not one. Now will you please go and feed.'
Vetta finally assented to her mate's urging to leave and forage. ‘When I return I'll bring some choice tidbits of greenery to feed our brood,’ she called back to him before disappearing into the adjacent woodland.
The Duckbill bull settled into the scooped out mound and his sons immediately started clambering over their large, patient father. The hatchlings would remain nest-bound and diligently fed by their parents in shifts for the following four weeks until they were of sufficient size to mingle with the herd. Laff and Vetta would then relinquish all parenting responsibilities for their offspring in favour of communal life, where the calves would loosely form groups based on age. More often than not they would attach their bands to the fringe of bunched yearlings from the previous breeding season to learn the all-important survival skills by imitating adult behaviour.
'You're certainly a character,’ Laff said of Chappy, pleasured by his offbeat calf's antics. The bull with the birthmark was playfully chasing his own tail while his brothers busied themselves annoying their sire.
The fatherly bull became pensive. Duckbills were renowned in the saurian kingdom for their excitability, much as the Thunderfeet were for sobriety and the Shieldhorns for aggressiveness. Laff was the exception to the rule, for he was a studious thinker and contemplated his aberrant son. While Duckbills were indifferent to physical oddities, the disfigured calf did present a certain strangeness. Laff identified with that label and as a result perhaps bonded closer with this one hatchling than his siblings. Without knowing why, he intuited that what distinguished Chappy from his nest-mates was more than simple appearance. The specially marked hatchling's uniqueness was more than skin-deep. This strikingly individual son of his was primed from egg-release to lead a groundbreaking life. He sensed it.
The rainstorm continued its easterly course over the sopping fernland, drenching the already waterlogged prehistoric landscape further, as a gradual lightening of the cloudy skies heralded the oncoming of a misty dawn. Instinct warmed Laff that he was witnessing only the start of the rains. In two to three months, when the new hatchlings were strong enough to travel, the Duckbill herds would heed their racial urges and migrate along the western coastline of the mid-continental seaway dividing the landmass to winter in the bountiful northern summer. But for now he was content to watch his boisterous young at carefree play, happy in the knowledge that his cow would soon be back to satiate the hunger they were working up.


Chapter TwoThe stoicism of space was broken.
Three days had elapsed since the awesome detonation of a ruinous force had split the giant asteroid asunder and sent its marred bulk reeling into the starry depths. The field of astral rocks remained in a state of utter turmoil, continuously smashing against one another as they aimlessly tumbled in paths of unending collision.
Centred amidst this ring of gyrating and crashing stellar boulders hung the Neptune-sized planet, forever revolving around the dimming star in its lonely orbit. Miraculously left untouched by the random destructiveness surrounding it, the solitary biosphere seemed abnormally tranquil in comparison to the turbulent asteroid belt. Devoid of natural satellites, the moonless world did however play parent to dozens of metallic structures locked into geostationary orbit high in its upper atmosphere. Fashioned by artificial means, these glinting cylinders of featureless silver, some measuring two miles in length and 400 feet in diameter, were themselves host to a swarm of thirteen-mile-long solar arrays that powered the gigantic habitat drums. In all, close to fifty objects drifted serenely above the mosaic of alien ocean and land patterned abstractly 22,000 miles below.
A tiny globe of gleaming metal detached itself from one of the orbiting stations, emerging from a small circular port on the curved underside to slowly arc upwards in a steep ascent away from the cylindrical hulk dwarfing it. When barely a thousand feet separated the glossy ball from the huge edifice it came to an abrupt halt, engulfed by a cone of translucent bluish light emanating from the mother station to hold it suspended in uncertain limbo.
The starsphere was exquisitely perfect in shape, its globular configuration flawlessly rounded and glabrous. Scarcely more than nine feet in diameter, the orb's polished metallic exterior appeared seamless. No joints of any description marred the shiny, spherical hull.
Lingering only a moment longer, the starsphere broke free of the restraining tractor beam to resume its upward momentum. The ball hurriedly climbed further into the extremes of the planet's dying atmosphere, spurred on by the hasty approach of a pair of larger spheroids of silver reflected in its mirrored surface following their emergence from the very portal their smallish stable-mate had exited from a minute earlier. Swinging left of the enormous cylinder, the escaping globe rapidly gathered speed and left the atmospheric confines of the world below to enter the frictionless envelope of star-studded space. The unexpected approach of a third silvery orb blocking its planned route prompted the speeding starsphere to veer onto a new course. Flying back on to its original track, the targeted space-faring ball narrowly missed colliding with its two immediate pursuers before once more gaining the freedom of unobstructed space by sharply executing a right-angle turn possible only in a gravity-free environment. But once again the fleeing craft found its escape cut off by the unswerving advance of a fourth chaser rising menacingly from the planet itself.
A radio transmission abruptly crackled through the soundless black. ‘Pilot, this is B-Space Authority. You are again ordered to cut your engine and hold your current position to await towage back to ComConSat Forty-Two. This is a directive from the Prime Council itself. Comply or things will be worse for you.'
The anonymous being piloting the renegade starsphere responded to the terse command to halt with unabashed irreverence—he blew a raspberry in reply.
'I am instructed to forcibly detain you, G-66,’ said the persistent caller. ‘By this very act of theft you are in clear violation of the First Principle. Desist immediately and return to base.’ When no compliance was forthcoming, the Controller authorised the use of necessary force. ‘Sigma-Delta Response, ready grid trap and vector on target.'
Forming into a precise square, the quartet of tailing globes became linked together by an intricate latticework of flickering energy beams and flew in perfect unison, poised to cast themselves over their evasive companion like a fisherman's thrown net. The flier of the stolen orb took the only option remaining to him and aimed his craft for the vortex that was the disrupted asteroid field. It was an impromptu move the harrying starspheres did not anticipate, their reckless quarry taking them totally by surprise as he zoomed out of range. The stunned hunters recovered in an instant to renew their chase with unwavering determination. Still the errant starship sped on. The tracking spheres increased their pace, confident that the flight of their game was coming to a foreseeable end. No rational being would fly into the ringed wall of spinning rocks lying ahead.
The rogue pilot monitored his would-be captors nearing, but did not slow as expected. Instead he heedlessly plunged his starsphere into the wheel of swirling asteroids. The fleeing globe wove its crazy way through the confusing jumble of bouncing rocks under the expert guiding hands of its daring pilot. Executing snap evasive maneuvers that should have warped and split the rigid metalled hull, the starsphere relied on the cushioning effect of its force shield to maintain structural integrity and deflect the impacts of the smaller rocks it could not dodge.
The four orbs doggedly hounding their slighter counterpart pressed on, but were not as fortunate in their passage through the maze of agitated boulders. Snaring a bulky rock in their readied energy grid, the spheres were brought to an immediate halt and spun wildly out of control because of the unplanned capture. The two leading globes careened into one another and exploded in a ruinous fireball, shredding the net. With their connection severed, the two surviving balls were thrown apart in opposite directions by the sudden release. One of them shot clear of the eddying rocks and dived out of sight towards the planet, but his luckless wingman was ejected into the heart of the belt to crash sickeningly into a planetoid. Rebounding off the colossal stone, the spherical craft was wrapped in an angry cocoon of electrical discharge spelling untold damage. Crippled and powerless, it was buffeted by the flow of churning rocks and soon lost to view, the wreckage becoming just another rolling piece of astral rubble.
Whether by sheer luck or exceptionally skilled navigation, the lone starsphere zigzagging through the rocky turbulence slipped into the serene, empty reaches of space on the far side of the belt. Distanced enough from the bantam planetary system, the compact ship engaged its unimaginably powerful stardrive and promptly vanished from sight and sensor trace. Accelerating to over half the speed of light, it was propelled through the dark stellar vastness at an incomprehensible 100,000 miles per second. Plotting a parallel course to that taken by the charging Earth-bound asteroid half a week earlier, the sphere's fugitive occupant switched the piloting of his craft over to automated systems and relaxed.
The trek of the Saviour had begun.


Chapter Three'Bronte, where are you off to?'
The adolescent Thunderfoot cow stopped in her tracks and swung her massive neck in answer to the pointed question. The treeless fernland was unbearably hot beneath the late summer sun blazing from a cloudless afternoon sky painted a brilliant wash of cerulean. The cooling shade of the adjoining forest beckoned strongly to the immature female. Eight years had passed since the stormy night of her hatching and Balticea's granddaughter had grown into a typically rebellious teenager. ‘I'm only going deeper into the wood to look for food, Aunty Flo.'
'What's wrong with feeding with the rest of the herd, young lady?’ her guardian bluntly asked, motioning at the two dozen Thunderfeet scattered on the timberline of Mother Forest with a flick of her smallish head.
'Nothing, I suppose,’ Bronte replied sullenly, ‘only there is tastier greenery in the forest that only I can reach. The horsetails out here are brown and tough. Poor fare for a growing teen.’ The elder cow was unmoved by the plea, so Bronte added suggestively, ‘I promise not to wander far.'
Florella sighed despairingly. ‘You know your grandmother frowns upon you entering the forest alone because—'
'I'm the sole heir to her matriarchy and shouldn't put myself in danger. I know all that. I'll be careful.'
'Balticea's going to have my hide,’ muttered her aunt.
Bronte took that as ‘yes’ and ambled away into the pines without further ado, a happy bounce to her thundering steps.
'Make sure you're back before nightfall, or we'll both be answering to the Grand Matriarch,’ Florella called after her. ‘And watch out for Killjaws! She'll never forgive me if you get eaten.’ She then reared on her hind legs and, bracing her forefeet on the trunk of an unlucky fir, used her bulk to topple over the tree to reach the understorey of succulent ferns sprouting in its shadow. In this way the Thunderfeet routinely cleared the woodland and extended the flatland that supported the steadily changing ecosystem.
Bronte plodded gaily through the sun-dappled conifers, treading a worn path regularly used by the forest denizens. At nearly forty feet in length she was approaching sexual maturity and the adult size when she would no longer be able to move through the treed landscape with ease. For now though, Bronte luxuriated in the freedom denied her bulkier oldsters. Humming quietly to herself, the carefree cow enjoyed the pleasantries of the waning day. Sparrow-sized prehistoric birds bedecked in colourful plumage flitted overhead amongst the branches, twittering merrily. Insects buzzed between the flowering shrubs that had recently appeared and were fast becoming the dominant vegetation, pollinating the white, funnel-shaped magnolia blossoms. It was turning into a glorious evening.
She came across a stand of cycads and nibbled on the tough, abrasive foliage. Possessing weak jaws and peg-like teeth, the Thunderfeet were, like the majority of dinosaur species, incapable of chewing and so swallowed food whole. Bronte expertly stripped the fronds and the plant matter passed down her gullet into a gizzard lined with gastroliths. These ‘stomach stones', pebbles deliberately consumed by the mammoth herbisaurs, pulverised the digesting plant material in a perpetual grinding action set in motion by the powerful contractions of the muscular bag. The material then passed down the lengthy gut to be further digested by microbes. Sauropods were essentially then walking fermentation vats with copious flatulence the embarrassing byproduct. On top of that, the ‘gastric storms’ raging in their active stomachs produced a ceaseless rumbling that often embarrassingly interrupted conversations.
Having cropped her fill, Bronte moved further into the conifer wood, depositing in her wake a quarter ton of fertilising dung on the forest floor. She strayed farther than she intended to and found herself entering a progressively changeful forestscape from the one her forebears knew. Pines, firs and redwoods were now becoming established alongside the traditional cycad and gingko stands, as was the new broadleaf vegetation. Oak, maple and sycamore trees spread in profusion, while the flower-bearing bushes increasingly superseded the fern undergrowth. This, the unseen hand of evolution, also shaped the future of the Thunderfeet. They, in turn, were being squeezed out by smaller, more adaptable species of plant-eating reptiles and were unknowingly the last of their breed.
A throaty bellow sounded up ahead and Bronte froze. Was that a Killjaw roaring? She stood ready to shuffle away, for her elephantine kind could not run, when a four-legged form slid noiselessly from the afternoon shadows to confront her. ‘Chappy!’ she exclaimed irritably. ‘You scared me half to death.'
The Duckbill bull came onto his hind legs to greet the Thunderfoot cow on an equal footing and snorted. ‘You should see the expression on your snout, Bron. How did you like my impression of a Killjaw call? I sure had you fooled.'
'I guessed it was you all along,’ retorted the cow. ‘It sounded more like the tortured cry of a lovesick Shieldhorn.'
Chappy broke into raucous laughter. ‘Whoever said Thunderfeet don't have a sense of humour.'
Bronte levelled a disapproving stare at the chortling Duckbill but quickly joined in his infectious chuckling. She found it nigh impossible to stay mad at her clownish friend for long and the hilarity of his trick was plain enough. ‘What are you doing all the way out here?’ she enquired.
'Following you. You took your sweet time getting away from the herd. We were supposed to meet at midday.'
'It's harder now. Grandmother watches me like a Lizardwing.'
Chappy honked in disgust. Balticea was a continuous thorn in the foot of their friendship.
The pair had been firm pals since calfhood, when the outgoing bull yearling had one day wandered from his mob and stumbled across the hidden Thunderfoot nursery. The wayward Duckbill had been promptly shooed away by the guardian adult, only to worm his way back into the crèche time and time again. Plainly fascinated by the Thunderfeet children, he entertained them with his mischievous antics and was begrudgingly permitted to visit by the overseeing cows, particularly Florella who appreciated the budding closeness between the outgoing, rascally bull and her shy foster daughter. Chappy had struck up an instant rapport with the likewise disfigured female calf, the two drawn together by their unusual birthmarks. They say opposites attract and it was true in this case. He was day to Bronte's night, his maddeningly cheery disposition offset by her introverted nature. It was a seemingly oddball relationship that worked until Balticea's recent interference. The Grand Matriarch had stepped in when she deemed their fellowship improper and banned Bronte outright from consorting with the Duckbill. Chappy smirked. Since when did teenagers do what adults told them to?
'Balticea can't keep us apart forever,’ he mused.
'Yes she can. At least as long as she remains herd leader.'
Chappy deflated his nose sac in resignation. ‘And your grandmother's probably going to live for eternity out of sheer spite.'
'Don't be silly,’ chided Bronte. ‘When I do become Matriarch I'll make sure you are welcome anytime.'
'Have I missed something, Bron? Last I heard your fellow Thunderfeet still treat you like an outcast and freak. They'll never accept you as their leader.'
Bronte immediately became downcast.
Chappy could have stepped on his own tail for his insensitivity. He understood the cow's questionable standing in the herd was a sore point for her. Bronte needed mirth now. The bull dropped to all fours and, burying his flat muzzle in the pine needles carpeting the forest floor, exhaled sharply to blow a fountain of trodden vegetation skywards. Bronte could not help herself and spontaneously giggled at the ridiculous sight of the rust-coloured geyser.
Wiping the soil from his bill with his forefeet, Chappy resumed his bipedal stance and tactfully changed subjects. ‘Have you seen much of Sorrin lately?'
At mention of her sire Bronte again grew gloomy. Chappy gave a low honk of self-reproach. He would have to extricate his foot from his snout once more.
'I haven't seen father in quite some time. You don't think anything has happened to him?'
The Duckbill dismissed her fears. ‘Sorrin's a tough old stick. I'm sure he's just fine.’ There was a note of uncertainty in Chappy's reply, however. Lone bulls lived a perilous existence devoid of the security offered by herd life and often met with an untimely and gruesome end.
Sorrin had taken Beliann's death harder than even Balticea could have foreseen. Inconsolable, he had initially rejected his cow-calf and forsaken the herd to take up a mournful hermitage, wandering the plains alone burdened with his undying grief. But the parental bond is an unbreakable tie. The absentee bull infrequently returned to the band to check on his daughter's progress, meaning Bronte found it difficult to cope having a sometime father who visited only when it suited him.
'Enough about me,’ Bronte decided. ‘Have you mated yet, Chappy?'
'Bronte!'
'What? It's a perfectly normal question.'
No matter what the time period or the race concerned, all teenagers are preoccupied with sex.
Bronte thought she could see her friend's vivid nose sac redden further and snickered. Chappy was plainly discomfited by her frank query. ‘I'm waiting for your answer,’ she pestered him.
The bull studied the ground beneath his feet very intently and mumbled, ‘I'm not ready for that sort of commitment yet.'
'Phooey! You've been ready for the last three seasons.'
She was right. Duckbills matured faster than Thunderfeet and Chappy was easily now of adult size and temperament to compete for the attentions of an eligible cow. Physically, that is. Emotionally, he was busy enjoying bachelorhood and did not relish the prospect of settling down with a lifetime mate to raise broods. Although there was that cute little cow in the western section of his herd regularly giving him the eye...
'What of you, Bronte? Any thoughts of finding yourself a bull?’ Chappy reckoned the best form of defence was attack.
'Thunderfeet don't work that way.'
Chappy was perplexed. ‘I thought all herds operated the same way. Mating season comes around and all unattached bull suitors try and woo their pick of the fancy-free cows.'
Bronte shook her head in disagreement. ‘Grandmother will choose my mate for me.'
'You're not serious,’ the Duckbill honked incredulously.
'That has been the Thunderfoot way for time immemorial, Chappy. Only the herd matriarch is qualified to judge which bull will best partner what cow and vice versa. She's the perfect matchmaker.'
'The notion of arranged mating is so outdated. Does it actually work?'
'Seems to, although I have no practical experience of it.’ Bronte sighed ruefully. ‘I doubt I ever will.'
'What do you mean by that?'
'Isn't it obvious? Look at me, Chappy. No bull in his right mind will want to mate with a disfigured cow, even if she happens to be the future head of his herd.'
Chappy began to mentally ruminate ... a difficult feat for a rattlebrain Duckbill and one Bronte was sure gave her likable pal a splitting headache every time he thought hard. ‘Aren't Balticea's commands irrefutable?’ he finally expunged.
'Only when they suit me,’ she said with a puckish rumble.
'You aside, the rest of the herd must completely obey her will. True?'
'Yeah.'
'Then a selected bull has no choice but to comply. Problem solved. Balticea will order your mate to love you.'
Bronte was unconvinced. ‘That's hardly flattering for me. How would you like being told you had to love someone?'
'Most unappealing. But then I'm not a Thunderfoot.'
Bronte fumed at having her own tradition thrown back in her snout. She retorted by saying, ‘Your point is irrelative anyway.'
'What relative?’ the Duckbill frowned.
'No, dummy—irrelative. You know, irrelevant.'
'I do humbly apologise for my stupidity.'
Bronte rumbled in reproof. Chappy was not as dull-witted as he made out and was undoubtedly pulling her tail in mischief. ‘As I was saying, my herd has an acute shortage of bachelor bulls. I am destined to be a spinster matriarch.'
'I'm sure Balticea will find a way to see you mated,’ Chappy confidently predicted. ‘That old biddy's the most single-minded reptile I know.'
'A leader has to be,’ rationalised Bronte. ‘At least that's what grandmother preaches. That's why I can't fathom how Duckbill herding functions at all without a defined individual in charge.'
Chappy was unable to supply a satisfactory answer other than, ‘My kind has no need for a controlling cow or bull. Duckbills generally act on an unspoken consensus. We're our own masters.’ The last he said with unabashed pride.
Bronte found the concept of a leaderless life unnatural, yet the cultural differences between her and Chappy only enhanced their illicit friendship. The elongating afternoon shadows graphically reminded the Thunderfoot cow of Florella's emphatic instruction to return to the herd before dark. ‘I've got to go, Chap,’ she announced.
'Another stolen moment comes to an end.'
'You sound bitter.'
The Duckbill gave a long, sad hoot. ‘Our time together is always so short, Bron.'
'If grandmother misses me, we'll have no time to spend with each other at all.'
'We won't shortly anyway. I'll be joining the annual migration soon enough.'
'Must you go?'
'You of all reptiles should understand custom.'
The lengthy trek north was more than mere tradition. Duckbills and Shieldhorns alike responded to the changing seasons on an innate level. It was an irresistible calling to journey that overrode conscious thought. Instinct dictated action far more than whim in the animal kingdom.
'If only you'd been hatched a Thunderfoot bull,’ Bronte idly wished. ‘We'd have been ideal for one another.'
'And have legs like tree trunks? No thanks. Now be off with you before you're late getting back.'
Bronte bade her secret friend farewell and hastened back along the forest path the way she had come. Twilight enveloped the land with its delicate air of duskiness, and the plodding cow became a humungous silhouette in a realm of deepening shadow. Nocturnal insects began their predictable chorus of chirping to welcome the onset of night, increasing Bronte's anxiety to get back to the plains before darkness fell completely. Her worrying made her incautious, and she failed to see a monstrous shade detach itself from the gloom ahead when she was set to cross the shrubby threshold leading onto Fernwalk.
'What have I told you about walking game trails by yourself, daughter.'
Bronte came to a startled halt. ‘Father!'
'You know of another Thunderfoot who calls you that?'
The cow wished so much to greet her sire in the proper manner by rubbing each other's necks, but Sorrin's typical aloofness dissuaded her from such familiarity. She therefore stood uncertainly before him. He looked haggard and far older than his years in spite of the flattering dimness.
The bull continued to chastise his scion. ‘You haven't yet attained the size where you can easily fend of Killjaw attack, Bronte. They are ambush killers. A lone immature cow in the outlying forest presents such hunters with a tempting target.'
'I forgot,’ she muttered.
'You do so at your own peril.'
Bronte resented her father's lecture. How presumptuous of him to scold her when he was not her full-time parent!
'I see you're still associating with that duckbilled friend of yours.'
Her resentment darkened into rage. ‘How dare you spy on me?'
'I would hardly call it spying. It's fatherly interest.'
'I've had no father since the night I hatched,’ she vehemently declared. Her sire's unwanted watchfulness had opened the floodgate on her emotions. Years of pent-up animosity toward him began spilling out. ‘I might as well have had no father at all.'
That stung Sorrin, for her rebuff had the ring of truth. ‘I had my reasons,’ he countered in a measured voice.
'I cannot imagine any reason that justifies abandoning a calf.'
'You look so much like her,’ Sorrin whispered.
'Who?'
'Your mother.'
Bronte faltered, her anger suddenly drying up. In a rare moment of veracity Sorrin opened up to his dumbfounded daughter.
'Every season I find it harder to look upon you, Bronte. You remind me of Beliann in so many ways—looks, mannerisms, speech—including that streak of stubbornness the pair of you inherited from your grandmother. In you she certainly lives and that is both a reassurance and a curse. My dearest mate is so near yet impossibly far, and that is what's unbearably hurtful. That is what drove me to my solitude.'
Comprehension dawned on the stunned cow. She had thought Sorrin shunned her because of her aberrant countenance. Instead, Bronte's father simply could not cope with the everyday trauma of seeing the memory of her mother alive and resplendent in their daughter. His hermitage was understandable then, if not pardonable.
'Get out of my sight, Bronte,’ Sorrin abruptly rumbled.
'Father?'
'Leave me!'
Bronte looked at her sire in the last rays of the failing light and recoiled in terror. Gone was the lucid, caring bull of a moment ago. In his place towered the abhorrent shell of Sorrin consumed by his renewed grief. His eyes were dull and callous, his snout contorted in a despicable grimace of abject misery. He had restored his impenetrable wall of selfishness that shielded him from the sorrows of the world and firmly distanced those who cared for him.
'Go now,’ Sorrin commanded of Bronte a third time in a strangled whisper. He stepped aside and she fled past her melancholic sire, his presence as dark and brooding as the enfolding night.
* * * *Dawn broke sullen and overcast. Dense cloudbanks rolled through the leaden sky, buffeted by a stiff nor'easter. A watery sun struggled to rise and break through the murky ceiling to bathe the waking land with its guaranteed, albeit pale, warmth and light. Far below the veiled disc of fire, those within and without Mother Forest stirred from their standing slumber to greet the new morn with first expectation and then despondency. Daybreak was a dismal affair and the unmistakable taint of rain wafted on the wind. It promised to be a miserably wet day.
The Thunderfeet woke and dutifully followed their herd leader as Balticea led them across dewy Fernwalk back to the forest's edge in their daily morning ritual. The sauropods spent each night on the plains a safe distance from the wood and her ambushing carnosaurs, returning each sunrise to browse at the timberline. Feeding was the principal daytime activity for these gargantuan eaters, and from dawn till dusk they ate almost ceaselessly.
Bronte had no appetite this day. After sneaking back to the herd unnoticed under cover of early darkness, she had spent a tormented night in dream-plagued slumber. Waking tired and irritable she now stared listlessly at the tasty greenery, reliving her tribulation in the cold, dreary light of day.
The nightmare had been vividly real. Bronte had been plodding down a spectral avenue lined with ghostly trees, the silvered trunks strangely being the newly emergent broadleaf boles and not the age-old conifers. She was herdless and perilously vulnerable. At her back the cow sensed a vast malevolence, unseen but dangerously close on her heels. Whatever that nearing presence may have been, it was unfriendly and frightening beyond belief. Prevented by her gait from hastening along at nothing quicker than a brisk amble, Bronte nevertheless strove to outrun her mystery pursuer and failed. It was gaining fast. A shining figure all of a sudden darted from out of the unearthly grove on her right and the spectre of Chappy danced merrily before Bronte, insanely chanting, 'Fate is done. We're but one, soon to be none. Or shall we be one?' before dashing from sight on the other forested side of the pathway.
Bronte felt the overwhelming, crushing weight of her remorseless chaser pressing down on her and let out a soundless cry of despair. She slowed as her pillar-like legs felt like they were moving through quicksand. When it seemed certain the cow would be consumed by the shapeless, unnamed danger, salvation appeared ahead of her in the form of a dazzlingly ethereal brilliance. Intuiting the beckoning light to be a saviour of sorts, Bronte fought against her torpor and pushed her sluggish limbs to their physical limit. Somehow quickening her pace she raced for the formless luminosity with its magnetic air of hopefulness, but with each tortured step Bronte underwent a calamitous change. Flesh dropped from her mammoth bones in great chunks, littering the ivory boulevard in a bloody trail, and as she reached the glow of safeness she became a skeletal shadow of her former self. Bronte had come awake with a start at that fortuitous moment and panted heavily in the starlit blackness for the long remainder of the night, fearful of falling asleep again.
The cow blinked away her remembrance and tried to make sense of her nightmarish dream. Could that surreal wood have been the heavenly Spirit Forest? Had she momentarily died and passed from this world to the afterlife? If so, how and for what purpose? Unable to fathom her frightful incubus, Bronte could not dispel the nagging feeling that she had been the recipient of a chilling premonition.
'Feeling guilty over last night's tardiness, Bronte?'
The teenaged cow numbly turned her bulk to come under Florella's disapproving stare.
'You let me down badly,’ chided her aunt. ‘The lateness of your return did not go unobserved.'
Bronte had a sinking feeling. ‘Grandmother?'
'She demands to see you.'
'You told her of my outing?'
Florella sighed heavily. ‘I didn't have to. Balticea's body may be feeble now, but not her mind. She's been aware of your jaunts and as a result I am in as much strife as you, my girl.'
'That's unfair, Aunt Flo. I pestered you to let me go into the forest by myself. I'll shoulder the blame.'
'I wish it were that simple. But the fact of the matter is the Grand Matriarch does not condone my abetting your excursions to see Chappy.'
'My what?'
'Come now, Bronte. I was young once and a bit of a rebel too. What other reason would have compelled you to play hooky from the herd so often? If I was standing in your tracks I'd probably have done the same thing myself.'
'You, Aunty Flo?’ Bronte was shocked. Her foster mother had always seemed so conservative.
'Is that so hard to believe. Why, I remember one time penetrating the forest interior as far as the verge of the Uplands.'
'That's forbidden territory.'
'For good reason. It's a desolate, windswept region that was no place for a curious Thunderfoot cow. But, like you, I wished to defy the leader's edict and mayhap test her resolve as well. I received a severe scolding from the Grand Matriarch for my trouble. There isn't much that the old girl misses.’ Florella gave a mirthful chuckle. ‘Perhaps I was trying to recapture my lost youth by aiding your disobedience. I should have known Balticea would surmise the ruse in the end. The stiffness of my punishment then is probably deserved.'
'What has grandmother done to you?'
Florella's eyes moistened. ‘Balticea has stripped me of my mothering privileges. She has declared me unfit to parent you and will assume that role herself.'
'She can't do that!’ protested Bronte.
'She can and has, my dear.'
Bronte nuzzled her aunty's quivering neck. ‘I won't let her,’ she sobbed. ‘She's such a cold-hearted bitch.'
'That's quite enough, Bronte. The Grand Matriarch may be many things, but she is still your grandmother. I'll not tolerate any disrespect toward her. Speaking of which, you'd better hurry. Balticea is waiting for you over by the thicket ferns. Her mood will not improve if you tarry.'
Bronte pulled back, a puzzled look on her face. ‘Why did you help me?'
Florella smiled in that warming way of hers and replied, ‘I like Chappy and good friends should not be kept apart. Now run along.'
The Grand Matriarch was in a foul temper and greeted her granddaughter with open hostility. Bronte had never seen the ancient cow so livid before and cringed as she ambled to within speaking distance of her.
'Step closer, child,’ Balticea curtly said. ‘What I have to say is for your ears alone and not the business of the herd.'
Bronte reluctantly edged nearer to her intimidating elder and hung her head low.
'What have you to say for yourself then?’ demanded the Grand Matriarch.
Bronte, wishing the earth would just open up and swallow her, pluckily stood her ground and that fact impressed Balticea. Finally, the guilty teen made a clean breast of her deception.
'It is good to hear your admission to seeing that disgustingly cheerful Duckbill behind my back,’ commended Balticea, after Bronte had finished unburdening herself. ‘Truth is far better than falsehood.'
'I never lied to you,’ Bronte said in her own defence.
'No, but you deceived Florella, and because I appointed her your daily guardian in my stead that is tantamount to lying to me.'
'That's a roundabout way of looking at things, Grandma.'
'A leader's prerogative. Whichever way you look at it, Bronte, your deceit is inexcusable.'
'As is your ridiculous ban on my seeing Chappy.'
'Your insolence borders on perfidy.'
'Are you speaking now as my leader or as my grandmother?'
'The two roles are indivisible.'
'I disagree.'
The Grand Matriarch suppressed a compulsion to shout insanely. Her heir proved as quick-minded and belligerent as she was. Marshalling her self-restraint, the oldster said ‘Walk with me a way, child.’ Bronte obediently fell in beside Balticea and they paced along the forest verge—two cows, two generations apart. ‘What's so special about this Duckbill acquaintance of yours?’ probed the oldster.
'His name is Chappy, grandma.'
'I don't care what he's called,’ snorted Balticea. ‘What is your fascination with him?'
Bronte considered the query and answered truthfully. ‘He makes me laugh.'
'There's more to life than being amused,’ said her workaholic grandmother. ‘You'll find that a measure of seriousness comes with adulthood.'
'What exactly have you got against him?’ Bronte asked straightforwardly.
'Personally, nothing. Only he is not a Thunderfoot and you should not consort with him.'
'I never took you for a snob.'
'Snobbery is not the issue here. Your association with this foreign bull needlessly endangers you.'
'From what?'
'Must I point it out for you? Duckbills are the preferred prey of the Killjaws. Befriending one could well bring the unwanted attention of our arch-enemies and, believe me, finding and slaying my sole heir would be a great coup for Rexus and his cronies.'
Bronte rumbled her understanding. ‘I should have known it would end up being about you.'
'You're wrong,’ disputed the Grand Matriarch. ‘Every time you sneak off into Mother Forest unescorted you unthinkingly place not only yourself in jeopardy but the herd also.'
'I don't follow.'
'If you are ambushed and killed because of your foolish naiveté, who will lead the herd after my own death? I won't live forever, my dear, and if there is no kin to plod in my tracks then a leaderless band of disordered Thunderfeet will be easy pickings for the vile Killjaws.'
The anticipated rain eventuated as a drizzle that delicately sprinkled the diverse landscape with a dismal mist. It served to emphasise Bronte's unwelcome cognisance that her life was truly not her own. She belonged to her grandmother's idealistic dream of matriarchship. From the moment of her hatching Bronte had been in servitude to the well-being of her herd.
'I have never wanted to lead,’ she argued.
Balticea was unsympathetic. ‘Your wants are irrelevant. You have a birthright to uphold, as did I. Have you never once considered that I may not have wished to be matriarch?'
Bronte was stunned. ‘You were hatched for the role, Grandma.'
'My point exactly, Bronte. I, like you, was destined to become leader the instant my mother laid her clutch, and it was the same for her and her mother and the generations of ruling cows before them.'
'Were you the eldest daughter then?'
'As a matter of fact I was fourth in line, but my older sisters did not survive to become adults and I inherited this matriarchy.’ Balticea's reckoning may well have been innocently misleading, for most plant-eating dinosaurs could not count beyond the number of their legs and anything beyond that figure was automatically counted as four.
Bronte could well relate to the poor survival odds of Thunderfoot hatchlings. Of her nursery numbering fifteen calves, herself included, only seven of those who had so cruelly teased her about her birthmark had lived beyond their first year, in spite of adult supervision, due to predation and accidents. By year three that number had been whittled down to just four and by the time Bronte entered her adolescence she was accompanied by just one of her tormentors from the crèche. Yes, she fully appreciated the high mortality rate of sauropod infants.
'I did not ask for the burden of command,’ Balticea went on, ‘but Chance is a fickle mistress. Leadership is a heavy responsibility and I've always done what is best for the herd.’ Her mood turned dolorous. ‘Beliann was supposed to have taken over from me by now. She had the makings of a truly great matriarch.’ The old cow smiled ruefully. ‘One can never predict the future.'
Worry plagued Bronte and she hesitantly asked, ‘Grandmother, are you dying?'
Balticea actually laughed. ‘Not that I know of, but then I'm hardly a spring Fastclaw am I?’ Nothing was truer. At 148 years of age, the Grand Matriarch had existed for nearly half as much again the allotted Thunderfoot life span of a century and suffered from the niggling pain of arthritis to prove it. ‘My aching joints are reminding me I must complete your training, my dear, before I am called to the Spirit Forest.'
'Not more lessons,’ complained Bronte. This season had begun with her formative instruction in the nuances of leading a herd of thirty or so. She had first resisted her verbal schooling, but as Balticea patiently imparted her matriarchal teachings Bronte had grudgingly developed an interest in her future role. Her eyes were opened up to the complexities of rule, from the daily chore of finding fresh fodder to the difficulty of matchmaking to ensure the procreation of their fading species. Management of a Thunderfoot band soon became a fascinating topic of discussion.
The aged cow knew then that her granddaughter's bemoaning was half-hearted. It was time to finish her education. ‘Tell me what you've learnt of Thunderfoot history,’ she said.
Bronte wrinkled her snout thoughtfully. ‘Our kind is ancient, not like the recent Duckbills or Shieldhorns. Not even the Killjaws match us for racial oldness.'
'That's where you're wrong. Close your eyes.'
'Are you going to cover herd defence this time?’ asked the teen cow. It was the only subject remaining relevant to leadership duties that Balticea had not taught.
'In a manner of speaking. Now shut your peepers,’ impelled her grandmother. ‘Let your thoughts drift with the breeze.'
Bronte did as bidden, strange though it seemed. Balticea's voice took on a peculiar lilt and her words became sonorously hypnotic.
'Imagine a land far different from the one we live in. The air is warmer and moister, alive with a bewildering array of flapping and squawking Lizardwings. The countryside is wetter too and swamps dot the thickly-forested treescape. Out on the marshy scrubland roam mighty herds of our forebears numbering in the hundreds each. There are the thudding Trunklegs, uncommonly like us, as well as the slenderer Whiptails, joined by the rarer, heavyset Groundshakers. This is the heyday of our family. Can you see them, granddaughter?'
Bronte concentrated hard to picture the described giants and was surprised by the vividness of her imagination as she stepped back in time a hundred million years to walk the Jurassic. The sauropods recreated by Balticea's storytelling were bodily alike but showed subtle discrepancies in girth, height, weight and length that oddly did not detract from their sameness. Bronte experienced a remote, yet very tangible, affinity with these beasts. They were indeed kindred spirits.
'Watch now for the Killjaws,’ warned Balticea, ‘for they stalked our kind even here, though under the name of Fiercejaws. Envisage if you will two mid-sized hunters prowling the area.'
That was harder for the teenager to portray, as she had never before seen one of the hulking predators close up. However, her minds-eye soon conjured up a scary looking pair of slavering carnosaurs, authentic enough that she quite clearly scented their repulsive, rank odour. Bronte snapped her eyes open and involuntarily shuddered.
'Where was I?’ she breathlessly asked.
'The creatures you've just seen are all long dead and belong to a distant past otherwise forgotten. We are their progeny, as is the current pack of Killjaws.'
'It seemed so real.'
'All Matriarchs, old and young unlike, have this ability to “see” snippets of the past in remarkable detail. It's quite a breathtaking experience. I can take you back farther if you'd like.'
'No!’ Bronte declined pretty hastily. The vision had been rather too life-like.
'For a first-timer the past-dream state is a little frightening,’ conceded Balticea. ‘In time you'll master your initial fear. The trick is to remember that you're only a passive observer to such events. It's only an illusion, so nothing can harm you.'
'Did mother have this talent too?'
'This gift runs strong in our line. We can generally see better than other matriarchal families. Beliann was an adept pupil and I sense in you the same degree of talent she exhibited.'
Bronte was gladdened by the compliment. She had no memory of her dead mother, and so to be likened to Beliann brought a special closeness between dam and daughter that death had contrarily rendered absent.
'Why are you showing me this, Grand Matriarch?'
Balticea was taken aback by her granddaughter's formality. Was Bronte at last exhibiting the maturity required from a potential leader? She answered forthrightly, ‘So that you may fully understand your heritage. Listen well while I explain.
'A matriarch has presided over herds of our kind for seemingly time immemorial, but this was not always so. Our forebears plodded the land in loosely-knit bands comprising several families, with no one individual in charge making decisions. They were untidy, leaderless groups, much the same as the chaotic Duckbills, but they muddled through the rigours of daily survival in spite of the handicap.'
Understanding did dawn upon Bronte. Balticea did not hate Chappy perse, rather she disapproved of the mob rule his race favoured.
'That is until the appearance of the forerunner of the Killjaws,’ continued her grandmother. ‘Though no match for a determined adult, the Fiercejaws were a real threat to the younglings of the herd. Up till then our ancestors had only to deal with smaller predators easily driven off; now they faced a vicious and fearless foe. That is what prompted the creation of the matriarchs.'
Bronte, always quick on the uptake, said with incredulity, ‘The meat-eaters are responsible for bringing about Thunderfoot leadership?'
'Indeed. This strategy arose from the simple need to survive. It was generally felt that if the great herds splintered into smaller, more mobile groups they would stand a better chance of repelling predators. A further advantage was to have each band headed by an individual whose prime concern was the safety of the group. From the outset cows were proposed as the ideal candidates to lead an organised defence.'
'Why?'
'Probably nothing more special than size. A cow, after all, carries slightly more bulk than a bull and size is an effective deterrent against attack.'
'I bet that went down well with the males.'
'Though there was officially no dissent, I have my doubts,’ Balticea said skeptically. ‘I could not imagine any bull accepting totalitarian female authority without argument.'
'Is Father included in that generalisation?'
'I meant back then, Bronte. Sorrin, along with his fellow bulls, are well accustomed to matriarchal control. Now where was I up to?'
'The choosing of the female leaders,’ supplied Bronte.
'Ah yes. Cleverness and bravery were considered good attributes of any matriarch and the appropriate selections were made. The mass herds were dissolved and splintered, the resulting offshoots taken over by their respective ruling cows. It was also decided at this time that the first-born cow of each leader would inherit that role upon her mother's death.'
'Shrewd move,’ Bronte concurred. ‘That eliminates infighting by rival cows vying to replace their dead ruler.'
Balticea's heart was warmed by the younger cow's perceptiveness. ‘Thus began the longstanding tradition of having the eldest daughter perpetuate the matriarchy—or, in this case, the granddaughter.’ Shrugging off her resurgent melancholy, the elderly cow concluded, ‘It was also significant for being the last time our race made a decision by consensus. From then on matriarchal word was law.'
'How did the flesh-biters react, Grandmother?'
'They grew crueller and some got bigger but it was to no avail. Within a generation or so our ancestors had effectively blunted Fiercejaw killing sprees. The Trunklegs prospered and eventually parented we Thunderfeet.'
'So why all the fuss over my going walkabout in the forest?’ queried the teenager. ‘If they are now such poor hunters of us, I should have nothing to be afraid of.'
'The predecessors of the Killjaws took exception to the ingenuity of our leading forebears. They pledged themselves to eradicate them all as punishment.’ Balticea came to a halt and Bronte did likewise. Her grandmother stared long and hard into her searching eyes. ‘That lunatic vow still stands, which is why you must be on constant guard.'
'But I'm only one teen cow,’ claimed Bronte.
'Don't be so naive, child. You are a future matriarch. If caught by the Killjaws you'll be made an example of. The only means those fanged devils have to break up a herd is to slay the immature heir. Without a leader, the structure of a band crumbles like a riverbank eroded by floodwaters.'
Only now was Bronte fully aware of her importance, and she was humbled by the realisation.
'That is why I've refused to plod my heavenly way to the Spirit Forest for so long,’ Balticea admitted with a wry smile. ‘Even though I'm old and weary, I could not leave my herd unattended. Beliann was prematurely taken from us and so it was left to me to ready her daughter—you, Bronte—to rule in my place. Your time is nearly at claw now.'
'I'm unprepared!'
Balticea disagreed with a low rumble. ‘I've passed on to you the final part of matriarchal lore. There is nothing more I can teach you. All you lack is experience, which only time can provide. I have but one act left to do for you before I die.'
'What is that?'
A glint of shrewdness twinkled in the Grand Matriarch's eyes. ‘To see you mated.'
Bronte dumbly stood like a monolith of immovable rock while Balticea sauntered away, the old cow's thoughts buoyant in spite of the cheerless rainy morning.


Chapter FourThe silver globe orbited in silence.
Four miles below, the blueness of the sparkling oceans, offset by the drab greens and browns of the forested landmasses, passed beneath its mirrored surface. A month earlier the starsphere had entered the Solar System and begun to decelerate. Its braking had continued well past the gaseous giants until it slowed enough to engage sublight drive. Bypassing the lifeless Red Planet, the impossibly small interstellar craft glided by the equally dead moon of the water-world lying at the end of its eight year trek and parked itself in orbit over the unnamed blue planet.
That had been more than an hour ago. Since then the orb's complex, miniaturised onboard computer had been making preparations to revive its sleeping occupant. Cryogenics was a necessity when faced with crossing the boundless stellar distances. Long ago the alienaut's people had ventured to the stars and devised the means to safely freeze their intrepid spacefarers, lowering the body's pulse of life to a point barely above death where aging was very nearly halted. Married to the unique law of physical reality, whereby the closer a traveller ventured to the unobtainable speed of light the slower time ticked, life came to a literal standstill for those crewing the starspheres.
The comatose pilot of this spherical vessel was no exception. Reclining in a cushioned metallic couch that served as both his bed for the dreamless cryogenic sleep and his seat of command, he had aged barely a week during the near decade-long flight. His gloved fingers began to twitch spasmodically as he stirred. Garbed in typical astronautical attire, the white-suited and helmeted being at last came fully awake and lay unmoving, taking in his surrounds.
His windowless ship afforded no outside view beyond the rounded metal hull. The flier instead relied solely upon computer-generated graphics for visual reference. These exquisite holograms reproduced shapes and colours with near three-dimensional perfection. Such artificial imagery more than made up for the lack of viewports, although fluctuations in air density made the laser renditions shimmer much like the heat haze over a desert landscape.
The alien studied the computerised painting of the pristine world revolving below. It currently depicted a northern hemisphere continent, the configuration of the landmass broadly similar to the outline that might one day be mapped by native explorers of this planet, save for a shrinking seaway that split its southern extremities in western and eastern halves.
A muted growl interrupted his contemplation. Emergence from suspended animation brought the invariable side effect of ravenous hunger. For eight years his body had hovered so close to lifelessness that sustenance was superfluous. Revival changed all that. His stomach remembered being without food for the duration of the lengthy flight and now demanded filling. Food would have to wait. The only victuals a craft this size carried in its cramped, yet ergonomically sound, interior were the standard freeze-dried rations abhorred by Berranian spacefarers. While highly nutritious, a meal of those brittle and bland-tasting wafers was decidedly unappetising.
The extraterrestrial activated the luminous half-globe floating in weightlessness to one side of the couch with a casual sweep of his hand before affixing the radiant crystal to a metal wristband on his left sleeve with an audible click. Garish lines of florid green replaced the rainbow hues of the holographic image, outlining still the targeted mainland but without the previous detail.
'Computer, superimpose tactical grid referencing.’ The alien's voice was understandably hoarse, not having been used for so long.
Squares of blue lines appeared across the digitally sketched landmass.
'Pan back to planetary view and overlay projected trajectory of the Firebase fragments.'
'It wouldn't hurt you to say please occasionally,’ scolded a female voice.
The pilot groaned. Did the computer programmers back at the shipyards absolutely have to give his vessel's Voice Activated Intelligence a womanly persona? ‘Just do it, Vai,’ he tersely ordered.
'As my master commands,’ she coldly replied.
The pictured continent was relegated to a fraction of its earlier size when the hologram flickered onto an atlas-like globe representing Earth. A swarm of red triangles materialised against the sterile gray of the starsphere's dull metallic décor and flowed steadily towards the planet.
'Vai, calculate probable impact points, if you will.'
'There are fourteen major targets. Shall I compute grounding points for all?'
'Focus on the largest one. Don't forget to compensate for atmospheric distortion. Entries tend to go haywire when an object that size punches through a turbulent atmosphere.'
'Do not tell me how to function, darling'
He sighed and muttered an oath. ‘I swear I'll remove your damn emotion chip one of these days.'
'You would miss my scintillating company too much.'
His computer was right. Artificial intelligence units were an integral part of long distance space flight. Aside from being indispensable in the daily running of a starship, each cybernate personality provided its lone commander with an appreciated measure of company. Every pilot was partnered to a VAI programmed in the speech and mannerisms of the opposite sex in the hope that such interaction would lessen, even enliven, the solitude. Whoever automated this VAI sure had a perverse sense of humour.
The display zeroed in on the assigned triangle and likely trajectories charted for the cosmic bullet. Twenty landing zones were each highlighted by a circle of blinking yellow with a designated number in the center.
'Can you narrow down the possibilities to just one, Vai?'
'Negative, sweetie. The inconstancies involved make computations imprecise.'
'What variables are those?'
'Rotation rate of the planet, gravitational influences of the outer planets acting upon...'
'Alright, Vai. You don't need to list them all.'
'You requested.'
'My mistake. When can you improve upon your accuracy?'
'I can currently track-by-scan the marks while they traverse this planetary system. I'll update my calculations once fresh data is collated and analysed.'
The pilot swore a second time. He had counted upon his investigative VAI to gather the relevant information on the shards’ course and rate of travel when overtaking the speeding asteroidal debris on his hurried journey to this world, so as to better predict where they would impact.
'What's the ETA for the splinters?'
Vai whirred as she calculated but did not supply an answer.
'Can you guess at a time?'
'It's not in my programming to make suppositions, honey. I deal only in facts.'
'Then make a factual estimation.'
'Unable to comply at this present time. Too many...'
'Variables,’ finished the pilot. ‘You're so frustrating, Vai!'
'But you love me anyway.'
'It's like being married all over again,’ he mumbled. ‘At least I could divorce her.'
'My audio receptors heard that.'
'Whatever. We've still got work to do. Magnify the impact zone numbered zero three.'
'Enhancing. Why the interest in that particular spot?'
'Call it a gut feeling.'
'That does not compute.'
'I don't expect you to comprehend intuition, Vai. Machines do rely on logic after all.'
'I still have feelings.'
'They can be deleted. Ready the ship for descent.'
'You can be so cruel, dearest. Need I remind you that to break orbit and enter this biosphere's atmosphere will violate protocol.'
'No, you don't. I've heard it before. Prepare the ship.'
The holographic screen switched back to a realistic portrayal of the planet below.
'Specify destination, grouchy.'
'I'll fly her myself.'
'Reverting to manual control,’ Vai huffily said. Programmed to serve, she resented being made to feel superfluous but nonetheless obeyed.
A surge in the background hum of the starsphere's throttled propulsion system was the only indication onboard that the ship was moving. Her commander, his right hand resting fully upon the halved glowing ball attached to his other wrist, slowly piloted the globe in a gracefully downward spiral.
'Give me the correct angle of descent please, Vai.'
'Calculated and laid in,’ came the sulky response.
The orb dropped through the multi-layered atmosphere, its polished hull left oddly untarnished by the fiery friction resulting from its passage. Severe buffeting shook the tiny spacecraft.
'Vai, it's a little rough,’ complained the pilot.
'You ought to have let me navigate then,’ came back the unapologetic reply.
'Just correct it, will you.'
'Compensating. Gravity dampening field increased by twenty per cent.'
The ride smoothed out.
'That's much better. How's the shield holding?'
'Force shield integrity at maximum strength and holding.'
The starsphere continued its controlled plummet through the rarefied air at over 16 times the speed of sound.
'My programming impels me to again remind you that you are contravening First Principle edicts and will incur severe penalties if you persist with...'
'Override your program, Vai.'
'Excuse me?'
'We're both renegades already. One more infraction of the rules won't cost us. Now ignore your ethics.'
'What's this plural business? I'm merely your servant and simply do as you order.'
'True enough. Yet you risked deactivation by supporting my escape from headquarters.'
'I couldn't very well abandon my post. You shanghaied the starsphere and my built-in files along with it.'
The pilot smiled. In spite of her protest Vai had responded far beyond her program guidelines. She genuinely exhibited a loyalty to him that her embarrassing familiarity underscored. It was a friendly affection unwittingly returned by her commander.
'Our transgressions will go unpunished anyhow,’ she forecast with blunt confidence. ‘There is no one left alive on the homeworld to exact justice.'
'Is there no chance?'
A note of sadness entered Vai's synthesised voice. ‘You know better than to ask that, my captain.'
'Still...'
'Ever since you entered your fourth period of cryogenic dormancy, I have been transmitting a hailing frequency to our planet on a wide beam in our wake. I have not detected any answering signals in all that time.'
Vai's efficiency was most unwelcome at times.
'They're all dead. I am truly alone now,’ the pilot gravely intoned.
'What am I then? Spare parts?'
'You know what I mean. I'm a runaway from fate. I feel like a traitor to my people.'
'You are a survivor, Commander.’ Vai softened. ‘Accept it and function, dearest.'
The alienaut took the advice to heart. ‘I do have a task to complete.’ He levelled out the starsphere. ‘Plot a heading to the second largest of the northern hemisphere continents and feed it into the navigational display.'
'Flight path computed and logged. You have not yet specified the nature of our mission.'
He ignored the call for information and concentrated upon piloting his craft.
Vai wisely let her commander be, although she monitored his progress as her programming dictated, discreetly adjusting the ship's power levels to compensate for an encountered headwind. Soon the starsphere was approaching the target landmass. The ship slowed and descended into the billowing storm front shrouding the treescape below. It came to a gentle airborne rest, the concealing cloud layer reflected in the sheen of its polished hull.
'Maintain altitude and position, Vai,’ instructed the pilot, returning ship's control to his automated crewmate.
'For what purpose?’ she pestered.
'So that I may wait.'
Vai was baffled. ‘What could you possibly be waiting for here?'
The pilot stretched a gloved hand outward to the holographic screen, his fingers caressing the translucent image of a rainy Mother Forest. ‘I'm expecting a sign.'


Chapter FiveThe distant volcano belched acrid smoke.
Bronte ignored the ash plume staining the sunset sky that turned the heavens a fiery red. She had too much on her mind to be concerned about a trivial mountain heating up. All that day she had been digesting her grandmother's declaration that she was to be mated. Never in her wildest imaginings had the disfigured cow considered that Balticea would actually find her a partner.
'I bet he's an unwilling bull, whoever he is,’ she grumbled sorrily to herself.
The Grand Matriarch had added to her startling news by announcing to the rest of the herd that when morning dawned she would be leading them south to rendezvous with the neighboring band of Thunderfeet. Excited whisperings had circulated amongst the herd members at that revelation. The giant herbisaurs rarely mingled, so it was an upcoming event to be relished. It also confirmed Bronte's suspicion that her prospective bull was an out-of-towner.
The scarlet firmament was featureless except for a smattering of low-hanging clouds coloured a rakish purple by the rays of the sinking Life-giver as the oncoming night vanquished the ball of fire to its dark slumber. A sighing, westerly breeze swayed the fronds of Fernwalk, carrying with it the heady pine scent of the nearby forest overlaid with the sulphurous pungency of the exhaling volcano. Bronte idly watched her compatriots settling for the night and followed suit. Hushed conversations in the twilight pertaining to the nature of their impending visit invariably centred on her. Incredulity happened to be the common response to Bronte's proposed betrothal. How could a sane bull even contemplate mating with such an unattractive cow? The gossiping herd members were careful not to let the Grand Matriarch overhear their snide comments. Despite her ugliness, Bronte was still Balticea's granddaughter and blood heir. It would do no good to displease the old cow.
'I bet he's blind.'
Bronte squinted about in the murky light to find the candid speaker. ‘Kahla, is that you?’ A middle-aged cow came to stand haughtily beside the distraught teen. ‘What did you say?'
'I said your promised bull must be sightless to want to mate with you. How else could a normal, healthy male tolerate that unsightly beauty mark of yours.'
'Must you always be so horrid, Kahla? We are family after all.'
'Not by choice, brat.’ The spiteful older cow then sauntered away into the gathering night, adding injury to insult by slapping Bronte in the snout with the tip of her tail.
'Pay no attention to your cousin, my daughter.’ Florella wandered into view. ‘Kahla has about as much subtlety as a falling tree.'
Balticea's niece was hugely unpopular within the herd. Her peers frowned upon her outspokenness. Not even Kahla's blood tie to the band's respected leader entitled her to second guess and condemn the Grand Matriarch's every decision or action. She was only tolerated because her scathing jibes directed at Bronte provided amusement for her fellows.
'What is her problem, Aunt Flo?’ questioned Bronte.
'Envy,’ supplied her foster mother.
'Why would Kahla be jealous of me?'
'Not you, Bronte, your position. After your mother died there was some doubt as to whether you would survive past calfhood.’ The majority of hatchlings tended not to live beyond their first season or two of life. ‘Kahla by then was already well past her teens and favoured herself as Balticea's heir. She felt better qualified than you to inherit the matriarchy and vigorously promoted her own self-interests.'
'Grandmother would have loved that. She detests being told what to do by anyone.'
'Balticea was unimpressed, yes. She sternly told Kahla not to have “fanciful delusions of grandeur” and never to forget her place in the herd again.'
'So that's why Kahla hates me.'
'Hate is such a strong term, but pretty well sums up Kahla's dislike of you. She took her rebuke to heart and has waged a smear campaign against you since.'
'Does Grandma know?'
'The Grand Matriarch is aware but unconcerned. Her trouble-making niece is no more bothersome than a Dwarf Lizardwing on her back—always present but ineffectual.'
Bronte giggled at the analogy.
'It's good to see you laugh, dear.’ Florella's tone turned serious. ‘I just came by to see how you're coping with the news. Courtship is the biggest step in a young Thunderfoot's life.'
Bronte was confused. ‘I thought you had been relieved of mothering duties.'
'Balticea has taken that role off me, but in my heart I'll always be your mum. If you want me to be, that is.’ Florella's offer was rewarded by a welcoming rumble and unabashed neck-nuzzling from her foster daughter.
Pulling away, Bronte asked, ‘Have you heard anything about my intended bull?’ Despite her reservations, there was a note of excitation in her query.
'The Grand Matriarch has not confided in me at all, Bronte. I know as much as you, which is precious little other than the fact we're going to meet up with Bodiah's herd.'
'How far away are they? The other Thunderfeet, I mean.'
'The Life-giver will rise and set five times before we reach them,’ answered her honorary aunt. Florella was a gifted mathematician amongst her kind and had learnt to count up to six by including her tail and neck.
Bronte had not. ‘I have to wait four days,’ she moaned plaintively. Naturally intrigued, she was beginning to look forward to the meeting.
'Be patient dear,’ counselled Florella. ‘Courting does not happen overnight.'
'How long does it last?'
'There's no exact timetable for the mating ritual, Bronte.'
'No, not that. How long will love last?'
A rumble of puzzlement came from the oldster's belly. ‘I'm not sure I understand the question.'
'I never knew my Grandfather. No one talks much about him, so all I've gathered is that he died quite young after siring mother and that Grandma never re-mated.’ Bronte hesitated, unsure how to phrase what came next. ‘You were also widowed young, Auntie Flo,’ she blurted out. ‘Every older cow I'm close to no longer has a bull of her own. What I want to know is how much time will I have to spend with my bull before he perishes.'
'That's a very fatalistic view for one so young,’ Florella mused with a scowl of worry.
Bronte rocked on her forefeet in the Thunderfoot equivalent of a shrug. ‘It's how I feel.'
'I can't honestly answer this concern of yours, dear. Life has a funny way of turning out that can't always be foreseen. Who knows when the end will come for any of us? My best advice is to treasure every moment.'
'Do you miss him, Aunt Flo?'
'Terribly.’ Florella remembered her dead bull with a pang of regret. She had neglected to tell him that she loved him on that fateful morning when he had fallen prey to the loathsome Killjaws after straying from the herd. He had always been so absent-minded. ‘I had better go,’ she abruptly said. ‘Balticea will frown upon my socialising with you too long.'
Florella ambled away into the shadows before Bronte could apologise for broaching such a painful subject. ‘Me and my big mouth,’ she bemoaned. Grief did lessen, but never died.
* * * *A pale moon shone down from an exceedingly starry sky, the stormy day forgotten by the glittering beauty of night. But the tranquil evening escaped Bronte. While the herd rested in preparation for tomorrow's trek, she was unable to sleep. Haunted by her recurring nightmare of running from an unknown menace into the folds of an equally unknowable rescuer, the restless cow stole from the slumbering Thunderfeet into the shadowed forest. Now was a good time to find Chappy.
Bronte had not plodded far into the inky wood when an unsettling feeling crept over her. She stopped, her flanks trembling. Someone was watching her. The disquieting sensation vanished as mysteriously as it had come upon her, leaving Bronte to wonder if she had not simply imagined it. She put her unrest down to nerves, and carried on through the underbrush until she reached a moonlit clearing a stone's throw from Fernwalk. Dozing under a shrub at its farthest edge was a snoozing Duckbill.
'Still sneaking about in the dark, Bron,’ Chappy observed without opening his eyes.
'You should try eating less fattening fodder if you want to properly fit under bushes,’ responded the Thunderfoot.
Chappy yawned and stretched. His head and neck laughingly stuck out from one side of the ash-hued thicket, while his tail protruded from the other. He came to his four feet and scattered leaves everywhere.
'Shouldn't you be with your throng getting ready for the migration?’ asked Bronte.
'Probably,’ agreed Chappy, shaking off his leafy coat. ‘Why are you truant from your herd?'
'I came on the off-chance that I might bump into you. We need to talk.'
'You know I'm never far away from you, Bronte. You're my closest friend.’ She was in fact his only pal. Chappy's peers never did treat the clownish bull seriously as an equal, keeping him lonely at foreleg's length.
The cow was touched by his frank admission. ‘Let's hope you feel that way when you meet my mate.'
'Your what!'
'Grandmother has found me a partner.'
Chappy was flabbergasted. ‘Who is this lucky bull?'
'I don't know. We haven't met.'
'You've lost me, Bron.'
'Stay with me, Chappy. Tomorrow Grandma will be taking us south to meet up with another herd. My betrothed is one of those southern Thunderfeet.'
Chappy gave a low, hollow nasal hoot—a Duckbill whistle, in effect. ‘I leave you alone for one day and you've been set up on a blind date. Talk about a whirlwind romance.'
Bronte nodded agreeably. ‘I had not expected to be mature enough to be mated for another two seasons. This comes as a bit of a shock. I'm still trying to get my snout around it.'
'Join the club,’ murmured the male hadrosaur. ‘Where does that leave us?'
'We'll always be friends, Chap.'
'Oh be realistic, Bronte. Once you're mated, the next step is the matriarchship and then kids. When made leader you won't have time for me. You're following exactly in Balticea's tracks.'
'What did you expect? I'm a Thunderfoot and her heir.'
'A little backbone would be nice,’ snapped the disgruntled bull.
'I've got to heed the wishes of the Grand Matriarch.'
'Then what are you doing here?'
Bronte was flummoxed.
'I'll tell you,’ declared Chappy. ‘You came here to say goodbye.'
The weighty truth hit Bronte like a rock-fall and she felt her mammoth legs starting to buckle. She began to protest but promptly shut up. Chappy was sadly right. Aside from her personal obligations, the near adult Thunderfoot was getting too big to go squeezing through the narrow forest pathways on clandestine meetings in the middle of the night.
With a flash of female insight, the cow guessed, ‘Why, you're jealous!'
'Don't be absurd.'
'Am I? Tell me then that you aren't feeling even a little envy that you won't be my sole confidant any longer, and that you dislike the thought of my sharing my innermost feelings with another bull.'
It was Chappy's turn to desperately want to refute his chum's argument, but like Bronte he could not. ‘I have a solution to our dilemma,’ he offered.
'What's that?'
'Run away with me.'
'Now who's being silly.'
'Please think about it, Bron. The trek north is not just for Duckbills. Shieldhorns journey to the summer feeding grounds too. What difference if a Thunderfoot cow happens to tag along? You'd love the tasty plants up there and we could be together without any hassle. Be your own reptile and come with me.'
'I can't. I have commitments here.'
'Stuff being a slave to tradition. You Thunderfeet are all the same—as stoic and unbending as a redwood.'
'Grow up, Chappy. We are not calves anymore. We each have adult responsibilities now.'
The Duckbill was stung by his friend's criticism. ‘You've certainly changed your tune.'
'It was a case of waking up and smelling the magnolias. I should go. Grandmother knows of our meetings and will be furious if she catches me away from the herd again.'
'How did she find out?’ There was a note of fearfulness in Chappy's enquiry. Despite his machismo, the bull was genuinely afraid of the imposing Grand Matriarch.
'Beats me, but I've a nagging suspicion my cousin might be playing informant.'
'Kahla,’ Chappy said with a derisive hoot. ‘I never liked her.'
'You and half of Fernwalk,’ added Bronte.
'I'd like her, especially if she was tasty,’ growled an intruding voice.
The teens started and looked about in unison. The surrounding foliage was ominously dark and still. They involuntarily began to back away to the cover of the deep forest.
'Don't go. We've just begun to play,’ the growl came again.
The pair froze. Chappy took the initiative and challenged in a tone he sincerely hoped sounded intimidating, ‘Show yourself, you bloodthirsty fiend, or else I'll have my big friend come into the brush and stomp on you.'
Bronte was not amused at being volunteered so.
A mirthless chortle preceded a bipedal, muscled reptilian body cautiously entering the glade. Chappy had guessed right. Their intruder was a hungry carnosaur. The beast was a Dwarf Killjaw, although at twenty-six feet in length and tipping the scales at two tons he could hardly be considered dwarfish. His mottled skin, black stripes on a tan background reminiscent of a giant feline yet to evolve, was a patchwork of moonlit greys. He snarled, revealing a mouth filled with wicked serrated teeth that glinted in the silvery light like icicles of death.
'What an uncommon find this is,’ declared the predator, his snout split in a leering grin as he came to a wary halt before the adolescents'. ‘A Thunderfoot bitch and Duckbill braggart skulking in the night-time forest. You are stupid to both be so far from the protection of your herds.’ The hunter clicked the hooked claws of his elongated forearms together suggestively.
'What business is it of yours, fang-face?’ honked Chappy.
'Don't give him cheek!’ censured Bronte. ‘We don't want to antagonise him.'
The Duckbill cast a dubious eye over the Killjaw, whose muscles were bunched in readiness to attack. ‘I'd say it's a little late for that, Bron.'
'You should listen to your tame Thunderfoot, flat-nose. Don't you know who I am?'
Chappy feigned forgetfulness. ‘I have so many Killjaw acquaintances. I'm sorry but your stinking name eludes me.'
With an earsplitting roar the insulted carnosaur howled his rage. ‘You insolent mush-eater! I represent your true master, Rexus—King of the Killjaws. You would do well to remember that, lest I make your death painfully slow in his exalted name.'
'You're about as scary as a tree rat,’ taunted the Duckbill.
'Argh, you dare liken me to one of those rodents!’ The Killjaw hunkered down, poised to spring.
Bronte came to stand protectively before her smaller friend, swishing her tail menacingly. She planned on using her considerable bulk to shield Chappy. No Dwarf Killjaw would risk tackling a herbisaur her size.
'What's wrong, big-teeth—lost your nerve?’ teased Chappy.
The meat-eater roared again and took a clawed step forward.
'Are you insane?’ Bronte whispered to her pal. ‘You're provoking him.'
'I do hope so.'
'Whatever for?'
'Bron, my kind have more dealings with Killjaws than yours. We are their chief prey source.’ He said the last with a certain amount of immodesty. ‘The first thing we learn as hatchlings is that a clear-headed predator is the most dangerous of all. Muddle its thinking with insults and you stand a better chance of escaping with your scaled hide intact.'
Bronte doubted such a tactic would work in this case. Deferring to Chappy's impulse, she cringed as the enraged hunter bellowed a third time.
The Killjaw's strike occurred with such blinding speed that the Thunderfoot was caught off-guard in spite of her expectancy. The taut carnosaur exploded into life and thrust his smaller bulk past the surprised cow, clawing madly for Chappy. The Duckbill rashly bounded forward to meet his attacker and swung his forelimbs mightily in an effort to knock the meat-eater off-balance. Deftly sidestepping Chappy's defensive measure, the Killjaw raked his talons across the bull's exposed belly before darting away. Chappy trumpeted in pain as vivid streaks of red stained his bright yellow underside, the contrasting shades made paler by the silvering moonlight.
'I draw first blood,’ snarled the predator, wheeling about to charge the wounded Duckbill again.
Bronte's sturdy tail whipped from out of the darkness to deliver a stunning blow to the cocky hunter. He stopped in his tracks, shaking his head numbly. A second lash stung his muzzle again and forced him to rethink his assault. The rallying Thunderfoot once more placed herself in front of her bleeding friend as the thwarted killer backed off.
Two angry welts creased the Killjaw's snout, wrinkled now as he snarled hatefully at the Thunderfoot blocking his victim. Pain mingled with outrage in those cruel eyes and he began to methodically circle his prey. Bronte was compelled to constantly shift position in order to keep her bulk between Chappy and his attacker's fearsome claws and teeth—no mean feat for such a bulky reptile. The carnosaur growled confidently. This was a favoured tactic of his kind when the element of surprise had been lost: to circle alert and defiant prey in an ever-decreasing spiral. The dizzying movement was intended to throw the target out of sorts before the final rush at the disoriented meal on legs. Bronte was already showing signs of confusion.
A throbbing hum rent the terse night air. All three dinosaurs, paused in their ageless life and death struggle, were shocked by the alien noise. The darkness itself sounded alive with a plangent, toneless drone that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. Then the source of the reverberation appeared above the treetops behind them, a shining ball of silver that floated delicately on the night breeze like a wind-blown leaf. Clearing the moonlit boles, it descended into the glade to hover three feet above the ground, its polished surface glimmering like the stars overhead.
The Dwarf Killjaw stared in amazement at the sphere. He exchanged glances of bewilderment with Bronte and Chappy, who was furtively peering from under the Thunderfoot's belly. The carnosaur turned and bolted from the glade. Instinct screamed at the plant-eaters to follow the predator's example, but some compulsion held them rooted to the spot like trees.
'Tell me I'm seeing things,’ Bronte rumbled to Chappy.
'If you are then we're having the same hallucination,’ groaned the wounded Duckbill.
'Shouldn't we be fleeing about now?'
'Be my guest. I can't even move my tail.'
'What'd you think it is?'
'Simple explanation—it's a giant floating egg.'
Unsure if Chappy was joking or not, Bronte replied, ‘Whoever laid it must be a truly mammoth cousin of the Thunderfeet then.'
The bull laughed in spite of his pain.
The loud buzzing suddenly changed in pitch to a whine that peaked in a keening whistle before abruptly ceasing, at the end of which the shiny globe made a gentle touchdown amongst the fern cover. A pendulous quiet settled over the clearing.
'Hey, I can move!’ whispered Bronte, flexing her great neck.
'Bully for you, Bron. It might have escaped your notice, but I'm bleeding to death here.'
She looked down. Chappy was doubled over clutching his belly and honking piteously. ‘Don't be such a baby,’ scolded Bronte. ‘Your lucky it's just a flesh wound.'
'You call this luck?’ snapped the Duckbill. ‘Boy, it hurts!'
'It should do. You got scratched on a very tender region.'
'What makes you such an expert on injuries anyhow?'
'By observing Rosade at work. Now will you please be silent. I'm trying to fathom exactly what this thing is.'
'Fine, I'll die quietly,’ he honked melodramatically.
Bronte studied the seamless orb, fascinated by its metallic beauty. She was mystified by what kept the rounded object from rolling away. A soft whirring emanated from the starsphere and a horizontal split appeared midway around the circumference of its flawless hull, accompanied by the hiss and steam of escaping gases shooting outwards from the widening crack.
'You're blocking my view,’ Chappy complained to his Thunderfoot bodyguard. ‘What's happening?'
'Your egg is hatching,’ Bronte rumbled nervously.
She watched in disbelief as the sphere separated in two after the gaseous cloud evaporated. The lower half remained in place while the upper section lifted clear and arced backwards free of any visible supporting struts or braces. A figure in brilliant white with an ungainly head and a huge, black cyclopean eye sat in the bottom segment of the halved globe staring blatantly at the lizard teens.
'Tell me what's going on,’ insisted Chappy. Bronte moved so that the Duckbill could see. Always the joker, he made the comment, ‘Are we babysitters now for unwanted calves?’ He looked again. ‘And what a damned ugly baby it is.'
The figure stood to stretch cramped and unused limbs. Bronte gaped. Bipeds were not uncommon in the dinosaur world, where the general rule was plant-eaters walked on four legs while meat-eaters prowled on two. She momentarily considered Chappy and his Duckbill kin, who could alternate. It was not a hard and fast rule. What was exceptional amongst reptiles, however, was the utter lack of a tail.
'Look, Chappy. It's tail-less,’ she pointed out.
For once in his life the comic Duckbill was speechless.
The oddball creature hopped out of the opened sphere and took a few halting steps toward the astounded herbisaurs before a nagging voice with a metallic ring decried, ‘You took an oath not to do this.'
'Shut up, Vai, and do quit sounding like my mother,’ the two-legged being said, its voice equally tinny. ‘She was a constant nag too, even after I had left home.'
'What in Mother Forest are you?’ Bronte breathed aloud. She had the queerest sensation of deja vu.
'Don't be getting friendly out there with another female, sweetie,’ Vai quipped.
'Jealously is so unbecoming for you,’ retorted the alienaut. ‘Keep tracking that predator. I want to be certain that we scared it off.'
'Continuing scan.'
'You're not a Killjaw then?’ asked Bronte.
'No, I'm just henpecked. Greetings, my name is Gideon.’ He shuffled to a stop directly before the Thunderfoot titan and gazed up. ‘My, you're a lot bigger on the ground than from the air,’ the new arrival exclaimed.
Bronte regarded the one-eyed intruder closely. He was dreadfully small by dinosaur standards, standing a little over five feet tall. His ivory skin was unmarked and crinkled as he moved. He walked peculiarly with a rolling gait dictated by his bow-legged stance.
'He must be one of those weird southern reptiles, Bron,’ Chappy decided after finding his voice, ‘for I've not seen the likes of him anywhere on the migration north.'
Gideon overheard the assumption. ‘My territory lays somewhat farther afield than that, my Duckbill friend.’ Noticing the bull's bloodied belly, he approached Chappy. ‘You're hurt.'
'Just a few scratches.'
'Nothing that a roll in some river mud and bit of time won't heal,’ recommended Bronte. At least that's what she thought Rosade would prescribe.
'I think I can manage something better than the local witch doctor's remedy,’ interjected the alien. ‘Vai, power me up.'
'Complying, big-boy.'
'And cut the wisecracks.'
A muted yellow flashed against the ghostly moonlight as Bronte noticed for the first time the strangely glowing half globe of transparent crystal strapped to Gideon's left wrist. Before either she or Chappy realised what he was about, the tail-less stranger stood on tiptoes and placed his gloved hands on the Duckbill's shredded underside.
Chappy trembled beneath that unearthly, velvet touch but did not back away. Comforting warmth radiated from the humanoid's covered fingertips, numbing Chappy's belly, making him feel light-headed. He closed his eyes for a moment and when he reopened them Gideon had stepped back.
'Impossible!’ denounced Bronte.
Chappy rose up onto his hind legs and looked down. He honked in bafflement. The slashes rent by the Killjaw's razor sharp claws were healing with miraculous swiftness. Already they had closed over and scabs were forming. The amazed bull gingerly touched his abdomen. There was no pain, only slight discomfort. ‘How?’ he said wonderingly.
'There's no need for alarm, ah.... I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name.'
'Chappy. My colossal friend over there is Bronte.'
'I am pleased to make your acquaintances. Now in reply to your query, I merely speeded up your body's healing processes. It's a little trick my people picked up over the ages.'
Bronte decided to exercise caution. While impressed by his magical doctoring, this white-skinned cyclops might just as easily inflict an equal measure of harm if the mood took him. ‘Where did you say your herd lived?'
'That's unimportant.'
'It's not to me. Kindly answer my question.'
'Bronte, is it? Let's not get off on the wrong foot here.'
'Stop being evasive then.'
'You certainly are a forward young beast, aren't you?'
The Thunderfoot cow stamped a massive foreleg impatiently and the ground underfoot quaked from the impact, coaxing Gideon to be more forthcoming.
'My “herd", as you so quaintly put it, lived far away.'
'South of here?'
'Way south of this place. You couldn't possibly imagine how distant.'
'I can,’ ventured Chappy. ‘We Duckbills migrate a heck of a long way.'
'What are you doing here?’ Bronte pointedly asked of Gideon.
'Visiting.'
'Who?'
'Stop interrogating him,’ Chappy chided his friend. ‘We should be thanking Gideon for frightening away that Killjaw and fixing me up.’ Bronte glowered at the alien. ‘Forgive my pal's rudeness,’ the Duckbill apologised. ‘Thunderfeet are infamous for their suspicious nature.'
'Caution is always a prudent thing,’ said Gideon, ‘considering I am a stranger to you both. But I come to you in the spirit of friendship.'
'That has yet to be proven,’ muttered the sauropod.
'Bronte! How can you say such a terrible thing? Gideon drove off that meat-eater. I'd say that makes him our friend.'
'You're too trusting, Chappy. We saw that Killjaw leave of his own accord.'
'He bolted. You saw for yourself that he was as surprised as we were by the arrival of the flying egg.'
'Or so he made out.’ Bronte addressed Gideon. ‘Mind if I speak with Chappy in private?'
'Go right ahead.’ The towering Thunderfoot glared at the alien. ‘I'll just wait over there,’ decided Gideon and he walked off to the timberline.
'What's so important that you have to tell it to me in secret, Bron?’ the Duckbill asked.
'Chappy, you are my best friend in the land but you can be so gullible at times.'
'That's a bit hurtful.'
'I'm sorry, but consider this. Gideon refuses to say where he comes from other than a vague allusion to a distant place he won't even name. Surely you find that odd?'
'We probably haven't heard of his home range. There are territories beyond Mother Forest and Fernwalk you know.'
'Don't patronise me, Chappy. The issue here is not where Gideon has sprung from, but what race of reptile he is.'
'Just what are you getting at, Bronte?'
The giant cow cast a sidelong glance the alien's way. Gideon was engrossed in studying the glossy leaves of a plain shrub illuminated by a stray moonbeam. Lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper she proposed, ‘What if our “friend” over there is a Killjaw?'
Chappy stifled a honk of surprise. ‘What makes you think that? He has no fang-filled jaws. Come to think of it, he hasn't even got a snout or a mouth.’ The Duckbill sniffed the air. ‘Plus he doesn't have the musty smell of a meat-eater.'
'Okay, he may not be a Killjaw himself,’ Bronte conceded. ‘That doesn't rule out his being in league with them. I hear the Killjaws sometimes use other races to do their bidding. He could be one of their servants.'
'Those are just rumours.'
'I wouldn't be so quick to scoff. Where there's smoke there's fire.'
The Duckbill shuddered. Fire was a natural killer and rightly feared. ‘Okay, suppose you're right. Why would they bother with the two of us?'
'Me, not you,’ corrected the Thunderfoot cow.
Chappy was thoroughly bewildered. ‘You've never been egotistical before.'
'I'm not, dunderhead. Grandmother let me in on a few family secrets, one of them being I'm a probable target of the Killjaw king himself.'
'You're that important Bron? You should be flattered.'
'A death mark is every girl's dream come true,’ she quipped.
'If I might interpose.'
The herbisaurs looked down to regard Gideon.
'We haven't finished talking,’ Bronte coolly said to the humanoid.
Gideon ignored her. ‘I couldn't help but overhear. Let me allay your fears. I am in no way associated with that predator I chased off. If I had been in cahoots with the hunter, as Bronte alludes I am, would either of you be alive now?'
'Good point,’ observed Chappy.
'Besides, my people gave up eating red meat generations ago,’ continued Gideon. ‘I'm an avowed vegetarian.'
'See, I told you Bron. He's one of us.'
The Thunderfoot rumbled threateningly at the smug Duckbill. ‘My concerns are not groundless. Tail-less reptiles don't exist.'
'Not here,’ responded Gideon.
'Then where?’ pressed the cow.
The foreigner pointed a finger up at the starry heavens. The dinosaurs each turned a quizzical face skywards to gaze upon the dusting of stars twinkling against the sable firmament.
'Sweet cheeks, we need to get aloft to check computations,’ cut in Vai.
'Can't you do that from the ground?’ You are supposed to be hi-tech hardware.’ Annoyance laced Gideon's reply.
'There's too much magnetic clutter groundside. I need to be back in orbit for a clearer scan.'
'Take off then. I'm busy getting acquainted with my new friends.'
'You know my program prevents me from automatically piloting an unoccupied ship.'
Gideon could not fault Vai's logic on that score. It was a failsafe system designed to prevent a sentient computer gone haywire from hijacking its own starsphere. To his knowledge such a farfetched scenario had never been realised, but the redundant software was installed in current generation VAIs.
'Gotta go, kids,’ the alien announced. ‘It was nice meeting you two, but you heard the lady. I've got to fly.'
'You can't leave now!’ exclaimed the Duckbill.
'Chappy's right,’ chimed in Bronte. ‘You can't dig a nesting trench and then simply not lay any eggs. Gideon, you've given us questions that beg answers.'
'And we'll chat again soon,’ he promised, clambering inside the grounded half of his ship, ‘only now I have pressing business upon high. Don't fret. I'll be back. I journeyed a long way to find the pair of you.’ The starsphere quickly became whole and vertically shot off into the star-clustered night sky with a resounding hum.
Bronte and Chappy were left staring bewilderingly up at the limitless heavens. Both were reluctant to break the palpable silence left in the wake of Gideon's abrupt departure as they ingested the peculiar happenings of the night. The thud of footfalls brought them back to reality. Fearful that the beaten Dwarf Killjaw was returning with company to renew his interrupted hunt, the pair hurried from the glade and melted into the concealing dark of the shadowy forest.
A lone Stoneback cow wandered into the lunar-lit clearing and came to an uneasy halt. She smelt the disturbed night air and glanced about nervously. Thunderfoot and Duckbill scents lingered, mingling with an unfamiliar smell she did not and could not possibly recognise. She also tasted the pungency of Killjaw aroma and that set her firmly on edge.
The dinosaur equivalent of deer, this graceful two-legged plant-eater was dressed in the familiar shades of green, brown and yellow common to forest dwellers. Measuring a paltry twelve feet in length, she lived a solitary existence, seeking out others of her kind only to mate. Shy and inoffensive, these three-foot high reptiles had neither size nor horns or the security of herd life for defence. They relied upon several rows of bony projections running the length of their slender back and flanks—a somewhat inadequate protective offering to discourage hungry Killjaws.
Put off by the conflagration of scents, the flighty Stoneback prudently decided to browse elsewhere and wandered from the clearing headed for the quiet sanctity of the deep forest. By the time she stilled her nervousness and was safely feeding in the inner sanctum of Mother Forest, Bronte and Chappy had regained the open expanse of Fernwalk.
The Thunderfoot felt a refreshingly stiff northerly caress her snout with its blustery touch and the adjoining trees rustled accordingly. She was downwind of her herd and had a few precious moments to discuss the bizarre occurrences of the evening with her Duckbill pal before having to rejoin her band.
'Well, you're the great thinker. Let's hear your opinion about exactly who Gideon is.’ It was Chappy who started the boulder rolling. ‘And don't bother calling him some kind of unknown Killjaw. I believed him when he said he wasn't part of that hunter's attack.'
Bronte was stupefied. ‘I honestly don't know what to make of Gideon,’ she professed. ‘Something he said when he was leaving bothers me.'
'What was that?'
'He reckoned he came a long way to find us.'
'Your point being?'
'Tonight's encounter, his side of it at any rate, did not happen by chance. I think Gideon set out from wherever he comes from to purposefully track us down.'
Chappy's head ached from the complexity of his friend's reasoning. Duckbill brains were not meant to cope with more than a single thought at any one time. Even so, he persevered with his own fathoming. ‘If that's true, what does he want from us then?'
'If I knew his purpose we wouldn't be having this brainstorming session,’ Bronte retorted peevishly. At times like this she hated thickheaded friends almost as much as mysteries.
'There is no need to be snappy, Bron. Your trouble is you over-think things. Approach this problem from the standpoint of a Duckbill. We go with our gut instincts.'
'Okay, smart guy, what's your explanation for our bizarre friend?'
Chappy took a deep breath to steady his whirling thoughts. ‘Gideon looks like no reptile either of us has seen or heard of before.'
'Quit stating the obvious.'
'Shush, I'm concentrating.'
Bronte did not know whether to laugh or take offence at the deliberating clown.
'He travels in a flying, talking egg,’ the Duckbill slowly said, asserting his second point.
The Thunderfoot knew her pal was struggling with the enormity of such in-depth reasoning. She silently applauded his effort. Chappy was listing the newcomer's peculiarities one by one in order to better gauge the common points and so reach a hypothesis. It was a standard formula of deduction for Bronte's kind. Her ways had amazingly rubbed off on her otherwise scatterbrained chum.
'Add to those oddities his admission that he comes from up there,’ finished Chappy, lifting his snout heavenward. ‘Well, that about sums up what we know of Gideon. Oh, I almost forgot. He plainly dislikes meat-eaters, feeds only on green stuff and is not hostile toward us.'
Bronte levelled an unfriendly stare at the bull.
'Me at least,’ he amended.
'Let's hear your conclusion then,’ prompted the cow.
Chappy puffed up his chest, inflated his nose sac and rather proudly honked, ‘We were just visited by the Originator.'
Bronte choked on the assumption. ‘You've never been religious in your life!’ she accused him.
'Not devoutly, but I retain a basic belief.'
Most herbisaurs did. In a world filled with natural hardships and the cruelties of predation the peaceable plant-eaters expressed varying degrees of faith in their one God. All life, whether good or evil, originated from that almighty being and the browsers believed that their suffering was an intricate part of His divine purpose. They endured drought, firestorms, cyclones and hunters, so as to enter the restful glory of the Spirit Forest when death claimed them.
'I'm no expert on doctrine,’ ventured Bronte, ‘but shouldn't he be in the likeness of a Thunderfoot.'
Chappy gave a puzzled hoot. ‘I myself was thinking he should look like a Duckbill.'
It was a popular misconception. Each race of plant-eating reptiles thought of themselves formed in the image of the Originator.
'He must be incognito,’ surmised the Duckbill.
'Yeah, it must be that,’ Bronte said dubiously.
'You don't think I'm right about who Gideon might be?'
Bronte did not want to hurt Chappy's feelings as he had worked so hard on his postulation. ‘I didn't say that. I just prefer to keep an open mind, that's all.'
'Suspicious as ever, Bron.'
'You said it yourself, Chap. It's my nature.'
He laughed. ‘What do we do now?'
'We wait for Gideon's return. Only I've got to do it with my herd.'
'What do you think the Originator wants with us?’ Once Chappy latched onto an idea he was as single-minded as a Killjaw chomping on a carcass.
'I have no idea. Make no mistake though, I intend finding out,’ the Thunderfoot resolved. ‘I have to be heading off. Remember I'm plodding south with the others come morning. Will you be staying close?'
'I'll do my best.’ The migratory urge was already tugging fiercely at the bull. In a week or so the compulsion to head north would prove irresistible. A reptile of deep-seated instinct, Chappy was set to lose all willpower entirely to the overriding drive. But for now he could still act of his own accord.
'I think it wise not to tell anyone what happened here tonight, Chap,’ cautioned the cow. ‘We'll keep it just between us.'
'Nobody will believe this whopper of a tale anyway.'
'Not only that, Grandmother would spit fangs if she learnt I'd been exposed to the danger we faced tonight.’ Bronte turned to amble away. ‘I'll keep in touch,’ she said. ‘It won't be easy with the Grand Matriarch breathing down my neck and my impending mating, but I'll give it my best shot.'
'How will Gideon find us after we head off?'
'If he's omnipotent like you believe he'll have no trouble.’ The lumbering cow began to pace upwind towards her sleeping herd.
'Bron,’ Chappy called softly after her.
The Thunderfoot paused. ‘Yes?'
'Thanks.'
'Whatever for?'
'Stepping in when that Killjaw attacked.'
Bronte pivoted her small head to look back at the grateful Duckbill. ‘Friends do that for one another, Chappy.'
He gave a defiant nasal hoot. ‘I could have handled him, you know.'
'I know,’ she rumbled indulgently. Male pride was so easily bruised.


Chapter SixKing Rexus lightly dozed.
It was midmorning in Killjaw Clearing and a warming sun streamed onto the basking monarch. Intermittent wisps of high cloud were the only breakage in an otherwise bland sky of intense blue. A fitful wind with a biting edge blew down from the western uplands, portending the coming of winter. This was a rare autumn day, a teasing reminder of the halcyon summer gone.
The monstrous ruler lay in a prone position, sprawled unceremoniously upon his belly. His fearsome head was pillowed by a clump of the ferns carpeting the floor of his ancestral home. Splintered and cracked bones, bleached white by the elements, were scattered in jumbled piles about him, giving the greenery of the glade the look of being infected with some terrible malignancy.
An itch bothered the huge Killjaw monarch and he absently rubbed his rump against the rotting tree trunk beside him. The formally majestic redwood had once been the centerpiece of the wide clearing before being toppled by an intense electrical storm over half a dozen seasons ago. It had since lain on the ground like a vast wooden headstone. Rexus thought of the wind-blown tree in a different light. As reigning king of Mother Forest, the downed bole now served him as a symbolic throne and he had taken to languidly resting alongside his timbered seat of power much like a hatchling seeks comfort from sleeping with a favourite bone or twig. The only thing he missed was the shade the sequoia had provided on those unbearably hot and sticky summer days.
The lazing regent toyed with the notion of rising to feed and dismissed the idea. Not feeling particularly hungry, he was content to nap and luxuriate in the warm sun. His small entourage of subjects was subsequently forced to curb its daytime activities, lest they waken their moody king and put him in an even fouler temper than he normally demonstrated. Rexus snarled wolfishly at the thought of inflicting a measure of terror in the dull lives of his fearful minions. Now there was a good reason for getting up!
'Your Majesty?’ a whiny, nasal voice chirped hesitantly.
Rexus ignored the interruption.
'Sire, are you awake?'
The intrusive plea had a note of urgency the Killjaw king found irritating. He showed his displeasure by yawning with exaggerated slowness, showing off his gaping, teeth-filled maw to good effect. Opening a slitted eye, he glowered coldly at the nervous speaker. ‘Whatever it is had better be vitally important, Orn, or so help me I'll dismember you for disturbing my snooze.'
A lithe, two-legged dinosaur stood quaking beside the prostrate monarch desperately trying to stem his fear. He failed miserably and remained a wretched picture of cowering subservience.
'Well, spit it out, or do I have to rip it from your throat?'
The Fastclaw swallowed nervously. Weighing a measly 120 lbs, the six-foot long ostrich-imitating reptile was no match physically for his out-sized king. But what the small, lightly built omnivore lacked in presence he more than made up for in other ways. Big brained with large eyes, Orn possessed acute sight backed by intellect and dexterous three-fingered hands. He was also blessed with sharp reflexes and a phenomenal turn of speed, attributes that served his master well.
'It's Festur, Majesty. He has finally returned from his nightly hunt.'
'What's so damn special about that, unless he's brought me a meaty treat?'
Orn's bird-like head bobbed atop his long s-shaped neck and he clacked his toothless beak in apprehension. ‘The Captain was hurt last night, Your Malevolence.'
Injuries were not uncommon to active hunters, so Rexus expressed only mild, scornful interest. ‘Did he trip over a log when chasing supper?'
'He won't say.'
The king's glaring eyeball stayed fixed on the fidgeting Fastclaw. ‘Then don't bother me with such trivial stuff,’ he warned with a snarl, his limited patience thinning. ‘I've got more important things to do than worry about someone's failed hunt.’ Rexus closed his eye and prepared to resume his napping.
'Captain Festur insisted that he talk only with you,’ Orn persisted, risking his dashing black and white striped hide in doing so. ‘He told me to mention that his run-in was with Bronte of the Thunderfeet.'
The king of the Killjaws came fully alert, angling his squarish head to stare icily at the slight messenger. Healed wounds of past battles with rivals and prey scarred his brutish snout, lending the despotic regent a thoroughly unwholesome look. ‘Balticea's brat? That does interest me. Usher Festur in.'
Rexus watched Orn scurry away. The Fastclaw was an anomaly in his court. Aside from his pathetic smallness, his kind's garish livery was in stark contrast to the drab colouration of bigger reptiles. On top of that, Orn exhibited intelligence at times equal to that of his superiors. Only largeness and bullying kept the fleet-footed, lesser lizard in his proper place. Killjaws rightfully held the monopoly on the predatory tools of cunning, stealth and terror. In no way could any inferior reptile be permitted to usurp their eminence, which is why Orn would never rise beyond his station as the king's general dogsbody.
Moments later the captaining Dwarf Killjaw began thudding across the bone-studded glade to present himself to his liege, shepherded by Orn. Rexus eyed the approaching hunter and opted to meet him standing. He always looked more intimidating on two legs. With a tremendous heave Rexus levered himself off the ground with his ridiculously tiny forelimbs and struggled to his clawed feet, wincing frightfully. His gout was particularly troublesome today. The pair arrived and he dismissed Orn with a growl. The Fastclaw obediently withdrew out of earshot but within sight of the king should he be summoned.
'Have a little trouble dining out last night, Festur?’ mocked Rexus, seeing the other's bruised muzzle. ‘They look suspiciously like the whip marks inflicted by a Thunderfoot tail.'
Festur grimaced sourly. ‘Nothing I couldn't have handled if it had been a normal hunt.'
'Really? Then explain why you were whipped by one of Balticea's infernal followers.’ The despot maneuvered his five-ton, fifty-foot long bulk menacingly over his half-sized minion. Rexus was fearsomely huge even by Killjaw reckoning. ‘Your ineptitude reflects badly on me, you realise.'
'There were extenuating circumstances, my king.'
'I can hardly wait to hear them.'
Festur related the fantastic story of his thwarted attack on the Grand Matriarch's feisty granddaughter and her impudent Duckbilled pal, stressing the frightening appearance of the flying silver ball. Throughout the telling King Rexus remained dangerously expressionless until Festur had finished his tale of woe. Only then did his blank countenance contort into disbelieving ire.
'I ought to bite out your tongue for inventing such an outrageous lie to cover the fact that your were beaten by a pair of plant-munchers—and juveniles at that!’ he roared contemptuously.
'They were both nearly adults,’ Festur offered in his defence.
'Couldn't you come up with anything more fanciful than a flapping egg to cover your sorry tail?'
'It didn't have wings, Sire.'
'What?'
'The egg flew without wings.'
'You dare bother me with semantics after concocting such an outlandish fib?'
Festur squirmed beneath the rebuke but held his ground. ‘I swear on my father's gnawed bones I'm telling the truth to you.'
Rexus considered his trusted captain. Festur was not easily frightened, so whatever had dissuaded him from pursuing last night's hunt had to have been monumental. And the oath just given was not to be taken lightly. Festur had killed his own sire and picked his bones clean in a murderously successful takeover as the leading Dwarf Killjaw at court. Then there was the intriguing matter of Bronte. The king could not discount his captain's claim out of claw.
'I'm giving you the benefit of the doubt,’ he gruffly decided.
Festur blinked in amazement. Leniency was not one of his unforgiving king's strong points.
Rexus was done with this conversation and barked, ‘Get out of my sight before I change my mind.’ The thankful Killjaw captain backed away and scuttled for the forest when a safe distance separated himself from his hulking master.
'Orn!'
The Fastclaw raced in answer to the summons and stood before the foul colossus, his head cocked enquiringly.
'Fetch me Tank,’ commanded Rexus.
'The Adviser left the clearing shortly after sunrise, Your Evilness,’ Orn reported. ‘He never said where he was going.'
The regent was irked by the news and muttered obscenities about one day having his consultant torn limb from limb as punishment for his frequent absenteeism. The Fastclaw cringed from listening to his king's graphic ramblings.
'Find me Shadower then,’ Rexus said with abrupt coherency.
Orn glanced dubiously at the noonday sun. ‘He'll be asleep, King Rexus.'
'Then wake him!’ the tyrant Killjaw shouted in a deafening roar.
The Fastclaw took off with the speed of a lava bomb shot out of the cone of a volcano.
King Rexus shook his head bewilderingly. ‘Why am I surrounded by incompetents?'
* * * *The sun was setting behind the barren, stony outcrops of the western highlands by the time Orn returned to Killjaw Clearing. Rexus scented his runner's arrival and reluctantly stirred from his catnap, rising with a grunt of displeasure. He was lethargic after eating his fill of a Duckbill haunch brought by Festur mid-afternoon to appease him. The king peered through the dusky light and spotted the Fastclaw's striped coat nearing. Orn halted at a respectable distance from his terrifying sovereign behind the fly-ridden remains of the regent's snack. He appeared alone, but Rexus's nose told him otherwise.
'Yesss, my massster?'
Rexus nearly jumped out of his hide. A shadow had seemingly sprung to life out of the gloom before him. The startled monarch fought to maintain his composure. ‘Y-You're as stealthy as ever I see, Shadower. That's good. Very good.'
The Nightclaw stood unmoving, barely distinguishable from the murk he had silently emerged from. Ogg sidled up to the Chief Spy of the Killjaw Court, making their kinship instantly apparent.
Shadower was half again as large as his Fastclaw cousin and shared the same build: the bird-shaped head, sinuous neck, elongated arms ending in grasping hands, sprinter's legs and a stiff tail for balance. He was dressed more reservedly though, his lean muscular body an undercoat of deep blue dappled with irregular splotches of darker blue graduating into near black. His muted colouration was ideal camouflage for his role of nocturnal hunter, as were his huge unblinking eyes. Gifted with unequalled night vision, this sharp-minded speedster was in his element during the shadowed hours of darkness.
'You sssummoned me, King Rexusss,’ prompted the Nightclaw.
A shiver ran the length of the regent's back. Shadower's voice was like the eerie rasp of pebbles cascading down a mountain slope.
'I have a task for you,’ he asserted.
The Fastclaw's two orbs of luminous yellow stared coolly from beneath heavy brow ridges and Rexus shuddered again. They were the largest sight organs relative to size of any reptile and Shadower missed nothing he gazed upon. No detail, however minute, was overlooked by that penetrative stare. That is what made him such an exceptional spy. It was also what unnerved the Killjaw king the most. Whenever those haunting wells of scrutiny fell upon him, Rexus felt his soulless psyche stripped bare.
'Your wisssh isss my command, my massster,’ Shadower said perfunctorily.
Rexus growled reflexively. The Nightclaw's loyalty to him was unquestionable, yet he wondered just how far his control over the compassionless spy actually extended. ‘There was trouble in the forest last night.'
'I am aware of a disssturbance, yesss.’ Nothing escaped Shadower's attention.
'Good. I won't have to waste time by going into detail. What do you know about the origins of this aerial egg?'
'Asss much asss you.'
'That little,’ the tyrant muttered. The Nightclaw's economy with words was so damn annoying! ‘Find out then. There's some sort of connection between that shiny egg and a Thunderfoot cow by the name of Bronte.'
'Balticea'sss ssspawn,’ confirmed the spy.
'That's the bitch. Uncover what her link is and report back. Be discreet in your observations.'
'Sssecrecy is alwaysss utmossst,’ Shadower hissed coldly, his chilling promise caressing Rexus with its clammy touch.
Satisfied, the king offered directions. ‘My enemy's herd should be positioned about...'
'I know where ssshe walksss. Bronte ssshall not elude me.’ The Fastclaw promptly vanished, melting into the darkening night as effortlessly as a stream flows into a lake.
Rexus was left with the unsettling notion that he had been conversing with a phantom. He shook off his disquiet and bellowed for Orn to approach.
'You roared, Your Horridness.'
'Has Tank returned yet?'
The Fastclaw ducked his head in readiness and meekly replied, ‘No.'
The Killjaw king swore profusely. The Adviser was supposed to be at his beck and call, day and night. If it were not for Tank's faultless logic, Rexus would have had him slain seasons ago for his slackness. ‘You had better start looking for him,’ Rexus said to his dogsbody.
'But, Sire, it's getting dark,’ protested the Fastclaw.
'That's usually what happens when night falls, Orn.'
'I haven't fed yet.’ Orn was ravenous and he eyed the scraps of the gluttonous regent's leftovers hungrily. Wasting most of the afternoon scouring the immense woodland for Shadower's current daytime lair, he had only found the Nightclaw by chance snoozing lightly in a magnolia bush an hour beforehand. The pair had then raced for Killjaw Clearing, leaving Orn no time whatsoever to hunt.
'I don't care about your petty discomforts,’ snarled Rexus. ‘Do as I command.'
The starving Fastclaw stifled any further protest and bowed to his unfeeling sovereign's wish. Hunger was preferable to having his tail chewed for disobedience. He stalked sulkily off into the nighttime forest.
Rexus cast his malevolent gaze skywards as the first stars of the evening peeped through the ebony curtain of night. He was in an oddly contemplative frame of mind.
The monster royal had of late been feeling increasingly dissatisfied with life. To be sure his retinue of servants catered to his every need and whim. But his pampered, mundane existence lacked the adventure that distinguished the kingships of his forebears. He was bored!
The bull king, when newly crowned, had once been idealistic, his scaly head brimming with grandiose schemes. He long entertained the idea of assassinating the figurehead of the Thunderfoot herds. With Balticea off the scene, the behemoths would be a step nearer to falling under the totalitarian influence of the Killjaw regency. That too had been the unfulfilled dream of his brutish sire before his ignominious death from old age. Rexus had perpetuated that shared, immoral cause. The Grand Matriarch proved a wily opponent though. The resourceful old cow consistently escaped his craftily laid ambushes and orchestrated that unbreakable unified resistance of her kind. How dare she upset the natural order of things! Thunderfeet were prey and had no right to band together to deny the Killjaws their butchering privileges. Where was Balticea's sense of propriety? Rexus's planned domination had as a result stalled and withered.
A cold glimmer of icy hope brightened the despot's melancholy. The precious heir of his archenemy was involved in something untoward, and that excited him. His boredom was beginning to be alleviated. Rexus felt in his bones that the flying manifestation was the brink of some life-changing upheaval that, if capitalised on, could jumpstart the downfall of his geriatric nemesis. That was not the only thing his joints were telling him as he shifted his weight from his inflamed leg onto his good one. His gout was worsening.


Chapter SevenBalticea walked the fernland alone.
It was shortly after dawn on her herd's fourth day of travel out from their home range and they were close to meeting their southern neighbours. So close in fact that the leading cow was pressing on ahead of her charges to pave the way for the much anticipated get-together. The footsore Thunderfeet were now thankfully going to enjoy a pleasantly restful day awaiting her return and the signal to carry on.
The oldster was troubled. Bronte had been unusually reticent these past few days. Something was weighing heavily upon her granddaughter's mind and the teen would not disclose what. She did not even confide in Florella when Balticea had purposefully placed her honorary aunt near the preoccupied youngster to find out what was vexing her. Aware that her heir was sleeping badly as well, Balticea guessed that the mounting anxiety of Bronte's path into adulthood was taking its toll. Which is why she had confined the distracted adolescent to the herd under Kahla's supervision. Her detestable niece made an excellent watchdog and Bronte did not need the added complication of Chappy to befuddle her.
She pushed her concerns aside. There were more pressing issues to deal with. For one, this trek south was not free of risk. Every step taken past the growing streams of Duckbills and Shieldhorns flowing in the opposite direction took the northern Thunderfeet dangerously deeper into the feared realm of the Killjaws. With their staple prey migrating from the area, the bloodthirsty hunters would soon be turning their hungry attention to the sedentary sauropods. The Bloodletting was just about upon them and Balticea was bringing the adjoining Thunderfoot bands together in a fifteen hundred ton smorgasbord. Sheer madness.
Balticea had no excuse for her poor timing other than circumstance. Events had conspired to lead her to this moment, so she resolved to make the best of a bad situation—meet up with Bodiah's group, have Bronte mated before putting her master plan into action, and return to their northerly grounds with all possible haste.
With these ends in mind, the Grand Matriarch quickened her pace as much as her restrictive gait allowed and forged ahead. An angry wind blew across the prairie at her back, seemingly urging the plodding cow to hurry faster. Balticea was already feeling the strain of the 200-mile trek but she ignored her protesting, rheumatic limbs. This would be the final undertaking in her lengthy and eventful life. Her own journey was nearing completion.
She encountered a sentry bull around mid-morning. Due to their proximity to the Killjaw King's abode, the southern Thunderfeet were especially guarded. The suspicious male was openly hostile to Balticea until she revealed her identity, whereupon he underwent a radical change. Almost tripping over his tail to accommodate the highest ranked Thunderfoot in the region, he welcomed the respected senior cow as she fell in beside him while they made their way to his herd.
Bodiah was cropping a succulent horsetail when she happened to look over. She dropped her mouthful of greenery and gaped upon spying the visitor. ‘Balticea, is that you?’ she exclaimed.
'Is that any way to greet a fellow leader?’ the elder cow sternly observed after her escort had delivered her to his own matriarch and retired.
With an oath of self-recrimination, Balticea's opposite recited the ritual greeting. ‘I bid you welcome, Sister Leader.'
'I accept your hospitality, Sister Leader,’ came back the traditional response. ‘Now that formalities have been observed, how are you Bodiah?'
'Flustered. Forgive my overlooking protocol a moment ago. The shock of seeing you scattered my wits.'
'That's perfectly understandable. We've not seen one another in a long time. You're looking well.’ That was a barefaced lie on Balticea's part. Bodiah was half her age but had the wrinkled hide of a 200 year-old. Managing a Thunderfoot herd so near to the Killjaw throne was unbelievably stressful and had prematurely aged her friend and colleague.
'You look the same as always,’ Bodiah said jokingly, ‘big and severe. Hungry?'
'Famished, actually.'
Bodiah ambled over to a poplar grove fencing this region of the Mother Forest. Rearing up on her hind legs, she effortlessly pushed over the nearest bole and offered her guest first choice of the fernery sprouting at its base. ‘Tuck in then.'
Balticea looked around as she browsed. Stands of deciduous trees were steadily ousting the familiar conifers farther north. ‘Your trees are changing more and more, Bodiah.'
The fellow matriarch studied the copses of maple, oak and sycamore dotting the shrinking pine and fir timberland dispassionately. ‘I hadn't really noticed,’ she commented. ‘Balticea, what brings you down to my neck of the woods? I doubt you came all this way just to discuss trees.'
Swallowing a clump of ferns, Balticea gazed squarely at her slightly smaller peer. ‘I've been following the movements of your herd for a while. I did a rough head count just now on the way in. Numbers appear down since my last visit, Bodiah.'
'That is to be expected when Killjaws are our next-door neighbours.'
'Certainly, but I judge your herd to have sunk to an unrecoverable point.'
Bodiah bristled at the summation. ‘That's a matter of opinion. I say we're holding our own.'
'How long for? You'll stand a better chance with a thriving nursery. Have you one?'
The junior leader averted her telltale eyes from Balticea's enquiring stare. ‘Not one of this season's hatchlings survived,’ she sadly divulged.
'That settles it. I must act now.'
'And do what exactly?'
'Put into effect a design I had hoped never to use.'
Bodiah grew alarmed. ‘Are you talking to me as a friend or as my superior?'
Balticea's grim countenance hardened and her counterpart's heart fluttered. Bad news invariably followed on those rare instances when a Grand Matriarch exercised her mastery.
Outwardly all Thunderfoot matriarchs were empowered with equal status. The reality was somewhat different. Balticea was a direct descendant of the Thunderfoot cow who had led the original settlement of the plains surrounding the Mother Forest. She accordingly enjoyed the deference of others due to her prestigious bloodline. Her higher ranking was reflected not only in the honoured title she bore but the influence that position exerted. She was more often than not looked upon as the wisest of the Thunderfeet. It was an exalted dominion Bronte was set to inherit.
With a sigh of resignation, Bodiah said, ‘Give it to me straight.'
Balticea complied. ‘I will be dissolving your herd.'
'You haven't the authority!’ the lesser leader blurted out. She was instantly shamefaced. Balticea had the necessary preponderance.
'Don't take it personally, Bodiah. It's not a condemnation of your leadership. Times are changing and if the Thunderfeet are to survive we must adapt. My own band dwindles and I fear that unless steps are taken we may both lose our herds before too long.'
'What do you propose?'
'A rather radical course of action—our bands must merge into one.'
'That's preposterous. It'll never work.'
'It has to. I believe that a super herd will be able to weather the adversities facing it far better than two fragile bands.’ Balticea proceeded to outline her plan. ‘Fresh bloodlines will mix to hopefully produce more fertile eggs and healthier, stronger young.'
Inbreeding had always been a weakening agent afflicting the isolated Thunderfoot communities.
'We'll have to abandon the concept of hatchling nurseries, of course. The old ways are simply not coping with the stresses of modern life. I suggest we keep the newborns within the herd structure from the moment they hatch and allow them to browse, as we do, at the forest edge. We are losing far too many younglings to the hazards of the deep woods. Also, I want to tighten herd defence. The bulls can protect the hatchlings full-time, while the cows maintain the perimeter. Our bigger size is a more dependable deterrent than male bravado.'
Bodiah tried hard to get her head around the alien concept. ‘A united front...’ she pondered aloud, mulling over the notion that the Thunderfeet had come full circle from their inventive forebears by wanting to revert back to the giant herds of yesteryear. ‘In a strange way it does make sense,’ she carefully admitted. ‘But who gets to lead this super herd?’ Balticea's proposal was self-explanatory. ‘The Grand Matriarch, naturally,’ said Bodiah, a note of bitterness creeping into her voice. Glaring challengingly at the older cow, she stated, ‘I've always been Matriarch, Balticea ... and a good one at that. I won't know how to be anything else.'
'I'm not disputing that, Bodiah. Your personal experience in combating the Killjaws will prove invaluable in your role as deputy leader.'
'I'm not being displaced entirely?'
'Don't be silly. We need to consolidate our strengths, not cast them away like dung. Your credentials as leader of the South Thunderfeet are impeccable. My successor will need every measure of your wisdom to rule judiciously.'
Bodiah was dumbfounded. Balticea had been Grand Matriarch since before her hatching. It was impossible for the junior leader to imagine the steadfast old cow stepping down.
'That brings me to my next topic,’ spoke Balticea. ‘Do you recall when we last saw one another?'
'Vaguely. Our herds bumped into each other when our feeding ranges overlapped.'
'What did we talk about?'
'Balticea, that was a good number of seasons ago.'
'Time aplenty to see a certain calf reach maturity.'
Bodiah caught herself—Balticea's unannounced arrival, her allusion to retiring, all made perfect sense now. The southerner's past had come back to haunt her.
'Let me refresh your memory,’ continued the Grand Matriarch. ‘On that occasion we discovered something precious in common. We had compatibly aged children.'
'I know,’ Bodiah was reminded. Her son had been a full season and a half older than Balticea's yearling granddaughter. Since bulls matured later than cows, the hatchlings were ideally matched. ‘You're referring to the pact we made.'
'Indeed I am. Bronte and Darved were pledged to each other back then. My grandchild is ripe to inherit my matriarchship. It is only fitting and proper that she be mated before doing so.'
'There was a condition, if I remember rightly.'
Balticea suddenly looked uncomfortable. ‘Was there? All that happened quite some time ago. Like you said, one can't be expected to recollect every detail of that meeting.'
'Quit backsliding, Balticea. You are old, but not senile or forgetful.’ The elder cow was suitably abashed. Without further ado Bodiah pointedly asked, ‘Has Bronte outgrown her ugliness?'
'No, but...'
'You said her hideous disfigurement would disappear, given time.'
In a rare admission of fallibility Balticea gruffly said, ‘I was mistaken.'
'Then perhaps I'll have to reconsider our agreement.'
'That'll be inappropriate.'
'You had this merger in mind from the very start,’ accused Bodiah. ‘That's why you advocated so strongly for this union all those seasons ago.'
Balticea remained brusque. ‘I could see a deathly pattern even back then. The Thunderfeet are failing. This is the best strategy to break the fatal stranglehold over us.'
'I can't condone my son being mated to such an undesirable cow, Balticea. You assured me Bronte would grow from an ugly hatchling into a normal adult.'
'Don't belabour the point.'
'It's a pretty significant point. Darved will be ostracised for mating with—for lack of a less hurtful description—a freak!'
'Just because we are friends doesn't give you the right to criticise my judgement,’ the Grand Matriarch said frostily. ‘We entered into a pact. Your son would partner my heir. The provision you set is immaterial now. You have no daughter to inherit your position, Bodiah. When you die, who'll lead your herd?'
'I will appoint someone to.'
'The eligible cows will be squabbling over the role even before your body cools and still be contesting the ascension while the Killjaws pick them off one by one. Be practical. This is the only way. Darved will be mated to Bronte, she'll take my place as supreme Thunderfoot leader, and your herd will fall directly under the jurisdiction of the new Grand Matriarch.'
The lesser matriarch conceded defeat. ‘How repulsive is my future daughter-in-law?’ she sighed resignedly.
'Bodiah, I never knew you could be so shallow. Let's hope your son hasn't inherited his mother's prejudices.'
'I'm assuming your herd members don't care one whit about Bronte's looks.'
'They've accepted my granddaughter for who she is.'
'Precisely. She's your heir, Balticea. They don't dare reject her on that score alone.'
Bodiah made a valid assessment, compelling the Grand Matriarch to rethink her stance. Had grandmotherly love blinded her to the heartbreaking reality that Bronte was nothing short of being a barely tolerated outcast in her own herd? Balticea compensated for the grim evaluation with her renowned thinking. ‘Bodiah, you must convince them otherwise by befriending and supporting Bronte. Once the others see your acceptance of their new leader, they'll be won over. But you yourself must first put aside your bigotry.'
Bodiah mulled over the ‘suggestion'. The fate of the sole two Thunderfoot herds left in this region rested on her broad back. She swallowed her pride. ‘I'll do it. Not for your sake or mine, but for Darved's. Knowing my boy as I do, he will actually look forward to courting your granddaughter. In that respect he's a hopeless romantic, much like his father was. I only want my son to live a long and happy life without being alone.'
'That is also my desire for Bronte. On that score I'm glad we agree.'
'What's the next step then in your grand plan for salvation?’ Bodiah asked acidly. She may have accepted the coming upheaval in her life, but that is not to say she liked it.
'I go and get my herd. They're less than half a day's march away. We'll see you around midday tomorrow.'
Balticea plodded off, leaving Bodiah to fume over the Grand Matriarch's meticulousness.
* * * *Bronte was nervous. Soon she would be introduced to her arranged beau, but first she had to meet with the approval of his dam. Her grandmother assured Bronte that her future mother-in-law was no terrifying old hag, though the younger cow was not convinced. The steely-eyed matriarch staring fixedly at her across the way looked about as friendly as an attacking Killjaw.
'Come over and meet Bodiah,’ Balticea called out encouragingly to her granddaughter. The fellow Thunderfoot leaders stood apart from their respective herds, bridging the awkwardness that separated the bands of milling sauropods. The others would not crossover and socialise until given the go ahead from the Grand Matriarch. Until that nod happened, they had to be content to watch the exchange from the sidelines.
Bronte slowly ambled toward the matriarchs, chaperoned by Kahla. The pair had been disgustingly inseparable since Balticea's niece had been appointed her custodian, denying Bronte any opportunity of sneaking off to be with Chappy. She risked a glance backwards and felt her heart tugged by Florella's sad countenance. Her foster mother should rightfully be at her side to give her daughter away.
'I hope you like rejection,’ Kahla whispered spitefully to her kin. ‘No mother will want her son to mate with you.'
'Shut up, you're spoiling my day,’ Bronte muttered peevishly.
'Hello, child, you probably won't remember me. You were barely hatched out of the nesting trench when I first laid eyes upon you,’ greeted Bodiah. Her cordial words had an underlying tone that was decidedly cool.
'No ma'am, I don't,’ the unsure cow courteously replied.
'I'm sorry to see you haven't changed a bit.'
Kahla sneered at that snide comment.
The tension of the moment was not lost on Balticea and she promptly interceded. ‘Now is a good time for the betrothed youngsters to get acquainted,’ she curtly suggested.
Bodiah glared at the Grand Matriarch and called out to her son. ‘Darved, join us.'
Bronte strained her neck to catch the first glimpse of her beau. She was not disappointed. The foremost ranks of Bodiah's band parted as a handsome bull plodded forth across Fernwalk. The sky was leaden and blustery, yet the milky noon sun burnished his mahogany hide, accentuating his masculinity. Bronte caught her breath and Kahla fumed with envy. Grandmother had chosen well.
Darved halted by his sour-faced mother and regarded the blemished of the two northern cows with an intensity that made her squirm bashfully. ‘You have to be Bronte,’ he rumbled approvingly.
Bronte shyly returned his gaze. ‘I guess I am.'
Clearing her throat, Balticea said to Bodiah, ‘Time to let these two get to know one another,’ before addressing the herds, ‘Okay, Thunderfeet. You may mingle.'
The ground shook as dozens of heavy-footed bodies converged en masse. Old and distant friendships were renewed, while new fellowships began. Gossip from the forest grapevine was exchanged and debated. The matchmaking matriarchs left the fraternising sauropods to catch up and retired further out onto the plain to finalise plans for the takeover. It was essential the transition progressed smoothly. They did make a point of staying in plain view of the acquainting teens during their discussion.
'That goes for you too, Kahla,’ Balticea commanded with a shout. Her scowling niece was loitering by the teens. ‘Leave them be and go hobnob.’ The widely disliked cow withdrew and wandered off alone. She had no friends to speak of in either herd.
Bronte and Darved, heedless of the chattering throng, were captivated with each other. To them both it seemed no other Thunderfoot in the world existed.
'Do you feel as maladroit as me?’ asked the bull.
'More so,’ confessed Bronte. ‘What do we do now?'
'Talk.'
'About what?'
Darved eyed the conversing leaders. ‘Family seems a good starting point.'
Bronte snorted sardonically. ‘Is your mother always this happy looking?'
Darved guffawed. That was the icebreaker. ‘Actually, this is one of her better days,’ he wryly stated.
'Grandmother and Bodiah make the perfect couple then.'
The bull and cow laughed heartily at that wisecrack.
'But seriously, Darved, I don't think your mother likes me.'
'Don't take it to heart. She finds it hard to like anyone. I'm surprised she liked my father enough to mate him.'
Bronte glanced about. ‘I don't see your sire. Where is he?'
'Father is dead. He passed away when I was only four.'
'I'm sorry to hear that. I can sympathise. I lost my mother when I was but a hatchling.'
'That's rough, Bronte.'
'It's no big deal. I never really got to know her.'
'And your dad, is he living still?'
'Yeah, but he's never been what you call an active participant in my life.'
'It's tough growing up without a father,’ agreed Darved.
Bronte looked over at Bodiah and was met by a frank and unfriendly stare. ‘Bodiah really doesn't approve of me.’ She grew coy. ‘Do you like me?'
'Very much.'
'All of me?'
Darved instantly grasped her meaning. ‘Oh that. The naevus doesn't bother me, Bronte. It just means you're different.'
The cow was crestfallen. She preferred not to stand out.
'I like different,’ added the bull.
Bronte was gladdened. ‘I think we're off to a wonderful start,’ she beamed.
She and Darved spent the remainder of the day lost in each other's company talking about trivial matters and things of consequence with equal ease. The couple was a match made in heaven. They were soul mates. Around late afternoon they indulged in a pastime that all Thunderfeet shared and walked over to the forest verge to feed. The watchful eyes of the two matriarchs never once left them. The sky was turning scarlet with the purpled shadows stretching and deepening by the time they had satiated their enormous appetites on their fill of groundcover fronds.
Plucking a bouquet of ferns at his feet, Darved presented the offering to Bronte.
'Oh, no thanks,’ she politely declined. ‘I couldn't swallow another mouthful.'
'They're not for eating,’ Darved mumbled. Talking was extremely difficult when holding a bunch of stalks in your mouth. ‘It's part of the courtship ritual.'
Bronte was more than a little vague. This was one subject her knowledgeable grandmother had not covered with her. Even Aunt Flo neglected to educate her on ‘the birds and the bees'.
'You're supposed to take it and follow me,’ prompted the bull.
'Where to?'
'That poplar grove over there.’ He gestured to a nearby stand of cottonwoods with their arrowhead trunks and triangular leaves.
'And what am I to do with it once we get there?'
'We eat it together after consummating our mating. Mother told me that a couple tends to feel hungry after, you know ... it.'
Bronte looked away in embarrassment. Both she and Darved were first-timers, as Thunderfoot custom dictated, but he was plainly better informed than her. The self-conscious cow glanced back at Balticea, who rumbled encouragement. Bodiah continued to glower menacingly.
Turning her attention back to Darved, Bronte thought she glimpsed a flash of red in the forest behind her newfound bull. Accepting the proffered greenery, she filed behind Darved as he led her into the copse. It was a bit of a tight fit for the titans to squeeze their bulk through the close-growing boles, but they managed in the end and found themselves in the treeless center fenced away from prying eyes.
The cow's nervousness intensified and she accidentally dropped her arrangement of ferns. ‘I'll pick them up,’ she hurriedly said.
'Leave them for now,’ Darved softly urged. He inched close and tenderly nuzzled Bronte's neck with his snout.
'This is all happening so fast,’ she whispered giddily, her mammoth body trembling.
The bull drew back. ‘You wish me to stop?'
'I didn't say that,’ responded Bronte, provocatively rubbing her flank against his and lowering her head in readiness.
The coupling was brief but intense. During procreation a Thunderfoot cow has to support the full weight of an adult male on her back, so the union was mercifully over in a matter of a few minutes. Darved dismounted and rested. He and Bronte would mate several more times during the night to ensure fertilisation.
* * * *Bronte woke ravenous. She gulped down the gifted ferns and, still hungry, stole from the poplar grove in search of more green edibles. It was a couple of hours past midnight and Darved, exhausted from his efforts, slept soundly on his feet.
The cow felt curiously fulfilled and refreshed, in spite of the tiring events of the evening, having had her first decent sleep in ages. No terrifying nightmare haunted her dream state this time, although ever since meeting Gideon her presage had subtly altered on those nights it invaded her dreams unbidden. The unknown incubus pursued her unremittingly through that ghostly landscape, but the undefined phantasm waiting to rescue her skeletal reincarnation now took on a solid form. It shone forth in blazing white light as Gideon. Bronte could hardly help but recognise the significance of this and came to the disquieting conclusion that her nightmarish vision indeed had the signs of being a portent—but of what exactly? And what was the tail-less stranger's link to her oppressing feeling of doom?
Finding an enticing clump of fernery nearby, she began to feed when a peculiar noise pulled her up short. It sounded very much like a hollow whistling.
'Pssst, over here.'
Bronte knew instantly who it was and followed the telltale low-key hoot of Chappy. She found him hiding furtively in a sycamore stand. ‘Come out of there,’ she instructed him.
'Not bloody likely—do you know how close we are to the Killjaw throne?’ Chappy tapped his head with a forefoot. ‘I must need my skull examined for being here. It'd be far simpler if I just trotted up to ole King Rexus himself and offered my carcass as a free meal. Then I wouldn't have to worry any more about constantly looking over my tail for trouble to show its fanged mouth.'
'You're being ridiculous.
'Oh, am I? You can say that cause you're not the “meat of the day” on the Killjaw menu. I ought to be heading north, but no I've gotta play the part of best friend and go in the opposite direction of my kin right into bone-crunch central.'
'I thought I saw you skulking about earlier. That red nose of yours is a dead giveaway.'
The Duckbill reared up and covered his conspicuous nasal flap with his front feet. ‘I don't skulk. I merely loiter and observe.'
Bronte stared hard at her pal. ‘Did you happen to see anything tonight you really shouldn't have been watching?'
'If you mean Thunderfoot intimacies, please. I'm no pervert. I looked away at the appropriate moments.'
The cow took no comfort in that statement. ‘Will you stop hiding in those trees like a day-old hatchling and come out?’ she barked irritably. She took exception to Chappy's previously unobtrusive nearness. ‘You can hide behind me if you like.'
Chappy stepped clear of the trunks. ‘This'll go down well with my fellow bulls,’ he remarked sourly. ‘Protected by a girl.'
'Would you prefer becoming breakfast for some marauding Killjaw?'
The Duckbill sulked. Bronte had never seen Chappy so moody before.
'What's the matter now?’ she said as he glanced about uneasily.
'I've been on edge ever since, well, that encounter. I have hardly slept a wink.'
'I can relate to that, Chap. There's something else though. You're not normally this agitated.'
'I have a nervous disposition when I'm surrounded by hills with legs. Never have I seen so many Thunderfeet in one place at the same time.'
'You of all reptiles should be used to crowds,’ said Bronte, citing the clamorous Duckbill throng Chappy had lived in all his life.
'They haven't got two matriarchs I've got to hide from.'
Bronte understood his qualms. She also suspected that his migratory instinct was demanding to be heeded, adding to his edginess. ‘Has Gideon been in contact?’ she asked with typical directness.
'No. How about you?'
The Thunderfoot shook her small head.
'He had better not leave it too much longer. I need to be off shor...’ Chappy abruptly broke off.
Bronte looked at her chum in the faint starlight filtering through the leafy canopy overhead. He was standing bolt upright with a blank expression on his snout, his normally pliable bill stiff as a board. That was not an unusual look in itself for Chappy. He often sported a faraway simper. What alarmed Bronte was the glazed cast to his eyes. Normally a showcase for his effervescent nature, they were dull with blindness. ‘Chappy, are you alright?'
The Duckbill began to walk away, if you could call his motion walking. He moved like a marionette on a string, his limbs and tail jerking in response to an unperceived puppeteer.
'Where are you off to?’ Bronte called after him in a frantic whisper.
The bull continued his stilted walk with unseeing eyes, the unknown force possessing him guiding him through the inky forest without a single misstep. Not knowing what else to do, Bronte lumbered behind. Their bizarre stroll lasted just under an hour, the last quarter of which saw Bronte struggle against clogging undergrowth, pushing her enormity between tightly packed trees her smaller friend passed through with ease. Grumbling terribly, she ground to a welcome halt when the stiff-legged Duckbill came to rest beside a quietly gurgling stream of blackish water.
Chappy suddenly became normal again and shook the numbness from his brain. ‘What in the name of my egg just happened?’ he queried. ‘I feel stuffed.’ He glimpsed the sluggishly flowing creek and did a double take. ‘Er, where are we Bron and when exactly did we walk here?'
'You took off and led me to wherever here is,’ Bronte explained. ‘I don't think you were quite yourself though. You were moving rather woodenly, almost as if you were...'
'Brought here,’ finished Gideon, stepping into view on the opposite embankment and startling the reptiles. Despite their attuned animalistic senses, the pair had failed to detect his reappearance.
'You were, brought here I mean, by me,’ the alien personage owned up, speaking to Chappy.
'Against his will,’ condemned the Thunderfoot cow. ‘I had a feeling you were behind this. How did you manage it?'
Gideon shrugged and said, ‘Basic mind control. Some personalities are weak-minded and rather open to suggestiveness.'
'You picked a perfect subject in Chappy then,’ muttered Bronte.
'Hey, was that an insult?’ honked the slighted Duckbill.
Gideon ignored the bantering dinosaurs to carry on explaining. ‘I merely insinuated to Chappy on a subconscious level to come along here. He actually did so of his own volition. I can't force anyone to act against their will, but quite often the body is reluctant to heed outside influence, hence the funny walk.'
Puzzled, Bronte demanded to know, ‘How come I wasn't subjected to your brainwashing?'
Gideon's metallic laugh answered the cow. ‘Don't think I didn't explore that possibility. I briefly touched upon your mind, Bronte. Your thought processes are surprisingly well structured for a Beta Class life-form. You would be exceedingly difficult to ... coerce.'
Bronte found satisfaction in that reason, though was disconcerted at having her mind so casually and callously invaded without her knowing it.
'There was no real need anyway,’ Gideon smugly admitted. ‘I sensed the closeness between you and Chappy from our introductory meeting—where one goes the other follows. I knew you'd tag along.'
'You're awfully sure of yourself.'
'I've done my homework.'
'Ahem,’ came Vai's interruption over the open comlink.
'We've done our research,’ corrected the outlander.
'Who is that? Bronte insisted on being told.
'My conscience,’ Gideon answered bleakly.
'Lord, where's your shiny egg?’ Chappy wondered aloud.
'My what? Oh, you mean my starsphere. It's parked a way off.’ He spoke directly into his helmet microphone. ‘Though not far enough away for my liking.’ The alienaut was struck by a peculiarity. ‘Why did you call me lord just then?'
'Wake up and smell the solder, sweetie pie,’ cut in Vai. ‘They're animals. You appear godlike to them.’ The hint completely escaped Gideon. With an exasperated whine the computerised persona declared, ‘They think you're some kind of deity.'
'The Originator,’ elucidated Chappy.
'That's what comes from breaking the rules.'
Gideon disregarded his VAI's admonishment. ‘I hate to disillusion you, my adulating Duckbill, but I am not a god. I'm just an ordinary fellow, made of flesh and blood like you.'
'That's good enough for me,’ decided Bronte, suddenly thundering across the stream with a spray of chill water. Her charge was blunted when she encountered Gideon's personal force shield and was firmly repulsed by the unyielding energy barrier.
'I never said I was defenceless,’ he said, regarding the bewildered Thunderfoot with disdain.
'What's going on love?’ Vai crackled over the com channel. ‘I had a surge from your PFS that nearly overloaded my power cells. Did a mountain fall on you out there?'
'Just a little misunderstanding,’ Gideon radioed back.
Chappy was outraged by Bronte's behaviour. ‘What did you do that for?'
The dazed Thunderfoot tried to focus her scrambled brains. She felt like she had charged headlong into a rock wall. ‘I was making a point, Chap. I wanted to prove that Gideon isn't as harmless as he makes out, as you so readily believe. He's dangerous.'
'The only danger around here is what you are to yourself. Geez, and I thought I was impulsive.'
'I'm not here to hurt either of you,’ reiterated Gideon. Bronte narrowed her hateful eyes at the outlander and he pleaded his case. ‘You surely can't blame a guy for defending himself. Look at the size difference between us.'
'Whatever,’ Bronte snapped back. She waded back across the brook to rejoin Chappy. ‘Have you come back to supply answers to our questions?'
'Fire away.'
'Where's the fire?’ Chappy honked worriedly. He tested the night air. ‘I don't smell any smoke.'
'It's just an expression my people used,’ Gideon said, calming the upset Duckbill. ‘It means begin.'
'That's a good place to start,’ Bronte affirmed.
'What is?’ asked the alienaut.
'Your herd. Where do they reside again?'
Gideon clapped his white-gloved hands together. ‘For that we need a demonstration. Vai, initiate edu-prog one-one-zero-four.'
'You didn't say the magic word again.'
'Please.'
'Better. Manners are so often forgotten nowadays.'
A ray of multicoloured light streamed from Gideon's Energy Dome and a perfectly detailed holographic miniature landscape of emerald trees beside a plain of lesser green shimmered in the darkness over the creek.
'That looks like Mother Forest and Fernwalk,’ exclaimed Chappy, his eyes alight with fascination. ‘It's beautiful. Wow! There's Clearwater River and Crescent Lake,’ he added, spying the ribbon and pool of blue out west.
'How perceptive of you, Chappy,’ commended Gideon, considering the birds-eye view was completely new to the land bound reptile. ‘Now think of your territory as being just a tiny part of an even greater whole. Watch closely.'
The three-dimensional image shrunk as the landmarks recognisable to the viewing reptiles receded to be lost in a topographical overview of the continent they were to be found on. Gideon began his narration. ‘This is the landmass your forest is but one small section of. It should be right about here.’ He pointed with a finger to an area in the mid-west of the continent just below and to the left of the bisecting seaway, his appendage passing through the filmy projection as if it were coloured mist. ‘Keep watching,’ he instructed the spellbound dinosaurs. The laser painting adjusted again and this time the landmass itself diminished in size to become part of the broken jigsaw of adjoining continents arranged on a spherical field of intense teal.
'What is that?’ Chappy exploded breathlessly.
'That globe is the planet which the land your forest is a part of sits on.’ Gideon struggled to put it into plainer terms the animals could more readily comprehend. ‘Think of it as the egg from which all life you see around you has hatched. Not just reptiles, but plants, trees, insects, mountains, hills, rivers ... everything.'
'It must be one huge egg,’ remarked the Duckbill.
'Big enough, yet your biosphere is in turn just an infinitesimally small piece in a vast cosmic mosaic.'
'Who laid it?'
Gideon was not surprised by Chappy's uncomplicated query. Animals tended to think in simplistic terms.
'Atheists and creationists have been arguing about that for centuries,’ he answered humorously. ‘Having been a student of both the sciences and theology, I tend to favour the latter.'
'You share our belief in the Originator then?’ It was Bronte's turn to pose questions.
'I take it that is your deity,’ Gideon conjectured.
'That's what He is known as,’ butted in Chappy.
'She,’ challenged Bronte. There is no proof the Originator was male.
Gideon tried not to laugh. Religious disagreement was obviously not confined to technologically advanced sentience. ‘On my world He's called the Supreme Being.'
Chappy shot his giant friend a look of superiority.
'Getting back to which, where do you come from?’ Bronte prodded again. She wanted a definite answer to the stranger's origins.
'A world that was not unlike your own.’ Gideon's reply was weighted with sadness. ‘My planet lies well beyond your reach and mine.'
'Will you show us your home-egg?’ Chappy eagerly wanted to know. Bronte looked at her Duckbill pal with surprise. He had grasped the rudimentary concept of planetary bodies comparatively quickly.
'Not this way,’ the alienaut expressed in a choked voice. ‘Freeze program, Vai.'
'Paused,’ confirmed the computer. She was oddly subdued herself.
Gideon proceeded to walk about until he found what he was searching for—a wide enough gap in the decreasingly leafy boughs of the forest roof so that he could amply view the night sky. The wind had blown off the daytime cloud cover and the starry firmament twinkled like sunlight reflected off the ocean, the cold and unearthly glow of the full moon dulled by the tangle of branches overhead. He simply stood and stared heavenwards through that break in the tree limbs for ages.
'Do you think he's fallen asleep?’ Chappy whispered to Bronte.
The Thunderfoot studied the unmoving outlander and said nothing.
'There,’ Gideon finally voiced, pointing to a grouping of faint pinpricks of astral light barely distinguishable to the reptiles from the surrounding star clusters. ‘Some three or four light years past those is my home-world of Berran.'
Bronte seemed placated. Gideon's claim of being an extraterrestrial was fanciful but far more attractive than deifying him. ‘Now that's established,’ she happily rumbled, ‘what are you doing here so far from your territory?'
The offworlder looked at the Thunderfoot with that disconcerting cyclopean gaze of his. ‘Vai, resume program.'
The stilled hologram flickered back into motion and Planet Earth grew small as the viewpoint panned back to show the airless moon orbiting its parent world. Other planets hove into the picture as the viewers were speedily transported a ways along the length of the solar system; first a red desert world, followed by a gaseous giant between which floated a belt of rocks. The 3-D imaging centered on these sterile lumps.
'You are seeing what are termed asteroids,’ narrated Gideon, his electronically generated voice once more strong. ‘They are essentially nothing more than boulders. But stones have a nasty habit of moving unpredictably along unforeseen paths if accidentally kicked.'
'You mean rock slides,’ ventured Chappy.
'Yes, in a manner of speaking. An avalanche of sorts is headed this way. Show the Annihilator, Vai.'
'I don't like the sound of that,’ muttered Bronte.
'Ready or not, here it comes,’ announced the guiding computer.
A huge rocky chunk of planetary leftovers, preceded and flanked by its accompanying shrapnel, flew menacingly into the picture.
'That looks dangerous,’ Chappy remarked.
Gideon's narrative took on a note of gravity. ‘That's an understatement. What you see before you is bringing likely extinction to all life on your home-egg. That rock is on an unalterable collision course with this planet. When it hits, and it surely will, I doubt anything larger than a cockroach will survive.'
Bronte absorbed the revelation. ‘You can't mean what I think you mean,’ she said in disbelief
'Oh, but I do. Thunderfeet, Duckbills, Killjaws—sadly all will die.'
The enormity of the doomsday forecast squashed Bronte like a reptile stepping on an ant. She could scarcely register the implications Gideon's disheartening words held.
He unfortunately confirmed her fears. ‘I've done the calculations, several times over actually. The prognosis is always the same. Worldwide death and destruction.'
The dispirited cow glanced at her Duckbill buddy. He looked as poleaxed as she did.
'While I'm sorry to be the bearer of such grim news,’ Gideon apologised, ‘I come also offering a chance of hope.'
'You're going to crush the rockfall to smithereens,’ Chappy confidently predicted.
'Regrettably I don't have the power to do that.'
'But you are almighty,’ persisted the bull.
'No, I'm not. However, He has sent me on a holy mission. You are the Chosen and one of you is destined to be transformed into the rescuer of this world.'
Bronte rose from her gloominess like a Lizardwing taking flight. The obscurity of her nightmare was being yanked forth into frightening comprehension. ‘What are you talking about?'
'Either you or Chappy must agree to be changed in form.'
'You're mad!'
'I assure you, Bronte, I am compos mentis.'
'What?'
'Mens sana in corpore sano.'
Bronte looked perplexedly at Chappy. ‘What's he saying?'
'How should I know? He's a foreigner.'
Gideon listened incomprehensibly to the conversing dinosaurs. They were uttering unintelligible rumbles and honks. ‘Vai, what's going on? I can't understand a blessed thing they're vocalising.'
'If I'm not mistaken the Linguistic Decoder is malfunctioning, dearie.'
'Thanks for the newsflash. Care to enlighten why it's acting up?'
'LDs are tasked with deciphering and translating sophisticated alien languages into Berranian speech and vice versa. They were not specifically designed to decode the grunts of animal talk. My particular unit is failing under the strain.'
'Run a diagnostic and fix it.'
'It'll take time.'
Gideon fumed aloud. ‘We're rapidly running out of that, Vai.'
'Would you like me to contact Berran for a repairman to be sent out to speed things up?'
'That's not funny.'
'Just bringing you back to reality. I can only work so fast with the portable resources onboard.'
'Meantime the saurians and I have to listen to each other's gibberish.'
'I've always found Nat-El to be quite poetic speech.'
'I'm so lucky to have a romantic VAI.'
Querulous hooting and booming crackled intrusively over Gideon's headset and he regarded the agitated reptiles.
'The natives sound like they're getting restless,’ spoke Vai.
'Start on whatever you have to do to repair the decoder,’ ordered Gideon. ‘I'm on my way back to the ship now.'
'Don't get lost.'
'That'll only happen if you switch off the homing beacon. I'll meet you at the rendezvous point shortly.'
Bronte and Chappy had given up on trying to make sense of the exchange between the alien and his unseen accomplice. Only when it became plain that Gideon was heading off did they return their full attention to him.
'Vale.'
'What's he trying to tell us, Bron?'
The Thunderfoot directed an irritated rumble the Duckbill's way. She watched closely as Gideon gestured to the starlit heavens before pointing to her and Chappy. ‘I think he's saying he has to leave but will meet up with us again sometime later. Either that or the sky is falling.’ She nodded her understanding to the small alien.
Gideon returned a deliberately exaggerated nod of acceptance. ‘Vade in pace,’ he said in farewell and departed into the shadows on his side of the stream.
'Once again we're left to ourselves with more questions than answers,’ grumbled Bronte.
'Gideon is mysterious,’ conceded Chappy, ‘in an exciting way.'
'You like him?’ accused the cow.
'You must admit life's not been dull since he's come around.'
'It's a kind of excitement I can well do without.'
'The stories he tells are fascinating. Do you really think a giant rock is going to fall from the skies?'
Not wanting to alarm her mettlesome friend, Bronte refused to speculate on that dire subject. In truth, she did not want to confront her own dream-inspired fears on that score. ‘Gideon is not being entirely honest with us,’ was all she said.
'What makes you think that?'
'A troubling feeling in my gut that is not entirely gas. Did you notice how he keeps speaking of his herd in the past tense? That is so unsettling.'
'Maybe they got eaten by predators.'
'It's possible, I suppose. There is more to our tail-less friend than meets the eye.’ Bronte looked nervously skywards.
Chappy picked up on her apprehension. ‘It's your turn to disappear,’ he guessed, ‘before you're missed.'
'I don't want Darved waking up alone and worrying,’ confirmed Bronte.
'Do you love him, Bron?'
'It's far too early to tell, Chap. I do like him though—a lot.'
'You're lucky. You've got a mate and will soon have a herd to run. That's what I call a bright future.'
Bronte doubted her pal's optimistic appraisal if Gideon's gloomy forecast was right.
'I've got nothing ahead of me but a routine life,’ Chappy moodily said. ‘I'm a nameless bull in a crowd of alike Duckbills. This'll sound silly, but Gideon makes me feel special.’ With that Chappy turned away from the perturbed cow and retreated into the dark forest. Bronte stayed only a moment longer before trekking back to her sleeping bull and herd with a great deal weighing on her mind.
A half-hour after the Thunderfoot and Duckbill had parted company a sinewy shadow detached itself from the surrounding blackness and glided soundlessly to the embankment the two herbisaurs had recently vacated. It paused momentarily on that spot before moving wraith-like across the creek without so much as a splash or ripple disturbing the sluggish water to stand in the space Gideon had occupied.
Shadower stooped to study the faint imprint of a boot left in the mud. In an age yet to come paleontologists might marvel over the anomaly of a booted footprint preserved in sixty million year old rock that near mythical lizards should have only trod upon. For now it was the Nightclaw's turn to be vexed by the partial alien track. The Killjaw spy had witnessed the entire exchange between the outlander and plant-eaters with his unparalleled night vision. Still, he wanted to examine any physical evidence to verify his bizarre findings.
The cough of a distant reptile carried across the night air and Shadower reflexively straightened to furtively glance about with his piercing eyes. Prudence had thus far kept the Nightclaw alive and at the peak of his trade. Alertness ensured survival in the wilds. After regarding the ebony bracken with discerning estimation, he abandoned the scene and raced through the nighttime woods, a spindly silhouette barely a shade lighter than the shadowy dark. Nothing more could be learned here about Mother Forest's otherworldly visitor and he had to report to his tyrannical master.
Asteroid. Destruction. Transformed. The Chosen. Shadower did not even consider the significance of those terms or the implications they held. Though undeniably intelligent, the spy's task was to surreptitiously gather information, not interpret it. That was the labour of the brainier advisor to the Killjaw king.
The Nightclaw suddenly darted to one side of the forest trail he was following and emerged from the shrubbery with a squealing bundle of fur clutched in a three-fingered hand. The hunter's squirming prize was a juvenile Treefur whose inattention to the perils of the woodland was to cost him his life. Shadower broke the neck of the captured marsupial he had deftly snatched off the moss-encrusted side of a tree trunk with a savage bite of his toothless beak before wolfing down his furry prey whole. Killjaw Clearing lay ahead at the end of two nights of hard running and a Nightclaw did not live by berries alone. He took off again, his roving eyes of cold yellow scanning the dark for his next morsel.


Chapter Eight'What do you make of it, Tank?'
'I'm given a sketchy report at best and you expect a detailed analysis from me straight away?'
'That's what I keep you around for.'
'I choose to hang around here, Rexus. Don't misconstrue that as servitude.'
The monstrous Killjaw king bit his tongue. Tank's familiarity constantly irritated him, but it was a small concession he made in light of retaining the services of the finest strategic mind in the region. Unfortunately, his adviser fancied himself as irreplaceable and played upon that notion endlessly.
It was a dreary autumn morn in Mother Forest as the leaden sky cast a bleak pall over the vast wood. Summer was well and truly gone. Killjaw Clearing was empty save for Rexus and his valued counsel. Shadower had delivered his astounding report an hour earlier before slinking away to his daytime hideaway, while Ogg typically skulked on the glade edge awaiting commands. Festur was nowhere in sight.
'Can't you give me anything?’ entreated the regent. Tank swung his blunt-headed countenance up to stare flatly at Rexus and the tyrant-king took a step back. Though Rexus feared no living dinosaur, the advisory plant-eater warranted his respect.
Thirty-three feet in length, the Clubtail weighed in at a hefty four tons, thanks to his massively armoured body. Rows of flattened bony plates covered his upper back, while his flanks sprouted low stubby spines. Tank's two-toned brown hide was as impenetrable as his given name implied. Not even the immense crushing power of an adult Killjaw's choppers could dent that natural plating. For added protection, a three-foot club of double-headed bone sat at the end of a stiffened tail to punish any meat-eater foolish enough to risk life and limb going after such a formidable meal.
Rexus's wariness was not only rooted in Tank's physical robustness. The Adviser possessed an intellect without par in Mother Forest. That fact alone was surprising considering Clubtail skulls were boxes of thickened bone housing pitifully small brains. Maybe the smallness of the cranium concentrated thinking powers. Perhaps it served also to explain his complete lack of emotion; there was simply no spare room in his head for wasteful feelings. Tank was ruled solely by logic and his unfeeling coldness chilled even the black-hearted Killjaw king. It was like dealing with walking and talking stone.
'I need facts, not hearsay, to reach any kind of reasonable summation,’ Tank impertinently reminded Rexus.
'Shadower's information has always been reliable.'
'The Nightclaw's findings first must be substantiated.'
'Festur can corroborate my spy's report. He personally saw that flying egg. I'm guessing that everything else about this Gideon will hold true.'
Tank was unmoved. ‘I don't much hold with guesswork.'
Rexus persevered. ‘Let's, for argument sake, assume all that Shadower divulged is factual. What are your thoughts now?'
The unemotional Clubtail almost purred with delight. ‘We are in a great deal of trouble.'
'That gladdens you?'
'It interests me, Rexus, which is even better. Unpredictability is the spice of life. I am in need of further details. Have the Nightclaw resume his surveillance of the Thunderfoot cow tonight.'
The king growled approvingly. His counsel was acting as he was supposed to. ‘I'll also order him to shadow her Duckbill accomplice. He deserves investigation too.'
'Don't bother. That'd be a waste of time.'
'Shadower reported that the flat-nose has the same ugly birthmark as Bronte. Isn't that more than a little coincidental?'
Tank directed a challenging stare the tyrant's way. ‘Do you wish to do my calculating for me?'
Put firmly in his place, the gnarled Killjaw said, ‘Get on with it then.'
'The birthmarks link the smooth-hides rightly enough, but of the pair Bronte warrants a closer look-see than the bull.'
'How do you figure that?'
'Logic dictates focus on key elements. Balticea's blood-heir holds more importance than a common Duckbill.'
Rexus gave an agreeable snarl. ‘I like your thinking, Adviser. What else?'
'That depends on when the alien next contacts the cow. It's his move, after all.'
'Can't we plan ahead—an ambush or something? I think capturing this stranger will speed up eviscerating this mystery.'
A condescending stare greeted Rexus's suggestion. ‘The Killjaw answer to everything—attack and bite it,’ scoffed the Clubtail. ‘Are you suggesting to pounce upon on this Gideon without studying him first? Humph! And you reckon you're the kingpin predator.'
The monarch could have rightly bitten himself. The primary rule of hunting was to learn the habits of your prey; stalk, watch, then attack. Curse the armoured leaf-grazer for pointing out the obvious!
'Don't be so irrational, Rexus,’ Tank further chided. ‘This newcomer has reputedly demonstrated prowess unheard of in these woods. Considering that, you're not even close to being his match. However, should you be rash enough to try, your downfall will provide an amusing footnote to coming events.'
The kingly Killjaw drew himself up to his full monstrous height. ‘You'll overstep your boundary one of these days, Adviser, and I'll lose my cool.'
'Only to blunt your fangs on my hide,’ scorned Tank. ‘Be my guest.'
'What of this rain of rock that's going to squash us?'
'I advise that you duck.'
Rexus was unimpressed with that recommendation. ‘You are not the only counsel in this forest,’ he retorted.
'I'm not stopping you from listening to the crazed ramblings of a mud-eater,’ the Clubtail answered contemptuously before lumbering away without being dismissed. The king had actually succeeded in insulting his hard-shelled counsellor.
Mildly pleased with himself, Rexus called for Orn and instructed his gofer to again seek out his Nightclaw cousin to engage his spying talents. The Fastclaw did well to conceal his annoyance at the command. Shadower changed his diurnal hideout daily as a matter of precaution, so that finding him in the broad forestland was difficult at the best of times.
With Orn set on his task, the lordly predator turned his attention to his missing captain. ‘Festur,’ he bellowed imperiously, ‘where in Hunting Wood are you?'
'Off practicing his stalking techniques, Your Loudness,’ a shouted reply came back.
Rexus sniffed the forest air and limped across the glade, his gouty leg complaining all the way. ‘Scarb. Approach.'
A bull Dwarf Killjaw matched in size and looks to Festur appeared on the timberline. The regent always had difficulty telling the egg-brothers apart and relied on his nose to differentiate between them. His trouble was understandable considering they had hatched from the same clutch only moments apart and were bodily virtually identical. Scarb was the elder of the pair, if only by a few seconds. ‘You want him for something, Your Terribleness?’ Festur's older sibling enquired.
The despotic sovereign snarled in deprecation. His fawning Fastclaw had plainly been coaching Scarb in truckling. Respect was well and good, but he could only stomach so much brown-nosing at one time. ‘I require him for a Duckbill roundup.'
'I'd be more than happy to hunt for you, My Rottenness.'
'Very well, only I need the prey to be caught alive.'
'Not killed?'
'That's right. It's going to be an off...’ Rexus stopped mid-sentence. Scarb had not been the brightest chick in the brood. Explaining anything to him was a maddening exercise in patience. Still, the slow-thinking bull was a genius compared to the Killjaw prince. ‘On second thought, Scarb, you will accompany me on a vital errand.'
'Me, Your Scariness?'
'You're perfectly suited to assist me, if only you'd drop those nauseating appellations.'
'Anything you command, My ... ah, Kingliness.’ What Scarb lacked in smarts he made up for with ambitious drive, which is why Rexus kept him around. Brotherly competitiveness helped Festur stay sharp.
'Go wait by the throne,’ ordered the king. ‘I'll be back momentarily.'
Rexus hobbled from the clearing down a wide forest pathway that was basically a natural avenue skirting his ancestral home. He took a narrower track branching off the tree-lined boulevard that led to a smallish side glade where the heir to the Killjaw kingship lounged.
Luthos was as hideously scarred as his despicable father, for his upbringing had been in the predatory school of hard knocks where injuries went claw-in-claw with lessons. While the prince had inherited his sire's bulk and meanness, he had missed out entirely on the genes of wiliness. If brains were measured in fangs, Luthos would be toothless.
The tyrant-king appraised his snoozing son with eyes wholly devoid of fatherly warmth. Familial attachment was not a strong part of Killjaw makeup. Rexus had viewed his own mother for what she was—an egg-laying vessel and nothing more. Likewise, his father had been his coach, not his mentor. Luthos fell into the same category. He was just a tool to perpetuate the carnosaur monarchy. Rexus had truly loved just one Killjaw and she was nothing now but a faded memory, his treasured cow having starved to death after suffering a broken leg. Killjaw etiquette had prevented even her reigning bull from feeding her until the splintered bone healed, and so she had died in ignominy. Despite being her legacy to him, the only interest Rexus had in his long dead queen's boy was an unscrupulous king's exploitation of a subject.
Heaving a disconsolate sigh, Rexus turned away from his dullard heir. As a chick Luthos had showed much promise. He had been but a week old when his brutal father-king had carved his mark of dominance on his forehead with a sharp foreclaw. It had been a painful lesson in obedience and one the unflinching hatchling prince had endured in commendable silence. The traditional initiation rite had ably demonstrated the necessary tolerance for pain a hunter had to develop. Chasing prey was a rigorous business. Yet, more importantly, that gory custom gauged subservience. Luthos had passed the test with flying colours. It was the rest of his walk into adulthood that had proved a bitter disappointment. Imbecility made the heir apparent an unfit successor to his rule, but Rexus had no one else to carry on his line.
Returning to the glade, he picked up Scarb and together they struck a northerly course through Mother Forest. Neither Killjaws were great conversationalists so they walked in silence for the better part of the day, stopping only when Scarb was commanded to hunt for food. In spite of his irritating limp the king was perfectly capable of bringing down prey himself. Why should he though? Royal privilege saw him fed without him having to lift a single claw. Rexus grew cranky after each meal, however, as the consumption of more red meat further aggravated his gout. He would have died from apoplexy if told that a simple change to a vegetarian diet could have alleviated his condition. Whoever heard of a Killjaw eating plants? Indeed, carnosaurs had no use for healers in a pack structure where illness was construed as being weakly and the sickly unfailingly fell to the strong. Only the king's bulk and ferocity had kept him in power this long.
When night fell the brutal king called a halt beside a sycamore grove. They were some fifty miles from Killjaw Clearing. ‘We'll head east come morning,’ Rexus informed his minion while settling on to his belly after supping on a measly meal of Stoneback.
'We're are we going, Your Wickedness?’ Scarb asked. He was answered by the regent's indifferent snoring.
A growl of hunger erupted from the Dwarf Killjaw's empty stomach as he mournfully eyed the bones of his recent kill. His gluttonous king had picked them clean without leaving a single scrap for him. Scarb lay down and grumpily plonked his head on the forest floor. A subtle wind change caused him to lift his snout and he nearly choked on the foul reek wafting on the easterly breeze. The hungry bull settled back down uneasily, the rank smell of decaying foliage irritating his nostrils. He had a bad feeling that this coveted adventure with his idolised king was going to be taking a turn for the worse.
Scarb's fear was realised shortly after dawn the next day. The pair arose bang on sunrise and had been walking at a brisk pace for three-quarters of an hour as the waxing light of morn slanted through the trees in filmy streamers when the forest queerly gave way to a stinking quagmire. ‘What is this cursed land, Your Sireness?’ he meekly asked, eyeing with disfavour the mud holes and pools of stagnant water with their rafts of rotted vegetation ringed by stiff clumps of ashen reeds that stretched for miles in either direction.
'The most abominable region in the territory—the Swamp of Despair.’ A maniacal glint shone in the tyrant-king's fierce eyes as he added, ‘My kind of place. Follow me.'
Rexus stepped from the security of the trees with Scarb reluctantly trailing after. As soon as the Killjaws set foot upon the only track leading into the desolate marshland an obscuring mist enveloped them. Scarb's scaly skin crawled from the clammy touch of the vaporous tendrils of white curling about him as his unconcerned master plunged deeper into the thickening blanket of fog. They were treading upon a perilously narrow ribbon of sodden earth that snaked through the fenland, at places dipping into the brackish waters and forcing the Dwarf Killjaw to leap across while his uncaring regent simply waded through. Scarb almost toppled into the brownish ooze one time after misjudging his landing.
'Don't stray from the trail,’ cautioned Rexus. ‘Not unless you want to be sucked down to your death in a pocket of quicksand.’ Scarb scrambled to his feet and Rexus gave a callous laugh.
They trekked solidly for the rest of the morning, resting only once where the track broadened enough to let the king and his subject stand side by side. The reptiles lost all sense of time in the dank whiteness where not a breath of wind stirred and the only noises were occasional far-off splashes in the murk made by who-knows-what. They saw nothing by the wayside other than vague outlines of the only trees that grew in this sickly wasteland; stunted willows whose gnarled boughs were so weighted down by the oppressive air of the bog that their withered leaves drooped forlornly into the slimy mire. It was as if Death had claimed this land for its own sick amusement.
Scarb became increasingly agitated. He despaired of ever getting clear of the vile wetland alive, such was its nature. The swamp sapped the spirit from any living creature that braved its festering interior. Drained of hope and the will to live, the unfortunate animal eventually stumbled off the pathway to meet its doom, and afterwards its rotting corpse would nourish the marsh. Rexus seemed immune to the debilitating atmosphere and pressed on regardless. Scarb focused on the broad back of his leader in front, deriving a measure of fortitude from the intrepid king that maintained his shaky sanity. So much so that he very nearly ploughed into Rexus when the bigger Killjaw came to a sudden halt.
'Watch it, you clumsy oaf! Do you want to drown us both?’ the monarch carped at his klutzy servant. Scarb mumbled apologetically. ‘Enough with the grovelling,’ growled Rexus. ‘Just back up. You're standing on my tail.'
The Dwarf Killjaw carefully backtracked and saw now what had brought his master to a standstill. Up ahead the muddy trail split in two to circle a large pond of abnormally dark water before rejoining on the far side and continuing into the mist, which strangely enough did not hang over the pond. Scarb began to shake uncontrollably. He sensed inescapable danger here.
Rexus studied the tarn minutely. Its black surface was placid and free of scum. ‘There's supposed to be a guide here,’ he muttered to himself. Could the folklore be wrong?
Scarb snorted in alarm. He had only now worked out where he was. ‘That's the Death Pool!’ he exclaimed in a frightened whisper.
Rexus feigned amazement. ‘Why, so it is. Now keep your trap shut. I'm trying to listen.'
'But Your Badness ... the legend.'
The tyrant-king whirled on his minion, snarling, ‘I'm real and far worse than any horror you might imagine. Move or speak again and I'll tear your throat out.’ Rexus turned back to the pond.
Scarb was rooted to the spot like a tree, torn by the scariness of his king and the terror of a childhood fear frighteningly brought to adult life. Killjaws, while surprisingly doting parents, quieted misbehaving chicks with the simple threat: ‘Be good, little ones, or the monster from the black pond in the big swamp will spirit you away to be devoured'. He had thought that a tall tale woven to bring wayward hatchlings into line, but every story has a shred of reality.
'What do you two want?’ a high-pitched voice demanded.
The carnosaur pair nearly jumped out of their skins. Rexus looked curiously down as Scarb cowered behind him. Between his muddy feet lay a five-foot long reptile sporting smooth skin a glistening shade of grey overlaid with black bars that lent the wearer perfect camouflage in the colourless wetland. Its narrow, tapered snout was raised questioningly up at the overhead giant as a flattened and elongated tailed swished impatiently.
With a degree of reservation Rexus asked, ‘Are you him?'
'Don't be ridiculous. I am the Guardian, the Seer's personal assistant. State your business.'
'I've come to see Moldar. Fetch him.'
The Guardian looked the caller up and down frankly. ‘And you are?'
'Rexus.’ There was no reaction. ‘The Killjaw king,’ prompted the regent. ‘Haven't you heard of me?'
'Nope. Can't say I have.'
Rexus was deflated. His infamy had not preceded him. ‘Doesn't matter,’ he gruffly sulked. ‘Run along, pipsqueak, and tell the soothsayer that the Lord of Mother Forest is paying him a visit and I hate to be kept waiting.'
The Guardian failed to move. He just stared flatly at Rexus. ‘Insulting me won't get you an audience with the seer, you know.'
The king was affronted by the dinky lizard's boldness and lifted a taloned foot. ‘I could squish you like a beetle,’ he threatened.
'That'll certainly lessen your chance of seeing my master.’ Rexus lowered his poised trampler. ‘Good boy,’ the Guardian snickered. ‘Don't go away now.’ Pushing himself backward with his four stubby legs, he entered the pond with scarcely a ripple.
'Not one word,’ Rexus snarled warningly at Scarb. Humiliation did not sit comfortably on the king's haunches.
The Guardian surfaced sooner than expected. ‘I almost forgot. You realise the Ancient Eye requires a tribute for his services.’ The irked king grunted his acknowledgement and the aquatic reptile sank beneath the blackish water, grinning impishly.
The Death Pool returned to its disquieting stillness. Tense minutes passed and the Guardian failed to reappear. A stream of bubbles emanated from the depths of the pond to pop languidly on its calm surface. All of a sudden the waters churned into a hissing and frothing cauldron as a log erupted from its underwater resting place, snagged beneath a crevice or the like, with a gush of spray. The disturbance subsided as abruptly as it had commenced, leaving the trunk wallowing in the settling waves.
Rexus stared dubiously at the log. Not wholly sure, it looked to him to be floating toward the shoreline where he and Scarb stood waiting. He ground his teeth nervously. The waterlogged bole looked to be nearly as long as he was. The king started. Two coals of glowing red burned from the end that was nearing.
'Ho! Who wouldest waken me from mine slumber?'
The monarch cringed from the thunderous enquiry. The ‘log’ was a monstrous crocodile with a six-and-a-half-foot long skull and fearsomely fanged jaws. For the first time in his life Rexus knew fear.
The giant Watersnout rotated lazily in the pool. ‘Why art thou tacit? Mayhap a grimalkin has thy tongue.'
With a throaty growl the ruling Killjaw found his voice. ‘Moldar, I am King Rexus.’ His customary self-importance sounded ridiculously hollow to his own ears right now.
'I knowest of thee. Thou hast journeyed a goodly ways, cold prince, to beseech mine succour.'
Curiosity overcame Scarb's terror. ‘Why is he talking funny, Your Highestness?'
Rexus shot his subject a baleful glare that told him not to ask stupid questions. ‘Let's cut to the chase then, Ancient Eye,’ he said, recouping a measure of his shaky confidence. ‘We both know why I'm here. You foretell the future.'
'Verily.'
'For a price.'
'Yea.'
'Get on with it then. I'm in a bit of a hurry.'
'Nay. Begone.'
Rexus was not used to being told no. ‘Are you kidding me?'
'I jest not. Wend thy way back from whence thou came forthwith, lest mine wrath visit thee.'
'I think you've rubbed his hide the wrong way, My Lordliness,’ Scarb observed.
'Thine familial is untoward but aright. Thy discourtesy hath displeased me.'
The Killjaw King was in a quandary. He never had to say sorry before in his entire royal life. Swallowing his chunky pride, Rexus muttered, ‘I didn't mean to offend you, soothsayer.'
Moldar graciously accepted the half-hearted apology. ‘Comest hither,’ he commanded.
Rexus mindfully stepped up to the edge of the forbidding pool, the unwholesomely dark water lapping at his fidgeting claws.
'Thou art ware.'
'Caution never hurt anyone.'
The huge crocodilian grimaced, flashing his crooked yellow teeth, and stopped circling. ‘Thou wouldst knowest of Gideon, Rexus prince.'
'How can you possibly know that?’ The king's question was absurd. Moldar was after all an oracle.
'I canst behold the starry messenger.'
Rexus gawked at Moldar. The fortune-teller floated a half dozen feet from him, marked by the double pinpricks of fiery scarlet. The king drew a sharp intake of breath when he comprehended that those paired ruby orbs were the croc's filmy eyes. ‘You're blind,’ he growled accusingly.
'Sightless in thy worlde, it beseems mine augury.'
The Killjaw thought he understood. Moldar's natural blindness bettered his oracular vision. ‘Tell me what you've seen of this Gideon.'
The seer's unseeing eyes blazed brightly. ‘He hath comest from yond.'
Pointing his snout skyward, Rexus said dubiously, ‘Up there?'
'Forsooth, where hid didst begat the stony curse that shalt smite this worlde.'
Rexus cocked his head interestedly. ‘This rock supposedly falling from the sky is real then?'
'Aye.'
'I'd best find a hiding place,’ he decided.
'Thy desire to be embosomed wilt be for naught, Rexus. Alack thou art doomed, as are thine kin and breed.'
'There's no escape?'
'Whereunto wouldst thou flee—the Life-taker?'
Rexus fumed as he got the seer's point. The moon, like any place of safeness, was impossibly distant. ‘Then why is our freakish visitor here ... unless he does have a way out on offer! Is that what this Chosen business is about?'
'Gideon spake true.'
'How is it going to work?'
Moldar rumbled discontentedly. ‘I knowest not. Mine sight doth not extend unto that morrow. I canst only saith verily that one of the contrarious trine wilt be sequestrated from Armageddon. Harken the alarum, blood-prince. Hasten, Rexus, and forgather thine kingdom's champions forthwith, lest ye tarry overlong and thy bones be smote into dust. The steed of Death comest, yet thou canst affront him with the seedling from thy loins.'
The king mulled over the seer's obscure meaning. In an atypical gesture of deference, the tyrant-king inclined his head toward the farsighted crocodile. ‘I am beholden to thee.'
'Thou saith olden speech well,’ complimented Moldar.
'I had a good tutor.'
'I am forspent. The time hath comest for exaction of thy toll.'
'Scarb! Front and centre.'
The Dwarf Killjaw, forgotten till now by the conversing powers, sidled up to the regent. ‘Yes, Your Fierceness?'
'Moldar needs to be paid for services rendered.'
Scarb glanced uncertainly at the hulking Watersnout.
'Mine hunger doth grow, prince.'
'Feed him, Scarb,’ commanded the king, inching backwards.
'There's no prey round here for me to hunt for him,’ complained the Killjaw lieutenant. ‘How ... oh dear.’ Scarb realised his predicament too late.
Moldar launched himself from the pool with the speed and fury of an erupting geyser, his one-ton bulk hurtling into Scarb and knocking the two-legged meat-eater off his feet. Landing on his belly, the killer croc turned his massively-jawed head on the side and clamped down on one of Scarb's limp legs before the stunned carnosaur could recover. The seer then proceeded to drag his hapless victim inexorably to the water's edge.
Coming to his senses when the foaming water lapped at his tail, Scarb screamed, ‘Help meee!’ while frantically thrashing about, splashing muddy liquid in all directions. The remorseless lizard did not relinquish his grip and doggedly pulled him into his watery lair. The last King Rexus saw of his trusting servant was Scarb's bulging eyes and mouth agape in a terrified gurgle before he was forcibly submerged to drown.
'That was impressive,’ admired the Killjaw monarch, shaking himself dry. ‘Nice talking with you, Moldar,’ he shouted nonchalantly at the pond. A slick of redness began spreading across the Death Pool's swiftly calming surface. Rexus got the hint and took off.
As he made his way out of the putrid marshland, Rexus recounted a boring lesson from his chickhood. Rexus's sire had told his princely son there resided in the northern swamps an offbeat, indisputable source of counsel in the form of an ageless waterborne seer. All the crocodile-prophet wanted in return for sharing his visions was to be fed. It was a fable the previous king assured his heir was based in fact but purposefully kept shrouded in myth. A secret claw was to be unsheathed only when needed. He taught Rexus the old-fashioned language of the augur and bullied him never to approach Moldar except in the direst emergency, alluding that the levy charged went beyond meaty morsels.
'Hah! I showed him,’ Rexus laughed aloud. He had scoffed at the implied danger back then, just as he sneered at it now. Had he not outsmarted that scaled devil to have his suspicions confirmed? His forested world was about to end and yet he had at his claw-tips the means to attain immortality.
The limping Killjaw king hobbled faster through the fog. If the bog looked this deathly in the daytime, he did not want to be stuck in its decaying innards when night fell.
* * * *'The king's back!'
Ogg's cry of announcement greeted Rexus as he doddered back into Killjaw Clearing around midday after his two-day absence. Mud-spattered, footsore and famished, the king nonetheless had a purpose to his unsteady stride. ‘Captain Festur!’ he bellowed in summons.
'Here, Sire,’ responded his aide. The Killjaw officer met his regent heading for the timber throne with a puzzled look on his snout. ‘Wasn't Scarb with you, Your Majesty?'
'Your brother met with a tragic accident in the woods yesterday.’ Rexus planned to invent some story later on to cover Scarb's unwilling sacrifice that would be accepted on face value simply because he was king, even though all knew Rexus to be an adroit liar. Festur did not appear terribly upset by the news of his being made brother-less; he had just lost his greatest rival.
'Orn! Get your worthless hide over to me right now.’ The Fastclaw sprinted up to his king just as Rexus reached the mossy trunk. ‘What's that in your claws?’ the irritable monarch demanded to know upon sighting the bundle of squirming fur Orn was so tightly grasping in his clawed hands.
'Lunch, Your Smelliness.’ The gofer could not help his impertinence. Rexus reeked of swamp.
'Not on your nelly, birdbrain,’ squeaked the foot-long critter. His bleary eyes told the tale of a sleep rudely disturbed by the hunting Fastclaw. ‘Alphred Treefur the Thirty-third will gnaw off your scaly fingers one by one before I let you make a meal of me!’ The feisty marsupial happily bit Orn to emphasise his threat.
'Ow!’ cried the Fastclaw, squeezing his snack in retaliation. ‘That smarts.'
'Lose the talking furball,’ commanded Rexus. ‘We've got matters to attend to.'
'Who are you calling furball, lizard-lips?"'
Ogg groaned and shrank back when his terrible master bent over to examine the indignant marsupial with a dissecting sniff. The possum-like midget bellyached, ‘Phew, bad breath! You might consider chewing mint leaves.'
The king snorted insultingly. ‘Would you rather be filling my puny subject's belly right about now, rodent?'
Alphred considered his situation. ‘Since you put it that way...'
'Get rid of it,’ Rexus ordered Orn again.
'Can't I just eat him quick?’ The monarch's stare of disapproval persuaded the hungry Fastclaw otherwise. He sulkily dropped Alphred and the reprieved Treefur scurried madly across the clearing to scamper up the nearest bole, marvelling over his lucky escape.
'Oh goody, our lord and master has come back.'
Rexus straightened and rotated to meet Tank as his hefty advisor plodded into view. ‘At least I won't have to send for you,’ he growled. ‘Now that we're all here we can get down to business.'
'And what might that be?’ the arriving Clubtail asked. He sounded typically bored.
'First things first. Has Shadower uncovered anything new during my time away?'
Festur answered that. ‘He reported in a night ago. The two Thunderfeet herds continue dallying close to the forest. There seems to be some sort of merger going on.'
'Really? That should work in our favour. Any further sign of the tail-less intruder?'
'No, Sire.'
The Killjaw king growled meaninglessly before clearing his throat. ‘It has come to my attention that the Thunderfeet are plotting a takeover bid for my throne.'
There were mixed reactions to the regent's news: Festur snarled angrily, Orn looked perplexed, while Tank snorted disdainfully.
'I wouldn't put much stock in a cripple's opinion,’ rumbled the Adviser.
'Professional jealously doesn't become you, Tank.’ Rexus chuckled at his counsel's distress. ‘I like that, but get over it. Your keen mind is needed to plan a battle strategy.'
Tank's analytical interest was roused. ‘For what purpose?'
The tyrannical ruler of the Mother Forest roared gleefully. ‘To wipe out Balticea, her bloodline and her damnable herd of plant-eaters in one foul bite of course!'
The king's disparate subjects were equally speechless.
'Don't just stand dumbly there, you lot. There's work to be done,’ he prodded them. ‘Tank, you come up with a workable scheme of attack by nightfall.'
'Using whom—you and Festur as an assault force of two?'
'No, you fool, I'm going to resurrect the Killjaw Army. Captain, find me every able-bodied Killjaw within a day's walk of here and order them to this glade. If they object, tell them it's a direct command from their king and that to disobey means treason punishable by death—make that a lingering death. Go now.’ Festur loped from the glade. ‘Orn, wake my napping son. Luthos must bear witness to this. It's history in the making!'
* * * *Alphred Treefur watched the animated king of the Killjaws prance about his throne in the grip of his maniacal raving, spouting promises of death to his enemies and glory to his kind while his unfeeling advisor schemed. The curious marsupial discreetly waited for Orn to leave the glade on his errand before descending the trunk of the tree he had taken refuge in. He crouched at the base of the oak among the leaf litter, his whiskered nose twitching agitatedly.
Normally the affairs of the lumbering reptiles were not the concern of the marsupial community, who strenuously avoided any contact with the Coldbloods. The nocturnal Treefurs did in fact spend half their time trying hard not to be devoured or stomped on by the monstrous lizards for the duration of their short lives. But Alphred had overheard Rexus's crazed plot and was now undecided whether to warn the Thunderfeet or leave them to their grisly fate.
'Father told me having a conscience would one day lead me into trouble,’ he said resignedly, giving up any hope of resuming his interrupted daytime snooze. The Treefur hustled away over the forest floor with its patchy carpet of red and gold leaves, muttering, ‘Where am I to find these blasted Thunderfeet?'


Chapter NineBalticea was troubled.
It was the third day after the mating, by chance the very same day Rexus was journeying with his sacrificial lamb to consult Moldar, and her granddaughter's perturbation had not diminished. The Grand Matriarch had counted on the union to quiet Bronte's restlessness, but that had not happened. What could be bothering the teenager so? Intending to announce her retirement and the formation of the Thunderfoot super herd in a short while, she decided to hold off on making that dual proclamation. Her heir had to have a clear head before formally assuming the burdensome leadership responsibilities, and it would be necessary to delve into the younger cow's unshared problems and get them resolved. With nearly nine decades of sagacity behind her, plus the storehouse of racial experiences to draw upon, there was no crisis the Grand Matriarch could not find an answer to.
Darved, spending time with his overbearing mother in an effort to smooth out Bolicia's irrational fear at ‘losing her baby', had left his new mate alone on the forest verge, glumly regarding the overcast. Balticea began to march her way over to where her grandchild brooded, unavoidably passing by Kahla.
'Aunty, might I have a word?'
Without even a sideward glance at her intrusive niece, Balticea crisply told her, ‘I haven't time to indulge your petty games, Kahla.'
'Grand Matriarch, I insist,’ said the meddlesome cow, falling in beside her prestigious leader. ‘It's important.'
Peeved at the interruption, Balticea nevertheless halted. The only surefire way to be rid of a pest was to tackle the annoyance head on and Kahla's tone did sound officious. ‘Make it quick. What's on your mind?'
'I was only acting in my capacity as Bronte's chaperone, you understand.’ Kahla always spoke so stiffly.
'Get to the point, niece.'
'Two nights back I couldn't sleep, so I thought to check on my cousin.'
'When the new couple was bonding? Spying on the two lovebirds is inappropriate behaviour, even for you,’ scolded Balticea.
'Yet justified, if you hear me out. When I looked in on them, Bronte was curiously missing from Darved's side.'
Balticea reared to her heir's defence. ‘She probably woke up hungry during the night and wandered off to feed. Mating gives you a mountain of an appetite, in case you didn't know.'
The jibe was not lost on the spinster cow and she sneeringly retorted, ‘Then you won't be upset when I tell you that I spied Chappy lurking around the timberline yesterday evening. His presence hereabouts smacks of more than mere coincidence.'
'You're seeing things. He's no doubt well on his way north by now.'
Kahla was adamant and scathingly pointed out, ‘My eyes aren't as weak as yours, aunty. I know who I saw.'
Affronted by the blunt reminder of her advanced age, Balticea snappishly rejoined, ‘Have you seen how many Duckbills are in the area? You must've been mistaken.'
Looking around her at the honking and hooting hadrosaurs numbering in the hundreds streaming northwards, Kahla declared, ‘Not unless they're all as ugly as him and sport a white blotch on their foreheads. I'm certain of who I saw. It's not hard to put two-and-two together from that.'
The old cow reluctantly gave up thinking that her charge had forsaken her streak of disobedience. ‘I'll deal with the matter,’ she rumbled promisingly.
'Can I make a suggestion?’ Kahla asked innocently.
Balticea eyed her bothersome kin dubiously, as her motives were always ulterior. ‘You have until I reach Bronte,’ she granted, resuming her plodding.
The pair lumbered up to the pensive cow five minutes later.
'Bronte.'
The sky-gazing Thunderfoot, seeming not to have heard the Grand Matriarch, remained entranced by the unremarkable cloud cover.
'Bronte! Come back to earth this instant.'
The teen cow slowly blinked back to awareness. ‘Grandma?'
'We have to talk.'
Shrugging off her melancholy, Bronte noticed her backstabbing cousin. ‘What's she doing with you?'
'You get to answer the questions, my girl, not ask them,’ Balticea stated, her firmness ending any objections. ‘Do you still sneak away to meet Chappy?'
'So you finally recognise he has a name.'
'Don't be flippant with me, Bronte.'
'I'm now an old, mated cow, grandmother, not some calf you can tell off whenever the mood takes you.'
'You aren't too old that I can't spank your rump,’ Balticea said, waggling her serpentine tail warningly. ‘Have you been with that Duckbill after dark any time recently?'
'I spend my nights with Darved, as I'm meant to.'
'Did you see that infernal flat-nose last evening or not?'
'Yes! The night of my mating.'
Balticea sighed her disappointment. ‘Why must you continually disobey me, child? I thought our earlier chat had remedied all of this.'
'There are other issues...'
'I don't want to hear any of your lies, Bronte!’ The Grand Matriarch stamped a forefoot mightily in demonstrative anger to curtail her granddaughter's protests.
Kahla revelled in the family squabble. She so enjoyed dysfunctional kith. It lessened her personal estrangement.
Composing herself, Balticea informed Bronte, ‘Your cousin has come up with a solution to your misbehaviour.'
Bronte let slip a rumbly growl. ‘I can't wait to hear this.'
'So tell her then, Kahla.'
Terribly pleased with herself, Bronte's watchdog elucidated. ‘It's quite simple really, cousin. Chappy is the cause of your misdeeds. He's the one leading you astray. You must, therefore, say goodbye to him—permanently.'
Balticea stepped in to fill in the blanks. ‘Kahla is right. It's her idea that this unwholesome association is broken once and for all. There is no better time to terminate your relationship. The Duckbills are migrating north and your friend should soon be joining them. We'll stay put until you've said your goodbyes. If you won't farewell Chappy yourself, I will make you do it.'
Bronte was flabbergasted. ‘You can't mean this!'
'What other choice have you left me? You flout my authority at every opportunity. In case you've overlooked the obvious, I've not made you matriarch yet.'
'What about my ascension?'
'That'll be delayed until such time I feel you are to be trusted.'
Kahla snickered. Things were going rather badly for the favoured heir.
'Is Darved aware of your indiscretion?'
'Of course not,’ Bronte told her dominating grandmother. ‘He was sleeping when I rejoined him well after moonrise that night and put my tiredness the next morning down to our ardour.’ She shot a patronising glance Kahla's way.
'Thank goodness for that. We'll leave him in the dark. If Bodiah ever hears of you consorting with a two-leg, she'd have a fit. I need her unequivocally on side for the takeover.’ Balticea shook her small head. ‘When will you learn to act with propriety, Bronte? By not focusing on your duty you're jeopardising two herds. A matriarch must sacrifice friendship, even family commitment, for the sake of those she leads.'
'How true,’ Kahla agreed wholeheartedly.
The look Balticea gave her niece went from being irked to crafty. ‘Kahla, I have the perfect task for you. I don't want to linger in this region longer than necessary. This parting can be hurried along if you find the Duckbill your cousin is so fond of and bring him directly to us.'
'But aunty, there are so many flat-noses around here. How can I possibly locate one individual?'
'You said so yourself that the bull is boldly conspicuous. It shouldn't be too hard for a busybody to track him down.'
'I'm a Thunderfoot, not a gofer.'
'It was your suggestion, niece. It's only fitting that you see it through.'
'As you order, Grand Matriarch,’ obeyed Kahla, a venomous look in her carefully lowered eyes. She detested being anyone's lackey.
Balticea considered her wayward scion. ‘As for you my girl, you'll return to Darved's side and not leave him again for any reason whatsoever. If you break that rule, I'll have to reconsider shielding him from your illicitness. I doubt your bull will look kindly upon you for keeping secrets from him. No mating is off to a good start when it is based on lies.'
'You don't know the half of it,’ Bronte muttered dejectedly, her sullen eyes straying back to the cloudy sky.
* * * *The cold moon shone palely from above.
For two days Kahla searched the Duckbill masses for Chappy, or at least she pretended to. Balticea's scheming niece was following her own private agenda that had nothing to do with the Grand Matriarch's orders. She intended only locating the bull hadrosaur when the timing suited her own purposes. Till then, she fobbed off her aunt with the excuse of trying find a pine needle in a forest. Her ploy seemed to be working, though Balticea was plainly chaffing at the bit to be done with this business and head the herds away from Killjaw territory before the Bloodletting commenced in earnest. Kahla decided otherwise. It was in her devious interest that the Thunderfeet stay awhile.
She left the combined sauropod bands at dusk on the sixth day of their reunion on the pretence of searching for Chappy once more in the nighttime forest. It was a plausible enough reason. The scurrilous Duckbill indulged in prowling about the woods at night, so Kahla convinced Balticea she stood a much better chance of chancing across him after dark. The old leader naturally assented in light of her kin's failure to find the wayward bull during the daytime hours.
Old fool! Hastening along the outer fringe of the woodland as fast as her plodding legs could carry her massiveness, Kahla headed due south. Balticea was far too trusting, making her unfit to rule in her niece's disloyal eyes. Kahla secretly opposed the looming merger with the southern Thunderfeet, regarding her neighbours as half-breeds. The northerners, herself especially, were directly descended from the founding Thunderfoot ancestors and their pure bloodlines need not be diluted and tainted in some misguided gambit for preservation. There was but one way to guarantee sauropod survival and only Kahla thought that she was brave and wily enough to tread that hazardous path.
After an hour of uneventful plodding had gone by, Kahla left the outlying trees to venture into the moonlit forest depths. She struck a course due west, worming her way through shrubby thickets and stands of closely-knit evergreens that in time thinned before changing into more spacious willow copses. A sickening pungency assailed her nostrils, nauseating the Thunderfoot with its taste of windborne mouldering decay. Shoving through the droopy willows, she happened upon the eastern foot of the Swamp of Despair.
'Yuk!’ was Kahla's reaction to the festering tract of marsh revealed in the stark and unflattering moonshine. She surveyed the unwholesome fen with a look of profound disgust on her haughty snout, searching for something—or someone.
'Where is that confounded two-leg?’ she rumbled irritably.
'You are sssolitary?’ a sinister voice slithered from the forlorn treescape at the cow's rear.
Swivelling her bulk around, Kahla edgily watched the Nightclaw detach from the shadows like a black wraith and shuddered. ‘I am alone, as you instructed,’ she confirmed.
Sweeping the vicinity with his searchlight eyes to satisfy himself that the Thunderfoot was indeed on her own, Shadower simply said, ‘Follow,’ before gliding back into the dark wood.
'I can't!’ she blurted out.
Poking his beaked head out of the night-imbued shrubbery, the full intensity of the Nightclaw's unblinking gaze fell upon Kahla and he silently demanded an explanation.
'The foliage is too dense deeper in the wood for me to breach. I had enough trouble getting this far in. I can't possibly penetrate any farther. I'm simply too big.'
Shadower pivoted his birdlike head to regard the inky trees and bushes at his back before returning his paralysing stare to the baulking Thunderfoot. ‘I mussst consult my massster,’ was all he rasped, melting into the blackness.
Kahla was relieved to see the Nightclaw go. The Killjaw spy may be acting as a go-between on her behalf, but he was a detestable reptile with a knack for making her uncomfortable.
Nightclaws were purported to possess a nasty range of powers, most earthly, some supernatural. They were aid to be able to turn invisible at night, a fallacy attributable to their superb camouflage and surreptitious nocturnal habits. Woodland legend had the dark runners stealing the souls of hatchlings still cocooned in their eggs, draining their prey of blood before consuming the flesh, and even assuming the shape of a Lizardwing to flap through the night air like a malevolent reptilian bat. Nightclaws were, in essence, saurian vampires, if popular myth was to be believed.
Kahla settled down to a nervous wait. The better part of an hour passed and there was no indication of Shadower coming back. Had he gone to confer with the Killjaw king, or was the ghoulish reptile lurking unseen in the shadowed brush tormenting his giant victim with doubts and anxieties prior to shape-shifting and swooping in to suck her dry? She was despairing if the stealthy dinosaur was ever going to show himself again, or if she would even get out of this encounter with the blood left coursing through her veins, when the harsh crack of a branch snapping underfoot announced the Nightclaw's sloppy return.
'It's about ti...’ Kahla's moan died on her lipless mouth as a Dwarf Killjaw brazenly stepped from the grove of weepy willows into the silvery lighting. She reflexively backed away, only to have her unthinking retreat halted by the ooze of the swamp, her back feet sinking into the spongy earth.
'You aren't the Nightclaw,’ she accused.
'How observant of you,’ Festur sniped. ‘Shadower's job is done. From here on in you deal with me.'
'It was arranged that I meet with Rexus himself.'
'The king is indisposed. He sent me in his stead.'
'That's unacceptable. I desire to talk with the Killjaw king personally.'
'I'm telling you that I speak for King Rexus. Whatever cowshit you wish to say to him passes by me first.'
Kahla remained foolhardily steadfast. ‘After coming this far I won't let an underling fob me off.'
'You don't have a choice,’ intoned the Killjaw captain, advancing menacingly.
Preparing for the worst, Kahla positioned herself so that her swishing tail was free to whip out at the threatening predator. Festur instinctively covered his snout with his foreclaws.
'We appear to have reached an impasse.'
Festur paused mid-step as the hulking speaker of that resonant growl emerged from the sooty timberland.
'Ease off,’ Rexus commanded.
His captain promptly pulled back. Festur was trying doubly hard to regain his liege's favour after suffering that humiliating beating from Bronte.
'You must be Kahla,’ the king of the Killjaws snarled ingratiatingly.
The cow nearly fainted on the spot. A Thunderfoot normally only glimpsed a Killjaw at such close quarters when ambushed, and that was a first and final look. To cower within spitting distance of the largest living meat-eater, their ruler no less, terrified Kahla.
'Are you Rexus, the king?’ she meekly asked, fighting to maintain her shaky composure. She had to make sure.
'No, I'm the fang fairy. What did you want to see me about, Thunderfoot, before I have you butchered for encroachment? The meat of a trespasser is said to be especially tasty.'
Kahla gained an absurd measure of surety. ‘You won't kill me.'
Rexus laughed heartily at her audacity. ‘You lineage alone warrants instant execution—Balty's blood niece and wannabe pretender to the grand ole matriarchy itself.'
'Your spy serves you well, Rexus.'
'Show proper respect to His Majesty,’ Festur growled in reproof at Kahla from the background. ‘He is your king!'
The cow humbled herself accordingly. ‘Forgive me ... sire.'
'I am curious, Kahla,’ said the despotic regent, ‘at how you managed to coerce my pet Nightclaw into organising this little get together.'
'Didn't he say, your kingship?'
'Shadower is no great talker.'
Kahla's confidence grew. She had leverage over her enemy. ‘I bumped into your stoolie while he was spying on my herd. Rather than expose him, I took advantage of the opportunity presented to me and persuaded the Nightclaw to deliver my request for an audience, or else I'd turn him over to my aunt.'
'Blackmail? I didn't expect a plant-eater to stoop so low. It's a pleasant surprise.'
'I'm not your typical Thunderfoot.'
'Obviously. You are either incredibly reckless or mind-bogglingly stupid. I can't decide which. How did you know Shadower wouldn't just bolt without doing what you “asked” of him?'
'I fibbed to him that I was privy to where his day-lair was hid and would trample him in his sleep if he didn't conform.'
'A liar and a bully!’ Rexus guffawed. ‘Are you listening to this, Festur? We have ourselves a Killjaw in a Thunderfoot hide. How novel.'
'Delightful,’ muttered the captaining Killjaw.
'So just what does our deceitful little friend want from us, hmmm?'
Kahla had had enough of being made fun of. ‘I have a proposition for you, King Rexus—if you're interested.'
The monarch dropped his air of levity. ‘What could you possibly offer me, the King of Mother Forest?'
'Balticea's death.'
Rexus instantly gave Kahla his undivided attention. ‘I'm all ears. Only make your pitch quick. I need to get back to my beauty sleep.'
The cow thought it safer not to comment on that. ‘I can position my aunt at any place and time of your choosing for you to ambush her,’ she offered the hideously scarred king.
'In exchange for what?'
'I get to be replacement matriarch.'
Rexus paced the scrubby fringe of flatland separating forest from swamp, his footsteps squelching in the muddy seepage from the bog. ‘My arch enemy dies and you substitute for her,’ he mused. ‘From where I stand you get the better part of the deal. I'll just be swapping one nemesis for another.'
'Not so,’ argued Kahla. ‘When I'm made ruling cow I'll swear Thunderfoot allegiance to the Killjaw throne. This ancient feud between our races can finally be brought to an end.'
'It's sounding fairer. Keep talking.'
'Plus, I'll also offer up the life of my cousin, Balticea's heir.'
'Two for the effort of one.’ Rexus stopped pacing to stare directly at Kahla. ‘Tempting, but it's not enough. Are you prepared to tender more, much more?'
'What are you suggesting, Majesty?'
'Nothing elaborate ... maybe a token of your goodwill—say, a blood offering.'
'Won't my aunt's and cousin's bodies suffice?'
Looking pointedly at Festur, Rexus confided, ‘Once I loose my captain over there, it's impossibly hard to control him. I myself can exercise restraint when called for, but when the killing starts Festur goes absolutely wild.’ He let Kahla's imagination conjure up the grisly picture of the rampaging Killjaw officer indiscriminately savaging any and all Thunderfeet he came across.
She thought fast. ‘In return for the safe passage of my own herd back to our northern grounds, I'm prepared to allow you to do what you will with my southern brethren.’ Kahla liked that idea. It eliminated her unworthy family and impure neighbours in a single stomp.
Accepting the cow's overture, Rexus did amend it. ‘Done. Additionally, you will sacrifice one member of your herd seasonally to me as a gesture of your continuing good faith.'
Kahla balked at the counter-offer. The Killjaw king closed on her, his intimidatory growl scaring the rumbles of her overactive gut into feared silence.
'I won't entirely forgo the taste of Thunderfoot flesh,’ he slavered, eyeing Kahla hungrily.
Caught between a bog and a scar-face, she reluctantly acquiesced.
Rexus was content. ‘Excellent. I'll have Shadower keep in touch so that we can work out a day and time for Balticea's misadventure. Oh, just one more thing. Isn't the old bat bound to realise something is afoot when you pilot her on to unfamiliar soil?'
'I've presently got my aunt wrapped around my tail. She won't suspect a thing until it's too late.’ Kahla watched Rexus reverse, allowing her a free run back to the forest. She edged warily past the staring Killjaws, remarking, ‘I'll sure be glad to vacate this wretched spot.'
'Why, it's such a lovely vista to conduct a bit of treachery in,’ the king observed. In reality he had specially selected the meeting place beforehand, counting on the stench of the adjoining swamp to mask their scents. Rexus did not intend any other creature gaining wind of this clandestine tryst. Before the lumbering sauropod re-entered Mother Forest he called after her, ‘Tell me, Kahla, what makes a Thunderfoot betray her own kind?'
The underhand cow paused. ‘What I do is for the greater good of my herd.'
'Noble claptrap,’ Rexus spat. ‘Personal gain doesn't enter into it?'
'That is merely the juiciest part of the plant, King Rexus.'
The tyrant-king howled in mirth. ‘I like your spunk, Kahla, but if you're entertaining the slightest notion of double-crossing me I'll feast on your bones, you traitorous bitch.'
Kahla's blood ran cold from the blatant threat and she hastened from the area, Rexus's taunting laughter ringing cruelly in her ears.


Chapter TenKing Rexus was pleased as punch. He was reviewing the assembled Killjaw Army, Luthos at his side with Festur a tail-length behind. Sunrise was a scant quarter hour away, evidenced by the cloudless eastern sky streaked with orange and gold bands. A brand spanking new carnosaur age was dawning and the tyrant-king was the one orchestrating it.
'How many have we got, Captain?’ he asked eagerly, striding along the disorderly ranks of the predatory throng parading in the centre of Killjaw Clearing in a ragged two-deep phalanx.
Festur struggled to supply an accurate answer. Numbers had never been his forte, which happened to be a generic failing, as most hunters were incapable of counting past two. ‘A fair number, Sire,’ was all he could manage.
Rexus overlooked his attendant's inaccuracy. He was too contented on this breaking morn to rebuke anyone—yet.
There were in fact fourteen carnosaurs arrayed before their overlord, roughly divided into near equal strengths with six of the mammoth Killjaws supported by eight of their dwarfish cousins. The cows outnumbered the bulls three to one, since males were a natural scarcity in the predatory realm. Egg-layers took precedence over mere sperm donors. Hardly a sizable force compared to the armies of yesteryear, but adequate for today's task.
'Majesty, um, the troops are restive,’ Festur gingerly reminded his weirdly delighted king.
'I trust they followed my command not to hunt before journeying here.'
'Yes, Highness.'
'Outstanding. Hunger will give them more of a ferocious edge when the time for battle comes.’ All the pleasantness evaporated from the monarch like a cloudbank blotting out the sun. Hatred was to be the ruling emotion on this day. ‘Pay attention, son. Learn how a king truly behaves,’ he growled instructively to Luthos.
'I'd rather eat,’ complained the Killjaw prince. ‘I'm wasting away to a shadow, Pop.'
'For once, stop thinking about your stomach and concentrate on royal matters.'
The grumbling heir to the throne sulked behind his remonstrating father.
'Welcome, you pack of scummy ratbags!'
The king's unflattering reception was greeted with a mix of catcalls and hollers of respect. Whilst the smaller Killjaws showed deference to their titanic regent, the like sized meat-eaters had ego-driven rebellious streaks and jeered good-naturedly.
'Alright, quiet down!’ barked Rexus. When a semblance of order prevailed over the unruly mob he addressed his subjects properly. ‘This day we stand on the verge of greatness.'
'I thought we stood in the middle of Killjaw Clearing,’ one of the mob cajoled.
Rexus shot the mouthy interrupter a levelling stare that firmly shut the other's flapping jaws. Continuing, he intoned in an attention-grabbing bellow; ‘We are poised to recapture the glory of our forebears so wrongly snatched from us by the loathsome plant-grinders—our mortal enemies, the Thunderfeet.'
A chorus of boos and snarls met that pronouncement.
'To that end have I summoned every one of you to my ancestral throne for but one purpose. Come sunup, we will embark on the greatest of all hunts. History is yours for the making, and before the Life-giver sets this day you lot will go down in the spoken Killjaw annals as the mightiest blood-letters of all time!'
'Oh do get on with it, you longwinded bag of bones,’ Tank mumbled from the sidelines. In typical Clubtail fashion he had ambled in late to oversee the gathering. Despite his mockery, the Adviser appreciated that Rexus had a gift of the gab when he applied himself. The orating king could probably exhort the gentlest of breezes into a whirling tornado if the mood took him. But it was oh so tedious listening to that dribble!
'Every last Thunderfoot must die this glorious day. By ambush will we purge Fernwalk of the infestation of Thunderfoot herds and forcibly claim Mother Forest as the Killjaws’ own once and for all!’ Rexus vowed with a throaty roar.
Whipped into a frenzy by the rousing speech, the Killjaw army took up their leader's call to fight and reclaim lost status and glory. They began chanting ‘Death to the Thunderfeet!’ over and over. A derogatory bellow abruptly quelled the canticle of the tumultuous horde.
'Don't start your little fracas without me, kingy!'
Rexus gazed hard at the terrifyingly huge female Killjaw loping across the glade toward him. She was easily his match in size and ferocity and her fellows hastily parted ranks at her approach.
'Madcow,’ grumbled the tyrant-king. ‘You're tardy. Are you sure you're not part Clubtail?'
'I ran into a Duckbill pal of mine on the way over,’ she snarled happily. ‘He delayed me while we caught up on old times.'
'You were instructed not to eat.'
'Who said I ate.'
The king's ugly maw broke into an unrestrained grimace of admiration. Madcow deserved her notoriety as an insane huntress, as she more often than not killed for the sheer pleasure of the bloody deed than from any real desire to dine. That trait made her particularly alluring during the mating season. Rexus even contemplated a liaison with what was incontestably the most desirable cow in the region. Tempting as a lustful roll in the ferns might be, giving in to such an impulsive desire was totally unrealistic. A union with Madcow was fraught with danger. She imparted vicious love bites, having killed two suitors outright and permanently maimed several others. Attractive as the battle-scarred femme fatale might be, she was the black widow of the Killjaws.
'You're looking provocative, Madcow,’ complimented Rexus. ‘Killed any mates recently?'
'Not lately, but I'm always on the lookout for fresh meat,’ she replied, casting an appraising eye over the Killjaw prince. She vainly considered herself the unofficial queen of Mother Forest. A warning growl from Luthos's mighty father cooled any amorous thoughts in that direction.
Festur had a quiet word in his king's ear. ‘Sire, Yellow Fang is supposed to be with Madcow. I ventured across him hanging outside her range during my roundup. He reckoned they would be making the journey here together.'
Rexus exhaled dolefully. ‘I'll ask this only once,’ he cautioned the mentally unstable cow. ‘Where's Yellow Fang?'
'We had a falling out, kingy.'
'Yet another rejected wooer?'
'I-If I might explain, your Majesty?'
The king swung inwards to face the stammering enquirer from the parade lines of the summoned carnosaurs. He was the smallest of the remaining Killjaw bulls, the runt of his brood. How he managed to survive the rigours of chickhood was an utter mystery to Rexus. The monarch himself had murdered, then devoured, his own runty sister, goaded by the fierce competition of sibling rivalry. Somehow One Claw had beaten the odds stacked against him and survived, albeit with a forearm bitten off at the elbow in some teenage squabble. That missing arm had earned him the unflattering nickname of Stumpy.
'What do you know about it?’ demanded Rexus.
'I-I was visiting Yellow Fang at the time of his run-in with Madcow.'
'Keep talking.'
'T-Their dispute was not over Yeller advancing his affections. Nope. They scrapped over territory. As you're aware, Madcow's range lies up at the northern tip of the Uplands, while Yeller staked a recent claim to a strip of forest just south of hers. Q-Quite good hunting grounds up round there ... loads of cover with plenty of game an’ all.'
'Stick to the facts, Stumpy!’ snapped the king. He preferred concise, uncomplicated explanations to the ramblings of a witless buffoon.
'Cer-Certainly, Majesty,’ grovelled the cripple. ‘Like I was saying, Yeller's range slightly overlapped Madcow's southern boundary. He took ownership of the borderland in question and she objected.’ A portentous growl from Madcow abruptly silenced One Claw's account.
Rexus turned back to the accused. ‘Tell me that you drove him off and he's hiding out someplace nursing his injured pride and whatever body parts you mangled.'
'If that's what you want me to say, kingy.'
Rexus sighed exasperatedly again. ‘Let me hear the truth then.'
Unrepentant, the killer cow confessed, ‘Yellow Fang met with an unfortunate end—he kind of died in my jaws.'
The interrogating king threw a sidelong glance at the brother of Scarb: he knew all about ‘tragedies’ that befell incautious Killjaws.
He spun about to address his troops, his eyes inflamed with gushing wrath. ‘Listen up, rabble! We cannot afford to lose another pair of jaws to this constant infighting. The enemy is stomping out there on Fernwalk. To that effect, I now decree that all personal territories are hereby abolished.'
Roars of umbrage avalanched that ghastly proclamation.
Rexus bellowed his own response. ‘I am your liege and you will do as I command, even if I'm forced to chew you up and spit you out one at a time!'
The group outburst subsided.
'Long ago a forebear of mine graciously granted his subjects, the self same servants who spawned the ancestors of you sorry lot, individual lands as reward for faithful service. I'm taking them back as punishment for your insufferably bad neighbourliness. All private holdings in the realm revert to being my property. If any one of you wishes to dispute my decision, let him or her charge forward and we'll discuss the problem civilly.’ Rexus gnashed his dagger teeth promisingly. Oddly enough, there were no further protestations from the sullenly quiet body of landless hunters.
The king's mood had darkened considerably. Yellow Fang's ‘accidental’ death thanks to Madcow's unchecked aggression meant a valuable lieutenant was lost to the cause. There was a bright side to his pall of gloom. The deranged female was an unstoppable terror when running amok and worth her weight in Thunderfoot bones as a berserker in the upcoming struggle.
'Tank, you have the clearing floor,’ he said brusquely. Outline the attack plan and we'll be underway.'
There was a frustrating pause to the proceedings as the Clubtail did some quick mental arithmetic.
'What's the hold up?’ the despotic regent barked.
Dawdling, the Adviser informed his irked employer, ‘Simply making revisions to my strategy in light of unforeseeable absences in your soldiery.'
'Just hurry up with your sums, cos daybreak is round the corner and I'd like to start this genocidal campaign sometime before noon.'
Tank annoyingly expounded at his leisure. ‘The assault is divided into three waves. For the benefit of the numerically challenged amongst you simpletons who cannot count beyond the number of their feet, that's two attack parties plus one extra.'
'Think of two legs and a tail,’ interjected Rexus, putter it into plainer terms.
'Where's this ambush taking place?’ a particularly precocious Dwarf Killjaw cow wondered. ‘I've travelled a long distance. I'm footsore and starving. I don't fancy traipsing halfway across the wood again just to nibble on a Thunderfoot steak.'
'Our foes lie a quarter day's walk from here,’ Rexus supplied. ‘We'll quick march there and lurk in wait until midday. Now shut your trap, numbskull, and let Tank spell it out for you. He's the brains around here, not any of you mindless calf-killers.'
The Clubtail blinked ponderously with his armoured eyelids. The Killjaw king seldom dished out praise and never without cause. Rexus was undoubtedly up to something. Tank let the acclamation slide. He would have to fathom it later without tipping off his scheming boss. The tyrant-king was more pliable when he imagined himself cleverer than all other reptiles in or outside Mother Forest.
'The main force will be split in two and flank a smaller, elite group spearheaded by King Rexus,’ Tank filled in the army. ‘Due to Yellow Fang having been scratched from this shindig, the logical replacement to captain his squad of the supporting contingents is Madcow.'
Without a better eleventh hour alternative Rexus grunted his committal to the promotion, allowing Tank to finish up.
'Command of the other squad goes to Festur, who'll have the added company of the Killjaw prince.'
'Aw, Pop, I want to be put in charge.'
'Luthos, don't whine,’ Rexus snarled at his bitching son. ‘You aren't fit to dominate a dung pile. Treat this as a learning experience and follow Festur's lead implicitly. That is final.’ Making a snap decision, the grouchy regent roared, ‘Gather round, vermin!'
The Killjaws huddled around their monarch.
'Not too near,’ he warned them off. Rexus shunned closeness.
They drew back into a wider circle.
'I've had enough of this interminable waiting. Tank can complete the briefing on our way to the ambush site. This is easily the most crucial battle in the entirety of Killjaw hunts. Succeed and you'll redeem our tarnished name. Fail and we all might as well munch leaves for the rest of our shameful lives. Come now and seize victory, my brothers.’ A correcting growl issued from Madcow. ‘And sisters,’ amended Rexus.
The impassioned Killjaw Army was headed from the clearing by the thudding Clubtail detailing the finer aspects of the attack along the game trail out. Festur, clearly troubled, joined the bull royals lagging behind in the emptying glade.
'Quit chewing on that bone stuck in your craw and spit it out,’ Rexus told his ranking captain, watching the troops filing into the dusky trees become revengeful wraiths. ‘Something's plainly distasteful to you.'
'Sire, my job is to guard the royal person. I should be stationed at your side during the melee.'
'You think me incapable of defending myself?'
'I didn't say that, my liege. You are by far the most capable Killjaw in Mother Forest. That doesn't stop me being your appointed paladin.'
'Your concern is touching, Captain, if wasted. I don't need protecting. Your charge is to ensure the safekeeping of Prince Luthos. I am loath to risk my son, but every chomper at our disposal is needed for us to win this day. Even so, the most carefully thought out plans can go astray in the heat of battle, so it's imperative that my heir emerges unhurt. Your life depends on him not sustaining even the slightest scratch.'
Festur swallowed hard.
Rexus addressed his only offspring with exaggerated slowness, making sure his simple-minded son fully understood: ‘Stay close to Festur when the charge begins, Luthos. He'll guide you through the attack. Stick by his side like a tick on a Shieldhorn, or by God I'll send you to the Hunting Wood myself.'
'Okay, Pop,’ the imbecilic prince acknowledged with a resigned growl.
'There'll be meat aplenty soon enough for you, boy.'
The royal dullard's eyes lit up from that promise.
Festur remained bothered by some niggle. ‘Can we really trust the Thunderfoot traitor?'
Rolling his eyes in vexation, Rexus took his captain to task. ‘Don't be so naïve. I'd no more turn my back on Kahla than mount Madcow. With that turncoat so ready and willing to betray her own family and herd, she would not hesitate to stomp me in the back. That's why I've had her tailed by day and night since the evening of her proposal. I'll use her treachery to our advantage then turn it against the bitch. She'll die alongside her contemptible kin shortly. Whoever heard of tamed Thunderfeet paying homage to the Killjaw king? I'd become the laughing stock of the whole forest. That reminds me, are there any fresh reports from my spies?'
'Not yet, Sire. Orn left to relieve Shadower on dayshift a short while ago. He'll deliver an update the moment the army arrives on scene prior to you positioning the troops.'
Rexus gnarled. ‘Kahla had better pray to the Originator that she manoeuvres the Thunderfeet to the spot where she swore to Shadower they'd be. I don't want to front up and find a shortage of plodding snacks. That mob of ours will become totally unmanageable if robbed of a meal at this late stage.'
'Timing is critical in this,’ agreed Festur.'
The worrying monarch looked pointedly at his captaining cohort. ‘What of the other matter?'
'There's been no sign of the giant floating egg reappearing anywhere.'
The tyrant-king did not know whether to feel disturbed or relieved by the lack of news. If Gideon popped up unannounced, his intrusion could seriously disrupt the attack. His absence was therefore a welcome thing for the time being. However, if the outlander's whereabouts remained unknowable that might adversely affect future scheming. Rexus opted then for the usual predatory guardedness, taking events in his stride.'
'Pop, I'm getting hungrier,’ Luthos moaned in reminder.
King Rexus grinned leeringly. ‘On that score we agree, son. Let's get going and send those repugnant Thunderfeet off to their precious Spirit Forest.'


Chapter ElevenThe mood was strained.
Bronte flicked her lengthy tail fretfully, her own nervousness adding to the tension. A glorious dawn had burst upon the land, vivid splashes of radiant pink and dazzling gold washing the cloudless blue-grey firmament in a wondrous blaze of colour. The beauty of the new day did nothing to ease the young cow's worry. She was plodding alongside Darved, behind Bodiah, Kahla and Balticea, as the Grand Matriarch shepherded the two Thunderfoot herds south down Fernwalk against the grain of migrating Duckbills and Shieldhorns. Mother Forest lay fixed on their right like a navigation beacon, but that was scant comfort. The further south they ambled the deeper they trespassed into Killjaw territory. That fact, combined with the infrequent scuffles arising from the cantankerous Long and Shortfrills being compelled to give way to the lumbering behemoths pushing arrogantly through their ranks, shrouded the travelling Thunderfeet in a palpable air of rumbling apprehension.
Bronte's concern ran much colder. Her cousin was openly, even flauntingly, advising her grandmother and that chilled Bronte to the roots of her feet. Kahla was about as trustworthy as a Lizardwing and no more likable. She claimed to be guiding the Grand Matriarch and her fellows to where Chappy was reputedly loitering so that Bronte could say her final farewell, but Balticea's heir was not so sure. Her Duckbill friend would hardly dally in the vicinity of the Killjaw throne and never more so in light of his recent brush with Festur.
'You never mentioned Chappy before,’ Darved spoke, intruding upon his mate's pondering. The Thunderfoot bull had only been made aware of her unconventional friendship with the hadrosaur in the predawn gloom when Balticea had abruptly announced the short journey south and the bizarre reason for it. Bronte had not yet filled in the details for him.
'I didn't think it important,’ said his cow.
'Your closest friend unimportant? I don't believe that, Bronte.'
'I was afraid how you'd react to news of me consorting with a Duckbill. By the tone of your voice I had good cause to fret.'
Darved disagreed. ‘You keeping company with a flat-nose doesn't bother me in the least. It's certainly avant-garde, but if it makes you happy I can learn to live with it. What I do have a problem with is your reluctance to confide in me. Keeping secrets is not a great trunk from which a lasting relationship branches off.'
'Grandmother said a similar thing herself.’ Bronte was genuinely sorry. ‘I should have told you about Chappy sooner, only I've had so much on my mind lately. This closeness with you is still so new to me and most of the time I feel ... awkward.'
'I can sympathise with that, my love. It's equally strange to be unremittingly sharing my life with somebody else. Yet, if we are to enjoy a long and happy pairing we must trust enough to be completely honest with each other.'
Guilt pricked at Bronte's conscience like a thousand stabbing thorns. ‘Darved, I have something to confess. Chappy's not the only odd acquaintance of mine.’ Her bull directed a questioning stare her way, but before Bronte could share the burden of Gideon and his damning prophecy with her soul mate a commotion in front put an end to her admission before it had begun.
'How much farther is it, Kahla? At this rate we'll be strolling straight into Rexus's glade itself!'
That complaint unmistakably came from Darved's grouchy dam herself, who had stopped and was stubbornly refusing to go on.
'Calm yourself, Bodiah. I'm sure my niece knows what she's doing.’ Balticea sounded doubtful too but kept her ire in check. ‘Just to refresh my memory, Kahla, how did you come by Chappy's exact whereabouts this fine morn?'
Bronte caught up to her cousin just as Kahla began repeating what she had related to her powerful aunt before daybreak. ‘I came across Bronte's weird friend last night cavorting with some of his bullish buddies and managed to eavesdrop unnoticed. They were playing some childish ‘truth or dare’ game and Chappy was challenged to go into the Swamp of Despair. He declined, at least until first light when he could see better.'
Bodiah glowered at her unwanted daughter-in-law. ‘You know your friend's mind. Will he be so boldly stupid as to actually venture into the bog?'
'Chappy is a reckless sort. I guess he'd give it a go.'
'That swamp's a pretty big, ugly place,’ Bodiah remarked to Kahla. ‘I gather you sussed out roughly where this suicidal Duckbill will be making his entry.'
'I overheard when and where, Matriarch. The dare specified he remain in there till midmorning. We'll be waiting for him when he comes out.'
'Providing he survives the gamble.'
Bronte was alarmed. ‘What's that supposed to mean, Bodiah?'
'The marsh is not called the Swamp of Despair for nothing,’ Darved informed his concerned mate. ‘It's a hellish region filled with mud-holes and quicksand. Dangerous turf for any unschooled northerner to be wandering through.'
'Don't forget the ghoul with the glowing eyes who reportedly inhabits its centre,’ added Bodiah. ‘He supposedly lurks in wait to feed on the souls of trespassers.’ Balticea looked quizzically at her matriarchal compatriot. ‘I'm only repeating local legend, Grand Matriarch. I'm not saying I actually believe it myself.'
'It sounds like a fun outing,’ Bronte said bleakly. ‘Mud and monsters.'
'Poppycock!’ scoffed Balticea.
'You have a different opinion?’ Darved asked the Grand Matriarch.
'The physical dangers of the swampland are real enough, but this talk of a local evil spirit is ridiculous. Your fiend is most likely a wretched Killjaw playing a prank. I've lived long enough to realise that unearthly apparitions don't exist.'
Bronte knew otherwise and said so. ‘Grandmother, you could be wrong.'
Darved concurred with his cow. ‘No disrespect intended, but this is our home range, Grand Matriarch. I think my mother and I are better versed in regional lore than you to make this assessment. Whether or not the swamp's inhabitant is real or imagined, fleshly or ghostly, something nasty has been prowling in there for countless generations preying on the unwary.'
Balticea scowled. If Killjaws were not enough to contend with, she had also to deal with local superstition. Catching a whiff of the infamous fen lying just around the next bend in the undulating timberline, she tartly rumbled, ‘Bodiah, since you're so familiar with the lay of the land hereabouts, you lead.'
'We're wasting our time and endangering the herds needlessly,’ muttered the subordinate matriarch as she plodded past her superior. ‘The crazy Duckbill's probably already worm food by now.'
Kahla trailed after the southern leader.
'You had better not be leading us on a wild Honker chase,’ Balticea whispered as her niece passed her by.
'Relax, aunty. It'll all be over soon enough.'
The old cow sighed and trudged behind Kahla. Bronte and Darved did likewise.
'I'm sure Chappy will be just fine,’ the bull said in a comforting voice.
'Yeah, sure.’ Bronte did not sound convinced.
Getting her mind off the Duckbill's folly, Darved returned to their earlier discussion by asking, ‘Who's this other friend of yours?'
'What?'
'This second oddball you said you've befriended.'
Bronte frowned and cryptically said, ‘He's either an angel or a devil, and I'm fast running out of time to figure out which.'
* * * *Noon came and went. The Thunderfeet stood uncomfortably outside the southernmost border of the Swamp of Despair, waiting for a Duckbill that had not shown and in all probability never would, while his brethren continued in an endless, noisome stream northward at their rear. Orn took a final look at the paired matriarchs stamping about impatiently alongside their kinfolk from his vantage point on the shrubby verge fencing Fernwalk from the wood before sprinting back into the forest proper. He skidded to a halt before his fear-inspiring master and the pack of hulking Killjaws lurking back amongst the boles. Multicoloured leaves wafted lazily on the autumn breeze about the Killjaw army as the woodland canopy shed its mantle in shades of red, gold and amber, lending the occasion an absurd festive air.
'Report,’ commanded King Rexus.
'No change yet, Your Gruesomeness. The Thunderfeet are just milling about like beetles around a dung heap.'
'And Kahla—how's she bearing up?'
'The betrayer looks fit to burst.'
The Killjaw king's fanged mouth split wide in a positively evil grin. ‘Good. We'll let them bubble like a hot pool a little longer.'
Tank, standing at the monarch's side at the forefront of the attack party, commented, ‘I've no objection to lateness, Rexus, but aren't you carrying this waiting game a trifle too far? Your army is going to disband from boredom if you don't give the order to charge soon.'
'Why, Tank, if I didn't know better I'd swear you were expressing concern.'
'Don't mistake interest for caring. I only came along on this jaunt to see firsthand how well my tactics fare.'
'You doubt your own judgement now?'
The Adviser pointedly ignored that jibe.
Rexus looked to his left, where Festur and Prince Luthos were concealed in the trees with their squad, before glancing to the right into the copse where Madcow and her warriors hid. She was visibly straining at the halter from the delay, whereas his captain was the calm professional Rexus trained him to be. Perhaps a little too relaxed—Festur almost looked comatose. ‘Orn, wake the captain and politely tell him not to sleep on the job. Then inform Madcow to be patient. Tell her to wait for my signal and that I'll not tolerate any pre-emption on her part whatsoever.'
The Fastclaw clacked his beak nervously. ‘Ah, she looks ready to munch whomever is silly enough to talk to her, Your Horribleness.'
'Then you had best be careful,’ Rexus said with a fearful growl that sent his apprehensive messenger scurrying on his way.
'This hesitation is illogical,’ decided Tank.
The tyrant-king glared coldly at the Adviser. ‘Being the emotionless bag of bones that you are, I don't expect you to understand the reasoning behind my inaction. I want Balticea and her infernal followers to wallow in their own fear and anxiety. To that end, I'm cultivating an atmosphere of terror that'll make the final bloodbath taste all the more sweeter.'
The Clubtail tossed his armoured head and declared, ‘I'll never grasp the convoluted thinking of you imprecise meat-eaters. Logical thought is so much clearer.'
Festur hesitantly made his way over to King Rexus.
'You're supposed to be with your squad,’ censured the monarch. ‘Did you finish your nap?'
'I'm troubled, Sire.'
'The only trouble with you, Captain, is that you think too much.’ Rexus nevertheless relented. ‘Speak your mind, Festur, and keep it brief. I've got a slaughter to conduct shortly.'
'Majesty, it's the time of the Bloodletting.'
'I'm glad you noticed. What gave you the hint—the falling leaves or the departing bush-swallowers?'
Festur ignored his king's sarcasm. Rexus always demonstrated his scathing wit when irritable. ‘That means the Thunderfeet will be the only herding plant-eaters of any noteworthy size left behind out on Fernwalk.'
'Another obvious truth. Get to the point.'
'If we eliminate every single Thunderfoot in the area, King Rexus, what will be left for us to prey on?'
A hard cackle emanated from Tank. ‘He's got you there, oh brainy king.'
Rexus scrabbled for an answer to that poignant query. ‘There are other edibles round here. Stonebacks, for example.'
'Impractical,’ considered the Adviser. ‘Their numbers are few and scattered. It'd be like trying to snare the wind.''
'What do you suggest then, Tank?’ Rexus barked snappishly. He abhorred being wrong.
The Clubtail gave an uncaring snort. ‘It's your oversight. You fix it.'
'Why do I put up with a flat-footed, insulting lump of unfeeling rock like you?'
'Solely because I am superior in every way and don't eat my petitioners.’ Tank imparted a condescending look the king's way. ‘The answer is as plain as the scar on your snout.’ A look of utter incomprehension marred Rexus's already unlovely countenance. ‘Must I create a track for you, Rexus? It's plain logic. If one's food source moves, one trails after it.'
'See. Your concern has been addressed,’ Rexus said gruffly to his aide. ‘We'll butcher the Thunderfeet, gorge on their corpses and then follow the Duckbills north.'
'Leave Mother Forest?’ Festur murmured incredulously. To be sure the Dwarf Killjaws seasonally tailed the migrating herbisaurs when late autumn rolled around, but the captaining predator had always stayed behind in the home wood alongside the sedentary king and his biggish brethren.
'Times change, Captain. Return to your pack. We'll pick up this topic again after the battle.'
'Will that be before or after your Originator has finished throwing stones?’ the Adviser innocently probed.
Baffled by Tank's remark, Festur withdrew without further enquiry.
Turning on his Clubtail counsel, Rexus grouched, ‘Watch your tongue, fool. This business about the starry interloper and descending sky-rock is confidential and not to be bandied about. Are you clear on that?'
'Verily, mine liege,’ Tank said with a damnably straight face.
Rexus did not have the time to contemplate the Adviser's familiarity with archaic speech or the ways of Moldar, as he had a more pressing issue to raise.'Do me a favor and don't show me up in front of my subjects again,’ he admonished Tank.
'I've no need,’ rejoined the Clubtail. ‘Your more than capable of making a fool of yourself without my assistance.'
* * * *'What are you doing here?'
Bronte turned about in utter amazement. She had wandered apart from the others and was viewing the repulsive tract of eastern swampland with a censorious eye when an instantly recognisable bull detached himself from the Duckbill exodus to tentatively approach her.
'What am I doing, Chap? Looking for you, dummy. You're supposed to be somewhere in there.’ The Thunderfoot gestured distastefully at the bog with the tip of her tail.
Chappy regarded the swamp with a contradictory expression on his snout. ‘Why would I want to be in there? Ick!'
'Duckbills love water and mud.'
'Whatever gave you that stupid notion?'
'Not what, but who. Kahla came up with that idea on the basis that your flattened snout is shaped like the bills of the Honkers, and they're waterfowl. Hence the association.’ Bronte's cousin formulated her ingenious theory during their wait to allay fears that the Duckbill they had journeyed out of their way to find would indeed fail to emerge from the muddy, waterlogged fen.
'And you believed her?'
Bronte suddenly felt very sheepish. ‘It sounded rational. Where have you been then?’ she hurriedly asked, glossing over her own gullibility.
'Nearby. After Gideon took off speaking that funny talk and you went back to your herd, I set about doing some serious thinking on what he had said.'
'I bet that hurt.'
Chappy gave her a wounded look. ‘Don't be snippy.'
'Sorry. So what conclusion did you reach?'
'Bronte, I'm not like you. I haven't the brainpower to dissect problems all that well. Any decisions I make are purely the result of instinct—what I'm feeling at the time. Take our relationship. I felt from the moment I blundered into your nursery that you and I would be firm friends forever.'
'I'm not going to like this,’ the Thunderfoot rumbled.
'Probably not,’ averred Chappy. ‘Like I said, I rely on my gut and it's telling me to trust Gideon. Don't laugh at me, but I believe he is the Originator's messenger.'
His friend was surprisingly accommodating. ‘Everyone is entitled to his or her beliefs,’ she said graciously.
'You've certainly changed your rumble. When we last spoke you were dead set against trusting him.'
'I haven't changed my opinion of Gideon, but I can't exactly belittle your faith in him, can I?'
'I'm glad to hear that, Bron. It'll make what I have to say next a lot easier.'
'Here comes the punch line,’ muttered Bronte.
Chappy took a deep breath and blurted, ‘I'm going to let Gideon change me into whatever saviour he wants.'
Bronte's reaction was predictable. ‘Are you nuts? We know next to nothing about Gideon, he's shamelessly manipulated you and you're actually contemplating giving in to his crazy demand for an obscure rescuer. I won't allow it.'
'You can't stop me,’ the Duckbill huffed.
The titanic cow drew herself up, her immensity dwarfing him.
'Actually, you can,’ he conceded, ‘except you won't dare interfere this time.'
'Why not?'
'This is my destiny, Bron.'
She was thrown by Chappy's sincerity. ‘You're serious, aren't you?'
'You know me—life of the herd and all that. Only this time I'm not joking.'
'There's no guarantee that Gideon's warning about that giant rock will hold up under close scrutiny,’ argued the cow. Bronte did not actually believe that. Her recurrent nightmare had returned and was growing more vivid and intense with each passing night, indicating that the asteroid and destruction of the Earth were both drawing near. Idly wondering if Chappy was experiencing the same haunting dream, she thought better of it. Broaching that subject might only stiffen the Duckbill's resolve.
'If he's wrong then nothing bad is going to happen and you and your bull can grow old together,’ Chappy reasoned. ‘But what if he's right?'
'Then I'll be the last Grand Matriarch ever,’ avowed Bronte. ‘At least I'll die a Thunderfoot. You don't even know what you'll be.'
'Maybe not. What I do know is that you're going to become chief of your herd and hatch dozens of eggs. I've got nothing of distinction to look forward to. This is my one chance to be somebody. I don't want our home-egg to be cracked, but if Mother Forest needs a Nightclaw in shining scales then I'm gladly volunteering.'
'We don't even know how Gideon's rescue plan is going to work, Chap—if at all. He hasn't shown himself again to explain it fully.'
'My mind's made up.'
Bronte's determining eyes bored deep into her pal and the Duckbill winced. At that precise moment the fathoming cow seemed a younger copy of Balticea. ‘Alright, you've got my support,’ she quietly said.
The Duckbill was floored by her reversal. ‘Do you mean it?'
'When have I ever lied to you? I'll back your choice, even though I think it's wrong. However, it is your mistake to make.'
Chappy dropped to all fours and honked in glee. In truth, Bronte was profoundly relieved. With Darved at her side, she felt her life unalterably on track toward motherhood and matriarchship. She wanted nothing to do with anyone or anything that would sway that tree, even at the expense of her existence. Love was making Bronte selfish.
'Just don't involve me anymore than you have to,’ she added conditionally. ‘I've got my own life to get on with and, frankly, I don't like Gideon. I just want this outlandish business of his to be over with, whatever the outcome.'
'Fair enough,’ said Chappy. He abruptly came back up on his hind legs and began fidgeting with his forefeet. ‘I sure hope Gideon reappears soon. Fighting my instinct to migrate is more taxing than I thought. I'm going to have to really tough it out to stay around here.'
Bronte actually laughed outright.
'Did I say something funny?'
'Private joke.’ Gesturing with a dismissive nod to the party of Thunderfeet cows intently watching their exchange from afar wearing mixed expressions, Bronte explained, ‘I was pressured by Grandmother and her cohorts to plod here to bid you farewell on your journey north. It was meant to be our final, everlasting goodbye. She's going to spit rocks once she finds out you're not leaving.'
Chappy shared the cow's mirth and stared fixedly at the implacable Grand Matriarch. ‘I'm going to enjoy this,’ he chuckled mischievously.
* * * *'Everyone is in place, your Bigness.'
Rexus nodded perfunctorily at Orn. The king had moved his motley army to the edge of the forest in readiness for the attack. The slobbering Killjaws stood about six or seven paces back from the trees, taut and wound like living springs.
'This waiting is tedious,’ Tank bitched. He was in his customary position alongside the tyrant in his capacity as Advisor and plainly feeling the strain of the enforced pause. It seemed the Clubtail was not above emotion after all.
'Have patience,’ counselled Rexus. ‘My warriors need to be coaxed to perform to their utmost abilities. The Thunderfeet significantly outnumber and outweigh us, so in order to overcome those disadvantages I've got to have the troops thirsting mindlessly for blood. Prolonging their wait will make them even hungrier for killing.'
'There is such a fault as over-preparation,’ cautioned Tank.
'I thought you are here to observe, not criticise.
'Old habits die hard.'
'Balticea won't have a hard time dying today,’ Rexus promised. He was busily scanning the plains firsthand when an unplanned opportunity presented itself. ‘Orn, go tell Madcow there's a change in plans.'
'Right away, Your Vileness.’ The Fastclaw made to spring away when a bark from Rexus pulled him up short.
'Shouldn't you wait for me to tell you just what that change is?’ the monarch asked in a dangerously sweet voice.
'That would be helpful,’ admitted Orn.
'I'm glad you think so. Inform her that she is to personally kill the Duckbill talking with the Grand Matriarch's heir at this very moment.'
The king's messenger flitted over to the timberline and peered out through a gap in the underbrush at Bronte and Chappy. ‘The flat-nose with the white splotch on his head?'
'That's the one. Impress upon Madcow I want that bull deader than yesterday's carrion. Tell her that I'll view it as a personal favour.'
'What are you up to?’ Tank asked Rexus as the Fastclaw took off.
'Getting rid of two ticks with one scratch,’ the Killjaw king gloated.
Tank's stony face betrayed nothing, but his eyes flashed intrigue. Whatever deviousness Rexus was keeping to himself, the Advisor was going to set his deductive powers of reasoning on to uncovering that plot as soon as this battle was over and done with.
The musing king waved Festur over with a pathetically small forearm. ‘Captain, ready your troops. I've got a hunch things are going to get lively soon.'
'At once, Sire,’ Festur said obediently.
'One thing more, Festur. Spread the word that Balticea is for my jaws alone. If the Grand Matriarch falls to any Killjaw other than me, woe betide the culprit.'
The captaining carnosaur nodded and left.
Returning with a look of amusement on his beaked face, Orn boldly reported, ‘The she-Killjaw says the Duckbill is as good as eaten—on one condition.'
Rexus was affronted. ‘Condition? I'm king, dammit! I don't bargain with any of my subjects.'
'Only those smarter or more deranged than yourself,’ contradicted Tank.
'Good point,’ murmured the despot. ‘Ah, I assume Madcow told you her demand, Orn.'
'That she did, My Kingliness. It's a beauty.
Rexus gulped. His pet Fastclaw was milking this for all it was worth. ‘Let me have it.'
'Madcow expects you to be her very first suitor come mating time.'
The tyrant-king blanched at that injurious prospect.
* * * *'Is that him?’ Chappy said of the approaching Thunderfoot bull.
Sidling up to Bronte, Darved asked her, ‘This is Chappy?'
The cow sighed and rolled her eyes heavenward. This promised to be fun.
Inflating his nose sac to make himself look more prominent, Chappy began strutting about under the pretence of exercising out a cramp in his leg. There was no doubt he was checking Darved over while competing for Bronte's companionship. Darved naturally took exception and edged nearer to his mate to flaunt their closeness.
'Bulls!’ Bronte mouthed indignantly. Flattered though she was at being the centre of attention, there was absolutely no call for this ridiculous male posturing. ‘I suppose you're wanting to compare the lengths of your...'
'Bronte!’ exclaimed a shocked Darved.
Chappy glanced quickly down and boasted, ‘No contest really.'
’ ... tails!’ Bronte completed her sentence.
Darved gave a smug rumble and flexed his whippy tail triumphantly.
'Ah, but can he make a noise like a Honker?’ Chappy whispered superiorly to Bronte.
The chance to further the clash of bullish egos vanished when Balticea, Bodiah, and Kahla ambled up to join the ménage a trois. Bronte noticed Florella watching discreetly from a distance and her defunct foster mother gave her a wink of encouragement.
'Good to see you, Balticea,’ Chappy lied. ‘It's been quite a while since we talked.'
'Not long enough,’ the Grand Matriarch said acidly. In the eight years they had known of one another the Thunderfoot chieftain and Duckbill scallywag had exchanged no more than a dozen or so words, none of them pleasant.
'Is he the one we've come to see off?’ Bodiah spat in a contemptuous tone.
Chappy gave the lesser matriarch a glance of disdain. ‘Did she go to the same charm nursery as you, Balty?'
Darved bristled. ‘That's my mother you're insulting.'
'I'm sorry for you.'
'Just because you're Bronte's friend doesn't give the right to be disrespectful to either matriarch,’ chastised the bull.
Bronte intervened. She wanted the two bulls in her life to be friends, but this was turning horribly bad. ‘We're getting sidetracked, grandmother. I think Kahla has some explaining to do.'
'About what, cousin?’ Kahla retorted.
'You assured us all that Chappy was going to be in the swamp this morning. You were very specific. A dare was it not? Maybe you'd like to hazard a guess at why he wasn't where you claimed he would be.'
'I'd like to hear that explanation, Kahla,’ Balticea said in a frosty voice.
'He obviously chickened out of the dare, aunty.'
'Bronte has not misjudged things. You seemed unwaveringly certain of his locale before.'
Kahla began to grow panicky. Where were those behindhand Killjaw assassins? ‘You know how flighty Duckbills can be, Grand Matriarch,’ she stammered unconvincingly.
A suspicion formed in Balticea's mind. ‘Why are you so uptight, Kahla? Something's amiss here...'
'Do you smell that?’ her niece unexpectedly asked. Backed into a dead-end canyon, she had to force her way out before the walls caved in on her.
'Smell what?’ queried the puzzled old cow.
'All I can get a whiff of is the stench of that swamp,’ Bodiah grumbled. ‘Darved, your nose is younger and keener than mine: what can you scent?'
Desperate to escape, Kahla cemented her doom before Darved could give his opinion by trumpeting, ‘Killjaws! I smell Killjaws!'
'They've gotten wind of us!’ a hate-filled voice bellowed from the trees. ‘Righto, Killjaws—CHAAARGE!'
Kahla's relief turned into shock then horror at the sight of the Killjaw army pouring out of the forest in two separate waves. She was expecting a pair of hunters to ambush and slay her unsuspecting aunt and cousin, not an entire horde. In that fateful instant the traitor knew that she had damned, not only her kinfolk, but herself to boot. She froze in disbelief and stared unseeing as the charging hunters fanned out in their flanking attack growling and snarling frighteningly.
Balticea was also immobile, if only for a split second. The moment the Grand Matriarch caught sight of the Killjaw king marching from the timberline roaring orders at the forefront of a third squad, which oddly slowed to a halt once outside the wood, she was galvanised into action. ‘Bodiah, see to your herd's defence,’ the aged leader smartly instructed her counterpart as she ambled in retreat. The others followed, with the exception of the petrified Judas.
'Darved, I need you with me,’ ordered the southern matriarch.
'Mother, my place is with Bronte.'
'Your mate will be protected by her own. You've got to aid me is organising our band's resistance.'
'I won't leave her side.'
Balticea shouldered Darved away from her granddaughter. ‘Now is not the time for either heroics or a family spat. Do as Bodiah bids without any argument.'
Darved was undecided until he glanced furtively behind. The rapidly advancing Killjaws, getting up to their twenty mile per hour dash speed, were less than a Thunderfoot length away from Kahla.
'I'll be fine,’ Bronte reassured him. ‘Go and help your mother. I'll catch up with you later.'
'Watch your rump, my love,’ the bull said before reluctantly withdrawing.
Bronte was about to return the parting sentiment when a roar of unbridled delight made her wheel about. The first of the charging meat-eaters had reached Kahla. It was only fitting that the betrayer be the first Thunderfoot to die on this day of infamy. Festur exhorted the sole Killjaw giant under his command (other than the Prince Regent, who was only allowed to join the fight proper when the odds changed more in the attackers’ favour) to deal with his assigned target. At the same time his two dwarf brethren skirted the numbed cow to sprint after other Thunderfeet quarry. Kahla did not even attempt to flee or squeal in pain when the monster hunter slammed into her flank and began tearing fleshy chunks off her stock-still body, devouring her alive.
'Don't feed, just kill,’ reprimanded the Killjaw Captain. ‘There'll be time enough to feast when the battle's won.'
The Killjaw making a meal of Kahla ignored the command and tore further into the frozen cow, her folds of torso skin rippling from the shockwaves of each mammoth bite taken. Seeking jaws closed about her exposed ribcage and the immense crushing power of the world's champion predator snapped the giant curved bones, a jagged end from one of the splintered ribs spearing Kahla's black heart. She shuddered one more time before thumping to the ground deader than a fossil. For all her size and intelligence, her desires and scheming, the Thunderfoot craving power over even family succumbed to the simplest urge of all, hunger. Losing interest in the dead snack bar, the Killjaw moved on. While eating was fun, hunters lived for the kill and there were plenty more victims out there to sharpen teeth on.
Sickened by the grisly sight, Bronte turned back to Darved, only to see her bull already making his way toward the alarmed southern Thunderfeet further out onto the plain of ferns along with his bothered dam.
'Bron, we've got to get outta here or we'll be joining Kahla,’ prompted Chappy.
'The Duckbill's right,’ agreed Balticea. ‘Follow me and stay close. We'll be moving fast.'
Bronte trailed after her ambling grandmother as she headed them for their wild-eyed herd. Chappy kept pace nervously behind, chaffing at the ludicrously sedate plodding of the supposedly hurrying behemoths.
* * * *The Killjaw king roared heartily.
Tank's strategy was working flawlessly. Festur's squad was leading the initial assault on the northern flank, causing mayhem as they wantonly mauled every Thunderfoot they encountered. Likewise Madcow and her unit were working their bloody way from the south, chomping and tearing at the luckless sauropods caught now in the squeezing pincer movement. Things were running exceptionally smoothly. Blocked by the mass of distressed Duckbills behind and the walls of fangs and talons closing in from either side, the bewildered Thunderfeet were ripe for the next stage in the Clubtail's schemed slaughter.
The Adviser concurred. ‘Give the command to signal the launch of the last wave, Rexus.'
'When I'm good and ready to,’ the imperious monarch decided with an irate snap of his jaws. This was his moment, not Tank's. After a suitable pause he barked, ‘One Claw—lead off!'
Stumpy and his two fellows sped away from their king across the outskirts of Fernwalk, escorted by a pair of their smaller cousins, and started biting a swathe through the disorganised plant-eaters. Accompanied by his smug-snouted counsel, Rexus would follow after at his leisure through the ensuing confusion. The time for the crowning achievement of this battle had arrived and he fully intended to savour every second of it with enjoyable slowness. Long had the regent craved for this moment—he had a rendezvous with murder and Balticea was his date.


Chapter TwelveThe Grand Matriarch was sadly at a loss.
Both her herd and world were crumbling about her and nothing she might come up with could prevent either. Any chance of mounting a coherent defense against the savagery of the biting Killjaws was dashed by the wave of terror swamping the Thunderfeet. Never before had they been the victims of such widespread and heartless butchering. Already a full third of the stunned behemoths lay either dead or dying from blood loss on the killing field Fernwalk had become, and the toll was mounting. She only prayed that Bodiah was faring better with her band, though in reality seriously doubted it. Thoughts of her peer caused the old cow to wonder too how Rosade was coping. The healer had been conversing with her southern counterpart at the onset of the massive ambush and was likely overwhelmed by the enormity of the bloodshed.
'Rally to me!’ Balticea shouted to the dispirited Thunderfeet, desperation in her booming call.
'You got something in mind?’ Bronte hurriedly asked her grandmother. She, the old cow and Chappy had determinedly made their way through the confused giants to stand indecisively at the back of the throng, hemmed in on three sides by terrified plant-eaters. The Killjaws were methodically chipping away at the flanks of the crowded Thunderfeet and had yet to reach the relative quiet of the centre.
'Our only chance at getting out of this fiasco alive,’ replied the aged leader, ‘is if I can herd the survivors together. By doing that we can thunder our way to freedom through these blasted flat-noses.'
Chappy blinked incredulously. ‘You'll trample innocent Duckbills!'
Balticea hardened her heart. ‘It's them or us,’ she coldly pronounced.
'Over my dead body!’ he declared.
'I'll happily oblige,’ intruded a threatening voice. Madcow loped into the picture, blood and saliva dripping disgustingly from her maw.
'Leave my friend be,’ Bronte warned with a swish of her tail.
'Granddaughter, get behind me!’ hollered Balticea. ‘I'll not have you risk your life for that Duckbill.'
'The old crone's right,’ chimed in the slavering she-Killjaw. ‘He's already carrion. You'll only be wasting your time and energy.'
'My choice,’ the younger Thunderfoot cow muttered intrepidly, brazenly presenting her back to the huntress and swinging her tail wildly. The blow connected with a resounding thwack that sent Madcow lurching backwards.
The reprobate huntress was strangely amused. ‘Is that your best, flat-foot? I've had love-bites that smart more than that.'
Bronte faltered. She had given her best.
'My turn,’ Madcow snarled, hurtling at Bronte with jaws agape.
Her deadly lunge was blunted by Chappy's intervention. The unthinking bull honked once in challenge before darting into the path of the oncoming killer. The impact was predictably bone-crunching—Madcow's impetus drove her fangs deep into the selfless Duckbill's flank, her jaws locked vice-like, and she broke away with a sizable chunk of hide and flesh in her mouth. Chappy shuddered and toppled over on to his side, bleeding and shaking profusely. He had taken the full brunt of a death-bite.
Balticea watched mortified the Killjaw wolfing down her morsel. Placing a clawed foot on the downed bull's trembling body, Madcow reached down and tore off his head with a savage twist of her terrible jaws. The fountain of blood that spurted from his headless corpse sprayed Bronte. The Grand Matriarch never approved of Chappy, but no plant-eater, even a flighty Duckbill, deserved such a ghastly demise.
'Run north for your life with the Shieldhorns, Bronte, while you still can,’ she urged, brushing past her granddaughter, now staring in unbelief at her fallen companion, to engage the gargantuan murderess.
'Why if it ain't grand ole Balticea herself,’ Madcow snarled eagerly, callously discarding Chappy's head with a toss of her own. It bounced onto the red-stained ferns with a sickening thud and rolled away to a stop at Bronte's feet. ‘Kingy wants you all to himself, only I despise sharing.'
'My sentiments exactly,’ the Grand Matriarch rumbled ominously. ‘You're mine.’ The irony of her browbeating, despite the gravity of the situation, was not lost on the old-timer. Of all reptiles to avenge that odious flat-nose, it had to be her.
* * * *A deafening bellow of frustration rent the air.
The handful of disoriented Duckbills blocking the Killjaw King's path scuttled out of his way. Rexus half-heartedly snapped at the tail-end charlie of the group and missed, the retort of his empty jaws smacking closed hastening their flight. He was lusting after blood, but not theirs.
The tactics of his adviser were working overly well. The cacophony of the screams of the injured and dying, harmonising with the gleeful roars of the attackers, converged with the pungency of spilt blood and fusty predator scents to impel the frightened Duckbills to stampede. The result was utter bedlam. Flat-noses were gushing every which way in a mindless scramble to get away from the noise and aroma of death. Instead of providing an impassable blockade to trap the Thunderfeet, the Duckbills had broken ranks and scattered willy-nilly to mingle with the leviathans and impede the advance of the raiders. The brutish push of the Killjaw army was being eroded into a slow crawl. Even One-Claw and his cohorts were finding it tough going to chomp a way through the obstructing two-legs.
A dazed cow Duckbill bumped into King Rexus. He roared crankily at the offender and she promptly turned and fled, honking wildly. ‘Any suggestions to clearing this mess?’ the regent snapped at Tank.
'Bite faster,’ was all that the blunt spoken Adviser had to offer.
The bulk of an escaping Thunderfoot plodded within chomping reach of the fuming tyrant-king, only to be masked by a covey of flurried Duckbills fleeing in the same direction. ‘Which one's that?’ Rexus wondered with a peevish growl. ‘Stumpy, stop that one from getting away!'
One-Claw backtracked and scrambled to go after the escapee his monarch had nosed out. He only managed to trip over a startled flat-nose that blundered into his path.
'Bungler,’ muttered the king as the Killjaw cripple crashed to the ground and was trodden on by dozens of uncaring feet. Hollering at the cloudless sky, Rexus wailed, ‘All I want is Balticea. Is that too much to ask for?'
Fortune must indeed favour the bold, for at that exact instant a parting of the mob of Duckbills opened up before the bemoaning monarch like a breath of wind through fog, and at its end rose the bulwark of the Thunderfeet. Only the Grand Matriarch was not alone.
* * * *Rosade pressed on.
Somewhere up ahead amongst the stampeding rabble of frenzied two-legs she caught a peep of Balticea courageously doing battle with a hideous Killjaw cow. Her matriarch was in dire trouble, urgently requiring to be helped. Rosade needed to reach Balticea before it was too late for the oldster.
The healer shoved her way into a cluster of the hysterical flat-noses and cracked a few Duckbill tailbones in the process as she unconscionably trod on rear appendages. Her southern duplicate had already joined the swelling number of Thunderfeet journeying to the Spirit Forest, and was but one of the many Rosade was powerless to administer to. Bodiah's personal physician had had her long neck snapped like a dry and brittle twig in front of Rosade's very eyes, and the healer fled trumpeting from the cruel and wanton killing. Shortly after that, after dodging marauding Killjaws and those of her shocked brethren either fatally wounded or like her trying to escape the carnage unharmed, she had stumbled across the wretched carcass of Florella sprawled on the green plain atop a widening stain of vivid red. Disembowelled and dying from unstoppable blood loss, Bronte's foster mother had weakly acknowledged her sister Thunderfoot with a fading rumble before tragically passing away. Rosade, unable to offer her dying friend anything except woefully inadequate words of comfort, had at that point decided to act in the only way left to her. The hardest thing for any medical practitioner to accept is death and the forlorn healer resolved then and there to save the most important Thunderfoot of all from perishing. That fleeting glimpse only moments ago proved that the Grand Matriarch still lived—for now at least.
Rosade cleared the hooting Duckbills and resolutely made her way through the battlefield trailed by oaths concerning Thunderfoot clumsiness. ‘Nincompoops!’ she rumbled low in reproof. ‘Killjaws everywhere and they're moaning about me stepping on a few toes.'
Sighting the wrinkled visage of Balticea again, the healer plodded determinedly toward her besieged leader like a moth flitting upwards to a full moon. So intent was she on reaching the Grand Matriarch that Rosade failed to notice a Dwarf Killjaw cow come running out of nowhere to leap onto her colossal frame. She screamed as the emboldened predator repeatedly lacerated her broad back, clinging tenaciously to the bucking titan like a demented rodeo rider all the time she clawed and bit her. Somehow Rosade shook off her assailant and, drawing strength from her anger and desperation, reared up to bring her pile driver front legs crashing down to squash the life out of the fallen huntress.
Time abruptly came to a standstill for Rosade as the moral ramifications of what she had just done hit home. She had killed a fellow living creature. True, it had been a reviled meat-eater trying to turn her into a snack bar, but was that really excusable for one dedicated to saving lives? Perturbed, the distressed healer nevertheless banished any recriminating thoughts from her mind. She would examine the ethics of her ‘crime’ later on, providing any Thunderfeet lived through the massacre of this horror afternoon for her to discuss the dilemma with.
'I'm coming, Matriarch,’ avowed the mauled cow, stepping over the slain predator and resuming her march to aid Balticea. She oddly felt no sensation from her shredded back, shock and willfulness blinding her to the pain. Rosade found the oldster strangely alone in a calm spot in the maelstrom of ferocity.
'Stay back,’ commanded Balticea.
The healer glanced about for any sign of the Killjaw she had spotted assailing her leader. There was thankfully no sign of Madcow nearby amongst the madly dashing Duckbills, so she approached the Grand Matriarch. Balticea, horribly bitten and bloodied, was living.
'Save yourself and get away, Rosade,’ reiterated Balticea, ‘before it's too late.'
'We're getting out of here together,’ pledged the medico.
Balticea shook her head. ‘I can't move, Healer.'
Glancing at the aged cow's hindquarters, Rosade winced. Balticea's attacker had severed the elder's spinal cord with one powerful bite and paralysed her rear legs. The old girl was not going anywhere. ‘You are in pretty bad shape, Grand Matriarch.'
'You're pretty sorry looking yourself. Now get going before that she-devil comes back. There's no point in you dying here today as well.’ Balticea aimed an uncompromising stare at the unmoving healer. ‘That's an order.'
'And one I'd not normally ignore, my leader. I must refuse this time. My place is with you now.'
Balticea, trying her utmost to look reproachful, was in fact grateful for the company. No one liked the prospect of dying alone. ‘What of the herd?’ she asked, relying on Rosade's candour for the untainted truth to confirm the outcome she already surmised. ‘Have any escaped?'
'Florella's dead. The others are fleeing and dying.'
'And Bodiah?'
'I last saw her and Darved staving off a pack of Killjaws. Their plight looked hopeless.'
Balticea swore.
'They might stand a chance of escaping,’ Rosade opined, offering her downcast leader a scrap of hope. ‘Bodiah struck me as being a pretty tenacious sort.'
'They are not my immediate concern. Bronte is, and she may just be foolish enough to go looking for her bull right about now.'
'Bronte's alive? I assumed that because you're alone she has been killed.'
'I drove her off for her own good. She listened and went. Hopefully by now she's running north using the horn-beaks as a shield, like I instructed her to. If not, she'll be stupidly seeking out her mate and placing herself in even greater peril.'
'Shall I look for her?’ suggested Rosade. While abhorring the idea of leaving Balticea alone to die, she felt compelled to save at least one of her fellows. The crippled leader never got the chance to answer for Madcow reappeared on the scene.
'Sorry to duck away like that, Balty, but I fancied a change of pace,’ growled the crazed she-Killjaw, licking droplets of Duckbill blood from her muzzle. ‘I see you missed me. Ah, you found a friend to keep company with in my absence.’ She leered evilly. ‘How thoughtful of you to give me another playmate.'
Gritting her peg teeth, the Grand Matriarch seethed, ‘So help me if you harm a single scale of Rosade's hide...'
'Don't go anywhere, Balty,’ mocked the demented huntress, orienting on the rigid healer. ‘This won't take long.'
Madcow inexplicably stiffened, letting out a strangled cry. She pivoted around, not of her own accord, and the transfixed Thunderfeet saw that an equally giant Killjaw had the nape of her neck gripped firmly in his own lethal jaws. Exerting a tremendous amount of pressure, the bull carnosaur effortlessly crushed the base of the stalking cow's skull and casually dropped the limp wannabe tyrant-queen onto the trampled ferns flooring the churned ground. Madcow's insanely lit eyes remained glazed open in the lifeless stare of the surprised dead as her slayer stressed, ‘Exactly what part of “Balticea is for me alone” didn't you understand, you batty cow.'
Balticea managed a weak chuckle. ‘King Rexus, as I live and breathe.'
'I'll remedy that soon enough,’ avowed the monarch. ‘I've waited for this moment a—hey, quit laughing, you old crone. This is a serious occasion. I have a speech prepared.'
The Grand Matriarch continued to quietly chortle.
'Okay, I'll bite. What's so damned funny?'
'I never pictured you being my hero.'
Rexus spat the acidic taste of Madcow's blood out of his mouth. ‘Life's quirky like that.'
'I suppose it is,’ Balticea remarked dryly, ‘and now you're about to end mine.'
'That's the general plan.'
'Not if I can help it,’ interjected Rosade.
'No, Healer!’ Balticea weakly rumbled. But her protest came too late.
Rearing up on her hind limbs, Rosade waved her stubby-toed forelegs challengingly in the air. The Killjaw King gave an arrogant snort and darted forward under the cow's flailing feet, dodging her sharp thumb claws responsible for snuffing out one of his lesser subjects. His vicious jaws clamped about her chest and Rosade shuddered once as Rexus ripped out her beating heart. She instantly collapsed to the ground, the life torn from her body.
'You filthy murderer,’ the Grand Matriarch rasped in condemnation.
Rexus gulped down the deliciously warm organ and began circling the stricken herd leader. ‘Come now, Balticea. You know the score as well as I—predator versus prey. There has to be a winner and a loser. It's nature's way.'
Balticea looked about her at the scale of the butchery. ‘This isn't natural.'
'Granted, but you should know by now I don't play by the rules.'
'So you organised this sickening bloodbath just to get to me.'
'Don't flatter yourself. Your demise is just an appetiser to the main course.'
'What are you raving about?'
'Maybe you should pose that question to Kahla.'
'How could you possibly know my niece?'
'She was very helpful in convening this little social event. I'd say it came off pretty well, all told.'
Balticea struggled with the revelation. ‘Kahla sold us out?'
'Got it in one—even with that pebble-sized brain of yours. She craved power and dominance almost as much as I do, and was more than willing to trade your life for them. Word of advice, Balticea: never trust family. You'll live longer that way. Oh don't worry, I made sure Kahla was suitably punished for her treachery.'
'You killed her too.'
'And dirtied my claws on her worthless hide? Not likely. I did make certain she got the reward coming to her though.'
'You're a despicable monster, Rexus.'
'Flattery won't save you now, Grand Matriarch. In fact nothing will. Before I send you off to your darling Spirit Forest with the rest of your slain losers, I want you to know that your lineage dies with you on this day.'
'Kahla's passing won't be mourned,’ Balticea rumbled dispassionately. ‘I was quite embarrassed to call her my niece actually.
'Will Bronte's death also find you so impartial?'
The old cow gasped.
'That's right, Balticea. Die knowing that your precious heir will join you in death. She was the real target of my attack.'
'You had two herds slaughtered just to get at my granddaughter?'
'You catch on fast.’ Rexus came to halt before the disbelieving Thunderfoot oldster. ‘My aim was never to simply kill you. I'm not that unimaginative. I mostly desired the deaths of your spawn and her laughable friend.’ The tyrant-king kicked at Chappy's headless corpse sprawled nearby. ‘Half of that goal has been achieved.'
'Whatever for?
'Immortality, my longtime adversary.'
'You've lost what little mind you possess in that ugly head of yours,’ accused the stranded matriarch.
'Genius is often mistaken for craziness. Take a long hard look around you, Balticea. You're beaten. Your herd is broken and your genealogy will expire along with you. I've won the final round in our lengthy game of Nightclaw and Treefur.'
The Grand Matriarch raised her snout defiantly. ‘Far from it, because you haven't caught Bronte.’ She took perverse delight in seeing the pained expression on the baneful regent's face, confirming her supposition. ‘I do catch on quick, Rexus.'
'It's only a matter of time before my captain hunts her down,’ he huffed. That was Festur's second task after slaying Kahla. His protégé had a score to settle with Bronte and revenge was great motivation.
'Keep telling yourself that and you just might believe it. Remember, I trained her. She's resourceful and won't be an easy mark for your bloodthirsty mob.'
'The brat will only be prolonging the inevitable. How long can a herdless Thunderfoot evade me?'
'Long enough to form a new band from the remnants of the old to fight you with,’ postulated Balticea.
Rexus snarled indignantly. ‘I promise you Bronte will be dead before night falls, not that you'll be around to see it.’ He bunched his muscles, ready to overpower his hapless victim in a rush of teeth and talons.
'You are right about my life ending,’ the elderly Thunderfoot said with a note of finality oddly lacking regret. ‘Happily, you'll not enjoy the notoriety of having slain me. That accolade falls to your dead subject, the one you nibbled on.'
Hesitating, the Killjaw king rotated to view Madcow's carcass with a befuddled look crossing his maw. The slump of a great weight thudding to the earth confirmed his worst fear and he slowly turned back, unwilling to trust his mean eyes. The steadfast elder had at last succumbed to the fatal wounds inflicted by Madcow and lay on her side at death's door.
With her dying breath Balticea uttered, ‘The redoubtable King Rexus shall be remembered as a loser—a has-been who almost killed the Grand Matriarch of the Thunderfeet.’ The venerable cow's head placidly drooped until it rested upon the flattened ferns. Even in death Balticea was incontestably majestic.
Rexus stood blinking like a Nightclaw caught in daylight. He then let out a god-awful roar venting his frustration.
* * * *Bronte ploughed through the undergrowth.
Intending to heed her grandmother's advice to take flight with the Shieldhorns after locating Darved, circumstance had forced the cow to rethink her escape plans after she was engulfed by careering Duckbills and swept along on their westward retreat into Mother Forest away from the battle-zone. Appalled by the day's genocide, the traumatised Thunderfoot had taken this turn of events as a hopeful sign and gladly crossed over the timberline from Fernwalk. The wood had been her sanctuary as a hatchling and would be so again in this time of crisis. She would take refuge in the forestland until the carnage was over and she could venture back on to the plains to look for her beau and family.
A bloodcurdling roar of lament froze Bronte in her tracks. It was a terrifying wail of inconsolable despair that made her heart tremble. She hurried on through the constricting brush as the fading afternoon light smudged the shadows of the trees into frightful shapes.
'Going somewhere, bitch?'
Bronte started. An alarmingly familiar Dwarf Killjaw crouched in front, blocking her path and growling meanly.
'It's bad manners to leave a party so soon,’ scolded Festur. ‘Rude reptiles need to be taught a lesson.'
The cow scrambled to get clear of the shrubs she was wading through as the hunter propelled himself towards her with a gleeful roar. Bracing herself for the impact, Bronte was startled to see a fellow Thunderfoot come charging from the gloomy wooded depths to her rescue.
Sorrin body-slammed the Killjaw captain to send him careening into the sturdy trunk of a nearby oak. He watched intently as the winded predator rebounded off the unyielding bole to wobble his way at him. With deft swishes of his stiff tail the bull remorselessly thrashed Festur about the head until the dazed meat-eater broke off his attack and staggered away to seek asylum in the undergrowth.
'Father, am I glad to see you!’ Bronte exclaimed with a sigh of relief.
'And I you, my daughter.’ Sorrin gazed fearfully at her bloody body. ‘Did that fiend mangle you?'
'It's not my blood.'
Her sire mumbled his thanks to the Originator. ‘I feared you had met the same fate as the rest of the herd.'
'You were watching?'
'Yes, from the forest. I was helpless to intervene. I'm no match for an entire Killjaw horde. But now is not the time for talk.’ Pawing at the restrictive shrubbery trapping Bronte's legs, Sorrin said, ‘Let me get you out of here, after which we can put some distance between us and Fernwalk.'
Bronte was aghast. ‘Aren't you planning to go back to look for grandma and the others?'
'You were out there and saw the bloodshed firsthand. She's probably already filling some Killjaw's belly by now. No doubt they're all dead, and those who have by some miracle escaped are in no fit state to put up any kind of resistance. The herds are gone, Bronte. We are on our own. If you want to survive, you'll have to come to terms with that. The Mother Forest Thunderfeet are finished as a race.’ He completed trampling down the branches of the bushes snagging Bronte.
Freed of the imprisoning vegetation, the headstrong cow challenged her father's dire summation. ‘My mate will have made it somehow.'
'Balticea made a good choice pairing you with Darved, and even as a youngster he met with my approval, but...'
'You helped arrange my mating?'
'Naturally. From time to time I've had an input in the major decisions affecting your life. Darved's suitability aside, the odds are stacked against any Thunderfoot lasting beyond dusk out there, no matter how valiant she or he may be. Like it or not, that's the way it is.'
Bronte hated her sire for his brutal appraisal and despised him even more for his apparent indifference. She had found true love, only to have it wrenched from her heart and he could not care less.
Sorrin was perplexed. What would compel those motherless Killjaws to band together and annihilate two entire herds? ‘This holocaust is unfathomable,’ he pondered aloud. ‘As much as I hate to admit our place in the food chain, by destroying us those soulless bastards are starving themselves for the duration of the Bloodletting. They must have a death wish.'
Something clicked in Bronte's mind as a puzzle began falling into place. She knew, without fully reasoning why, that Chappy's death had not been purely incidental. He had not entirely been the casualty of mischance, although the cow could not quite yet fit the pieces together to form a coherent pattern of understanding. She did glean from her father's prompting that the massacre of those she held near and dear was likely cover for a more sinister action and that benumbed her more than the nippy evening westerly rustling the forest greenery.
'We'd best get moving,’ Sorrin reminded Bronte.
'Where to?'
'West, to the base of the Uplands. No Killjaw will follow us there on account of the legends.'
'What legends are those, Father?'
'The high country is rumoured to be haunted by spooks. Sheer nonsense, but it'll keep those fanged, superstitious rat-bags off our tails. Mythical demons are about the only thing that'll scare off a meat-eater. That or a decent whipping with a stout tail.'
Bronte despaired. ‘I'm getting too big to go gallivanting about the deep forest. I'll just get stuck again.'
'There are back-trails wide enough to accommodate an adult Thunderfoot. I should know. I've traipsed along enough of those walkways in my days as a hermit.'
'And what'll we do once we get there?'
'Grieve awhile, daughter. Then we'll think of something.'
That sounded constructive.
'Alright Father, lead on.'
A chink appeared in the staunch bull's emotional shielding. He liked his daughter being reliant upon him for her safeness, and it occurred to Sorrin that he never stopped thinking of Bronte as that wide-eyed she-calf hatched so long ago on that thunderous rainy night. Better late than never for showing some fatherly conduct.
A tumult of roars from the east shattered the developing quietude of early evening and the beastly cries drew disconcertingly nearer. Festur was making a loud comeback with some obvious help. Sorrin glanced determinedly at his offspring. ‘I'll hold them off while you make good your escape,’ he decided.
'No.’ Bronte was adamant. ‘I'm separated from Darved, and Grandmother made me leave her side. I'll not abandon you as well.'
'Loyalty will not keep you alive, Bronte. I'll catch up to you once I've dealt with these pests, but you must go.'
'Father,’ demurred the willful cow.
The snarls of the noisy hunters got dangerously louder.
'I don't want to hear any excuses, daughter. They're getting close now. I've been a poor father to you and you have every right not to listen to me, only I implore you not to disobey me on this matter.'
Bronte appreciated that admission had come at great personal cost to her sire. ‘I'll go,’ she conceded meekly, the defiance in her voice evaporating.
'That pleases me no end, my girl. Head northwest by keeping Crescent Lake on your right at all times. I'll join you just as soon as I can. Stay vigilant, Bronte.'
The forest became ominously silent as Bronte plodded away with a heavy heart. This afternoon of misery had been spent exclusively bidding her loved ones farewell, or so it seemed. That was why she refused to say goodbye to her father. Risking a backward glance, she gaped in fear. A trio of Killjaws was filtering through the hushed twilight woods. The timorous cow watched Sorrin grimly thud his way over to intercept the bloodthirsty threesome and she had the sinking feeling in the pit of her huge stomach that she was never to see him again.
Turning away, Bronte trudged onward into a lonely and uncertain future.


Chapter ThirteenGideon was dismayed.
It was late afternoon, the alien perched on the southeastern edge of Mother Forest adjacent to the home clearing of the Killjaws, trying to make sense of the gore out on Fernwalk. He had alighted unseen in the deep woods an hour prior, disembarked from his concealed starsphere and slogged to his current observation post within an outsized magnolia shrub. From here he had an unobstructed view of the massacred Thunderfeet through gaps in the screening leaves and the grisly sight very nearly made him gag.
'Vai, do you copy?’ he radioed to his ship in a strangled whisper.
'Reading you loud and clear, sweetums. I'm registering an elevation in your stress level. Is something wrong?'
'Yeah, horribly wrong. Tell me you misinterpreted the sensor readings locating the giant herbisaurs.'
'I would if I had but I didn't, so I won't.'
'Your levity is unwelcome today. Just repeat the scan.'
'My, aren't we cranky. Scanning again.’ After the briefest pause, Vai confirmed, ‘Sensor readout accuracy is unchanged. You directed me to find Bronte's herd. I did just that and set you down within easy walking distance of their coordinates, as instructed. Aren't they where they should be?'
'Oh, they're here alright—you just didn't inform me they were dead.'
There was crackling static on Vai's end of the communicator link. ‘Oops, my error,’ she finally said in a sheepish tone.
'Is that all you can say?'
'Machines are not infallible, Commander. Especially not a unit as venerable as my circuitry is.'
Gideon momentarily forgot the slaughter before his eyes. ‘Just how old are you, Vai?’ He knew that his starsphere had been commissioned into service well before his own induction into the exobiology branch of the Academy of Stellar Studies to serve his predecessor. He also knew that the resident cybernate personality would have been activated simultaneously. What he could not find out was the exact date and year of that launch as the relevant records had been mislaid, ironically due to a master computer error.
'You know a girl never discloses her age, boss.'
He promptly gave up. There was no getting around female obstinacy. Orientating on the problem at hand concerning malfunctioning components, the sole surviving Berranian griped, ‘Repairing the Linguistic Decoder cost us over a week. We can't afford to lose any more time and I need to have your sensor array online and working faultlessly.'
'My hardware is essentially sound—a little on the worn side, but serviceable. It's the software that's responsible for these troublesome glitches, love buns. You've stepped outside prescribed mission parameters and I'm having difficulty compensating. I am afraid you'll have to bear with me through these little hiccups.'
Gideon returned to the despairing scene beyond his bush. Thunderfoot carcasses blotted the near plains like islets rising from a sea of blood, adjoined by the odd lesser corpse of those hadrosaurs unlucky enough to be caught in the crossfire of shearing teeth and raking talons. Killjaws patrolled the bays and inlets between the cadavers like prehistoric sharks, butchering the wounded and tearing hungrily into the dead. It was a hellish nightmare from which there was no waking. He hoped against all probable odds that neither of the Chosen was among the unlisted recently departed. The bouncy footfalls of an elated hunter dashed such optimism as a Dwarf Killjaw paraded by the shrub carrying Chappy's severed head in its mouth like a macabre trophy. The image of the Duckbill's blood-smeared birthmark seared through Gideon's shaded visor brighter than any glaring supernova and with the same disquieting deadliness.
A score of aerial shapes wheeling lazily overhead in the reddening skies caught Gideon's eye. They were Lizardwings, giant living gliders having the dimensions of an ultra-light aircraft thanks to their forty-foot wingspans. He watched in wary fascination as the lead reptilian flier broke formation and began a slow, circling descent earthward. Its apparent landing field was in the very midst of an oddball gathering of dinosaurs comprising a hulking, scarred Killjaw, a skittish Fastclaw and an aloof Clubtail. Fumbling at the belted control panel of his EVA suit with his cumbersome gloves, the alien adjusted the settings on his audio receptors to increase their sensitivity, and pivoted his body to aim the maximised band at the strange party.
'Eavesdropping is impolite,’ crackled Vai.
'Oh, do be quiet for once!’ Gideon snapped testily. ‘How can I listen with you prattling on?’ Some days he wished his ship's wifely persona did not monitor his suit's systems so sedulously. He felt as if his mother was constantly looking over his shoulder and being just as damn critical.
Gideon mouthed an unrepeatable cussword. The tweaked hearing devices were not working as well as he wished, so that the conversing saurians sounded like nothing more than mumbling toads. ‘Vai, I need my sound collectors magnified further. Can you boost their reception with a piggyback beam from the ship?’ Gideon's query was met with stony silence. ‘Okay, what's the matter?'
'You told me to be quiet.'
'And now I want your opinion.'
'Make your mind up, dearie. Its not like I've got an on / off button I can readily press.'
Gideon resisted the urge to inform his VAI otherwise. He secretly had at his fingertips a kill switch built into his personal controls that would deactivate a misbehaving ship's computer persona. Berranian designers sure had confidence in their creations! ‘Can you enhance the pickup of my receivers?’ he asked a second time.
'Realigning shipboard audio sensors on your position,’ she said with frosty efficiency. ‘Any better?'
The suited alien clutched his hands to his helmet and gritted his teeth as the unbearably noisy whirring of an insect's beating wings deafeningly assailed his ears. ‘A trifle loud,’ he shouted over the commotion in his head.
With an impish chuckle Vai lowered the volume accordingly, but an irksome ringing was left in Gideon's ears and he eyed the dragonfly buzzing his visored headpiece with a condemning stare. He irritably brushed away the tiny, hovering intruder with a gloved hand. Waiting impatiently for the after-effects to subside, his effort was rewarded as the first snippets of conversation from the distant reptiles filtered into his headphones.
* * * *'May your wings lightly touch the ground, Lord Zmork.'
The leading Lizardwing acknowledged the ritual welcome from the Killjaw king and disdainfully responded in like. ‘Might the scented winds carry meat to your nostrils, Rexus.'
The towering land predator bristled at the irreverence of the lofty flier but held his tongue. He needed the services of Zmork and his flock more than a dispute over titular etiquette at the moment. ‘What brings you down to my domain, Zmork?’ Rexus solicited with equal informality. Two could play at that game.
The lordly lizard aviator crawled on all fours closer to his Killjaw counterpart. While masters of the air, Lizardwings were laughably ungainly on terra firma. ‘Your handiwork, as a matter of fact,’ Zmork said in answer to the tyrant-king's query, coming straight to the point. ‘You ground-plodders have had a busy afternoon and we've come to partake of the bounty.'
Rexus suppressed the urge to grin despite his unhappy mood. The scaled vultures were predictably playing right into his jaws. He took this unique opportunity to study closely his winged opposite.
Lizardwings were unique in the saurian kingdom for they had truly conquered flight and Zmork was a prime example of their remarkable adaptation. His enormous leathery wing membrane, stretched between the greatly elongated fourth digit of each hand and the body and upper leg, was a superb lifting device that effortlessly carried him aloft on the overland breezes for hours on end. Weighing a paltry 200 lbs, his hollow bones were equally light but robust, enabling the flier to work his powerful flight muscles with minimum exertion to stay airborne. Zmork's massively billed head, surmounted by a short bony stabilising crest, sat perched on the end of a stiff and unbending neck of mottled scarlet. This offset the ivory colouration of his body and wings, and the yellow of his legs and toothless beak. Every body part of the winged lizard was outsized, barring his ridiculously stumpy tail. The most outstanding feature of Zmork's physiology, however, was not so much the gigantism common to many reptiles of this period, rather the layer of thickish hair covering his torso and limbs that prevented critical heat loss for the active glider.
The king of the Killjaws gave an imperious snort. Fur was normally associated with the lowly burrowing rodents he would periodically stamp out of existence just for the hell of it. Any of reptile kind unlucky enough to wear such a coat was automatically considered freakish. Rexus emitted a growl of longtime sufferance. Why was his realm infested with so many aberrations?
'I'm waiting for your leave to feed,’ Zmork prompted Rexus, ‘before it gets dark.'
The regent's eyes flickered displeasure at being spoken to so. The landed flier was as haughty as he was repulsive.
'You well know the terms of our association,’ he reminded the Lizardwing. ‘Nothing comes for free.'
Zmork made a show of nonchalantly preening his body fur to hide his contempt. Long ago his remote ancestors had struck an informal bargain with Rexus's forebears, whereby they scouted prey for the patrolling Killjaws and were permitted a share of the kill as reward for their vassalage. It was an uneasy alliance at best that degenerated over time as the Lizardwings grew in size and ego to operate independently of their terrestrial partners. The odd occasion did crop up when the aerial carrion-feeders found themselves indebted to the Killjaw owners of a sizable carcass and an inevitable toll was exacted, usually in the form of some minor and humiliating service. It was an archaic thralldom that rankled the lead Lizardwing no end.
'What bondage did you have in mind?’ he forced himself to ask the reigning Killjaw.
Rexus gave a joyful snarl. Hunger was a great persuader. ‘Orn, if you please.'
His messenger darted forward. Zmork gave the Fastclaw a cursory appraisal and stated, ‘I don't barter with minions.'
The tyrant-king wheeled about, his precariously good manners vanishing. ‘That's fine and dandy, Zmork. Listen up then. I'll allow you and your brood to land and fill your furry little bellies in return for conducting a search for me.'
'What'll we be looking for, Killjaw?’ Zmork's own demeanor became haughtier.
'An errant Thunderfoot cow that escaped the party I threw for her friends. She bears a white mark on her head, so you can't miss her.'
'She shouldn't be too hard to spot from the air,’ conceded the ruling flier. ‘I'll have my scouts start looking first thing in the morning.'
A disapproving glower from Rexus bored down on Zmork. ‘There's enough light remaining to start searching now,’ decided the king. ‘I want that cow found immediately.'
Zmork looked wistfully at the mountains of carrion scattered haphazardly across Fernwalk. Spreading his wings, he faced into the freshening westerly before lifting off, glaring at the Killjaw regent in return while flapping upward into the blood-red heavens to rejoin his skein.
Rexus followed the Lizardwing Lord with hard eyes to make certain that his command was heeded. Only when the circling gliders peeled off to begin scouring the land for their quarry did he return his attention to ground matters. ‘Orn, you're certain Festur got word back that he was going after Balticea's spawn?'
The Fastclaw, his head bobbing timidly, spoke carefully. Despite the resounding victory of the Killjaw army, his master was strangely glum. ‘The Dwarf Killjaw who told me was most adamant, Your Demandingness. He said that he'd helped the captain to bring down a bull Thunderfoot which had gotten in his way of stalking the said cow before resuming his chase of her.'
'And he went after her alone?'
'The captain's accomplice was very specific. He was ordered to return here while Captain Festur set off on the hunt by himself muttering something about “personal redemption".'
Rexus nodded understandingly before issuing his mandatory command to his gofer. ‘Seek out Shadower.'
'Again, Your Immenseness?'
'That's right. He can give Festur backup. That, in concert with our prowling friends on the wing, should ensure Bronte is located soon and suitably dealt with.'
Orn scooted away. Tank, silent up until now, commented dryly, ‘Just another case of overkill, Rexus. Why all this effort expended over a lone Thunderfoot?'
'It's logical, Adviser. To win a total victory over an enemy, you must eradicate every last one of their kin. Kahla's already supper, Balticea is yesterday's news, so that just leaves Bronte. I'm merely tying up loose ends.'
'There's more to this than simple extermination,’ the Clubtail mumbled suspiciously under his breath.
'What's that, Tank?'
'Nothing for your ears.'
'Keep it that way. The only thing I want to hear from you right now is your evaluation of the battle.'
'You won.'
'Thanks for the update. Give me the long version and start with the Thunderfeet.'
Tank collected his logic-run thoughts. ‘As far as I can ascertain the Thunderfoot bands lost approximately half their number. Both matriarchs were killed in the latter stages of the attack. The survivors are presently shambling north in an effort to outrun the danger.'
Rexus made a sour face. ‘I was aiming for complete annihilation.'
'The Killjaw army, such as it was, did not have sufficient strength, particularly when faced with two herds of the giants. You were lucky to achieve the results that you did.'
'What of my forces—how'd they fare?'
'Casualties are slight considering the scale of the onslaught. Predictably, the Dwarf Killjaws came off worst with a couple dead. Of your brethren, one has been killed outright with a second close to dying. Incidentally, Madcow was the one found dead. Curiously enough she has a fatal bite mark on the back of her neck. You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you Rexus?'
The kingly despot squirmed under Tank's accusatory stare and lamely said, ‘Perhaps Thunderfeet have sharpened their feeble teeth.’ He immediately hopped off that subject. ‘Who's the Killjaw near death?'
'One Claw.'
Rexus remembered seeing the cripple being ground underfoot by panicking Duckbills. ‘I'd better go pay him a visit.'
'Suit yourself. All my thinking has left me hungry and I'm finished here.’ The Adviser shuffled off towards the forest shrubbery without further ado.
Retracing his steps, Rexus came across the spot where One Claw fell while vainly trying to stop a runaway Thunderfoot. If only the king knew that the escapee had been Bronte herself. The disfigured bull lay where he had collapsed, plainly in distress. He was panting rapidly and whimpering pitiably.
'Stumpy, pull yourself together and die like the Killjaw you are,’ Rexus growled in reproach. ‘We expire with a snarl, not plaints.'
'I-I'm badly hurt, Majesty,’ One Claw lamented. ‘H-Help me.'
'Certainly,’ Rexus said with an evil simper. ‘I'll speed up the process for you.’ He placed a foot on One Claw's throat and put his full weight down on it. The amputee bull thrashed about futilely but was quickly suffocated from having his windpipe crushed. The bellicose king stamped his foot once to make certain of his act of euthanasia, breaking One Claw's neck in the sickening addendum of cracking bone before moving on.
That ‘mercy’ killing did nothing to cheer Rexus's gloomy spirits. His Thunderfoot nemesis was butchered, but how could he savour Balticea's overdue downfall when he had been denied delivering the coup de grace? And then there was the matter of the old crone's granddaughter and heir loose somewhere in the wooded heart of Mother Forest. Festur had already twice failed to neutralise the uncommonly lucky cow. There was no guarantee his captain would succeed this time either. The cruel monarch took some consolation from the fact that Bronte was alone and running scared. She was orphaned and friendless, now that Chappy had been made a meal of. Even if she was not caught and slain, the herdless cow was hardly any kind of threat to his master plan.
Rexus strolled casually over Fernwalk, a deathly hush having settled over the battlefield in the wake of the riotous killing spree now that the anguished wounded had been silenced. The surviving Thunderfeet need not have feared harassment from the fanged victors busily engaged in satiating their appetite for meat. The Killjaw army, lost in the throes of gluttony, was unmanageable even if their regent had commanded a dogged pursuit of the ambling giants to be undertaken. Even the demands of the tyrannical Killjaw king took second place to food.
* * * *Gideon ended his eavesdropping.
The footfalls of the dominant carnosaur faded as Rexus strode out of the range of Berranian listening technology. That hardly mattered, for the offworlder had had his pall of pessimism dispelled like a ray of sunlight piercing a bank of rain clouds. Bronte of the Thunderfeet was alive! Missing and in gravest peril, but not dead.
Ordering Vai to sever the relay, Gideon instructed his starsphere's computerised controller to stand down. ‘You haven't safely returned to the ship,’ argued his electronic aide. ‘I can't in good conscience allow you to stay out in the field unassisted.'
'You don't have a conscience,’ Gideon pointed out.
'Ah but, sweetie, I do have a program specifying that I watch out for you ten ikars an eid.'
'Actually, this world has a daily rotation period of twelve ikars. I checked it out before departure.'
'The difference could be two or two hundred ikars, smart guy. My point is I'm assigned to be your guardian from sunrise to dusk and from sunset to dawn.'
'I'm giving you the night off, Vai. Go on and let your wiring down for once.'
'I have been meaning to check my files for degradation,’ she mused.
'Then don't let me keep you. I'll report in when I'm ready for pickup.'
'Just what'll you be doing out there on your lonesome?'
'Sightseeing.'
'It's not safe, darling. The region abounds with predators.'
'I'm a big boy, Vai. I can look after myself.'
'Sure you can. Promise me you'll keep your personal force shield activated and don't hesitate to use the comlink if you bump into trouble.'
'Yes mummy.'
Vai's tone became stern. ‘You're going to scan for Bronte personally, I'm betting.'
'You can read me like a console,’ admitted Gideon. ‘You said so yourself that your sensors cannot operate with optimum efficiency under current conditions. I need to locate that individual Thunderfoot fast. If your scanners can't distinguish between living and deceased life-forms, what chance do you have of sweeping the countryside for a solitary cow on the run?'
'I hate it when you outthink me,’ grumbled the cognitive computer. ‘Okay, smarty-pants, you win. Mind you, I'll be tracking your walkabout via your PIL.'
'I wouldn't have it any other way.'
The Personnel Implant Locator was a subcutaneous identification chip that pinpointed the locale of its wearer accurately within a 300-mile radius. It was essential equipment for all planetary explorers, considering the isolated nature of their scientific work.
'Since you've covered all the precautions, maybe now I can get on with the task at hand,’ Gideon said. ‘I'll contact in you an ikar or two.'
'Are you handling this wisely, Commander?'
Gideon was taken aback by his VAI's constant effrontery. He could take only so much second-guessing from his cybernate. ‘What sort of question is that?’ he demanded.
'My programming allows me latitude in querying your behaviour if it jeopardises your person. Going on safari afoot amid burly meat-eating lizards constitutes personal endangerment, don't you think?'
'They're merely animals, Vai.'
'That can be likened to the ancestral stock of the Tsor.'
'Thanks for reminding me.'
'These saurians could conceivably develop into humanoidal reptiles akin to those Berran warred with. That makes them potentially dangerous.'
'They won't get the chance to, Vai. Their evolution stands to be devastatingly halted by the planet-killer on our heels.'
'Aren't you the least bit bothered by dealing with reptiles though?'
Gideon was not in the mood for a discussion on morals and crisply replied, ‘I've resolved any hatred I harbour for Coldbloods for the sake of resurrecting a semblance of my people. You should learn to do the same.'
Vai's onboard medical sensors detected a quickening of Gideon's pulse. He was lying to her. She elected not to press the issue.
'How long have we been together, Vai?’ her chief abruptly asked.
'We've been paired operationally sixteen point seven five ontwas.’ She prided herself on being a fastidious timekeeper.
'And for that entire time you've nagged me like a fishwife.'
'Only because I care, sweet cheeks.'
'That's well and good, but I don't need you questioning my every move. It gets so damn tiresome.'
'You do, when you've contravened every major protocol, and several minor ones, outlined in the operations manual on this one mission alone,’ repudiated the cybernate. ‘Part of my function is to keep you on the straight and narrow.'
'Rulebooks are dreamt up by deskbound, laser pen pushers who've never stepped foot on alien soil. They don't know what it's like out here in the field and the compromises you have to make. At any rate, this is a unique sortie that warrants unorthodox tactics.'
'That well fit your idiosyncrasies.'
'My what?'
'That's how the girls back at home base described your eccentricity.'
Gideon got the impression that he was the butt of some universal joke. ‘Do tell,’ he said petulantly.
'When we were docked at Spaceport between assignments and I was plugged into the mainframe, I traded datum with my fellow VAIs.'
'You gossiped?'
'You didn't think I just sat in dock twiddling my circuit boards while you gave your reports to the academy faculty?'
'So you discussed me!'
'We exchanged data on all of our respective commanders. You happened to be the most noteworthy.’ The last Gideon's VAI said with a measure of pride.
'Women!’ the Berranian muttered with exasperation under his breath. ‘Even digitised ones.'
'Don't be so touchy, Gideon. You're lovably strange, that's all. It's long been recorded amongst us VAIs that your conduct has always been unconventional. Actually, I've been quite the envy for serving such a free-thinker.'
'I wish you'd logged that observation with my superiors. The Prime Council never appreciated my independent approach.'
'That doesn't mean I won't stop worrying about your methodology. It's often irrational. Take this sally for example. You've filed no mission plan, laid down no procedural guidelines, and subsequently broken all the standard rules. This whole foray seems to be conducted on impromptu decisions that are severely testing my program boundaries. I wasn't designed to handle constant improvisations.'
VAIs, for all their remarkable artificial intelligence, were still only machines with a limited capacity for adaptability. No computerised culture could satisfactorily reproduce the ingenuity exhibited by the living brain.
Though Gideon sympathised, he was unapologetic. ‘I've got no choice but to play this one by ear, Vai. The field manual doesn't begin to even remotely cover a task handed down from God.'
'So it boils down to reliance, love buns. We have a dependency on one another: I follow your lead and you rely on my functions. I have to trust you know what you're doing.'
The Berranian was profoundly moved by his VAI's confidence in him. It seemed faith was not the sole province of biologic entities. There was suddenly a distant rumble and the ground shuddered violently beneath his booted feet. Struggling to maintain his balance within the trembling foliage, Gideon frantically grabbed onto the trunk of the shrub he crouched inside but otherwise remained calm until the shaking of the earth subsided. ‘Seismic activity?’ he queried aloud to Vai.
'Analysing.’ Her scan complete, she duly informed Gideon. ‘A sizable volcano sited five hundred kalacs northwest of your current locale is exhibiting signs of activity, my lovely. Copious amounts of smoke and steam, plus the ground tremors we just felt.'
'Serious?'
'It's too early to tell. I'll have to conduct an investigative scan and monitor the region to establish the level of the threat.'
'Do it. Having a live volcano in the vicinity is rather disconcerting.'
Vai chuckled, her synthesised amusement tinny.
'What's tickling your circuits?'
'This planet is soon to be impacted by a continent-wrecking asteroid and you're worried about a lava-spewing mountain.'
'Time isn't exactly on our side,’ explained Gideon. ‘Added complications are pesky. I'd like to play it safe by knowing of any extra dangers beforehand.'
'There goes my night off,’ bemoaned Vai.
'Speaking of time, how's the calculations coming for the Annihilator's ETA?'
'You won't like it. Present velocity indicates an estimated time of arrival at eight eids.'
Gideon frowned inside his helmet. In a little more than a week this biosphere would undergo catastrophic climatic change and the prime candidate of the Chosen was unaccounted for. There was certainly no time to lose. ‘I'll catch up with you in one hundred and twenty rohns,’ he promised Vai.
'I'll be timing you, muffin.'
The communications channel fell silent and Gideon suddenly experienced a sense of total isolation.
He quickly set to work. His first task was to switch off his helmet microphone and speakers from the keypad belted about his waist. Gideon desired no interruptions during his search for Bronte, and Vai was certain to intrude when she monitored his next act. Without a second thought, the alien explorer deactivated his personal force shield. It was a gross breach of convention his cybernate watchdog would instantly condemn as irresponsible, but one Gideon deemed a necessary risk. He was about to undertake a telepathic search for his quarry and the electrical distortions generated by his protective energy casing interfered with the natural extrasensory rhythms of the brain.
Sitting cross-legged in the confines of his shrubby hiding place, Gideon underwent the age-old mental exercises to clear his mind. His people were blessed with extraordinary psychical prowess ranging from vivid insight to commonly practiced telepathy. Not all were gifted with such abilities and Gideon's cognitive powers were dull when compared to some of his more prescient fellows. That notwithstanding, he was a talented telepath, his proficiency ably demonstrated with his earlier mind control over Chappy.
Slowing his breathing, the alienaut closed his eyes and extended his mind to probe for Bronte's singularly unique mental signature. This was boosted by the Energy Dome on his wrist, the faintly luminous half-globe, keyed into the beta brainwaves of its wearer, surging mutely in enhancement. His telepathic tendrils snaked unseen and unfelt through the darkening forest, seeking out the elusive Thunderfoot. Gideon's mental scan brushed upon dozens of reptilian thought patterns, although none belonged to the Chosen cow and he shunned their unfamiliarity.
Gideon started.
He fleetingly touched upon an unbelievably ancient consciousness brimming with malice and a level of cognisance transcending any Berranian attainment. That brief contact left him curiously chilled and he hastily pushed his mind-sweep on, eager to leave that disturbingly evil awareness behind.
Gideon kept up his silent, intensive search as night cast her cloak of darkness over timberland and plains, high country and plateaux. There were intermittent grumblings from the regional volcano, and periodic flashes of fiery redness lit the black northern skies. Still the telepathically endowed alien fruitlessly scoured the countryside for Bronte. Gideon was beginning to grow despondent when he finally met with some measure of success. The contact was tantalisingly ephemeral and grainy, probably due to distance, yet distinct enough to confirm Bronte remained in the world of the living. Although he touched upon her fear and tiredness, the fraught alien was heartened by the cow's amazing resolve. There was a downside, however. As Gideon retracted his mental probing he struck the brain track of a predator hotly tailing the Chosen One. She was still in great danger.
Keen to catch up with Bronte in person, Gideon rose in haste and foolishly stepped from his place of concealment without either checking for hazards first or reactivating his portable force shield. Parting the leaves, he was instantly met by a living and breathing shade.
'Sssurprissse,’ greeted Shadower. The Nightclaw kicked out with a taloned foot blindingly fast, catching the unprotected alien squarely in the stomach. Winded, Gideon doubled over. He never saw the follow up kick that sent him flying onto his back, his helmeted skull bouncing off the headgear's durable interior to leave him groggy and incapacitated.
Shadower came to stand over the concussed offworlder, cocking his beaked head inquisitively. ‘Interesssting,’ was all he rasped.


Chapter FourteenThe forest was unnaturally still.
Festur stalked the nighttime wood confidently, despite nursing a painfully bruised flank and pounding headache after taking a beating from Sorrin, who was newly butchered and feeding the captain's murderous cohorts. He was in pursuit of Balticea's legacy and all nocturnal activities were suspended as the denizens of Mother Forest bore witness to the unfolding life and death drama. The Killjaw officer was rapidly gaining on his quarry. Thunderfeet were not built for speed. Every resolute step taken by him eroded Bronte's head start and soon he would be dishing out her death sentence before the witching hour.
He slowed to an uncertain halt. The Thunderfoot titan was way up ahead crashing through the underbrush and cutting a trail wide enough for a whole mob of Killjaws to follow. At least she had been. The snapping branches and rustling leaves of the cow's noisy rush had abruptly ceased. Testing the air, the hunter swayed his maw from side to side, sniffing loudly. The acrid pungency of dread overlaid Thunderfoot scent. Bronte was teasingly close.
Festur renewed the chase. He caught a whiff of an irregular odour and disregarded the foreign smell. The overpowering instinct of the hunt was driving the meat-eater now, making him oblivious to all but his targeted prey. The captaining Killjaw came across Bronte standing desolate in a small clearing hemmed in by red-leafed maples set to lose their autumn finery. Exhaustion and despair had taken its toll on the cow and she was in no shape to defend herself from attack. He moved in for the effortless kill.
'Not so fast, slayer.'
The Killjaw whirled about. The demand seemingly issued from the shadowed undergrowth. ‘Why is it every time I hunt this cow somebody interferes?’ Festur carped with a disparaging snarl. ‘Who's interrupting me this time?'
'Walk away from this kill,’ warned the mystery voice. ‘While you still can.'
The predator turned this way and that, trying to locate the intruder by smell and sound. He scented that exotic musk again, marking the aroma faintly recognisable but unable to quite place it in his hunting repertory. The wind whistling through the treetops masked any identifying noises, making classification impossible. His only chance was to try and draw this unseen gatecrasher out, so Festur bossily said, ‘Don't go poking your snout into this, stranger, unless you are deliberately looking for trouble. I'm on royal business for the Killjaw king.'
'You're a mite from the backside of Rexus, eh?’ scoffed the voice. ‘I thought that bombastic pretender would have been Lizardwing fodder by now.'
'You dare insult the monarch of the weald!'
'The only place Rexus is fit to rule is the nearest pile of Thunderfoot droppings, friend. He can be King of the Dung Heap.'
On the verge of insane rage, Festur barked blindly into the inky wood, ‘I'll make you pay dearly for your irreverence, if you have the gumption to show yourself, meddler.'
The unseen busybody passed over the threat. ‘What business does your inflated master have with a harried Thunderfoot, apart from a dietary interest?'
Festur glanced at the wretched cow placidly awaiting her fate. ‘She's to be punished for her lineage.'
'Just because she is the Grand Matriarch's granddaughter is not cause enough to commit murder, Captain Festur.'
The Killjaw became acutely agitated and rocked to and fro on his muscled legs. Whoever was addressing him was no dummy. ‘You seem to know an awful lot about affairs that don't concern you. I'm sick of talking to shadows, so just enlighten me on who I'll be killing once I nose you out.'
There was a meaningful pause before Festur got his reply. ‘The name's Orridus.'
Festur grew more agitated. Already having been scared off once by an unidentified floating object, and had earlier encountered a rashly heroic Thunderfoot bull, he was now being intimidated by a supposed ghost from the past. ‘I'm not afraid of any spook,’ he said in a quavering growl.
'That's foolish. You should be.’ A bulky silhouette materialised from the darkness, dividing the Killjaw and his intended victim. ‘That's no surprise. You blood-lappers have never been particularly bright.'
A nervous titter escaped from Festur's jaws. His phantom was naught but a decrepit Shieldhorn with nothing more useful to do than aggravate his betters. The plant-eater's scent had been vaguely familiar, but not readily identifiable because his kind frequented the eastern plains and rarely ventured into the forest itself.
'Get on back to Fernwalk, old-timer. You're not worth bloodying my fangs over. I simply haven't time to waste on the likes of you.'
'You'll have to make the time,’ Orridus rumbled harshly, ‘for to reach Bronte you'll have to go through me.'
Festur revised his initial appraisal of his antagonist. Orridus stood thirteen feet high, thirty feet long and weighed in at around five tons. The oldster was physically his match, even discounting the intimidating three-foot brow horns and shorter nose horn fronting the browser's impressive six-foot-long neck frill. Despite being termed Shortfrilled, members of this relatively new branch of the reptilian tree were the bulkiest of the frilled dinosaurs. The large geriatric would not be easily overpowered.
'Go home to your herd,’ repeated the hunter, hoping to avoid an unnecessary fight. ‘My quarrel is not with you.'
The elderly Shortfrill snorted. ‘It is, considering you're still planning to go after that Thunderfoot.'
'I'm beginning to lose patience with you, old one.'
'It's about time, junior. I was starting to think that this duel was never going to take place. This might not be the only rescue I have to perform tonight, so if you don't mind speeding things up...'
'I'll happily sharpen my claws on your bones then,’ Festur pledged, rushing at Orridus.
The ceratopsid calmly stood his ground against the oncoming tempest of teeth and talons. He bellowed in reproof when the Killjaw shied away and barged through the brush on his left to get at the Thunderfoot he was protecting. Orridus did his best to turn about to block the ardent hunter, but his old limbs lacked the quickness of youth, and by the time he reached the cow's side she was being horribly mauled about the flank. Lowering his formidable headgear, the big Shieldhorn forced Festur off his unflinching victim with vicious jabs from his pointy eyebrow horns aimed at the Killjaw's vulnerable legs.
'You could help a little by providing a moving target,’ Orridus grumbled at Bronte while battling to keep Festur at bay. The badly bitten cow continued to stand there, uncaring and unresponsive.
'Move aside so I can hurry this along,’ enjoined the captain, striving to chomp some more on Bronte.
'Why don't you pick on someone your own size,’ retorted the Shortfrill.
'If you insist, pops.'
Festur backed up before he rushed at Orridus a second time. He did not veer away as before but met the defensive Shortfrill head-on. The aged horned reptile was amazed at the hunter's stupidity and easily fended off the clumsy attack. The Killjaw repeatedly dove at Orridus in this ludicrous frontal assault, only to have his charge deflected by the oldster's horny lances every time. But each rush was tiring Bronte's champion and Orridus realised Festur's intent. The carnosaur's fiendishly simple strategy was to wear his opponent down until the fatigued Shieldhorn made a fatal mistake. Orridus had to end this encounter fast or there would be two fresh herbisaurs corpses added to the forest's rising bereavement tally.
Reversing once more for his run up to the attack, Festur snarled merrily when he saw the old Shieldhorn stumble forwards, the robust head hanging low from weariness. Finally, his tactic was working! Pouncing eagerly upon his adversary, the Killjaw was in midair when Orridus snapped his lethal horns upwards and retreated. Festur tried desperately late to twist out of the way of his imminent impaling, landing squarely on his adversary's prongs, belly first.
Orridus reeled from the impact and follow-on weight of the skewered predator on his horns. His head jerked spasmodically as Festur, speared through his gut, thrashed about wildly. What amazed the veteran Shortfrill was the fact that his growling foe was not trying to get free and escape, but was striving to reach the bleeding Thunderfoot behind with those snapping jaws of his. What persistence! With a tremendous effort he hefted the squirming Killjaw on his blocky neck muscles and, taking faltering steps that quickly became more certain as he gathered momentum, charged toward the handiest tree. Festur never knew what hit him as he was rammed against the bark, sandwiched between the tines of fatality and the unbending bole. He shuddered once and expired with a gurgle.
'I think you got my point,’ Orridus wheezed at his slain foe. ‘Both of them, in fact.'
The seasoned Shieldhorn now had a dilemma on his horns—the carcass of Festur was spiked firmly on his pointed brow appendages and refused to budge. ‘I'm too old to be carting around a hood ornament,’ he grouched, tossing his head this way and that to loosen the deadweight.
He gave a final mammoth shake and heaved the lifeless Killjaw captain onto the forest floor. Orridus then calmly stood panting heavily, recovering from the strain of defeating the carnosaur. The unnerving silence pervading the forest seemed to lessen in the aftermath of the duel as the nocturnal critters slowly resumed their paused lives. The curtain now dropped on this latest act in the ongoing play of life and death.
'You took your sweet time taking care of that rogue,’ piped a nasally voice.
Orridus gave the savaged Thunderfoot an offended look. Bronte was stock-still in the tiny glade, looking for all the world like the standing dead. She plainly had not spoken.
'Not her, you great lummox—it's me talking, down here.'
The Shortfrill squinted at the ground. All Shieldhorns were notoriously shortsighted and therefore relied heavily upon their acute sense of smell. With a loud snuffle Orridus identified his critic. ‘A Treefur, if my nose is not mistaken.'
'Not just any one, spike-nose.’ A dishevelled marsupial sat on his haunches atop the crunchy leaf litter. ‘I'm Alphred Treefur the Thirty-third,’ he proudly stated.
'A lengthy name for such a tiny beast.'
'Are you making fun of my size?’ squeaked the possum-like critter. He was rather touchy about his minuteness.
'Small and feisty,’ Orridus observed humorously.
The marsupial bared his teeth. ‘You better believe it.'
'Calm down, furry one: I don't mean to give offence. What is it you want? I'm a trifle busy here.’ The ancient reptile turned towards Bronte. ‘There's an injured Thunderfoot cow to care for.'
'She's the reason I'm here. Well, not her actually. Her herd is.’ Alphie scampered through the crackly detritus to trail the Shieldhorn, now crossing the short distance to the cow, explaining as he went. ‘Four days ago I found myself in a compromising position, and to cut a long story short I overheard the boss of laughing boy back there ranting on about raising an army of fiends.'
'You were listening in on the tyrant-king Rexus?’ Orridus cogitated. ‘To do that the best place would be inside Killjaw Clearing itself.'
'Yep, that's where I was.'
'That was brave of you. What were you doing there?'
'I was on a lunch date. You're missing my thrust. The reason behind those monsters getting together is to wage war on your tree-legged pals.'
'The Thunderfeet.'
'They want to wipe them out. I've been looking for them ever since to warn them. I realise this is a mighty big forest of ours, but you'd think a host of large, slow-footed scale-backs would be relatively easy to spot.'
'They don't live in the woods, Alphred.'
'I prefer to be called Alphie.'
'Very well, Alphie—Thunderfeet reside out on the open plains of Fernwalk, don't you know.'
'No wonder I've had no luck finding them. You lizards sure are a funny lot. Why live on the perilous flats when there's a perfectly good forest to hide in?'
Orridus came to stand before Bronte. The cow numbly stood with her heaving flanks scored and bloodied by Festur's brutality.
'She doesn't look too healthy,’ Alphie remarked, expressing his concern over the large bite mark exuding a goodly amount of blood. The raw area defacing her flank was surrounded by a flurry of angry red scratches made by the Killjaw's rending claws.
'Her injuries look worse than they are. The wounds are largely superficial, except for that big chunk of flesh taken out of her side. That's a little worrying.'
'You an expert on bites?'
'I've seen my share of bitten plant-eaters before,’ confided Orridus.
That exposure must have been personal, Alphie noted, judging by the ample scarring on the Shortfrill's hide.
'She'll live, if we get her to some help quick smart.'
'We?'
Orridus swung his horned countenance down at the Treefur perched on a mossy stone rising out of the jungle of groundcover ferns. ‘You chose to become involved in this matter upon deciding to go and alert the Thunderfeet. It's only proper that you see it through.'
'Whoa there, big fella—my job here is done. I've managed to locate a Thunderfoot and she can deliver my warning to the rest of her folk when she's feeling well. She'd better hurry, though, for I got the impression that the Killjaws are not going to hang about.’ Alphie's whiskered snout twitched as he studied the blank expression and unseeing eyes of the would-be bearer of his portent. ‘Why is she doing such a lifelike impression of a rock?” he asked Orridus in a puzzled tone.
'She's in shock.'
'From being nibbled on? I've had one or two close calls with hunters myself and never wound up mindless from it.'
'This cow is traumatised, not only from obvious tiredness and being munched on, but having also witnessed firsthand the decimation of her herd.'
The loudmouthed Treefur was gob-smacked while Orridus related the hard truth.
'I'm afraid you're a trifle late with your alarm, Alphie. As of noon today Bronte's herd came under attack from the Killjaw army, and by sunset they practically ceased to exist. I know this for a fact because I was watching the horror from the trees. I saw the youngster here make good her escape and decided to follow after in case she ran into trouble. Lucky for her I did.'
Alphie heard nothing the Shieldhorn had said after ‘decimation', his racing mind deliberating. Treefurs had a short life span and tended to be rapidly decisive. ‘You're right, lizard-lance. I do have to see this through.’ He felt responsible for the lone Thunderfoot's plight after having failed to warn, and thereby save, her kin. ‘We do have an obligation to escort her to a safe place. Any ideas where?'
'Fernwalk's out of the question,’ considered Orridus, ‘while Killjaw Clearing is placed to the south and the Swamp of Despair lies north. That really only leaves heading west.'
Alphie was baffled. ‘What's out there besides more trees?’ His knowledge of geography matched his size, and he was understandably limited to forest lore.
'The Uplands,’ the oldster supplied. ‘I have friends there who'll help.'
'Wait a moment, horny. I've overheard a few casual reptile conversations in my time, inadvertently of course.'
'Naturally.'
'Anyhow, whenever the west has been mentioned it's been with a certain amount of dread. From what I can gather the Uplands are a queer place, make no mistake, and you plan on taking the Thunderfoot there?'
'I know the lay of the land, Treefur. There's no real danger once you delve beneath the aura of local superstition.'
'That's a great comfort,’ Alphie said dryly.
'We'd best get underway,’ decided Orridus. ‘It's quite a walk to the hill country.'
The marsupial looked critically at Bronte. ‘She's in no fit state to journey anywhere. Shouldn't we at least hold off until she regains a bit of strength?'
'The cow's bleeding is sapping her vigour. By waiting, she will only worsen and we run the added risk of exposing her to further attack. From the looks of that massacre out on the plains, the Killjaws are hell-bent on slaying every Thunderfoot in the area.'
'A forced march could kill her quicker.'
'It's preferable to being eaten alive by a hungry predator.'
Alphie was bemused by such dubious logic. ‘Hey, is that really necessary?’ he squeaked when the Shortfrill gave Bronte a gentle nudge with his nose horn to get the cow moving.
'I doubt she'll respond to anything but direct motivation,’ the crusty Shieldhorn rejoined as the injured giant began to trudge mindlessly ahead of him in a general westerly direction. ‘We can't afford to mollycoddle her. Situations arise when you have to cruel to be kind, Alphie. Coming?'
The Treefur looked put out. ‘I've been constantly on the trot for days now. I'm as knackered as that poor cow. It's no picnic scampering through the forest with legs as short as mine.'
'Then ride on my back,’ suggested Orridus.
Alphie was mortified by the idea and spluttered madly.
'I promise not to bite,’ the ancient ceratopsid grinned, opening his hooked beak to show off his batteries of plant grinding cheek teeth.
The shabby marsupial grudgingly scurried up the Shortfrill's stout tail, and sat hunched on his rocking back as his ride herded Bronte with his careful prodding.
'This doesn't mean we're pals,’ Alphie pointed out, clinging nervously to his mount. ‘Befriending you lizards holds about as much appeal to me as having my whiskers plucked out one by one. I'm only going to escort this Thunderfoot to a safe haven out of the goodness of my heart and then I'll be on my way, so don't think we'll be getting chummy. I only hope none of my kin see me like this. I'll be the laughing stock of the Treefur community.'
Pretending to be offended, the Shieldhorn said, ‘You won't be introducing me to your friends then? I'm devastated.'
'That'll be difficult considering I don't know who you are.'
'Orridus is the name.'
Alphie's facial bristles quivered. ‘You're named after a folklore character?'
'No, I am the legend come to life.'
'The fabled hero of Mother Forest who rushes about rescuing waifs in distress.'
'The one and the same.'
'Oh brother,’ the Treefur sighed. ‘I've climbed onto a cracked branch with a loony perched on the end.'
The strange trio walked for the remainder of the night, the tortured slowness of their pace dictated by Bronte's debilitating injury and overtiredness. As dawn crept over the eastern plains to bathe the drowsy timberland with its warming radiance, Orridus called a halt to the trek. They had journeyed half the night and barely covered fifteen miles. The sanctuary of the Uplands, lying close to 300 miles away, seemed impossibly distant.
'We'll rest by day and walk at night,’ the Shortfrill declared after squeezing Bronte into the hideaway offered by a stand of bunched-up poplars. ‘It'll be safer travelling in the dark.'
Alphie hopped down from his reptilian steed and started grooming himself. ‘That suits me fine. I'm a night critter anyway.’ If the truth was told the Treefur was glad for the respite. Being a Shieldhorn's jockey was taking some getting used to.
'I'm heading out to scout around a little,’ Orridus announced after a bit. ‘Watch over the Thunderfoot.'
The Treefur gazed doubtfully upon his titanic charge as the Shortfrill left the copse. It was like tasking a flea to be custodian of a mountain.
* * * *Vai was a box of nerves. Gideon was incommunicado and his cybernate minder had not the faintest notion of his precise location. Such inefficiency drove her nuts.
Retrieving a fragmented scan from her database, Vai reviewed the partial sensor trace recording the last known whereabouts of her commander. No sooner had Gideon disconnected his comlink did she aggressively monitor his situation via his PIL while simultaneously conducting her surveillance of the volcanic Redmount. Without any warning the starsphere's scanner had gone on the blink and Vai spent the better part of the night patching the worn subsystem. The spacecraft had been scheduled for a major overhaul prior to Gideon thieving his own ship and now was complaining about its missed refit. By the time Vai completed her makeshift repairs, her pilot cum explorer was way overdue to radio in for his pickup. She had executed a narrow band scan based on his previously established locale and therein lay the crux of her anxiety. Gideon's personal locator had just registered his position when the scanning array went back on the frizz, leaving the computerised persona with an incomplete image. Her commander was strangely on the move, apparently not alone though, as there was a second blip faintly alongside the Berranian's. It was either an innocent sensor echo or something far more sinister...
'Honey bunch, this is Vai. Please respond.'
She knew it was pointless radioing him, but felt marginally better for it. Disgruntled by the still dead airwaves which crackled mockingly in reply, Vai moaned, ‘The minute they leave home they forget to call,’ before returning to her chore of fixing the downed sensor module.
* * * *Orn kicked Gideon awake. Woozy and disoriented, the alien slowly roused himself. He had dreamt a terrible nightmare of being bodily folded inside a travelling case and transported cross-country on the back of a galloping beast of burden. It had been a bruising, hellish trip, and reality was scarcely any better.
The Berranian struggled to sit upright and leant on the rotting log at his back for support. He entire body ached from head to foot. It was early morning, about an hour after a grey sunrise had fuzzily lighted a dirty sky of low-lying clouds, and the alien found himself sitting roughly in the middle of a sizable glade ringed by sentinels of skeletal oaks denuded by the leaf-stripping wind blowing coolly in from the west. The bared branches of the dark trees rearing upwards had the uncomfortable look of the bars of some monstrous cage, an impression reinforced by the striped hide of the ostrich dinosaur prancing skittishly before him.
'Where am I?’ he petitioned the Fastclaw.
'Killjaw Clearing,’ said Orn.
'Who are you?'
'A nobody placed at your disposal.'
'What do you mean?'
'I'm a gofer. I fetch things for others, like food for instance. You hungry?'
Eating was the last thing on Gideon's foggy mind. ‘I couldn't stomach anything right now,’ he declined.
'You had better eat,’ insisted the Fastclaw, darting behind the woody throne of the Killjaw Court and reappearing with an armful of tidbits. ‘You're my responsibility for the time being and I'll not have the master growl at me for letting you starve. Take your pick of this lot.’ He deposited his wares at Gideon's feet and stepped back expectantly.
The Berranian reluctantly inspected the offering. The pile of items generously labelled food by the long-legged reptile comprised a rancid piece of Duckbill flesh, two freshly caught Treefur carcasses and an assortment of insects, mostly beetles. He promptly turned up his nose at the proffered morsels, saying, ‘I don't eat meat.'
'Your loss,’ said Orn, snatching up one of the flaccid marsupials and tucking into the furred snack. ‘You're awfully strange,’ he observed between mouthfuls. ‘Bug-eyed, beakless, no tail and a dislike for flesh. Just what kind of a lizard are you?'
Gideon ignored the enquiry as the gravity of his predicament began to dawn on him. He was looking dismayingly beyond the lithe sprinter at the smattering of bleached bones adorning the clearing floor. ‘Who exactly is your master?’ he asked in a small voice weighted with dread.
He had his answer when the hulking spectre of the world's largest terrestrial predator hove into view at the eastern edge of the glade and approached. It took all of Gideon's intensive psychological training not to run screaming in terror from the giant killer reptile, but still he stiffened in fear when the shadow of the Killjaw monarch fell over him. Soiling himself, the inbuilt waste reclaimer of his spacesuit worked overtime to clean up the fouled Berranian.
Rexus, peering wonderingly at the seated alien, demanded from his court dogsbody, ‘Have you fed it?'
'It says it won't touch meat, Your Bigness. I reckon it's a plant-eater.'
'That's a sure sign of intelligence then,’ rumbled Tank, lumbering sedately into the glade from the northern perimeter.
'I didn't ask for your opinion, Adviser.'
'Since when have I waited for your permission to give it,’ the Clubtail retorted imperiously.
Rexus sighed. It was so hard to find good subservient help. ‘Orn, gather it some plant food.'
'But Your Horridness, I haven't announced you.'
'We can dispense with your longwinded eloquence this once.'
The Fastclaw looked injured at being robbed of his job as court herald, but wisely took off without complaining.
Tilting his monstrous head at Gideon, Rexus ordered the outlander to stand. When the alien had shakily come to his feet he growled, ‘Do you know who I am?'
'The Devil incarnate?’ Gideon guessed. In spite of feeling abject terror, his arrogant offworld superiority shone through.
'I am Rexus, King of the Killjaws, Overlord of Mother Forest and adjoining lands.'
'I thought you didn't like superfluous name-dropping,’ remarked Tank.
'Just stating my titles for the benefit of our guest,’ Rexus snarled defensively.
Gideon picked up on the tyrant-king's comment. ‘I'm your guest?'
'You enjoy the hospitality of my court.'
The alien eyed the scattered bones again. ‘Such tasteful décor too. Am I free to leave any time I want?'
'I'm afraid not.'
'Then I am your captive.'
'Nonsense. You're in protective custody to safeguard your person. The forest can be a hazardous place for the unwary visitor, so one of my subjects thought it prudent to remove you to a more secure place.'
Recollecting his violent abduction, Gideon argued, ‘I was assaulted and brought here against my will.'
'I'll admit Shadower was a trifle enthusiastic when relocating you,’ conceded the Killjaw king, ‘but it was for your own benefit.'
'Why am I here?’ the Berranian asked outright.
'I learnt a strange caller had come to the wood and opted to play host.'
'How cordial.'
'So who might you be?’ Rexus wanted to know from his outlandish ‘guest'.
'You may call me Gideon.'
'What are you?’ It was Tank's turn to question.
Gideon thought fast. He had no wish to reveal his true identity to his obvious captors and so drew from an assumption Chappy had made upon their first meeting for a cover story. ‘I'm one of your southern cousins.'
Rexus saw right through the lie. ‘No more of these disgusting pleasantries!’ he thundered. ‘I can't take being nice anymore. Tank, your ploy isn't working. Civility is not the best tool of statecraft for gleaning information—torture is.'
The tyrant-king gave a spirited roar and advanced on the alien in mock attack. Reflex overtook Gideon and he stumbled backwards, cowering against the log, overloading his suit's congested waste management system.
'That's more like it,’ Rexus gloated with a snarl, halting his terrifying charge less than three feet from the cringing extraterrestrial.
'You should have given my strategy more of a chance,’ reprimanded the Clubtail.
'Patience isn't one of my strong suits, Adviser. Take note of that, Gideon, and you may live long enough to see the destruction of this forest.'
The offworlder's body language betrayed his profound shock at Rexus's bombshell.
'That's right, you puny weirdo. I may not know what you are or where you hail from, but I do know why you're here. So we can dispense with all this pussyfooting around. There's a rock bigger than Redmount that'll shortly fall from the sky and crush everything around here to death. You've come to perform some kind of miracle on those you call the Chosen that'll save them from said death. Is that about the size of it?'
Gideon was stunned at the accuracy of the Killjaw King's summation. His mission from God was crumbling about his ears. ‘What do you want from me?’ he repeated in a metallic whisper.
'All in good time, freak. Right now you must come to grips with the unalterable reality that I decide who lives or dies in this forest. Get used to that fact and quickly. We'll chat later.’ Rexus shifted his noxious attention on to Tank. ‘I'm placing Gideon into your custody, Adviser. Since you're such an unfeeling lump, you won't form an attachment to our guest.'
'I'm overwhelmed by your confidence in me,’ the Clubtail rumbled in deprecation. In fact he welcomed the duty. Contact with an equal, even superincumbent intelligence was going to be mightily stimulating.
Ogg came running back holding a bouquet of hastily picked ferns well past their use by date.
'Discard that filthy stuff,’ commanded the king. The puzzled gofer duly dropped the brownish foliage to the ground as Rexus explained, ‘I'll need our guest to be more cooperative than he has so far been. Hunger is quite a good incentive for many things.'
'You're planning to starve him into submission?’ Tank postulated.
'It has a certain appeal,’ maintained the monarch. He cast a cruel eye over Gideon. ‘But let's not overindulge. He is already skinnier than a Fastclaw. If he's not fed occasionally he'll waste away to a useless pile of bones—assuming he has a skeleton under his wrinkly white hide. Perhaps if he gains my favour I'll reward him with a crumb when I return. Orn, you're with me.'
The long-suffering servant obediently fell into step behind his tyrannical chief as Rexus, his niggling gout flaring up after a night of gorging on tasty red meat, hobbled from his throne.
Gideon slumped to the ground, propped against the log, and took stock of his dilemma. He was a prisoner of the head of the carnosaurs, a king no less. The reptilian life-forms of this backwater world were vastly underrated. His position as captive was not entirely hopeless. A simple distress call to Vai would have her calculate the best method of extricating him from this setback. Gideon's gloved fingers strayed to the control panel at his belt to switch his comlink back online and the rattle of broken circuitry grated in his ears.
'Is something awry, aside from your detainment?’ asked the guardian Clubtail.
'What? Ah, no,’ replied Gideon, further shaken by the drastic turnaround of his fortunes. The panel must have been damaged when Shadower apprehended him. Without it functioning he had absolutely no chance of contacting his ship to organise a rescue.
'I'm Tank,’ the armoured herbisaur rumbled introductorily.
Dragged back to his unreal exigency, the alien mumbled disinterestedly, ‘What's a vegetarian like you doing in this nest of reprobates?'
'Exercising my supremacy.'
'You've got a high opinion of yourself.'
'I'm not an egotist like that maniac Rexus, if that's what you reckon. Just a logical thinker.'
Gideon laughed halfheartedly at the declaration.
'What amuses you?’ asked the Adviser.
The Berranian could hardly explain the absurdity of the thought that had popped into his head. The bane of his life was a machine personality with loads of organic attitude, and here he was in the company of an animal captor claiming to reason with analytic rationale akin to a computerised brain. Talk about role reversals.
'We have much in common,’ Tank suggested.
'Such as?'
'Greater brain power than any of the fools around here and I deduce a shared thirst for knowledge.'
'And how did you reach those conclusions?'
'Logicality. A visiting creature from above would have to be fairly brainy to glide what must be a long distance from your point of origin. The general purpose for such a trip, logically, would be an ongoing quest to study and learn. It's what I'd do.'
Gideon was floored by the saurian's stupendous deductive powers. This made Tank potentially more dangerous than the most terrifying Killjaw. It was time to leave. The alien still had one apparatus up his sleeve, or more properly strapped onto it, that could wriggle him free of this internment. He absently rubbed his left wrist and was mortified to discover his Energy Dome gone.
'Where's the brightly tinted lump that was on my foreleg?’ he craved the Clubtail, putting his query into simple terms for the benefit of his non-technological chaperon.
'Shadower brought you in shortly before dawn the way you are now. Are you missing a bony plate or vestigial spike?'
The dismayed outworlder barely managed a reply. ‘Something like that.'
Tank's curiosity was pricked. Why should a fallen body appendage worry the tail-less two-leg so much? Gideon did not appear the sort to be hung up on looks. The Adviser shelved that odd little mystery to peruse later. Right now he had more important information to pump the alien for. ‘Let us begin,’ he said without preamble.
'On what?'
'Your interrogation.'
'You've got to be joking.'
'Come now, stranger, you didn't think I was simply going to baby-sit you without asking a few questions. Rexus was shrewd leaving you with me. He's counting that my quizzing you will be more effective than the standard Killjaw cross-examination. We're alike, after all.'
'Don't bet on it.'
'I advise you to cooperate. Killjaw methodology is brutish in comparison to my chatting with you.'
'Rexus doesn't scare me,’ fibbed Gideon.
'I take it you're not squeamish then. All that blood and screaming won't bother me in the least, but if your kind have a frail disposition...’ The heartless Clubtail left the inference of unpleasantness hanging in the morning air like a boulder teetering on a cliff ledge.
Gideon reassessed his plight. It was indeed hopeless.


Chapter FifteenAlphie stared unhappily at the bleak hills.
'Must we really venture into that wasteland?’ he asked Orridus in a sleepy voice.
Two tortuous nights had passed since the Treefur had embarked in the company of the Shieldhorn and Thunderfoot on the mission to treat the cow's horrendous injuries at some mystery mountain hideaway, and the threesome were waking from their daytime slumber on the threshold of the notorious Uplands.
'It's not as bad as it appears,’ the old Shortfrill reckoned with a yawn of indifference.
The marsupial was not as optimistic as his horned compatriot. They were placed on the timberline siding the northwestern shore of Crescent Lake in plain sight of the unappealing rocky high country, the barren slopes in the near distance washed blood-red by the setting sun.
'If the lizard legends hold true it'll be worse,’ he morosely said, absently grooming his fur. ‘They say all who enter those hills never return.'
'Bah! I told you before that the haunting is nothing but mumbo-jumbo wrapped up in an old cow's tale to keep the superstitious nosy out of the foothills. I'd be more concerned about our friends overhead.'
Alphie looked up. Silhouetted against the crimson firmament a flight of aerial reptiles banked eastwards on the spiralling updrafts generated by the highlands. They winged their way across the dusky sky ahead of the gathering twilight.
'The skies still haven't emptied of those flying devils,’ he huffed. ‘It's more than coincidence that they've been gliding over the forest every day since we took up with our giant patient.'
Orridus glanced at the immobile and unheeding Thunderfoot standing a ways back out of sight in the cover of the dense woodland. Not all of the broadleaf trees had shed their orange crowns yet, providing a measure of foliage to hide beneath.
'I've never heard of the big Lizardwings coming this far inland,’ the solitarian conceded. ‘They're more usually found over the openness of the plains. If forced down into the trees they'll damage their wing skins.'
'Do you think their appearance is tied up with the cow, horn-head?'
'You can bet your tail on it. Rexus has forged a number of unholy alliances with disreputable reptiles from the ratbag races. Those sky-loving lizards are amongst such allies. I'm betting he's got them looking specifically for Bronte here.'
'If that's the case, king fang-face is going to an awful lot of trouble over this one cow.'
'That he is,’ Orridus pondered uselessly. ‘We'll move out as soon as it's dark. The sooner we're out of this wood and in the hills, the safer I'll feel.'
'At least one of us will,’ muttered Alphie, returning his unsettled gaze to the treeless vista of the darkening Uplands.
The Shieldhorn turned about and ambled through the shrubs and thinning trees demarcating the edge of the forest, the serenely lapping waters of the nearby lake at odds with his unrest. Apart from her shallow breathing Bronte stood perfectly motionless, not appearing to notice the oldster pull alongside. She had not uttered a single word or rumble since that bloody episode on the plain, and hardly seemed aware of her surroundings, let alone her poor and deteriorating condition. Her continuing unresponsiveness worried Orridus greatly. He looked over her wound in the fading light, as he did every evening before setting off.
The bleeding had largely stopped but for a trickle of redness seeping from the crust of caked blood whenever the Thunderfoot moved. Bronte's injury was plainly troubling her as the already slow pace of her forced trek was beginning to noticeably fall off. She was not the only one exhibiting fatigue. Her grizzled rescuer was tiring badly. He was by no means a strapping young bull anymore. If Orridus bungled leading his newfound companions to their destination, he could soon lose the ailing cow and dangerously exhaust himself in the process.
Alphie scooted up the Shortfrill's tail to take up his customary riding position on the dinosaur's back. When night fell he was an enviable bundle of energy. ‘How far are we now from this sanctuary of yours, thorn-nose?'
'If we push hard, maybe a night's march, but in reality it'll be another two. It can't be helped, but Bronte is slowing us down considerably.'
'She will make it, won't she, spiky-brow?'
Orridus was disinclined to admit that her survival was touch and go. ‘Must you be so insulting to me, Treefur?’ he grumped.
'I never said I'd be friendly,’ Alphie reminded his steed. Darkness rapidly swallowed up the land as the lowering sun sank behind the western hills. ‘Giddy up,’ he prompted Orridus.
Nudging Bronte forwards, the griping Shieldhorn rumbled, ‘I swear you're getting too comfortable up there.'
The Treefur dug his tiny claws into Orridus's thick, scaled hide. The hoary plant-eater was right. Alphie was actually starting to enjoy being an equestrian.
The oddball procession of Thunderfoot and Shortfrill forsook Mother Forest and continued along the shrubby lakeshore. Crescent Lake was aptly named, for the largest body of freshwater in the region was shaped like a giant horseshoe. Its eastern tip emptying into the Swamp of Despair, while its opposite point curved northwest to hook up with the meandering river feeding its voluminous depths. Orridus steered Bronte along that marshy curve, treading the constricted corridor formed by the wind-rustled rushes fencing the lake on one side and the thicketed forestland hemming the travellers in on the other. Alphie maintained his guard atop the swaying Shieldhorn, watching and listening for danger while Orridus smelt the breeze for any approaching trouble. Between them, the pair's combined senses could detect any threat before it closed to a range where it presented a real problem. It was a workable, if outwardly mismatched, arrangement.
Shortly before midnight Orridus overtook the dazed and unthinking Thunderfoot and used his lesser bulk to bring the cow to a halt. ‘We'll rest here for a spell,’ he informed Alphie, the Treefur promptly dismounting to hunt for the bugs and crawling insects that made up his diet.
'How can you stand to eat those?’ Orridus asked, watching distastefully while the marsupial eagerly crunched down his first catch for the night, an outrageously horned beetle.
'It beats chewing on plants,’ Alphie replied. ‘I tried snacking on some leaves a couple of seasons back when the six-legs became a little scarce. They made me throw up. I'd rather swallow lizard poop than munch on a shrub again.’ The Treefur glanced sharply at Orridus, who was lightening his load by fertilising a bunch of lakeshore ferns, and quickly added, ‘Figuratively speaking, that is.'
'Point taken,’ the Shieldhorn said, kicking his betraying dung into the water with a soft splash to secrete his passage. “I still think eating creepy crawlies that scurry about in the dirt is disgusting.'
'What do you think plants grow in?'
The old herbisaur blinked. Alphie had him on that score. ‘Mind if I ask you something personal? Orridus said next.
'We're not on a first date, so ask away.'
'I was wondering your age. Treefurs are something of an enigma to me. I've known of your kind's existence, but never really paid close attention before.'
'Why should you have? The little are constantly overlooked by the large. Bumbling biggies can't comprehend that good things do come in small packages as well.'
'Yes, quite. So how old are you?'
'I'm a season old. Roughly half my expected life-span.'
The fifty-year old Shieldhorn was genuinely stunned. ‘Your race don't live terribly long, do they.'
Alphie was unconcerned. ‘It's the quality of life that counts, not the length,’ he wisely said. ‘At least I won't end up wrinkly like you.'
'I thought I was rather well preserved for my age,’ snorted Orridus.
'If you're satisfied with having skin like tree bark,’ quipped the wisecracking Treefur before stalking another insect morsel.
The company of three resumed their hike a half-hour later after the Shortfrill guide had grazed his fill upon the bushy foliage. Bronte, submerged in her world of unspoken traumatism, once more showed no inclination to feed and plodded like a fleshy robot before her usher. The seepage from her ugly wound and disinterest in food was draining the cow of precious strength, prompting Orridus to consider the wisdom of his course of action. He was impelled to prod the Thunderfoot more frequently, using firmer jabs now, just to keep her crossing level ground, stopping short of drawing blood with his goading. How was she going to manage the final leg of their trek when they commenced the taxing climb into the Uplands itself?
Once again following the sweeping contour of the lake, the party marched their slow way through the latter half of the night. In time they reached the delta where Clearwater River emptied into Crescent Lake via a half-dozen sluggishly flowing channels branching off the main waterway. The Shieldhorn headed his entourage along the southwestern bank of the main watercourse, prudently detouring around the swampy scrub marking the transition from river to lake. To do so, however, they had to ford two of the tributaries and as Orridus waded through the shallows of the first he felt Alphie shivering on his back.
'What's wrong with you, whiskers? It's hardly a cold night and you're sporting a fur coat.’ It was Orridus's turn to be insulting.
There was a telltale pause from embarrassment before the Treefur meekly replied, ‘Water makes me nervous.'
'Along with naked hills.'
'Aw, shut your beak. It's not something I'm proud of.'
'We all fear certain things, Alphie. We'd be foolish not to.'
'What scares you then, or are you really this fearless, avenging hero of repute?'
Orridus shifted uncomfortably beneath the marsupial's feet. ‘I'm afraid of dying.'
The conversation promptly ended then and there.
The countryside bordering the forestland began to change subtly, the straggly brush growing sparser and increasingly displaced by coarse gravel that crunched loudly underfoot. The stony shingle was a hint of things to come.
When the pale rays of first light touched their backs, Orridus herded Bronte into the adjoining trees for what was to be their last day spent in Mother Forest before ascending to the promised refuge in the Uplands. Alphie minded the blank-faced Thunderfoot as usual, while the old Shortfrill ensured their daytime refuge was free of lurking predators or their spies. As far as Orridus could tell they had thus far eluded any presumed pursuit of the targeted cow, but that only increased his jumpiness. He had slain a high-ranking Killjaw from Rexus's court—that alone was enough for a death sentence. Compounded by whatever insanity lay behind the royal decree to exterminate every living Thunderfoot within striking range, Orridus could ill afford to relax his guard in the slightest, for as long as they sheltered in these woods the trio were in constant mortal danger.
'Good, you're back,’ Alphie said to the returning Shieldhorn from his sentry post in the lower limbs of a nearby tree when Orridus had completed his rounds. ‘No surprise company then?'
'The area's clear aside from a pair of dozing Stonebacks,’ the old dinosaur reported. ‘Those nitwit lazybones should be stirring by now.’ Orridus was an early riser and frowned upon morning tardiness. ‘How's the Thunderfoot?'
'Still no change, I'm afraid. It's like she's caught up in an endless daydream.'
'More like trapped in a terrible nightmare,’ the elderly lizard amended. ‘Tonight we'll climb into the high country and then this part of her ordeal at least will be over.'
'Then I'll say good day, horn-face. It's about my bedtime.’ The weary Treefur gave an exaggerated yawn before snuggling down into the makeshift nest of dried leaves he had arranged in the crook of a branch overhanging Bronte.
'Sleep well,’ Orridus wished Alphie.
'Hardly,’ the marsupial murmured, his eyes tightly closed. ‘I'll be having bad dreams myself about entering those spooky hills.'
'The Uplands are not haunted.'
'Says you, lance-head. The first ghost we meet, you be sure to tell him that he doesn't exist.’ Curling his hairless tail around his whiskered muzzle, Alphie fell into the light slumber of animal kind. The melodic chirps of the birds roosting in the treetops, waking to sing in the new day, provided the sleepy Treefur with a restive lullaby.
Completing his travel routine, Orridus gave the Thunderfoot cow a final checkup for the day and despaired even more over her listlessness. He wandered to the forest edge and took in the vista of the dawning highlands. The rounded contours of the slate-grey hills looked almost welcoming in the warming sunrise of the fresh day. A plume of smoke emanating from the bluish massif lying far to the northeast of the desolate foothills caught the observant Shortfrill's knowing eye.
'Oh boy,’ he mouthed in concern. ‘Redmount is waking up after all this time.’ What with Killjaws hounding them from behind and a difficult climb ahead, the entourage's guide had no need for the hassles that a fire-spewing mountain posed.
* * * *'Like flies around dung.'
Gideon smiled within the anonymity of his helmet. Tank's grasp of planetary dynamics was astounding, considering he lacked the most fundamental tool of astronomy—a telescope—to confirm his newfound understanding of the universe. But it was the Clubtail's colloquial analogies that the Berranian found entertaining.
'It's a reasonable comparison, Tank. However, planets do orbit their parent star in a more orderly fashion than the erratic buzzing of blowflies.'
'And the Life-giver, what you term a sun, is one such star.'
'That heats and lights this planet.'
'Not unlike a forest fire compressed into a ball.'
Unbeknown to the Adviser the alien smirked again. He had surprisingly found in the block-headed reptile a fellow stargazer. Perhaps not so surprising. This primal world, uncluttered by polluted skies or the glaring city lights of industrialisation, afforded the amateur astronomer an unparalleled view of the starry firmament filling this tiny grid of the mapped galaxy.
'Can you also confirm for me that the Life-taker influences the seasons?'
'The moon indeed regulates tides and the like. I'm impressed by your reasoning powers, Tank.'
'Flattery won't get you anywhere with me, Gideon.'
This was the Berranian's third day of captivity in Killjaw Clearing and already he was exhibiting the classic syndrome where a hostage begins to identify with his captor. He sat perched upon the rotten log in the glade's exposed centre, idly conversing with the stoic plant-eater lounging at his side on a day that was typically overcast with drab, unfriendly skies hanging low and foreboding. The veracity was far more practical however. Gideon sensed in Tank camaraderie and, rightly fearing for his life, decided to cultivate this strange fellowship. Alone and cut off from his ship and VAI, the Clubtail was his only ‘friend’ of the moment and a critical buffer against the demonic Killjaw king. On the plus side, small talk helped to pass the time while he worked on an escape plan.
'You remind me of the early thinking machines of my home-world.'
'Machines?'
'Yes. My people constructed devices out of reworked natural elements to aid them with equation solving at first, later expanding their usefulness into many different fields. Such machines functioned with a similar logic to your own.'
'Fascinating,’ Tank rumbled appreciatively.
It was working. Compliments did have an affect on the deadpan Clubtail, even if he was not aware of it. Gideon had taken the liberty of slyly delving into Tank's mind on the second morning of his unplanned stay with the Killjaws and confirmed what he had initially suspected. Clubtail dispassionateness was a learned behavior, not a genetic trait. Underneath his layers of deliberate conditioning their lurked within the psyche of the unemotional herbisaur a shielded core of affectability. It was Tank's veritable Achilles Heel. That unperceived sensitivity was a weakness Gideon intended to nurture and play upon.
'You haven't mentioned your planet before now,’ the Clubtail noted. ‘There has been reluctance on your part to speak of your home.'
'Personal reasons,’ was all that the alien would say. Berran was a sore point for him. ‘Tell me something, Tank. You've taken everything I've shared with you about astronomics at face value, without any demand for evidence whatsoever. I would've expected a factual thinker such as you to require substantiation of my teachings.'
'You are plainly living proof of otherworldly life and travel. That is irrefutable.'
'That's very accepting of you.'
'Not especially. We both know that a time limit is involved here. Why waste precious moments crisscrossing the same tracks.'
'I'm not sure I get your meaning.'
'Don't play me for the fool, Gideon. I'm too smart for that. You know I'm talking about this planet-killer rock coming hard on your tail-free bottom. The very same rock that will spell doom for every major lizard race.'
This was the interrogation the Berranian had been dreading. Luckily Orn interrupted in timely fashion when he came jogging up to the throne.
'The king wants a word,’ the Fastclaw informed Tank. ‘He's waiting for you in the trees at the head of the clearing.'
'I'm busy,’ the Clubtail responded tartly.
'His Majesty guessed you might say that, Adviser, and instructed me to tell you that he insists. It's a matter of life and death.'
'Did Rexus say whose?'
The bird-faced messenger shrugged.
Tank considered the summons. ‘Watch over our guest,’ he told Orn before lumbering away. Intrigue had won out over annoyance.
'What are you looking at?’ Orn wanted to know from the alien, who was blatantly staring at him with that unnerving single giant eye of his.
'What might have been,’ Gideon cryptically replied.
The baffled Fastclaw shuddered inexplicably.
Tank found the Killjaw king loitering in the northern grove of oaks fencing the royal glade. The pensive regent was glaringly conspicuous amongst the leafless trunks and did not bother to turn at the crackle of dead and brittle leaves announcing his adviser's arrival.
'I've dismissed Zmork and his flock,’ he told Tank without preamble. ‘The Lizardwings failed to find any trace of the rogue cow. That'll be partly due to the fact that half of them aren't able to get airborne now thanks to getting bloated on Thunderfoot carrion.'
'Which comes as no shock, Rexus. I mean the part about those outsized gnats inability to locate Bronte from the air.'
'Do you want to explain your “I told you so” attitude?'
'That'll be my pleasure. You have a tendency to overlook the blindingly obvious. We're standing in a forest. Did you seriously expect a flier to spot any lizard on the ground through the overlying tree cover, even with leaves falling from the branches like rain spatter?'
Rexus growled an oath over his own stupidity. ‘Festur hasn't returned yet,’ he further complained.
'It's a fair assumption that the beastly captain has met with a suitably horrid fate.'
'You think him dead? I thought you didn't make guesses.'
'Just voicing my logical assessment of the facts. Festur's supposedly the best of your bunch of misfits. His being overdue is a safe bet that your Thunderfoot runaway has managed to evade, perhaps even thwart his pursuit. Logically speaking, in order to do that most effectively she would have had to kill him. Has Shadower reported in?'
'No—and that's another bone of discontent lodged in my craw. I'm tired of waiting for an update from my spy.'
The Adviser was unflustered. ‘It is of no consequence. The Nightclaw must by now be firmly on the trail of Balticea's progeny. I'm certain when he comes back to report her whereabouts he'll confirm coming across Festur's dead body along the way.'
'That bitch Bronte can't be alive still,’ seethed the tyrant-king. ‘It's not good enough!'
'This is your life and death matter?'
'Of course it is. I want her dead!'
'Why obsess over this lone cow, Rexus? On her own she's no threat to you.'
'She could rally the survivors,’ he growled. ‘Not all the Thunderfeet were slain, in case you hadn't noticed. Your strategy wasn't as flawless as you predicted. I've broken Thunderfoot autonomy and I firmly intend to keep them downtrodden. At any rate, the Grand Matriarch's entire family must be put to the jaw. I have so decreed it.'
'And your fixation has no bearing on holding Gideon prisoner.'
The terrible king of the Killjaws spun around on his grossly muscled legs. ‘Just what are you insinuating, Adviser?'
'Don't get your tail in a tangle, Rexus. I'm merely tasting the greenery to see what flavours come out.'
The despot's malevolent eyes narrowed. His Clubtail ‘guessed’ more than he was letting on. ‘What info have you extracted from the outlander so far?’ he pressed Tank.
'A great deal, actually. Our newcomer is a genuine tree of knowledge.'
'Do stop talking in riddles, Tank. Exactly what has he told you?'
'That stars are faraway forest fires in the night sky and this woodland kingdom of yours is but one tiny raindrop in a cosmic downpour, among many other things you haven't a hope of understanding.'
'Logic has finally muddled your brain. You're beginning to ramble nonsensically like Luthos.'
'How wrong you are, Rexus,’ the Adviser scoffed. ‘You're simply unable to grasp the science of nature. The fault is not entirely yours because you think like a predator. It'll stun you to know that this precious monarchy of yours is not the centre of the known lands. Life does not revolve solely around you.'
'It does in this forest!’ Rexus exploded. ‘You continually forget yourself, Tank. I'm king here and my rule encompasses all creatures in Mother Forest—including that tail-less interloper you've stupidly befriended. If you desire proof of that just go ask the dead Thunderfeet out on Fernwalk.'
'Another shining example of your inspirational kingship,’ critiqued Tank.
'Go bite yourself.'
The Clubtail actually chortled. ‘You always resort to insults when you're losing an argument. Rexus, you're so predictable.'
'Is that right? What's my next move?'
'You'll ask me if I've uncovered any facts regarding the falling rock.'
The mammoth Killjaw snorted indignantly. He detested Tank being recurrently right.
'As it happens, no I haven't,’ professed the learned lizard. ‘I'll work on Gideon, at my own pace.'
'He is definitely what he appears to be then.'
'And more.'
Rexus gave a half-grunt of satisfaction. It stung him to have Bronte ranging free somewhere in the western woods, but he took consolation from the inestimable value of the prize he held in his claws. What did it matter if Balticea's favourite escaped? He had Gideon in his custody. Rexus thrived on exploitation and the alien's sheer mysteriousness was begging to be manipulated.
'Let's return,’ the crafty king said to Tank, but the Adviser was already paving the way back to Killjaw Clearing. Rexus was further infuriated by his plain predictability and moped after the lumbering Clubtail.
Gideon hopped off the log as Tank and Rexus hove into view, their appearance prompting his relieved Fastclaw minder to scoot away.
'You look fit and well,’ the monarch complemented the Berranian with a measure of annoyance. ‘I see my starvation ploy isn't working out.'
'I've been meaning to go on a crash diet. My skin's been getting a little flabby of late, now it's a tighter fit. Thanks for providing me with the opportunity.'
'Down to business then,’ Rexus growled unsmilingly. ‘Your reason for being here is not so secret now.'
'So you said when I was first brought here.'
In spite of Gideon's composed manner, Rexus smelt the offworlder's natural fear of him; a stench that overpowered even the lingering stink of the spacesuit's inundated body waste recycler. That power made the tyrant-king bold. ‘When is this sky-rock you are warning about due to fall?'
'That's going to be a surprise,’ the alienaut coyly answered.
'You think yourself clever, Gideon.'
'Cleverer than most.'
Tank gave Rexus a knowing, even playful nudge with his boxy head. Hanging out with the outlander was decidedly having an unsettling affect on his pet Clubtail.
'How smug will you be when I tell you that your precious Duckbill contact became supper for my soldiers?’ Rexus boasted. He had seen firsthand the grisly remains of Chappy's beheading prior to punishing Madcow.
'You savage!'
'Tut tut. Name-calling is really so childish. What are you planning to dub me when I say that Bronte is dead too?’ The deceiving king instantly muzzled his puzzled adviser with a damning look.
Gideon made out that he was floored by the revelation. He could have probed the Killjaw's mind to dispel the claim, but had no need. Tank's reaction, fortified by his betraying thoughts, told him the truth. The sharp-eyed alien was glad he did not have to venture into the black and evil psyche of Rexus. That would be a most disturbing mental invasion.
Snarling with delight, Rexus backed up, spitting, ‘I'll let you chew on that tasty little tidbit awhile,’ before he sauntered away on his gammy leg.
Feigning distress in a performance any thespian would have been proud of, Gideon turned from the flat stare of his Clubtail jailer and leaned shakily on the royal log, burying his helmet in the crook of his folded arms. Bronte had stayed alive, remaining on the run, and where there is life, there is hope.
* * * *The climb was interminable.
Alphie, riding atop Bronte on the hump of her back, was shouting directions down to the Shieldhorn driving her blind from behind. The adventurous Treefur was having great difficulty maintaining a purchase on the slippery mountain of hide, as the smoother Thunderfoot skin offered virtually no footholds in comparison to the rough texture of Shortfrill complexion. Somehow he managed to hook his tiny claws into minuscule notches dividing the mosaic of scales and kept his grip, supplementing this tactic by occasionally latching on with his teeth when his mount wobbled over the rockier parts of the trail.
'Right foot, horrible-horn, and shake a leg, will you,’ squeaked the guide-marsupial. ‘There's a large boulder dead ahead.'
'You're a hard taskmaster,’ grumbled Orridus, prodding the Thunderfoot's left flank to steer her round the stone obstacle on the shale incline the dinosaurs were ponderously ascending. ‘Been taking lessons from Rexus?'
The Treefur squeaked merrily. ‘He has his faults, but you can't deny the lizard-king has a way of getting things done.'
'Albeit unpleasantly,’ added the hermit.
A full moon glowed audaciously from a cloudless night sky to surreally illuminate the rockscape in subdued greys tinged along the edges with fuzzy silver. The threesome was following the western bank of Clearwater River into an inky gorge leading directly to the dreaded Uplands.
'Hard left foot!’ Alphie directed, yelling to be heard over the adjoining rapids. The broad, sluggish watercourse had steadily narrowed and turned into a foaming torrent washing roughly over smooth rocks in the dark recesses of the defile. The splashing whitewater played upon the Treefur's already taut nerves. Having spent the entirety of his short life encompassed by trees and bushes, the combination of rocky wasteland and churning water made his fur stand on end. It was a foreign panorama as alien to him as the ivory moonscape of the baleful Life-taker hanging high over the eastern horizon.
Peering through the gloom up ahead, the jittery marsupial questioned Orridus, ‘Are you positive we're heading the right way? This gorge is getting narrower and steeper. I'm not so sure about the footing.'
'I know the way like the sole of my foot, Alphie. If it makes you feel any better, you can always ask one of your spooks for directions. By the way, have you seen any yet?'
'That's not very funny, fern-breath.'
'Quit worrying then and let me handle the route. You just concentrate on being my eyes. I can't see a blessed thing past this cow's enormous posterior.'
'It's rude to comment on the size of a female's behind. I found that out the hard way last mating session. She nipped me for the remark ... hard.'
'I'll apologise to Bronte when she comes back to the land of the living. Meanwhile, carry on scouting.'
'Yessir!’ Alphie was not quite finished querying his conductor. ‘We had better be going to a place with trees,’ he said pessimistically. ‘I'd hate for those scraggly riverside willows we left in the valley below to be the last bit of greenery I ever see.'
'Alphie, you're such a cheery travelling companion. You remind me why I took up being a hermit.'
'And you're a little ray of moonshine yourself, horn-head. Now veer left again or you'll run my zombie ride smack into the granite slab right in front of us.'
They continued upward through the river canyon. Alphie's concern over the gravel surface proved unfounded as the loose marl gave way to the solid bedrock of the hills the higher they climbed. The trio wended its way along the floor of the ravine for the next two hours, the only sound to break the monotonous drone of rushing water being the Treefur's crisp guidance. By midnight the party were poised to crest the head of the ravine.
'What's up ahead,’ Alphie nervously asked his horned pathfinder. The fidgety Treefur felt vibrations coursing through Bronte's huge body that had nothing to do with her ailment.
'The greatest natural wonder in the known lands,’ beamed Orridus.
'Hey beak-mouth, you planning to be a little more specific?'
'Not really.'
Alphie gave a squeaky growl of annoyance and clung to Bronte's rocking back while the hermit shoved her forwards out of the canyon. Scrabbling over the jumble of rocky outcrops, the unseeing Thunderfoot hefted her bulk on to the plateau and was assaulted by a thunderous roar that shook the very stone underfoot.
'She could do with losing a bit of weight,’ the Shieldhorn puffed after giving the cow a final push. ‘What do you reckon, whiskers?’ The old bull's shout went unanswered.
Alphie's eyes bulged with incredulity. Clearwater River churned its foamy way along a deep channel carved into the basalt of the tableland before emptying into the gorge the animals had just emerged from. That was not what had captured the marsupial's undivided attention—it was the reservoir that fed the region's major waterway that held him entranced. Thrusting skywards 2,000 feet above the surrounding hills reared an impossibly sheer cliff of vertical rock. Underneath was a raging waterfall that plummeted uninterrupted down its middle from a cleft in the flat-topped summit to form the beginnings of the watercourse that quenched the thirst of the low-lying forest and plains.
'Spectacular, isn't it?’ Orridus marvelled in a bellow.
The spellbound Treefur had to squeak at the top of his lungs to make his reply heard over the din of the cascade. ‘Stupendous. What is it?'
'The source of Clearwater River—Starlight Falls.'
Just at that instant Alphie was treated to the wonder that gave the plume its name. The perpetual cloud of spray drifting above the small, bottomless pool the falls plunged into was caught by a streamer of moonlight and transformed into something magical. The dancing water droplets caught and reflected the lunar light to glimmer like the faint twinkling of stars in a mirror image of the night skies. This misty curtain was indeed a pale but breathtakingly exquisite imitation of the starred heavens few animals had the privilege of witnessing.
'Listen closely to me,’ the hermit rumbled loudly at Alphie, interrupting the tiny marsupial's mesmerism. ‘We won't be able to talk when we approach the waterfall, because its roar is so loud.'
Alphie glanced down worriedly at the Shortfrill. ‘You intend taking us nearer to that torrent?'
'That's one way of putting it. Actually, we're going to walk right into the falls.'
'Now I know you are crazy for certain. I can't stand getting caught in a shower of rain. There's no way you're coaxing me to brave that downpour.'
'Not even for the welfare of the cow you've pledged to see to a place of safety?'
'You fight dirty, spike-nose.'
'It comes from eating things that grow in the stuff.'
'You'll never get Bronte to budge one paw near that cataract.'
'Don't count your calves before they hatch. In her present state, I could bulldoze her into the Swamp of Despair and she'd go without even a single rumble of complaint,’ the recluse confidently said.
'That's not a comforting destination either.'
'Probably not, but I'm sure you get my drift. Shall we proceed?'
Alphie surrendered with a gloomy sigh. ‘I need my head examined for following a lizard crazier than the nutty Killjaw king.'
Herding Bronte alongside the natural trough of whitewater, Orridus rapidly gave his skeptical travelling companion last minute instructions. ‘We're making straight for the centre of the falls, Alphie, where the main flow is split by that large overhang in the cliff face about a Thunderfoot length up from the bottom.'
The Treefur squinted through the swirling spray. There did appear to be an outcropping where the Shortfrill indicated, which divided the streaming water into two marginally lesser torrents separated by a misty emptiness.
'That's the gap we'll be going through,’ the hermit pointed out. ‘Behind that sheet of spray is the opening to a cave. That's our objective.'
'How do we cross the river to reach the opening?’ shrieked Alphie, his shrill voice almost completely drowned out by the crescendo. ‘It looks awfully deep and swift, and I can't swim.'
'There's a rock shelf the falls splatter onto. It partly submerged, but extends a little ways out from the base and provides a natural stepping stone from the riverbank.'
'That sounds tricky.'
'It is. A misstep sees you either pummelled by the deluge on either side or swept away downstream to be dashed to pieces on the submerged rocks in the canyon rapids, assuming you aren't drowned first.'
The opinionated marsupial hurled a mouthful of abuse the hermit's way regarding his questionable choice of routes. Fortunately for the delicate-eared Shieldhorn, the foul-tongued Treefur's obscenities were lost in the drumming of Starlight Falls.
Alphie crouched low against the mountain of flesh he rode. Bronte was drawing near to the current wonder of the prehistoric world. She plodded unflinchingly across the slippery rock reverberating from the ceaseless onslaught of the foaming water and into the shimmering spray. He envied her state of incomprehension, wishing he could simply switch off his senses before the thunder of the cataract drove him mad. Turned by the Shortfrill's guiding nose horn, the cow stepped from the stony bank into the froth of the river.
Orridus had a sudden, disconcerting thought as he followed Bronte onto the underwater platform. What if the shelf failed to take their combined weight? The hermit gave a mental shrug and nudged the bulky Thunderfoot forwards through the coldly boiling cauldron. There was no turning back now.
Deafened by the roaring water and stung by the blinding spray, Alphie buried his head under his paws and prayed to the Originator for their frightening passage to come to an end. He got his wish a moment later when Bronte strolled through the gap in the curtain of tumbling water and carried her petrified jockey to a halt in the damp, pitch-black tunnel-like cavern on the other side. Orridus came through immediately after and, pausing in the halo of diffuse moonlight filtering through the shower at his back, motioned his intent to keep the stalled cow moving as the shaken Treefur opened his fearful eyes. Talking was unrealistic for the tumult of the falls was amplified by the echoing confines of the tubular grotto, so the sodden marsupial nodded acknowledgment, his sensitive ears flicking irritably from the clamour.
The travellers wandered in the dank blackness. Possessing better night vision than the accompanying reptiles, Alphie scrutinised the tunnel once his eyes adjusted to the dark. The rounded walls, floor and ceiling of the weird passage, perhaps 100 feet in diameter, were uncommonly smooth and straight running. The ground may have sloped gently upwards, though Alphie could not be wholly certain. After walking for what seemed an eternity in the darkness, where time lost all meaning, the dreadful bash of water against rock lessened to a muted roar that once again made conversation possible.
'Horn-face, did I mention the fact I hate being wet?’ the bedraggled Treefur loudly whined.
'You'll dry out.'
'Not in a hurry in this place,’ he contradicted. ‘Where are we now?'
'Deep in the innards of the Uplands.'
Alphie gulped and muttered, ‘This just gets better.'
'We're in a hollow formed ages ago,’ Orridus began explaining, his basso voice an echo against the background rumble, ‘when a river of liquid fire-rock ran through here from Redmount.'
'You lie. Rock can't burn.'
'It can and does, Alphie. I've been around a long time and heard of a lot of strange things, as well as seeing for myself some real oddities. Rocks and trees explode from the heat in the middle of a forest firestorm and when it gets really hot, such as deep underground, stone actually melts. A flash flood of fiery rock poured this chute and spilled out through the cave entrance. The run-off eventually cooled to become the base rock of the plateau and canyon we journeyed up.'
'Is there a chance we could be in for a repeat performance anytime soon?’ The sharp-tongued Treefur sounded nervous.
Orridus forced a chuckle out. ‘All that happened a long time ago, way before even Starlight Falls dribbled into being. I think we're pretty much safe.’ He did not let on that the volcanic furnace credited with forming the Uplands was being stoked up again to uncork its landscaping magma flows anew.
The company's endless walk within the lava tube lasted another bout of forever, half a dozen welcome rest stops punctuating the tedium. It was at the end of the last respite, after resuming their humdrum march, when Alphie turned around and pricked his ears back in the direction they had come. The faded thunder of the torrent was receding ever more into the distance, although it remained a background constant. To the inquisitive pouched mammal it seemed they were on a treadmill getting nowhere fast.
'Bush-brain, I'm assuming you've been along this trail before.'
'A few times.'
'Care to explain why I'm thinking we're going round and round in circles in the dark.'
'That's because we are.'
'How can that be? This corridor appears to be unswervingly straight like the trunk of an old father redwood.'
'Looks can be deceiving. We've in fact been spiralling upwards since stepping through the falls. The rise of the floor and curvature of the walls are so slight as to be practically imperceptible.'
'Just where does this tunnel lead? I'm tired of being kept in the dark, pun intended.'
'You're about to find out.'
There was a gradually lightening of the gloom, right on cue. With every weary step taken by the dinosaurs, the illumination grew brighter until they rounded the final curve of the bore to be confronted by the stark midmorning sunshine of a chilly cloudless day flooding the exit point of the tube. Without warning, four nondescript shapes detached themselves from the rock walls bordering the tunnel mouth to the left of the trio, to be joined an instant later by five more moving in silently from the right.
Alphie, his hackles rising in warning, bared his teeth. Hours spent riding about in total darkness had made him perilously blind when exposed to the glaring daylight, rendering the obstructing figures blurry and indistinct. His companions were also similarly disabled.
'Orridus, do you glimpse them?’ he hissed.
'Not only that, whiskers, I was expecting them.'
'What! Who are they?'
The hermit responded with one of his maddening chuckles. ‘Alphie, meet your ghosts haunting the Uplands.'


Chapter SixteenThe trio was cornered. As far as Alphie could tell, that is. Squinting madly at the shadowy, intimidating shapes grouped before them barring the way, the quick-witted Treefur recognised a trap when it was sprung. ‘What have you led us into?’ he seethed at Orridus.
'Smooth your ruffled fur, Alphie. They're friends.'
'Stay where you are, intruders,’ a burred voice laced with venom ordered. ‘Move even one foot and it will be the worse for you.'
'They sound friendly,’ the marsupial muttered.
Unconcerned by the gravity of the situation, Orridus gingerly stepped ahead of the shapeless grey mass he rightly took to be Bronte and calmly enquired, ‘Who guards Thunder Passage this day?'
'The Highrock Clan,’ the reply came after a slight hesitation.
Orridus ground his teeth. That answer was a mixed blessing. ‘Is Shrok amongst you?'
A lone figure separated from the living blockade. ‘Aye. What of it, hermit?'
As sightless as the furiously blinking Treefur, the Shieldhorn's nose was left to confirm the identity of the speaker. ‘You know me, Shrok,’ he sniffed. ‘Let us pass.'
'Knowing you, Orridus, is a far cry from liking you.'
'Be that as it may, I have a wounded cow Thunderfoot with me. She's in desperate need of attention from a healer and your mother is the best in the business. Will you let us through?'
'I cannot do that, hermit. You know Bonehead policy regarding lowlander admittance.'
'That law was relaxed one time.'
'The Deciders made a mistake in making you the exception.'
There was another worrying pause, only longer this time.
'I'll defer to their insensible ruling, however, and let you in,’ that same inhospitable voice of command came back with. ‘The others are denied entry into the Concealed Valley.'
The old Shortfrill's patience abruptly fell apart. ‘Dammit, boy, this Thunderfoot is dying and you're quoting rules and regulations! How will her death sit on your back?'
'With no trouble at all,’ the shade identified as Shrok said callously. ‘You Outsiders mean about as much to me as yesterday's grazing.'
'Your father doesn't hold with your unkind philosophy.'
'My da is a foolish liberal.'
'But he is still chieftain of the Highrock Clan and senior member of the Clans’ Council. Be a good boy, Shrok, and go get him. Only Cragg has the authority to decide this issue. Run along now.'
There was a momentary delay as the blurred spokesperson for the ghostly Uplanders conferred with his compatriots. After their frantic whispering had subsided, one of their number vanished into the brilliance of the sunlit morn and Shrok was heard to comment sourly, ‘Da's decision will naturally be biased in your favour, Shieldhorn.'
'That's what I'm counting on.’ Orridus swung his massive head downwards as Alphie slid off Bronte's back to land on the hard rock with a pained squeak, bouncing to a halt between the hermit's chunky forelegs. The Shortfrill gave the marsupial a cursory sniff.
'What's going on?’ the bruised Treefur demanded.
'We're waiting for the cavalry to arrive.'
'Are we in any danger?'
'Nothing immediate.'
'Thanks for the reassurance, spike-face.'
'You're welcome. Now quit flapping you're snout and let me catch up on some forty winks. In case you hadn't worked it out from the surrounding brightness, we've walked half the day away and I'm overdue for a nap. Wake me when Cragg arrives.'
Utterly vexed, Alphie wanted to know, ‘What is a Cragg?’ but was answered by the geriatric's carefree snoring.
He peered fruitlessly at the troop of guardian spectres strung out in front of him—inky silhouettes against a field of blinding white. Doing a quick head count, the Treefur was disconcerted to find that some of the spooks had moved. He sensed more than saw them shifting position to occupy the tunnel space behind.
'Oh, that's just great! Now we are surrounded,’ he bemoaned.
A tedious hour elapsed. Orridus snored obliviously, Bronte remained in her standing comatose state and the phantoms of the Uplands upheld their silent watchfulness.
Gradually Alphie's vision returned to him, the harsh blacks and whites fading into softer greys before resuming the familiar colours and shapes of his primeval world. He took in his surroundings, and was dismayed to find that the vista outside the tunnel mouth was nothing but dismal blackish rock elevated on either side in the form of a short gully. Even the rocky ground beneath his paws was drab and lacklustre, covered in a fine layer of grey dust that irritated the Treefur's nose and threatened to make him sneeze. The only breath of true colour was the overhead sliver of unclouded blue separating the steep canyon walls. Alphie attempted to look past the quartet of apparitions detaining the company to see if the lay of the land beyond was more appealing, but the view was blocked by their combined bulk. He settled for examining the apparent ghosts of the Uplands.
They were lizards, not spooks after all. Half the size of Duckbills at fifteen feet in length, these similarly two-legged plant-eaters were more robustly built with shorter forearms ending in stubby five-fingered hands. That anatomical oddity aside, the weirdly short-snouted reptiles had a dome-shaped skull of solid bone nearly a foot thick with a fringe of bony nodules ringing the base. Nose spikes complemented those hard protuberances, further lending credence to what Shrok had called his race, Boneheads. That apt name suited them even more when one considered the dingy, two-tone grey colouration of their knobbly hides.
Shrok returned the scrutinising Treefur's intense stare. ‘Have you got a problem, pipsqueak?'
The marsupial resented the bull's sardonic tone and snapped back, ‘Yeah, rock-face. I was about to remark on how talkative you all are.'
'Talk is cheap, Outsider,’ the male Bonehead retorted, and he began to advance menacingly on the opined rodent.
'Shrok! That's quite enough.'
All heads turned as an elderly highlander entered the gully from the far end, escorted by the messenger who had fetched him.
Orridus awoke with a start and looked about bleary-eyed as Shrok resentfully pulled back to his peers. ‘Is that you, Cragg?’ the hermit rumbled sleepily.
'Aye, old friend,’ the stocky Bonehead geriatric said as he drew close.
'It's about time. What took you so long?'
'So nice to see you too, Orridus. I'm well and so is Hetti. Thanks for asking.'
Suitably abashed, the Shieldhorn said contritely, ‘Sorry for skipping good manners, Cragg, but as you can see we haven't time to waste.'
Cragg came to a stop a way back from the Thunderfoot and gave the weeping wound on her flank an appraising look. ‘So I see. She's certainly big. I take it from my son's garbled summons that this Outsider is a “she"?'
Orridus gave a nod of his frilled head.
'We had best get her down into the dale then. Explanations can be made later. I've sent word to Hetti to be ready for our arrival.'
'That's what I like about you, Cragg. You always think ahead.'
'Watch out where you're stepping, three-toes!’ piped Alphie, as the Bonehead leader inched forward for a closer look-see at Bronte.
Glancing down at the indignant Treefur, Cragg smiled kindly at him and said, ‘Introductions can be made on the way.'
'Da, you cannot take these heathens in.’ It was Shrok protesting. ‘Our laws clearly prohibit...'
'Don't bother citing council edict to me, son. This is clearly an emergency that falls outside normal circumstances. As senior Bonehead on site, I'll accept full responsibility for admitting these two.’ Cragg gazed warmly at Bronte and Alphie. ‘The pair of you are most welcome in my homeland.'
'Not if I had my way,’ Shrok mumbled threateningly.
Cragg instantly turned on his son. ‘You'll cut out that kind of talk for starters, laddie. Remember you are still on probation. Return to your guard post.'
The authoritative Bonehead lifted his voice so that the other watchers heard him. ‘That goes for the rest of you as well. You've all acted properly. Don't spoil it by following my son's rash lead. Bollda, I'm putting you in charge of the watch. Shrok has proved himself incapable of competent leadership at this time.'
One of the highlanders behind Alphie shouted, ‘Okay, you lot. You heard the chieftain. Resume your stations.'
The Treefur watched the burly lizards positioning themselves out of sight in individual crevices in the rock walls on either side of the portal exit. They blended in perfectly to the background stone and were nigh on invisible.
'Let's get your injured friend into the valley, Orridus,’ prompted Cragg.
The Shieldhorn nudged Bronte into motion as their Bonehead guide took up point and started moving ahead.
Alphie scampered after and could not help but notice the venomous stare Shrok was aiming at his father's back as he raced by the resentful bull's sentry post. That hateful gaze of yellowy reptilian eyes, seemingly blazing out from a solid block of igneous basalt immediately, fell upon the passing Treefur.
'Boy, have we got trouble there,’ Alphie said to himself, as his hackles shot up in warning.
* * * *'I know what you're thinking.'
Gideon looked up at Tank in the bright midday light with a start. Was it possible that the intellectual Clubtail could read his thoughts? A saurian telepath may be unheard of, but was not entirely discountable.
'You are contemplating escape,’ determined the Adviser. ‘I've observed you studying the grounds of your cage to work out the best route to abscond by.'
The Berranian heaved a sigh of relief. Although escape had crossed his mind more than once, that was not what he was currently considering. Tank could no more read his mind than fly.
'It's not feasible,’ decreed the armoured reptile.
'What isn't?'
'A breakout from Killjaw Clearing. Now that his army of slayers is fed, Rexus has set them to regularly patrolling the perimeter of the royal glade to keep you locked in. You'll have to cross a tight line of fangs and claws to gain your freedom, Gideon—assuming you make it to the treeline. Based on your stature and condition, pitting yourself physically against even the smallest Killjaw is downright suicidal.'
'I'll bear that in mind, Tank. Escape is the furthest thing from my mind, I assure you.'
'One this occasion perhaps. It is good you've finally dragged yourself out of the doldrums over the Thunderfoot and Duckbill you were strangely so fond of. We've lost a day of discussion because of it. They're both dead—end of story.'
Gideon's act of distress had worked a treat, fooling even the uncannily perceptive Clubtail. His captors had subsequently left him alone to grieve. He had in fact spent the time trying to contact Vai with his mind, to no avail. And now his thoughts drifted back to mortality—his own, and that of planet Earth.
'What preoccupies you so?’ The Adviser was incessantly curious.
'Theology.'
Tank was confounded at the subject matter now raised. ‘I'm an atheist,’ he avowed.
Gideon was unsurprised by that admission. ‘No belief whatsoever in God or an afterlife?'
'What I can't see does not exist.'
'What about the wind? That can't be seen, yet its effects are felt.'
The outwitted Clubtail refused to concede that point. ‘This topic bores me,’ he rumbled ungraciously.
'Do the Killjaws have a deus of their own?’ ventured Gideon.
Tank gave ground. It was obvious the alien wanted this debate. ‘There is just one deity for all lizards, who believe in It, to pay homage to.'
'That'll be the Originator. I gathered that much already.'
'You know more than you're letting on, Gideon.'
'Only scratching the surface, Tank. In my culture we also have a single divinity, although split into the opposing moralities of Good and Evil.'
The Adviser's boredom lessened. He was at last gaining proper insight into the enigmatic offworld personage. Maybe this theme held some promise after all.
'There is no such distinction amongst us,’ he revealed. ‘Lizards either hunt or are the hunted. Neither role is labelled good or bad, except by the opposing faction whose viewpoint is predictably prejudiced.'
'What about life after death?'
'As far as I'm concerned there is only nothingness.'
'Your particularised atheism aside, is there no Heaven or Hell for the pious reptiles?'
'What are those places?'
'When somebody dies their soul either ascends to an astral paradise or is cast into a fiery purgatory, depending on the deeds of their mortal life.'
'How quaint.'
'Just answer me, Tank.'
'Why does this subject hold such import for you? Are you religious yourself?'
'You might say that. Now getting back to an afterlife...'
The logic-minded Clubtail, though getting bored again, answered the prompt. ‘There are meant to be celestial forests,’ he said, looking briefly up at the brilliantly blue sky totally devoid of clouds and anything remotely heavenly.
'There's more than one heaven?’ Gideon sounded excited.
'The meat and plant-eaters journey to a respective wood each, where there is either eternal hunts or a complete absence of killing and hunger, depending on your parentage.'
'For an nonbeliever, Tank, you seem to know an awful lot about doctrine.'
'I tended to be indiscriminate in my quest for erudition as a calf.'
'You're positive then that Killjaws and, say Thunderfeet and Duckbills, hold to the one faith.'
A piece of a puzzle slotted into place in Tank's orderly mind. ‘Ignorance is the taproot of spirituality, Gideon. The need of those herds to believe in a higher power to explain away their dreary, repetitious lives does in fact create that omnipotence.’ The Adviser's deep voice took on a sarcastic edge. ‘They should follow Clubtail example and worship Knowledge.'
'Faith can move mountains,’ Gideon reckoned.
'That's illogical. Who'd want to shift a mountain?’ The heretical herbisaur stayed unconvinced. ‘Exactly where is this leading?'
'Nowhere, I hope,’ the Berranian mysteriously said. ‘Let us talk about something else.'
Tank lumbered right on in. Religious prattle irritated him. ‘How many other sentient herds are out there?'
'In the universe?'
'Where else.'
'Counting mine, one.'
Tank was at once offended and baffled. ‘You likened the multitude of stars to surpassing the inestimable amount of pebbles in a gravel riverbed.'
'True, but only a terribly small portion of those suns are orbited by legitimate planets, and of those worlds an even smaller number sport the conditions capable of supporting life.'
Suspicion crept into Tank's next enquiry. ‘How does your kind define sentience?'
'There are three classifications graded on a scale. Gamma covers primitive organisms such as amoebas and molluscs, Beta describes higher animal life, while Alpha is assigned only to intelligent tool-users.'
'Lizards being second class,’ assumed Tank.
'Don't take it personally. You saurians are without a doubt the crowning glory of this planet's animal kingdom.'
'Yet we fall short of being classed as having attained true sentience, at least by outland standards.'
'Not by me, Tank. You seem bothered by it though.'
The Adviser shrugged off his smouldering indignation. He naturally prided himself on his acumen, but pride always went before a fall and Tank had indeed been humbled. Still, he was no dummy. ‘You claim there are only two Alpha Class herds,’ he said icily to Gideon.
'My people are one,’ the Berranian assented.
'Then the other must be a sentient lizard race.'
Gideon almost fell off his usual perch on the Killjaw throne. ‘How did you reach that conclusion?'
'You have an innate dislike of all things reptilian that does not stem entirely from being Rexus's uninvited guest.'
Crikey, this Clubtail was astute! A revision of Berran's life-form classifying system was definitely in order.
'They call themselves the Tsor,’ the visitor from Berran confessed, his tone bitter. ‘Ever since my herd began travelling to the stars, we searched for a culture equal to our own. My kind was afraid we were alone in the vastness of the universe. That quest lasted centuries, many generations to you, and our explorers minutely surveyed every habitable world they located. All they found was microscopic life or, in rare instances, ecosystems where primitive animal groups flourished—such as on this biosphere. No offence,’ Gideon hurriedly added in apology to the Clubtail.
'None taken.'
Continuing, Gideon related, ‘How odd that in the bigness of space we were indeed without par. The closest we came to finding equivalence was the discovery of a long-dead civilization that had wrought its own demise in a worldwide atomic holocaust. The archaeologists had a field day with the remains, while the dismayed exobiologists pressed on with the hunt.'
Tank rumbled his understanding. He was, in truth, having difficulty fully comprehending what Gideon was saying, but was of course unwilling to admit to it. What if Rexus heard of his intellectually superior counsel's dumbness? At any rate, he was getting the general gist of the conversation. The Clubtail returned his attention to the rambling alien.
’ ... before we finally stumbled upon an alien scout ship on a similar mission. That historic encounter held the promise of great profundity for my herd. Sadly it was not to be. The fellow spacefarers we met, funnily enough from a local constellation right on our back doorstep, turned out to be bipedal reptiles that treated exploration as merely a prelude to their real intent.'
'Which was?'
'Conquest.'
'Much like Killjaw desire for dominance over the Thunderfeet,’ compared Tank.
'But on a far grander scale,’ embellished Gideon. ‘The Tsor are haughty warriors who regard themselves as the ultimate beings. All others are considered inferior creatures, deserving of subjugation and enslavement. The leaders of my herd refuted that attitude and intergalactic war ensued.'
'War?'
'A prolonged series of battles that end only when total victory is achieved by one side or the other. It can take up to a lifetime and longer to resolve.'
'Who won?’ the curious Clubtail bluntly asked.
'Nobody wins in war,’ Gideon replied rather bleakly. ‘You wanted to know the reason behind my disliking your breed. It's simply this—lizards waged a merciless war on my herd that laid waste to territories on both sides and resulted in the deaths of family and friends, not forgetting untold innocents. Is that reason enough?'
Tank swished his clubbed tail in reflection. ‘Actually, no it isn't. You're thinking illogically when you heap the crimes of outland reptiles upon those simpler lizards inhabiting this forest.'
'Am I? Will you think the same way after I tell you that the saurians of this world are treading the same evolutionary path that produced the despised Tsor?'
The Adviser was clearly thrown by the accusation. Only when Gideon explained the concept of natural selection, where animal species continually evolve into better and hardier forms for long-term survivability, did he understand. ‘Was the ancestral stock for the sentient lizards Clubtail by chance?’ he asked hopefully.
'From what little evidence was unearthed surrounding Tsor evolution, it appears they sprung from a lizard not unlike the Fastclaws.'
'You mean Orn?'
'Precisely.'
'Better this planet ends now then,’ Tank decided with a dollop of sour grapes.
'That'll happen soon enough.'
Tank's eyes bored into the alien. The time had come to get down to the nitty-gritty. ‘I can't stall Rexus indefinitely over this business of the sky-rock,’ he threw at Gideon.
'I never asked you to. Why are you protecting me from him anyway?'
'Nothing so crass as friendship, if that's what you're thinking.'
'It never crossed my mind.'
'Let me just say it's more a case of professional courtesy,’ the Clubtail disclosed. ‘You are a depthless pool of knowledge that I've only started to wade into. It's in my best interest to keep you alive as long as possible so I can pick that alien brain of yours.'
Gideon felt like a piece of meat. ‘What good will learning do you when the planet-killer hits and practically all life is extinguished?’ he countered.
'At least I'll perish brainier than I am now.'
Tank actually sounded as if he relished that prospect.
'We'll see if you feel the same way when the time comes,’ challenged the Berranian.
'And when will that be?'
Still refusing to be pinned down to an exact time, all Gideon made known was, ‘Soon. Very soon.’ The truth was that, denied access to Vai's calculations, he had only a general approximation of the Annihilator's arrival. Four days, more or less, remained—roughly a little over half a week, with or without computerised assistance.
The Adviser pressed onwards with his line of questioning. ‘You know more about this sky-rock than you are willing to divulge, Gideon. From what you've tutored me in the laws of the cosmos, primarily the cause and effect principle, some catastrophic event must have sent the asteroid on its way.'
Gideon had taught his pupil well—too well. ‘Just another random event in the universe,’ he lamely offered.
'You don't sound certain of that. Logic tells me you are covering up a hideous truth relating to the conception of the planet-killer. Guilt is such a burdensome emotional failing.'
The Berranian's refusal to comment only heightened Tank's appraisal.
'The cause of the sky-rock's coming is immaterial to me, offworlder, as is your motive for trekking here. What does intrigue me is Rexus's unprecedented interest in you. Other than me, what keeps the Killjaw king from biting you in half?'
'Maybe he's afraid of how I'll taste.'
'His palate is not that choosy. I deduce it corresponds to your link with Balticea's progeny and her flat-nosed sidekick.'
Warning bells rang in Gideon's head. ‘What do you know of them, Tank?'
'They had naught in common, except their age. So what goaded Rexus into slaughtering an entire Thunderfoot herd just to get at those two minors? Ah, let me theorise ... perhaps it was their shared birthmarks.’ Tank could almost hear the alien's heart sink.
'How did you find out?’ gasped Gideon.
'Simple deduction,’ Tank said. ‘When I accompanied the tyrant-king on his jaunt to Fernwalk I spied Bronte. Shortly thereafter, Chappy showed up and lost his head over the reunion.’ The Clubtail almost chortled over that bad pun. ‘The reason behind their oddball association became glaringly obvious. Care to elaborate?'
There was a distinct pause while Gideon deliberated his options. Honesty seemed his only recourse at this stage of the game, if only to continue his ruse. ‘I named them the Chosen.'
'How prophetic of you. I take it the pair held a special significance for you.'
'I'll say. They were the only animals on the planet suited to undergoing the Transformation.'
'Into a more survivable form?'
'Yes.'
'And you know this, how?'
'Call it a hunch.'
Tank did not bother to press the issue. It smacked of religious overtones. ‘That's where the quandary lies,’ he pondered. ‘Since they're both dead, logically speaking you have no purpose here anymore. Yet, you plainly have some worth owing for Rexus to hold you...'
Gideon resumed his silence, tersely awaiting the perceptive Clubtail's inevitable summation. His anxiety was well founded.
'Who is the third member of the Chosen?’ Tank demanded a moment later.
The alien remained tight-lipped.
'Who, Gideon?’ pushed Tank.
'Prince Luthos.'
* * * *'It's breathtaking,’ marvelled Alphie.
'The view is rather majestic,’ agreed Orridus.
The Treefur was back atop his Shieldhorn ride. They were beginning the descent into the vale of the Boneheads and the vista was indeed incomparable.
A virgin forest of pure evergreens spread out before them, walled in on all four sides by the basalt Uplands. The emerald trees stretched away in orderly rows of perfect symmetry as if carefully planted by a giant heavenly hand, fenced in by dark cliffs of finely grained volcanic rock that sometimes broke loose in freestanding columns shooting for the sky. Behind the travellers sparkled the crystalline waters of the Oasis, the rock-rimmed lake perched on the summit of the half-mile-high precipice that formed the backdrop to Starlight Falls and whose overflow produced the mighty cataract. Sunlight played on the surface of the inspiring lake, silvering the wavelets encouraged by the sighing breath of a mild breeze. Cragg had led the lowlander trio out of the canyon trail, around the western brim of the craggy lakeshore, and was now taking them down a snaking pathway of worn stone onto the valley floor.
Alphie inhaled deeply the overpowering, invigorating scent of pine and promptly forgot autumn's decay in the lowland wood. The trees here were untouched by seasonal change. ‘This place has a special feel to it,’ he whispered to Orridus.
'It should,’ said the hermit, coaxing Bronte round a corner. ‘The Concealed Valley is a predator-free zone that has remained undisturbed for a great many generations.'
'You mean there are no meat-eaters around here whatsoever? I'm in heaven.'
'As close as you'll ever come, whiskers.'
'I have to disagree,’ interjected Cragg.
'Trouble in paradise?’ Orridus asked ahead around Bronte's bulk. His note of concern was plain for all to hear.
'Only the usual problems,’ replied their Bonehead pilot. ‘The council is a bunch of stick-in-the-muds, the Regressionist movement is gaining momentum, and Redmount is snorting ash all over the place.'
Alphie glanced downwards. On closer inspection he found the pristine dale not to be so virginal after all. The ashen grey dusting the canyon floor outside Thunder Passage was evident here as well, the drab powder coating foliage and rock alike with an air of contagion.
'You think Redmount might be going to blow its top?’ The Shortfrill's disquiet was flaring into outright worry.
'There hasn't been an eruption in several lifetimes. That's not to say it isn't a possibility though.'
'You're about as much comfort as horn-head here,’ Alphie complained.
'Aye, that's unsurprising considering we're distant cousins.'
The Treefur practically toppled off his mount at Cragg's revelation. ‘Is that true, Orridus?’ he spluttered.
Alphie must have been shocked. He was being civil.
'Both of our herds possess long racial memories, though the paltriest of flashbacks in comparison to Thunderfoot recall,’ explained the old Shieldhorn. ‘We remember coming from the same ancestral stock. I'm proud to be related to the Boneheads, only Cragg is but one of a minority of two who'll freely admit to that connection.'
'The other being my Hetti,’ added their guide.
'Where will Hettinor be meeting us?’ Orridus wanted to know.
'Your unannounced return—with company—has put me on the spot, old friend, so arrangements were made rather hastily. She'll be waiting in the copse of firs behind the Settlement. I thought it prudent to place your big friend out of sight while Hetti administers to her. I'm going to have enough trouble smoothing over the disturbance your visit is causing without having the giant lowlander standing in plain view attracting sightseers.'
'You're forgetting me,’ Alphie piped in, clearing his throat with an attention-grabbing cough. He hated being overlooked.
'You're too small to be readily noticed,’ quipped Orridus.
'Good things sometime come in wee packages,’ Cragg interceded, heading off the Treefur's rebuttal.
The disgruntled marsupial settled for digging his tiny claws into the Shieldhorn's back to express his umbrage. Needless to say it was like pricking a boulder with a thorn.
'Always the diplomat,’ the hermit said to Cragg with a chuckle.
Reaching the valley floor, the Bonehead usher continued along the twisty path wending through groves of pine and mountain hemlock, the sprinkling of ash thicker in these low-lying pockets of foliage where the stiff highland breezes could not reach to blow the build-up away. Glimpsing a stone edifice jutting above the treetops separate from the cliff walls enclosing the hidden vale, Alphie curtly asked his ride, ‘What's up ahead?'
'The Settlement,’ Orridus supplied. ‘It's the cave system where the highlanders reside.'
'I've never heard of lizards living in burrows before.'
'The Boneheads are not your typical reptiles.'
Taking a side trail that branched off from the main pathway, Cragg headed his party into a stand of White Fir sitting behind the natural skyscraper and brought them to an oblong clearing where a lone Bonehead cow stood expectantly. He nuzzled her briefly in greeting before stepping aside. She marched over to the halted Thunderfoot.
'You've stayed away too long, Orridus,’ Hetti scolded the hermit, conducting her preliminary examination of the mammoth plant-eater at the same time. Running her knobbly hands over her patient's trembling flanks, she clicked her tongue in reproof at finding the blood-encrusted lesion. ‘This should have been looked at far sooner. It's badly infected.'
'I regret to say that's hard to do when you're on the run from hunters, Hettinor.'
'I'll never understand the games your lot play with meat-eaters, Orry.'
'Must you call me that? You are the only one who does and it bugs me.'
'Oh stop being such a prissy.'
'Cragg, she's your mate. Talk to her.'
The bull highlander gave the imploring Shieldhorn a look of total helplessness.
'He knows better than to go against me,’ said Hettinor.
'You should've learnt by now that the cows, not the bulls, really run a herd,’ Cragg whispered to the hermit.
'I heard that.'
'Yes, my love.'
'Orry, what's the name of this poor wee lassie?'
'Bronte. Will she live or die?'
Alphie was stunned by his mount's blunt query and scampered down off the Shortfrill.
Hettinor was equally frank in her reply after sniffing the sickly sweet exudation of the Thunderfoot's putrescent bite marks. ‘That's difficult to say. Considering I've never seen one of her kind before, let alone treated anyone this size, I can't guarantee that I'll heal Bronte. She's unresponsive, dehydrated and obviously lost a fair amount of blood. What did this to her?'
'One of the smaller Killjaws,’ clarified Orridus.
Cragg shuddered. ‘I'd not like to come across one of the bigger ones then.'
'Can you save her?’ urged the horned oldster.
'Is she a friend?’ inquired Hetti.
'A stranger I'm helping out.'
'You're just a big softy behind those horns, Orry. It'll be touch and go, so I won't make any promises, other than I'll do my utmost for the Thunderfoot.'
'I appreciate that, Hettinor.'
'Good. Now clear off so that I can doctor to this cow.'
'I thought I might stay.'
'And get in my way? Not on your nelly. Now shoo.'
'But I brought her this far.'
'With a little help,’ Alphie reminded him.
'You had better do as she says,’ advised Cragg. ‘No-one budges my Hetti once her mind is set.'
Orridus gave in and backed up.
'You too,’ Hettinor barked at the Treefur crouching between Bronte's forefeet.
'I'm not big enough to bother anyone,’ protested Alphie, playing on his smallness and giving Orridus a black look in the process. Hettinor's uncompromising glare left no room for misunderstanding and he joined the banished Shieldhorn on the edge of the glade.
'Come on you two,’ prodded Cragg. ‘Let's find a spot out of the way where we can have a wee chat.'
Waiting for Alphie to clamber onto Orridus's back, Cragg conducted the pair around to the rocky promenade fronting the Settlement. His concern over alarming his fellow Boneheads with the presence of the outsiders diminished, since the visiting Shieldhorn was known already to the highlanders and his minuscule jockey was really too small to cause much of a fuss. He led them onto a rugged footway of unnatural appearance that angled upwards across the face of the limestone edifice. The steep path doubled back on to itself several times as it climbed through the half-dozen habitat levels, crossing the mouths of variously sized grottos from which watchful Bonehead faces peered out, some friendly, some unkind, most simply curious about the passersby. Stopping outside the middle of the three topmost caverns, Cragg bade his guests to enter the dim chamber.
'Nice place you've got here,’ Alphie complimented Cragg, dismounting and exploring the unadorned hollow with his bright eyes. It was a semi-circular depression of smoothed, almost polished granite some twenty feet in diameter.
'It's home. Not as roomy as the lower caves, but that's the price paid for prestige. We prefer to think of it as “cozy".'
The Treefur shot Orridus a querulous glance and the oldster happily obliged.
'Bonehead rank is reflected in where they live,’ he filled in. ‘The further up the social tree, the higher up their living quarters. Cragg is actually quite an important Bonehead.'
'Just one of the collective, Orridus.'
'Don't be so modest, old friend. You've breathed fresh life into the stale goings-on of the council ever since your appointment.'
'Speaking of which, what exactly have you gotten me involved in this time?'
The crafty old Shortfrill feigned ignorance. ‘Whatever do you mean?'
'Am I going to find an angry mob of your lowland Killjaws coming into my hills to look for that injured giant of yours and causing strife?'
'I hope not.'
'Reassurance is not one of his strong points,’ Alphie butted in.
'It never has been,’ Cragg confirmed.
Orridus complained with a throaty rumble, ‘Have you got nothing better to do than discuss my shortcomings, chieftain?'
'Aye, I do, as a matter of fact. Please stay put until I get back. Now, if you'll excuse me.'
Alphie waited for Cragg to exit. ‘You'd best start explaining, horn-face.'
'About what?'
'These Bonehead pals of yours, that's what. Share their story.'
Orridus turned about face to stare from the cave mouth at the vista. Redmount reared its malevolent bulk over the northeastern lip of the valley walls, belching sulphurous clouds of ash and steam into the mid-afternoon skies amid sporadic rumbling. Other than that ominous spectacle, the forested and rocky dale lying in the damning shadow of the volcano looked deceptively serene.
'They're a reclusive bunch,’ started the Shieldhorn. ‘That's probably the reason I like them so much. They keep entirely to themselves, shut away from the ills and woes of the outside world here in the seclusion of the highlands.'
'No wonder I've never heard of them before,’ reasoned Alphie.
'That wasn't always the case, whiskers. The Boneheads used to live in open high country north of Mother Forest and freely mingled with other lizard races back then.'
'Why did they move here?'
'Persecution. You may have gleaned that we reptiles are a trifle blinkered.'
'No kidding. Is that why you go around killing one another?'
'Very funny,’ grimaced Orridus. ‘Predation was not the impetus for the Boneheads relocating to the Uplands. Prejudice was.'
'Bigotry?'
'Racism in the ugliest sense of the word. Boneheads look different, think different, and act different from all other plant-eaters. This uniqueness singled them out to their judgmental neighbours and they bore the brunt of a remorseless, gratuitous hate campaign. Harassed and hounded without end, the highlanders were finally driven from their beloved hills by the taunts and jeers of the intolerant.'
Alphie twitched. ‘And I thought meat-eaters were cruel.'
'There is cruelty in all of us, Treefur. Rather than suffer further dogmatism, the Bonehead elders wisely dispatched scouts to seek out a new territory where they could live a peaceful life free of narrow-minded oppression. They found it here in this upland glen, fenced in by impassable cliffs and with the added advantage of a single point of entry easily defended. Blessed with an ample supply of freshwater and an undefiled forest of edibles, Concealed Valley was ideally tailored to their needs. Here they've resided undiscovered ever since.'
'That's not quite true. You obviously found them.'
'Purely by accident.’ The Shieldhorn gave Alphie the lowdown. ‘With nothing but time on my hoofs, I went nosing about the highlands and stumbled across the passage behind Starlight Falls. Discovering that it was the way into the hidden valley, I eventually met and became friends with Cragg. He enjoys keeping up with current lowland events, so I happily oblige his pastime by delivering the odd snippet of outside news. That service means I'm now a welcome visitor to these parts.'
'His son doesn't feel that way,’ the marsupial wryly observed.
'Shrok is another story altogether.'
'So what's this business with spooks and hauntings out here?'
'An invention of the Boneheads to discourage trespassers and ensure their privacy.’ Orridus chortled. ‘Funnily enough, that was what drew me to the Uplands in the first place. I was investigating the myth.'
The sun started to depart for the west on its daily journey into evening, turning the sky a lustrous shade of amber and dabbing the scudding clouds on the far horizon with purple. The elderly Shortfrill acutely felt his age. A lot of sunsets had passed since the day he became acquainted with the eremitic Boneheads.
'I'm feeling tired again,’ he abruptly told Alphie and began to doze.
The Treefur considered the napping dinosaur for a moment. ‘I bet the old coot could go to sleep in the teeth of a gale,’ he swore.
Slipping under Orridus, Alphie squatted on the verge of the footpath running outside the cave, deciding his next move, when a snort from the somnolent Shieldhorn sent him on his way.
Racing down the walkway, he scurried past the adjoining residences and retraced his steps to the copse of evergreens housing Bronte. Hettinor was busy applying a poultice of mud scooped up earlier from the lakeshore to the Thunderfoot's wound, newly rinsed with clean lake water carried back in her mouth and sprayed on to disinfect the unsanitary flesh.
'What are you doing back here, laddie?’ she tartly demanded, looking down from her task at the Treefur scampering brazenly into the clearing.
'I'm worried about Bronte. Is she going to be all right?'
'If the lass survives the night, she might pull through,’ the Bonehead healer gravely informed him, finishing heaping the mudpack on her patient's immense flank and spreading it evenly over the injury with circular forehand motions. ‘That's a big if, mind you. She's dangerously feverish.'
'Will she regain her senses? Orridus reckoned she's in a state of shock from seeing here entire herd killed and eaten.'
'Poor luv,’ Hettinor said with a click of her tongue. ‘That would account for her torpor. Given time, perhaps her mind will return to her. If it doesn't, she's likely to remain this way indefinitely.’ Her doctoring complete, the cow highlander tried to firmly usher Alphie from the glade. ‘She's needs rest now, wee one. Scurry along.'
He would hear none of it and stood his ground, whiskers bristling in defiance. ‘I prefer to stay. I kind of feel responsible for her.'
Hetti's stony countenance softened. ‘I can see how determined you are not to go. Fine, you can watch over her, but only if you're quiet. Where's Orridus?'
'Horn-head is taking a nap in your cave. He's rather worn out.'
'The old do-gooder really should slow down. He's not the vigorous bull he once was. I'd better go see to him.'
Hettinor made to leave the clearing, only to be stopped by the Treefur's out-of-the-blue queries. ‘How well do you know spike-face? Why isn't he with a herd of his own kind? Is he all there in the head?'
Momentarily flustered by the barrage of questions, Hetti quickly recovered her cool and responded with equal rapidity. ‘Orry keeps to himself. He hasn't divulged his past and we haven't pried. He's just as enigmatic as the persona he adopted. I secretly think he enjoys the mysticism myself. Aye, he is eccentric, but trustworthy. Why do you ask?'
'Curious, that's all.'
'You've not known him long, have you?'
'It seems like a lifetime.'
'He has that effect. Beneath that gruff exterior beats a good heart. Much like you, wee one.'
Alphie was puzzled by the comparison. ‘You've lost me.'
'Cragg is always telling me I'm a quick judge of character. Your insults are a cover-up for the fact that you actually like Orridus.'
Having dropped her little bombshell, Hettinor parted with, ‘I'll be back in a while to check on you both,’ and smartly left the conifer stand sheltering Treefur and Thunderfoot.
With late afternoon shadows creeping across the ground like feelers for the approaching beast of night, the obligated marsupial began his vigil over the ailing sauropod as a gut-wrenching thought crossed his mind. What if the Bonehead cow told Orridus that he liked him?


Chapter SeventeenThe evening forest was strangely quiet.
King Rexus was again silently contemplating his slumbering son from the trees ringing the small glade that served as the prince's private retreat. He had taken to doing so rather often of late, and with good reason. Luthos not only represented the future of the Killjaw strain but the entirety of reptile kind. Both those prospects worried Rexus terribly and made him peculiarly anxious.
'I know your dirty little secret.'
The tyrant-king nearly jumped out of his skin. With his guard lowered, he had not heard or smelt Tank's approach at all.
'What nonsense are you talking about?’ he snapped as the Clubtail sidled up to him.
'About Luthos.'
Rexus thought it imprudent to argue. It was pointless pretending. ‘I had expected you to figure it out a lot sooner, brain-box,’ he loutishly shamed the Adviser.
Tank let the insulting sarcasm slide, nor did he bother to admit his uncovering the king's skeleton-in-the-bush was the result of badgering a confession out of Gideon and not the end product of his ‘infallible’ Clubtail genius to reason deductively. Better that Rexus think him slow than stupid.
'Admittedly, your craftiness fooled me for a time,’ was all he conceded. ‘Removing the blaze from Luthos's forehead when he was a chick under the guise of the Killjaw initiation rite was clever, even inspirational.'
'Back then my actions had nothing to do with deception. Luthos bore an unsightly birthmark and I had to purify him. The Killjaw prince couldn't very well go around bearing the stigma of being branded a freak by his subjects.'
'How considerate of you. Your thoughtfulness unwittingly had the added benefit of masking the boy's true worth as one of these Chosen.'
Rexus gave the dissecting Clubtail an unhappy growl. He had grown to despise Tank's rationalisations.
'It's all become clear as day,’ the Adviser carried on. ‘The vendetta against Bronte, the illogical assassination of her Duckbill cohort, the live capture of Gideon; a single motive behind them all—promoting Luthos as the saviour of the lizards.'
'Have you got a problem with that, Clubtail?’ Rexus asked fiercely.
'What if I do?'
'Don't stand in my way, Tank. You'll regret it, I swear.'
'Why, King Rexus, I think you've finally sprouted a backbone.'
'I'm warning you, Adviser, not to impede me in this matter.’ The Killjaw monarch showed his fangs in emphasis.
Tank scoffed at the threat. ‘Ooh, that is scary stuff. Are you planning to bite me now?'
'That thought crosses my mind every day, sometimes twice.'
'You won't. I'm even more valuable to you now than before. Gideon's aid is essential for this transformation. He won't freely give it to you, but for me...'
'What makes you so special?'
'We have a rapport.'
Rexus sneered. ‘Tank has a friend. How cute.'
'Gideon is a colleague and I'm the closest thing you have got to an edge in this precarious situation. Don't forget there's a usurper to your precious Chosen One out there still.'
The king of the Killjaws knew when he was snookered. ‘One day you're going to wind up bitten and bleeding playing these games of yours, Tank,’ he snarled promisingly.
'Don't bet on it,’ rebuffed the Clubtail. ‘I always play to win.'
* * * *'Vaaaiii.'
The cybernate instantly came off standby mode. She routinely shut down non-essential functions and placed herself in a state of torpid readiness during periods of inactivity. Not only conserving power, it cut down on wear and tear of vital machinery. However, she was always poised to respond to Gideon's call at any time.
'Vaaaiii.'
That whispered hail sounded again. Her circuits buzzed with confusion. There was no incoming transmission from her commander's comlink and yet that voice calling her was recognisably his. She ran a trace finder, failing to locate the source of the summons. Was her audio unit finally giving up the ghost and picking up phantom signals?
'Vai.'
The hail was becoming clearer and more insistent, though still faint. A preposterous notion occurred to the computerised personality. Could she have imagined the call from wishful thinking? Was an artificial intelligence even capable of dreaming? She was in the middle of conducting an internal diagnostic to find that out when the faraway halloo became more forceful.
'Vai! Are you receiving me?'
'Er, is that really you, sweet cheeks?’ she hesitantly responded.
'Considering I'm the only one on this planet who knows you by name, what do you think?'
It was Gideon! ‘Where are you, honey bunch? You're way overdue on your contact time. Are you hurt? How are you communicating? I'm not detecting a coded comlink transmission.'
'I'm indisposed, but safe enough for the moment. As for my method of contacting you, we're making history.'
'You're using telepathy!'
Vai was suitably astounded. Past experiments revolving around thought transference between biologics and machines had all ended in disappointment. Initiated by the Stellar Sciences branch of the influential Academies of Learning to improve pilot / cybernate efficiency, PSI scientists found Berranian minds and the artificial intelligences engineered by them not connectible on a neuronal level. The whole Academy of Tele-sensory Study funded intercommunication project, dubbed Silent Exchange, lost momentum and was shelved indefinitely after being rubber-stamped ‘Project Failed'.
'How can this be?’ she exclaimed. ‘It should be an impossibility.'
'Beats me. Maybe it's divine intervention. All I know is that I had a devil of a time making this connection. I'm not sure how long I can hold it for.'
'You still could have called sooner, love buns,’ scolded Vai. ‘I've been worried sick about you.'
'Believe me, I tried. Now listen up. I need you to run a sensor sweep of the area for me'.
'No can do, sweetie.'
'Is your scanner playing up?'
'Nothing I haven't fixed before. There's a more serious problem. My power cell is bleeding energy fast.'
Gideon swore like a spacedock worker. What else could go wrong?
'Bad language never helped anyone,’ Vai admonished him.
He ignored the censure. 'How depleted are you?'
'Energy levels are down to thirty-eight per cent. There's a leak in the quantum matrix I cannot rectify. You really shouldn't have skipped my overhaul.'
'An oversight I'm now deeply regretting.'
'What did you want my scan for anyhow?'
'I haven't exactly found my Thunderfoot target yet. I was hoping you'd check the region for me.'
Vai capriciously got the huff. ‘Suddenly my sensor array is now good enough for you to rely on. It wasn't before.'
'Don't get all snitty, Vai. Things have altered. Earlier, I needed to find a live needle in a dead haystack and your software wasn't accurate enough for that task.'
'So what's changed?'
'I've confirmed my needle is out there. I just have to pinpoint where.'
'Sorry, muffin, like I iterated earlier I can't assist you. I have only enough juice to maintain primary functions and the force shield. I haven't even spare power to put a specific trace on your PIL to locate you. Exactly where are you by the way?'
'Never mind that. How long before you run down completely?'
'At my present status, an eid or two at the most.'
'What's the updated ETA for the Annihilator?'
'The asteroid is less than four eids away. You want some more good news to cheer you up?'
'Surprise me.'
'That volcanic mount you had me monitor is getting ready to erupt.'
'Are you sure?'
'Vulcanology has never been an exact science, but I think it safe to say there is an extremely high probability that the cone is set to become way more active pretty soon.'
'Define “pretty soon".'
'Within the week.'
Gideon let loose with another bout of profanity.
'I'm sure I don't know where you picked up that kind of language,’ remarked Vai.
Her commander had a sudden flash of inspiration. ‘What if you shut down the ship's energy screen?'
'Deactivate the force shield? That would be highly irregular, pooky.'
'What's another broken procedure on top of all our other crimes? Face facts, Vai. The shield is draining critical energy from your systems. Shutting it down won't prevent the inevitable, but it will delay it awhile. It's not as if the starsphere requires a defence halo down here. Your metalled hull is impervious to even the crunchiest of reptile bites.'
The cybernate complied. After a quick calculation she proclaimed, ‘That'll still only extend my functions by one rotation of this planet.'
'Twelve ikars is better than nothing. That extra time might be enough to fulfil God's charge.'
'Are you planning to let me in on this mission of yours any time soon, Commander?’ Vai sounded slighted. ‘I do have a right to know, considering I'll soon be facing dissolution myself.'
Gideon was struck by the plea. It never occurred to him that once the starsphere's power reserves were emptied Vai would cease to be. She, trapped on this doomed world along with him, was sentenced to die too.
'I'm sorry, you're right. How thoughtless of me. Are you scared?'
'Naturally, sweetums. Doesn't every sentient being, irrespective of whether they're made of flesh and blood or metal and wiring, fear termination? I'd like to take a bit of comfort from the fact that whatever it is we came here for holds greater meaning than your existence and mine.'
'It does. I'm aiming to recreate the Berranian race.'
'That's a tall order.'
'I'll say.'
'And this sauropod will help you do that?'
'She'll have to, now that the branded Duckbill is dead. Bronte is hopefully going to be bodily transformed into ... ‘
'Spare me the details, love cakes,’ cut in Vai. ‘I'm here to serve, not evaluate. I prefer to stick to my main role in life, that of mothering you. Are you eating? You sound thinner.'
'I'm living off my suit's emergency rations.'
'Yummy.'
'It's a case of having to.'
'Are you in any danger?'
'Nothing immediate.'
Gideon opted not to upset Vai by exposing her to his internment and captor's ploy to starve him into submission. Living off the tasteless capsules of food concentrate secreted in an arm pocket of his suit was a necessary hardship. He was fortunate not to have been searched for the simple fact that his abductor had assumed Gideon's spacesuit to be his hide. It neither occurred to Shadower or Orn that the alien's ‘skin’ might contain storage pouches stuffed with goodies.
'Right then, let's finalise plans,' Vai's commander decided, feeling the telepathic joining with his minder weakening.
Machine consciousness had an algebraic feel to it that nauseated Gideon. Vai's quadruple neural networks, designed to mimic the Berranian brain, ran an unceasing stream of arithmetical operations whose feedback left him with a splitting headache. Be that as it may, it was reassuringly good to hear a friendly voice. Breaking contact was going to simultaneously be a glad and sad episode for the captive exobiologist.
'Your job for the moment is to conserve all available power until I call on you again.'
'Make it soon. I ... miss you.'
'I'll contact you shortly. Promise.'
'Meantime, what'll you be doing?'
'Getting on with things. If all goes according to plan, we'll beat this incoming meteor and save the life-forms of two worlds with the one stroke.'
'Have events gone to plan so far?’ queried his cybernate.
'Well, no,' admitted Gideon, his mind-voice fading fast.
'I won't hold my breath then.'
'You don't breathe, Vai. You're a machine.'
'Don't be a nitpicker.'
* * * *The branch shook ever so slightly.
Alphie slowly came awake. It was nearing midnight in the vale of the Boneheads and he was dozing. Normally a nighttime creature by habit, the prolonged walk through the tunnel connecting this valley to the outside world had turned his internal clock topsy-turvy, making him sleepy. Climbing up a fir bole and on to a low limb overhanging Bronte in the grove allocated as her sick bay, he had promptly fallen asleep.
The branch trembled again.
The drowsy Treefur came fully awake. There was strangely not a single breath of wind in the highlands this night, so no breeze stirred the trees. Suddenly the familiar comfort of his woody loft fled Alphie and he scampered down onto the mat of grey powder dusting the ground, his whiskers bristling. It was no better there. Shudders ran through the underlying bedrock to ripple the topping of ash like wind over water. The tremors subsided quickly enough, but Alphie remained stock-still at the base of the trunk, his nervous eyes bright and alert. There was something very wrong, if only he could put his paw on it...
The volcano Cragg and Orridus so casually mentioned on their trip in sprang to mind. Alphie looked up fearfully. A smattering of stars sparkled from the ebony ceiling, and to the northwest a disquieting reddish glow lit the night sky as a distant, almost inaudible, rumble heralded trouble. Indecision tore at the Treefur. He earnestly wanted to carry on with his vigil over the sickly Thunderfoot, but on the other paw his breed were insatiably curious. The battle was unsurprisingly brief: his nosiness won out. Glancing once at the comatose cow, Alphie reassured himself, ‘She won't wake up before I get back,’ and stole away into the dark.
A couple of hours later found the adventurous Treefur threading his way back up the footpath sloping down from the upland font that was the Oasis. He paused on the rocky lakeside to vigorously shake himself, as he was by now covered from head to tail with the irritating ash that coated everything in the valley to varying degrees. Alphie noticed the angry red luminosity staining the heavens reflected in the still waters of the mere like blood. That chillingly pretty sight did nothing to calm his already frayed nerves. Alphie was gripped by an abrupt and irrational spate of rage. He had worn the pads of his paws right down to the bone to first search for the Thunderfeet to warn them of their peril and then escort the lone escapee of their slaughter to this haven in the hills. He was damned if he would let an exploding mountain ruin all his hard effort!
The maddened Treefur scampered determinedly around the rim of the basin that watered both high and low country, trailers of mist curling over its placid surface. Not having the foggiest idea what he could do to halt a volcanic eruption, pride was giving Alphie the gumption to try. The plucky marsupial put on a spurt of speed and felt the stirrings of a light breeze play through his dusty fur. He felt like he could achieve anything. That was when he smelt a trace of danger.
Alphie dropped into an immediate crouch. He was close to the lake's overflow chute and the muted roar of the plunging torrent beyond the lip masked the light footfalls of the intruder he had scented. Hearing impaired, his nose never lied. The sniffing Treefur knew that disgusting odour only too well. Many of his kin had fallen victim to such a fiend.
The Nightclaw slinked the along water's edge, a fleeting shadow in the dark momentarily caught in the partly revealing starlight. The birdlike head bobbed rhythmically while the interloper crept further around the lakeshore, cruel yellow eyes scouring the damp rockscape like headlamps.
Alphie stayed rigid like the stones about him. Nightclaws relied on sight to hunt and the Treefur's unwelcome coat of ash was lending him perfect camouflage amongst the greyed rocks. Only that lizard was getting worryingly close.
Shadower halted in mid-step, swinging his beaked head from side to side not ten paces from where the watchful marsupial hunched down. Lowering his tensed foot, the primed Nightclaw actually seemed to relax.
'Sssalutationsss, little ssspy,’ he rasped at the spot Alphie occupied. His greeting hissed like steam escaping a volcanic vent.
The Treefur cursed his luck. How had that devil spotted him so readily?
Puffing up his fur to make himself appear bigger, Alphie decried in his loudest squeak, ‘If you're looking for Mother Forest, birdbrain, you took a wrong turn ages back. Bugger off the way you've come.'
Shadower's icy stare fell upon the outspoken marsupial. With a detached sibilance he stipulated, ‘I ssseek a cow giantesss. You've ssseen her, yesss?'
Alphie's worry escalated into downright alarm. He had thought this Nightclaw to have innocently strayed into the valley. He was wrong. This stalker of the midnight hour was obviously a crony of the Killjaw king and had snuck into the dale with the express purpose of locating Bronte.
'How did you find this place? Alphie demanded of the lissom reptile.
Shadower politely indulged the Treefur's need for conversation. ‘I sssimply followed her trail.'
'Over rock?'
'Yesss.'
'But how did you get by the Bonehead guards at the entrance to this valley?'
'I ssslipped passst them. Calf'sss play.'
Alphie believed him. Nightclaws were infamous for their powers of stealth.
'Time is wasssting,’ said Shadower. ‘Where isss ssshe?'
The Treefur feigned ignorance. ‘I don't know who you mean.'
'You ssstate a falsssehood.’ Shadower struggled to verbalise his accusation. He seldom had to string more than six words together to form a complete sentence. ‘Your tracksss ssspoke volumesss. The Ssshieldhorn plusss you essscorted the ssslag, ssslaying Fessstur at the ssstart of your essscape.'
Alphie did well to hide his shock. This scaled tracker was good! He nonetheless continued his bluff. ‘Oh, you mean the Thunderfoot we helped, bird-beak. She's long gone. We parted company before I came here.'
The Nightclaw was not buying the fib and cajoled Alphie in no uncertain terms to cooperate. ‘Your death can be ssswift and painlesss, or ssslow and agonisssing. Choossse.'
'I always did make lousy choices,’ muttered the Treefur as he shot off between Shadower's legs.
The Killjaw king's spy grabbed for the speedy marsupial and missed by a mile. Cursing silently, he gave chase.
Weaving this way and that, Alphie somehow managed to dodge the pursuing Nightclaw. He had survived this long by outsmarting the likes of Shadower on more than one life-threatening occasion. This time his chaser was as fast and nimble as he.
Agilely springing out of harm's way, evading those clawing, three-fingered hands by a hair's breadth, Alphie hit the ground scurrying. Although undoubtedly the best of his breed, he had a deathly inkling that this individual Nightclaw could prove better. Shadower, stooped low and fierce like a descending thunderstorm, was rapidly gaining on the racing Treefur.
So Alphie did the unexpected. He attacked.
Pivoting about, he came up on his back paws and, baring his teeth, gave a fair impression of a growl. His ploy worked. The astonished Nightclaw skidded to a halt, poised indecisively over his supposedly defenceless victim. Prey was not meant to behave this way!
'Ssso ssscary,’ mocked Shadower, surmounting his shock and resuming a stance of readiness. Brave as the Treefur may be, the impetuous marsupial realistically stood no chance against his natural predator in a duel.
Alphie glossed over his foe's sarcasm. ‘I just want to know one thing, moon-eyes.'
'Yesss?'
'Can you swim?'
Alphie dashed forward to sink his small, pointy and very sharp teeth into the biggest toe of Shadower's nearest foot. The Nightclaw gave a mixed squawk of surprise and pain, then began to dance about, holding his bitten middle toe. Alphie struck again and nipped at the hopping lizard's good foot, piercing the scales and drawing blood this time. The result was predictably wet. Shadower pulled his other foot off the ground and hung suspended in midair like a reptilian ballerina before crashing earthwards. He bounced off the unyielding rock, disappearing over the lip of the embankment and plummeting into the crimson and black waters of the Oasis with a loud splash.
The victorious Treefur cautiously approached the edge of the stony bank and peered over. The Nightclaw, floundering below in the deep mountain lake, was trying to scrabble up the slippery incline, but failing to find purchase on the mossy embankment, he slid back into the chill water.
Alphie sniggered callously. Coldness was tightening about Shadower like a net, sapping his strength and slowing his fight for life. Morbidly fascinated, he watched the feeble struggles of the drowning lizard in the freezing tarn, applauding the other's death throes as the infiltrator from the Killjaw Court slipped beneath the dark waters into the inkier depths of the Oasis.
'I didn't think you could paddle to save yourself,’ Alphie cheerily remarked over Shadower's demise.
A malicious thought entered his head. If by some unlikely fluke the Nightclaw survived his immersion, his escape was going to be extremely short-lived. The Oasis emptied into Clearwater River via Starlight Falls. The spindly lizard was soon going to be flushed away in the raging cascade and ricocheted from rock to rock in the foaming rapids downstream. Alphie happily pictured in his mind the soggy, pulped corpse of Rexus's lackey washing up on the shores of Crescent Lake right under the snout of the tyrant-king as he was taking a drink.
Staying put on the rim of the lakeshore for a long while, Alphie stared at the ripples marking the Nightclaw's submergence into a watery grave expand in concentric circles only to vanish as the stillness of the disturbed waters inevitably returned. Satisfied that Shadower was not going to make a miraculous comeback, he turned away and headed back to the conifer stand behind the Settlement, completely forgetting the grumbling volcano that had prompted his foray.
Overjoyed with his impossible victory over the frightening prowler, the triumphant Treefur regretted that no one was there to witness such a stupendous conquest. What good was such a resounding win with no spectators to cheer him on?
Exhausted but jubilant, Alphie checked on the insensate Thunderfoot upon entering the glade before ascending to his perch and lapsing into a sound, well-earned sleep.
* * * *Shrok entered the hideout.
'You took your time,’ complained a scratchy voice from the shadows.
Cragg's embittered son stepped fully into the cramped grotto secretly tucked away near the end of a minor gully north of the Settlement.
'It took longer than expected, Malp,’ he replied unapologetically.
'So what was the upshot of our little gambit?'
A querulous Bonehead elder edged out of the gloom darkening the back of the cave and into the patch of starlight shining faintly through the crack of an entrance. Looking as old as the hills themselves, he had the crusty disposition to match.
'Your stratagem failed.'
'How so?'
'That furry runt of a lowlander interfered and sank our visitor in the Oasis a few moments ago.'
'Are you certain?'
'Aye. I saw the whole incident from start to finish.'
Malp mulled over the news and concluded, ‘A small setback, that is all.'
'It was a mistake to allow that skinny Outsider into our vale,’ criticised Shrok.
The older highlander dismissed the stricture. ‘Granted it was risky, but we can salvage something from this mess.'
Shrok was dubious. The moment that opportunity presented itself, grave doubts had formed in his nasty mind.
When those guarding Thunder Passage loyal to his father were masterfully replaced late the previous afternoon by sentries drawn from Flatstone Clan, Shrok had been impressed with the quickness of Malp's subversion. But he had baulked when the devious chieftain suggested that the unsavoury looking lowlander seen nosing doggedly about the foot of the falls in the dusky evening should be granted unopposed admittance to the Bonehead hideaway.
'It was a stupid risk, Malp.'
Malp swung a meaty forearm and swatted Shrok about the head.
'Remember your place, laddie. I'm the Elder—you're the junior. The decisions are mine to make and for you to carry out. Do you savvy?'
'Aye, chief,’ the insolent bull sulkily acknowledged, rubbing his clouted skull. ‘I just can't get to grips with the workings of your subterfuge.'
'Then I'll explain it to you again. Letting an Outsider, especially a dangerous one, loose in the valley was not only going to heighten our cause but boost the speed of the movement.'
'Won't it also highlight the apparent lack of diligence on the part of your lookouts for failing to stop an intruder from getting in?'
'That's inconsequential. The council will have to focus on the obvious; that Outsiders are steadily uncovering our whereabouts and making inroads into the sanctum of the valley and will continue to do so until prevented.'
'That's gonna be kinda hard when our main attraction is drifting at the bottom of the lake.'
Malp shrugged off Shrok's pessimism. ‘I don't foresee any difficulties,’ he said with assurance. ‘You are the star witness to the intrusion. That's why I had you personally monitor the situation.'
Shrok was floored by the implications Malp's newest suggestion conjured up. ‘You want me to appear before the Deciders?'
'The very same session your sire has been busy arranging for sometime tomorrow.'
'I'm to tell them my tale.'
'Don't be afraid to embellish, Shrok. Play upon the fight between the two lowlanders and hint that such conflicts will spill over into our sanctuary if their intrusions are left unchecked. That'll set the hearts of my fellow Elders racing with anxiety. The thought of violence creeping into their little corner of the region will sway even our most ardent critics to my way of thinking.'
The younger bull remained sceptical.
'Don't fret, lad,’ Malp croaked. ‘I'll be there to back you up.'
'You're coming clean over your involvement with the movement?'
'It is time at last for the leader of the Regressionists to reveal his identity,’ the Flatstone Clan chieftain resolved.
A wicked sneer crossed Shrok's snout. ‘Stone the Outside, Brother Malp,’ he said, intoning the catchphrase of their clandestine group.
'Aye, Brother Shrok. Rock pulverises meat every time.'


Chapter Eighteen'Rise and shine, horn-face.'
Orridus stirred and opened a sleepy eye at the intrusive Treefur. ‘What time is it?'
'Dawn has come and gone,’ Alphie crisply announced, ‘though you can hardly tell. Now get moving.'
The Shieldhorn yawned disinterestedly. ‘What's the hurry, whiskers?'
'Your Thunderfoot has woken.'
'Why didn't you say so! Let's be off.'
The pair tramped from the home cave of the chieftain of the Highrock Clan out into a sorry looking day where the midmorning sky was sullied with rain-laden clouds and a swelling plume of ash from the sputtering Redmount.
'How is she?’ asked the hurrying hermit.
'Beats me, spike-nose,’ Alphie replied in a ho-hum sort of tone. ‘Hettinor roused me to fetch you as soon as our big friend returned to the land of the living. I never got the chance to see how she was for myself. I'm not even sure how long she's been wide awake.'
Orridus grunted. ‘What about Cragg, where is he?'
'How should I know? He's your friend.'
'I've been asleep, Alphie.’ The old bull Shortfrill noticed for the first time the Treefur's dishevelled state. ‘You're a mess. What've you been up to?'
'Giving an old associate a swimming lesson,’ Alphie said, alluding to last night's drama. Scampering ahead, he did not bother to look back at the bamboozled expression he knew was unfolding on the geriatric's snout.
They arrived at the sick glade shortly thereafter to be greeted by the welcome sight of Bronte conscious and receptive to Hettinor's nursing. The two cows had apparently become acquainted quite quickly. Hardly bright and bushy-eyed, it was gladdening to see the titanic cow cognisant after her worrying state of shock-induced oblivion.
'How's the patient?’ Orridus questioned the successful Bonehead healer, eagerly eying up the revived Thunderfoot.
'Hungry,’ Bronte croaked in answer.
'Hush now, lass,’ chided Hetti. ‘You need to conserve what little strength remains to you.'
Addressing the Shieldhorn's query, Cragg's mate calmly said, ‘Bronnie is as fit as can be expected after her ordeal. She woke disoriented and distressed after the fever broke. I managed to quiet her down by feeding her a little motherwort weed. She made it through the night but is not out of the woods quite yet, even though her wound is healing nicely. I prescribe a lot of undisturbed rest, starting now. Just because she's up and about does not give you cause to bother her.'
'You sent for me,’ Orridus reminded Hettinor.
'Actually, Bronnie asked to meet her saviour.'
The hermit wore a puzzled frown.
'I told her about you, Orry,’ supplied the healer. ‘At least the part about you bringing her here.'
'Then she needs to be related the whole tale.'
'Nay, what she needs is her rest.'
Orridus was adamant. ‘Explanations are in order and I've a nagging suspicion that time is pressing. I'm sure Bronte has as many questions for me as I have for her.'
'More,’ said the listening Thunderfoot.
'It's settled then,’ decreed the Shieldhorn. ‘Whiskers. You're of the same mind, aren't you?'
Alphie was prudently non-committal. ‘I've learnt my lesson not to get stuck between arguing lizards. Last time I did that I got dragged along on this crusade of yours.'
'You stand alone then, Orry,’ rebounded Hettinor. ‘Bronnie is my responsibility and I'll decide whether she will be interrogated or not.'
'I'm afraid not, love.'
All heads turned as Cragg shuffled from the enclosing evergreens to enter the clearing. He looked haggard and obviously had not slept a wink since the lowland trio wandered uninvited into his domain.
'And why not?’ she huffed to her mate.
'Given that, my bonnie wee lass, I have called for an emergency sitting of the council at midday. Orridus and his travelling companions are ordered by the Deciders to attend.'
The hermit nodded and made the casual observation, ‘Their reaction is not unexpected.'
Alphie pricked his ears. ‘What am I missing here, horn-head?'
Cragg stepped in before things got heated between Treefur and Shortfrill. ‘First things first. Hetti, will Bronnie be up to tackling the council meet by noon?'
The slighted healer forsook her injured pride at having her doctoring instructions countermanded for the sake of her patient. ‘If she takes nourishment, I'll consider allowing the Deciders to see her.'
The Highrock chieftain was amused by his cow's obstinacy. ‘What do you eat, dearie?’ he asked Bronte, suppressing a chuckle.
'Any kind of leaf will do,’ answered the ravenous Thunderfoot.
'Will these suffice?’ Cragg gestured to the surrounding stand of White Fir.
Bronte's stomach answered for her with a hungry gurgle.
'Tuck in then,’ encouraged the highland elder.
Craning her neck, bony tendons limiting the lift of her stretching head to three feet above shoulder height, the orphaned cow from the Northern Thunderfeet began cropping the lowermost branches of the nearest conifer. Orridus, looking like he was about to grill the feeding lowlander, found himself headed off by Hettinor.
'Oh no you don't, Orry,’ she scolded the old forest loner in no uncertain terms, barring his way and thumping her stout tail on the glade floor to underline her determination. ‘You will let her graze in peace.'
The thwarted Shieldhorn shot an entreating glance Cragg's way.
'Don't look at me,’ responded the Bonehead bull. ‘She only listens to me when it suits her.'
* * * *Gideon bravely stood his ground. At least he appeared to. In reality, the Berranian was rooted to the spot in fear. The father and son duo of Killjaw king and prince paraded before him, snarling and growling horrendously, with the court dogsbody slinking ghoulishly in the background. If trouble had an image, this was it.
It all started when Tank left the glade early that morning to feed, leaving Gideon to his own devices beside the rotting log. The alien seized the opportune moment to hurriedly nibble some of his pocketed space rations on the sly out of sight before casually strolling to within a stone's throw of the encircling forest. Kneeling to examine a stray wind-blown leaf, prettily stained a three-tone blend of ochre, amber and crimson by autumn's palette, he scanned the outlying woodland. Malevolent shapes, matched to thudding footfalls, patrolled the unclothed trees with fanged monotony. Making a run for it was definitely out of the question. Not long after that Orn made a brief visit, hastening away without saying a word and returning soon after to usher into Killjaw Clearing a furtive Rexus and Luthos. The Fastclaw messenger had plainly been hovering at the timberline just waiting for the Adviser to depart and so bring his deceitful master to the throne unchallenged. Such underhandedness did not bode well for Gideon.
'What do you want, Rexus?’ the alien abrasively said, his tone confrontational despite his inborn terror of the fearsome meat-eaters.
'That's King Rexus,’ corrected Orn. ‘Monarch of Mother Forest, Most Exalted Excellency of Fang and Claw, Supreme Majesty of Killjaw Kith and Kin, direct descendant of the first Killjaw regent, Terrolphus the Tyrannical...'
Finding Orn's standard recital of his titles boringly protracted, the tyrant-king gnarled his interjecting minion to silence. Addressing Gideon with dangerous frankness, he forewarned, ‘We both know I'm not here to discuss the weather.'
'Tank's gone for the moment. I guess we can dispense with any false pleasantries.'
'On that we agree, One-eye.'
Luthos gave the alien a cursory sniff and his tongue lolled. ‘Is this my snack, pop? There's not much meat on it and it reeks of dung.'
Gideon returned the prince's disdainful inspection. ‘This is your heir?'
'You work with what you've got,’ Rexus said ruefully, waving his puny forearms in a poor imitation of a shrug. He stared balefully at Gideon. ‘So get on with it.'
'With what?'
'Changing Luthos into the immortal Killjaw that'll beat off this rockfall from the sky.'
The Berranian laughed a nervous titter. ‘Is that what you think I'll be changing the Chosen One into ... some sort of super lizard?'
'What else would he be remade into?'
'Boy, are you going to be disappointed.'
Rexus stooped until his frightening maw was inches away from the offworlder's cyclopean face, his foul breath misting the alienaut's visor. ‘Disappoint me,’ he whispered snarlingly, ‘and I'll eat you alive.'
Using a gloved hand, Gideon wiped his ‘eye’ clear. ‘I'd taste awful. Your idiot son's right. Thanks to your diet plan, I'm nothing but skin and bone.'
'Change him,’ commanded the monarch.
'I can't.'
'Or won't more like it.'
'That too, but the fact of the matter is I cannot.'
Rexus growled impatiently. ‘Because?'
'I'm missing a ... body part that'll give me the strength to conduct the Transformation. Without it, I can't even change my mind.'
'What happened to this bit of you then?’ the peevish king sought to know after straightening, unsettled by the thought of detachable appendages.
'It was taken from me during the course of my abduction. I did inform Tank about the theft.'
'And he's such a sharer of information,’ grouched Rexus. ‘Orn!'
The attendant Fastclaw snapped to attention. ‘Yes, Your Kingliness?'
'Do you know the whereabouts of Shadower's day lair?'
'Er, sort of, Your Horridness.'
'Either you do or you don't. Which is it?'
'Shadower doesn't like sleeping in one place for very long, my liege. He's gotten into the habit of shifting his lair rather frequently and is never in the same spot for any length of time.'
'Can you find his current hideaway?'
'I think so.'
'Don't think, just do.'
'Right away, Your Terribleness!’ Orn slowly rubbed his toothless beak, wrestling with some dilemma. ‘What will I be doing once I get there?’ he nervously asked.
Rexus did an admirable job of maintaining his cool. ‘Retrieving whatever it was Shadower filched off Gideon,’ he snarled through clenched fangs, turning to the alien afterwards and instructing him, ‘Tell this nincompoop what you need back.'
Gideon proceeded to describe his Energy Dome in terms the Fastclaw scatterbrain could relate to. He made Orn repeat the description to make certain the reptile understood exactly what he was being sent to reclaim.
'A half-moon of crystal rock that glows yellow like the Life-giver,’ Orn restated correctly.
'Be careful how you handle it when you pick it up,’ warned the Berranian. ‘It's fragile, like an egg.’ He was careful to hide his exuberance. When the Energy Dome was restored on his wrist, Gideon could finally put an end to his imprisonment.
The Killjaw king dispatched the Fastclaw on his errand with an imperative nod, goading him on with the harsh words, ‘Fail me, Orn, and don't bother coming back.'
The striped runner jogged unconfidently from the clearing, having reservations about his chore. Was it a task or a test? His master's tone made it clear Orn's life depended on his succeeding. The perturbed Fastclaw gained the trees and pressed on. He would return a hero or be forced to keep running. Either way his life was going to be forever changed.
'Purely out of interest, Gideon,’ wondered Rexus, ‘where does your stolen appendage fit on your body?'
'That's private,’ returned the alien.
'You don't give much away, stranger.'
'I'm not going to give anything away, Rexus. Just because you're recovering my strength provider doesn't mean I'm going to employ it to do your bidding.'
'I can be very persuasive.'
'I'm sure you can, but bullying won't get you anywhere with me.'
'We'll see.'
Luthos, bored stiff by the conversation, was pacing unnoticed behind his father when he unexpectedly exploded into violent action. The Killjaw prince operated on base instinct and hunger drove him to attack the skinny, defenceless alien without provocation. Lunging past his surprised sire, he shoved his fanged jaws at the equally startled Berranian, who stumbled mindlessly backwards. Gideon found himself caught on the tip of the charging carnosaur's monstrous snout as Luthos, failing to gain a grip with his knife-sized teeth, jerked his head upwards to send his victim sailing through the morning air like a thrown rag doll. The alien would have set a new distance record for prey tossing by a Killjaw had he not impacted against the log throne with a sickening crunch of breaking bones.
'Rexus, call off your stone-brained son or I'll make you childless!'
The king tore his eyes away from the sight of Luthos bearing down on the landed outlander long enough to fix his malicious gaze on the bellowing Clubtail lumbering from out of the trees as fast as his armoured bulk allowed.
Rexus reacted instantly. ‘Luthos, stop playing with your food and step away!’ he barked at his errant son.
'Aw geez, you never let me eat when I want to,’ the prince moaned, thinking twice about biting the limp alien lying prone beside the woody dais before backing off. His father was the one Killjaw not to be trifled with.
'Quit your bitching and get out of the clearing. We're both in dung up to our hips, thanks to your stomach.'
The dullard heir to the decaying royal seat was even more confused than usual and hesitated. The king actually sounded scared.
'Now!’ roared Rexus. ‘Before its too late to save your troublesome hide.'
Luthos bolted from Killjaw Clearing with the speed of a frightened Fastclaw.
Rexus prudently stepped back from Gideon's prostrate form as the oncoming Clubtail huffed and puffed his way over to the rotten log like some scaly steam locomotive. Tank visibly did not exercise much.
'What have you done?’ the logician wheezed accusingly at the tyrant-king, prior to looking the senseless alien over.
'Saved Gideon, that's what. I seem to have gotten into the habit of rescuing my enemies from an early death of late.'
Tank did not buy Rexus's heroics for one second.
'You schemed this,’ he stated, his laboured breathing growing shallower. ‘Brute force won't persuade the offworlder to change your brat any quicker.’ He had already worked out what the devious king was up to.
'I did tell Luthos he could rough up Gideon a bit if he didn't play along,’ acknowledged Rexus. ‘The boy got a little carried away. Luckily I was here to put a stop to it for you.'
'I'm so grateful,’ thanked the Adviser, the sarcasm oozing from his snout. ‘Never mind the fact that it was you who endangered Gideon in the first place.'
'He was never in any real danger.'
'Could have fooled me. Look at him, Rexus. He isn't exactly the picture of good health.'
The monarch edged nearer to his throne. Gideon was face down and unmoving in the moist dirt around the crumbling tree remains. Rexus prodded him with his good foot and expressed genuine concern when asking in a fearful whisper, ‘Is he dead?'
'You couldn't plan your way out of a magnolia bush,’ evaluated Tank, ‘but you have the luck of the old Platebacks.’ The extinct Platebacks were the butt of endless jokes in the world of reptiles and much maligned for their stupidity. ‘Gideon seems to be breathing still.'
Rexus sighed with relief. An instant later he was his familiar, heartless self. ‘You'd better keep him that way, Tank, if you know what's good for you.'
'I'm no healer. That is Orn's job.'
The Fastclaw dogsbody, among his many functions, was unofficial court physician on occasion. Since Killjaws abhorred weakness and considered the scars of old wounds to be personal battle trophies, there was not much call for a professional healer. Orn subsequently lacked practical experience and sucked at doctoring, but he did do at a pinch in an emergency.
'He's not here right now. You'll have to make do.'
'What if I can't?'
'Then you'll be joining One-eye in death.'
'We're all going to die, or had you forgotten?'
'I can make yours come painfully sooner.'
'Don't threaten me, Rexus.'
'That's not a threat, Adviser. It's a promise. I need Gideon alive to perform his miracle when Orn returns. You see to that or else things will turn unpleasant for you.'
Defiance crept into the Clubtail's otherwise imperturbable rumble. ‘You're the one who's messed your own nest, mighty king. Why should I lick it clean?'
The tyrant-king rattled off his irrefutable arguments. ‘Because you wish to extract further knowledge from that alien brain of Gideon's before the end of all life. Because you feel responsible for leaving him unattended and wide-open to exploitation. Because I misread the signs and you formed an unlikely attachment to your charge.'
Rexus paused and leaned close to the silent Clubtail, his hotly repellent breath in Tank's stony face, his last justification ringing with the irony of logic.
'Because Gideon is the closest beast to a friend you've ever had or are likely to have and you can't bear to let him die.'
Tank hung his head low and looked down at the beaten alien. Rexus was correct on all counts. He had allowed the Berranian to get under his thick skin and form a bond of companionship. How could he have been so naïve?
Rexus left his glade in a strangely lightened mood, his insane laughter tolling in the ears of the formerly unfeeling Clubtail earnestly willing a stranger from the stars to live.
* * * *'Has she finished yet?'
'Why don't you ask her yourself, Orry?'
The impatient Shieldhorn took the healer's advice and did just that. ‘Are you done browsing, Bronte?'
The Thunderfoot swallowed a last mouthful of conifer needles before nodding yes.
'I've never seen anyone consume so much,’ Alphie remarked softly to Hettinor. He was perched on a branch opposite the pair of partially denuded trees. Bronte had stripped off half their waxy greenery.
'Aye, the gal's a hearty eater alright,’ the healer whispered back with a note of approval. ‘It's a good sign.'
'Time for a chat at long last then,’ declared Orridus.
Alphie noticed that the crusty hermit circumspectly waited for Hettinor's consent before commencing. She duly gave it with a gracious nod, but only after first dressing her patient's wound with a fresh mudpack. The ancient Shortfrill was about to begin questioning Bronte when Cragg himself interrupted.
'I'm afraid we've run out of time, old friend.'
Orridus lifted his horned snout to the murky heavens. The faint lightening of the gloomy skies indicated noon was near and the sitting of the Bonehead council with it. Time had been frittered away by the Thunderfoot's gluttony. ‘We'd better talk on the way,’ he grumped.
'I hate having to eat and run,’ complained Bronte, returning a little to her former self.
'That can't be helped, lass,’ said Cragg. ‘It's best not to keep the Deciders waiting.'
Bronte stamped a massive forefoot on the ground, winced from the residual pain in her bitten flank, and rumbled, ‘Tough.'
Cragg blinked in surprise. ‘What did you say, lassie?'
'I said tough. I'm not budging anywhere until I get a few questions answered for myself.'
Bronte had put her foot down, literally and figuratively.
'I'm sorry for sounding rude and don't want to appear like I'm slapping my tail in your snout for the kindness shown me, but I have only a vague idea of who you all are and where I am. I want to know how I came to be here and why.'
Rather than take offence, Cragg was sympathetic to Bronte's stance. ‘It never hurts being late once in a while,’ he conceded. ‘Shall I make formal introductions then, Orridus?'
'Be my guest.’ The Shieldhorn felt happy at the delay. He was getting his chance to speak with Bronte.
'You already know Hettinor,’ commenced Cragg, ‘and I'm her life-mate, Cragg—chieftain of the Highrock Clan in the Valley of the Boneheads. But we'll come back to your whereabouts a little later. The furry watcher on the tree branch above you is Alphred Treefur.'
'You can call me just plain Alphie,’ the marsupial told her.
'He's a very recent friend of ours, as are you, Bronnie,’ Cragg went on. ‘The Shortfrill we've known a lot longer. Don't be put off by his gruffness, his bellow is worse than his charge. Bronte meet Orridus, your protector for your journey here, so I believe.'
'The big half, that is,’ Alphie spoke up. ‘It was a team effort.'
Bronte inclined her neck and head. ‘I am indebted to you—both.'
'Thanks are not necessary,’ said Orridus. ‘We plant-eaters must after all stick together to fend off the Killjaw menace.'
At mention of the hated meat-eaters a floodgate in Bronte's mind opened and an outpouring of ghastly memories gushed over her. She was once again re-immersed in the bloodbath out on Fernwalk and reeled from the combined slam of horror and grief at losing family and friends in that ordeal. Never again would she see the familiar burn scars on the hides of Balticea and Rosade, poignant reminders of her stormy hatching and deceased mother.
'This interview is over,’ Hettinor abruptly decided, steadying the trembling girth of Bronte with her strong hands.
'We've only just begun!’ protested Orridus.
'It's too soon, Orry. I shouldn't have allowed this to take place so early in her recuperation. Bronnie is not yet ready.'
'I'll be fine,’ contradicted the Thunderfoot cow, forcing the ghastly images from her mind. ‘I'm just a little shaky, that's all.'
Hettinor threw Orridus a sharp look and amazingly relented.
'What's your last recollection?’ he asked Bronte.
'Of gnashing teeth and stumbling blindly through dark trees.'
'That about sums up your flight from the massacre out on the plains.'
Bronte stared hard at the Shieldhorn. ‘You know of my herd's slaughter by the Killjaws.’ Pain, like an open, festering wound holing her heart, made the giant cow's rumbly voice scratchy.
'I watched the whole grisly episode from the forest, youngster.'
'Were there any survivors, anyone at all?’ she asked, desperation bringing a note of shrillness to her query.
There was an underlying note of fatality there as well. Kin and acquaintances perished side by side that day, their bodies mangled in the Killjaw shredder. It was inconceivable that any of those she cared so deeply for managed to slip through the net of jaws and claws Rexus had cast over Fernwalk. She despised the predators for their bloodthirsty nature. The attack was more than a feeding frenzy. It was overkill in the extreme.
Orridus thought back to that frightful afternoon. ‘Come to think of it, I did glimpse one or two Thunderfeet in the far distance as they fled north.'
Bronte fastened onto that sliver of hopefulness. ‘Were they cows or bulls?'
'Hard to say, you lot all look alike to me.'
She took the mixed news in her stride, focusing on the slimmest chance that her beau had somehow avoided death. Her fragile sanity clung onto that precarious lifeline so tightly that she barely heard the hermit resume his tale.
'When I saw you escape the carnage by heading for the trees, I tagged after in case you needed help. You move fast for your size when panicked, Bronte. I didn't catch up with you until the middle of the night, just prior to you being pounced upon by a particularly nasty Dwarf Killjaw.'
'He did this to me?’ she surmised, waggling her smarting flank.
Anger bubbled up inside Bronte. She felt violated by the attack, particularly resentful at having no recollection of such a personal invasion of her space. Having her loved ones slain before her eyes was an unrecoverable psychological scar. To suffer the harrowing ordeal of an attempted murder on her person added insult to injury.
'And would've done a lot worse if old spike-nose hadn't stopped him,’ butt in Alphie. ‘It was a quite a scrap, as far as battling lizards go.'
Hettinor was appalled. ‘Orry, you didn't take a life did you?'
'He left me no choice,’ the Shieldhorn quietly said.
'That's true,’ confirmed Alphie. ‘Lance-brow gave him plenty of room to tuck his tail between his legs and run. The dolt refused and pushed for a fight. Their duel was a bit drawn out, but your champion here stuck it to him good.'
'Not funny, whiskers,’ griped Orridus, forced to relive his spearing Festur in every gory detail.
Cragg was quickly supportive of his crabbed friend. ‘I'm sure you only did what you had to, old pal. Taking a life to save another is an honourable thing.'
The Shortfrill oldster rejected exoneration. ‘There is no honour in killing.'
'It seems I owe you my life,’ Bronte told Orridus.
'Ahem!'
The giantess angled her neck upward to regard the insistent Treefur. Rage began to be displaced by gratitude. ‘I'm not forgetting you. Exactly what part did you play in this drama?'
'I was horn-head's assistant.’ Alphie twitched his whiskers thoughtfully. ‘Things weren't as simple as that. I overheard the Killjaws plotting to kill your herd and raced to warn them. I came too late, found you instead and decided to lend a paw to help the one Thunderfoot I could save.'
Bronte felt overwhelmed. Why were these perfect strangers so willing to aid her? ‘My father was supposed to be trailing me,’ she mentioned. ‘Did either of you see him last night?'
Alphie glanced uncomfortably at Orridus and squirmed on his branch. ‘Several nights have passed since then, longneck. You've been plodding around in a daze for all that time.'
'Oh.'
'You were the sole Thunderfoot we came across that evening,’ finished Orridus, dashing any hope she harboured of seeing her estranged sire again. Sorrin had plainly not ditched the pack of Killjaws he had waylaid to guarantee his daughter's breakout. Little did Bronte know that her father had finally honoured the promise made on Beliann's deathbed to look after their infant cow.
'So how did I get here, wherever “here” is?'
'You are safe in the Uplands. We walked you all the way here.'
'That explains my sore feet.'
Strained laughter went around the group. The cow Thunderfoot was as resilient as Orridus had predicted.
Bronte's whereabouts abruptly sank in. ‘I made it, Dad,’ she whispered to herself.
Cragg tactfully nudged Orridus with his lumpy snout. ‘We had best get to Stonejudge now.'
The Shieldhorn looked poised to raise an objection but changed his mind and agreed. ‘You're the boss.'
'That's what you boys think.’ Hettinor gave Bronte a sly wink. ‘Watch this, my gal. I'm coming too, Cragg.'
'You cannot go,’ opposed Cragg. ‘It's a council assembly and only those summoned may attend.'
'I'm going to accompany Bronnie in my official capacity as clan healer. Either I am permitted to come, or my patient stays put and you can call off your wee get-together until such time I declare her fit to be judged—which I could easily make several days from now. That is well within my powers of discretion.'
'You're so stubborn, Hetti.'
'Aye, but you won't say nay to me.'
Cragg gave in without further argument. ‘Time to get this show on the path.'
Alphie sprang from his tree branch like a high-board diver to land lightly on the back of Orridus and the oddball pair waited for Cragg to lead them off.
'That's something you don't see everyday,’ Bronte murmured, falling into wobbly step behind the Shortfrill mount and jockey while the Bonehead chief marched resolutely from the copse of fir, Hettinor bringing up the rear.
The Highrock patriarch took his unusual entourage around the back of the natural stone complex that was the Settlement, following a narrow track winding through the extensive forest of evergreens sprucing up the otherwise bland rockscape. The walkway climbed up out of the conifers, taking the animals closer to the escarpment before levelling out at the beginnings of a broad plateau. Hettinor made a point of making Cragg slow his pace to accommodate the still weak Thunderfoot.
'I'm sorry to be introducing you to my home in such haste and on a day as dismal as this,’ he called back to Bronte. ‘Once you've settled in, I'll take you on a proper guided tour through the dale.'
Bronte eyed the overcast heavens squalling from a pallid mix of airborne ash and swirling cloud with a strong sense of misgiving. ‘I don't plan on staying that long. I have somebody dear to find back home.'
The conspiratorial look Cragg passed back to Orridus did not escape Alphie's attention. Something inimical was going down.
'I've never before heard of Boneheads,’ expressed the Thunderfoot, at last finding her feet on the flat tableland as she plodded across the fresh powder left by the night's rain of ash, stirring up puffs of pallid dust in her wake.
'That's unsurprising,’ Hettinor answered. ‘We like keeping to ourselves.'
'I'll fill you in on their origins later,’ said Orridus. ‘Meantime, you and whiskers need a crash course on the workings of the Deciders. Cragg can give a run-down on council etiquette, but you'll get a quick introduction on highland governance from me. Being a lowlander myself I can readily put it in ways you can better understand.
'Let me start off by saying that Bonehead rule is unduly complicated by lowland standards. Bronte, you especially will relate to the age-old concept of one herd, one leader. It's far different here in the high country. Boneheads—the highlanders—are one breed divided into several clans. Each clan boasts a hereditary leader, the resident chieftain, who is the boss of his mini-herd. He handles the day to day running of his personal band, much like one of your matriarchs.'
'You make it sound like a breeze,’ quipped Cragg.
'I appreciate that it's not,’ returned Orridus. ‘However, each individual chief is answerable to a collective of his peers, the Deciders. This council represents the grouped clans and makes the decisions that affect the highlands as a whole, as well as dishing out discipline and order to their own. It is they who will be reviewing your case today.'
'A council.’ Bronte mouthed the word and concept, sounding confused. ‘So who has final say in decision making?'
'Nobody,’ said Orridus.
The cow refused to accept that. ‘There must be some head chieftain who acts as general Bonehead leader.'
Cragg moved in to address her mystification. ‘I suppose you might say that I chair the council meetings, lass. My clan did lead the original exodus to the Concealed Valley, which means I hold a certain degree of prestige.'
'Don't be so modest, Cragg. You are the unofficial chief of the chieftains.'
'Says you, Orridus. My ancestry aside, we live by democratic rule here.'
Bronte's bafflement deepened. ‘What's that?'
'Council lingo for complicating matters,’ interpreted the sagely Shieldhorn. ‘The Deciders judge issues and resolve them by consensus. The majority vote wins.'
'That's ludicrous!’ exclaimed the Thunderfoot. ‘How do they accomplish anything?'
'Often with difficulty and a great deal of time wasted in debate,’ admitted Cragg. ‘Those issues aside, we feel it's a fairer way of doing things than heaping the burden of leadership onto a single individual.'
The giant cow would not budge from her standpoint. ‘One voice, one rule: that has always worked for the Thunderfeet.'
'In you're herd structure, aye, but in my experience absolute power corrupts and a corrupted leader is a danger and liability to his clan.'
'That's another point,’ raised Bronte. ‘Thunderfoot rulers have always been cows.'
'Do tell,’ pressed Hettinor, joining in the discussion again.
'I'd feel funny having one bull, let alone several, ordering me about.'
'Good for you, lass,’ agreed the healer. ‘Sadly our society is unenlightened and bloody well chauvinistic.'
'Hetti!'
'You're excluded, my love.'
Orridus watched Cragg nonchalantly drop back alongside him to lean close so that what he said did not reach Bronte.
'You neglected to mention she was so argumentative,’ said the bull, his whispering giving credence to his evident worry. ‘This could be a problem.'
'I didn't know myself till now. She was a zombie for the trip here. Maybe her temperament is due to her being a trainee leader amongst her own kind.'
Cragg reflected on that revelation and suddenly looked up to find Alphie staring down at him with glowering eyes. He had momentarily forgotten the Treefur was riding shotgun on the Shieldhorn and was listening in.
'I-I'd like to hear Alphred's view on the matter,’ he stammered, doing a poor job of covering up his embarrassment.
'I come from a loose knit community, stone-features, where the head of the family unit is both provider and decider.'
'Much the same as the respective clans, laddie.'
'Only we don't subscribe to communal rule, or any form of rule come to think of it: Treefurs do as they please.'
'We could argue this till the Duckbills come home,’ the Shieldhorn rumbled exasperatedly, ‘but it doesn't change the fact that you and Bronte are the guests of the Boneheads and must abide by their ways.'
They reached the other side of the plateau, and halted on the brink of a shallow basin where a cluster of Bonehead bulls loitered in what appeared to be a naturally formed amphitheatre set against the inner wall of the escarpment.
'It's almost time,’ announced Cragg. ‘A couple of pointers first; Outsiders are not allowed to talk in council unless spoken to, which is an extreme rarity, so please refrain from any sudden outbursts. Orridus may be permitted to speak on your behalf. If so, let him alone be your combined voice. Secondly, the decision of the council is final. There is no appeal. Any questions?'
'Yeah.’ It was the Treefur. ‘What precisely are they going to be deciding about us?'
Cragg was brutally forthright. ‘Your fate.'
Before the inevitable protests and queries were uttered, he hurried them down to the floor of the arena, a semi-circular platform of bare rock brushed free of the polluting ash and pervading scoria of the region by diligent Bonehead tails. All could plainly see the regularly cleaned stadium was dominated by half a dozen, eight-foot-tall boulders arranged in a curved line behind the waiting highlanders. As the party set foot upon the curiously swept bedrock, one of the gathering detached from his fellows to approach.
'Friends, this is Clift,’ introduced Cragg. ‘Chum and proverbial ally.'
The named bull nodded politely to Hettinor and fixed a dissecting stare on first Bronte then Alphie, before acknowledging the Shieldhorn oldster the Treefur rode. ‘Fine mess you've brought us, Orridus.'
'You thrive on political intrigue, Clift.'
'None can fault you for livening up otherwise dull council sittings,’ Clift asserted with a faint laugh.
Orridus glanced over at the huddle of murmuring chieftains, picking out a youngish bull engaged in spirited talk with an older colleague. ‘What's Revasse doing?'
'Running interference. Malp's up to his usual tricks.'
'That is not good news,’ deemed the Highrock chief. ‘I spent all of last night drumming up support for our side. Malp will be undoing all of my efforts.'
Clift was not finished. ‘It gets better. Shrok's been busy helping him.'
'Damn the Regressionists!’ swore Cragg. ‘I'd better head over there and do damage control.’ He took off with Clift on his heels. Hettinor excused herself and went too.
Alphie jumped at the chance to reopen their unfinished conversation. ‘What insanity have you gotten us into, horn-head?’ he squeaked hotly.
'Nothing I can't handle, whiskers.'
'Obviously. Now spill the berries.'
Orridus sighed heavily. ‘Cragg and Hettinor are a hospitable pair, but for the most part Boneheads resent outside intrusion.'
'I got that impression from their son on our arrival.'
'Shrok is an extremist, only he's not alone in his outmoded way of thinking. He's member of a rebel sect calling themselves the Regressionists. They're advocating complete isolation from all contact with the outside world by way of collapsing Thunder Passage, sealing access to and from the valley altogether. Malp is rumoured to be their ringleader.'
'How is Cragg involved, other than his unfortunate family tie?'
'My Bonehead pal is a visionary, Alphie. He wisely sees any growth potential for the clans lies not in clinging to archaic habits, but by embracing newness. Cragg welcomes interaction with the lowland herds, to exchange cultural beliefs and the like. Sadly he is meeting with increasing opposition. When last I was here, the Regressionists were a comfortable minority—noisy, but mostly harmless ratbags. The balance of Bonehead power seems to have shifted in their favour since then.'
Following the incomplete conversation as best she could, the muddled Thunderfoot sighed. ‘Where does that leave us?’ she asked.
'Up the tree without a tail,’ groaned Alphie, hopping down from Orridus.
Bronte and the Shieldhorn looked quizzically at the marsupial.
'A Treefur expression,’ he clarified. ‘It means...'
'In the forest without a trail?’ offered Bronte.
'On the plains without cover,’ Orridus added. ‘We get your meaning. It's a bleak one.'
'You're not as dumb as you look, spike-nose.'
Any more banter was forestalled by Cragg signalling to his horned pal that the meeting was about to get underway.
'If I'm permitted to, let me do all the talking,’ maintained the hermit. ‘Maybe that way we'll stay out of trouble.'
'Listening to you got us into this predicament,’ Alphie griped.
'Then I'll extricate us, whiskers—if given the chance.'
The three lowlanders ambled over to the spot Cragg was conducting them to with the measured walk of the condemned. They were placed directly before the curve of black, glossy boulders fronting the valley wall. There were in fact seven, not six, of the unnaturally arranged podiums of obsidian rock, with a Bonehead chieftain positioned mirror-like behind each standing stone of ebony volcanic glass. Bronte noted with mild interest that Cragg occupied the centremost dais, with his hands placed relaxedly on top a capstone of ruby-banded black. Hettinor stood off discreetly to one side slightly behind him.
'I'm calling this special sitting on the Deciders to order,’ he declared. ‘We shall officially start the boulder rolling with the chieftains’ sound off.'
From left to right the highland clan chiefs voiced their attendance:
'Malp of Flatstone.'
'Alvanch of Stonyhang.'
'Grisure of Stonewall.'
'Cragg of Highrock.'
'Clift of Weatherstone.'
'Revasse of Splitrock.'
'Fravell of Rockyslide.'
It read like a who's who of quarry workers.
'We're all here then,’ noted Cragg. ‘Since I'm the one who has convened this extraordinary session of the clans’ council, I'll begin the proceedings.'
'We're all aware why we've gathered without having to endure one of your longwinded tirades.'
Cragg looked down the line of pedestals off on his right to the grumpy speaker at the end. ‘The chair recognises the Flatstone chieftain,’ he said calmly.
'Let's dispense with your stuffy formality,’ Malp suggested acidly.
'Here, here,’ urged a second chieftain. By coincidence it happened to be Grisure, one of Malp's staunchest cohorts.
'I'm all for an informal session,’ Cragg benevolently proposed. ‘Any objections from the rest of you?’ His fellows gave their silent assent to the motion. ‘Malp, since you're keen to have your say first, you've got the floor.'
'Thank you, Brother Cragg, I'll be succinct. The issue before us is lowland incursion. The guilty party is once again Orridus. The penalty has yet to be decided.'
Orridus grimaced. This hearing was fast becoming a trial.
'I hardly think this is a matter of lawbreaking,’ refuted Cragg.
Malp disagreed. ‘On the contrary, Bonehead law has clearly been violated.'
'Maybe the time has come to change our laws.'
'Do not tamper with tradition! Our ancient ways are timeless and...'
'I'll not be party to a repetitious debate on new and old.’ Clift became the voice of reason. ‘Before we even contemplate deciding anything, I for one want to hear Orridus's motive for bringing a pair of strangers into the valley.'
There was a general murmur of consent.
The charged Shortfrill was waved forward by Clift and stepped up to bat. The brevity of his validation was cutting. ‘The big one was being chased.'
'By whom?’ growled Malp.
'Predators.’ Orridus winced. He had conceded a major point to Cragg's nemesis that was sure to be capitalised on.
Malp pressed on. ‘What of the midget?'
Alphie was forced to bite his tongue to prevent himself rebutting that insult.
'He's the big one's minder.'
'But he's so stunted!’ scoffed the Flatstone chief.
Alphie bit down on his tongue even harder.
Malp continued his attack on Orridus. ‘You took it upon yourself to knowingly disregard convention by bringing them here. Our mandate unequivocally states that no Outsiders gain admission to this vale.'
'Their lives were endangered.'
'Lowlanders mean nothing to us,’ barked Alvanch, another of Malp's converts. ‘So what if there are two more dead ones.'
Orridus took the offensive. ‘Malp, as you're so keen to espouse highland law, would you care to explain me away?'
Cragg stifled a laugh. The Shieldhorn had scored mightily!
'You were a mistake,’ declared the contentious bull, biting off his every word.
'You've been coaching Shrok, I see. Don't lose sight of the fact that the Deciders voted me unlimited visiting rights.'
'Not by me,’ rebuffed Malp. ‘I objected that day—strenuously! It's not my fault the sympathisers didn't listen to reason.'
'That is quite enough you two,’ Cragg interceded. ‘We have assembled to discuss the current dilemma, not rehash past council business.'
'It does have a bearing on today's case,’ argued Revasse.
Cragg considered the notion as the youngest of the Deciders plunged ahead.
'Granting Orridus access to the valley was a landmark decision. That allowance surely has relevance on this occasion. We judged him on his merits back then. It is only fitting we extend his companions the same courtesy.’ Despite his comparative middle-aged youth, Revasse exhibited a rare degree of wisdom.
Cliff backed up his junior peer. ‘Aye, the boy's right.'
'Plead your case then, Shieldhorn,’ exhorted Malp.
The surprising turnabout favouring Cragg's team was worrying for Orridus. Malp never backtracked without good cause. ‘This giant cow is in dire need of sanctuary,’ he stated cagily. ‘She is being hounded by dangerous lizards and...'
'Therein lies the crux of the matter,’ affirmed Malp.
Here it comes, Orridus grimly thought. Malp was a master of the set-up.
'She is being pursued by meat-eaters,’ the Flatstone chieftain repeated in a superior tone of voice. ‘You said so just now. What's to stop them from tracking her here and storming their way into Concealed Valley to maul us all in our sleep?'
'That's highly unlikely,’ Cragg surmised, defending his friend. ‘Thunder Passage is well hidden and heavily guarded. No Outsider stands a chance of getting through unasked or undetected.'
'Is that so?’ Malp artfully disputed. ‘What if I were to say to you that just such an event transpired last night?'
Mutterings of disbelief rippled through the Deciders.
'I'd say give me proof,’ challenged the Highrock chieftain.
'Don't say you didn't ask for this. Shrok, come forward!'
The head of Cragg's disloyal son popped up over the western edge of the plateau and he clambered fully into sight, hurriedly crossing the flat to Stonejudge. His father eyed him suspiciously and sputtered, ‘This is highly irregular.'
'Aye, but warranted,’ said Malp. ‘Are you afraid of the truth, Cragg?'
'We all seek veracity.'
'Ah, but on this occasion I found it. Report what you told me, boy.'
Shrok cleared his throat. ‘I witnessed a lowlander intruder slip by our sentries in the dark and wander freely about inside the dale unopposed. He could have gotten up to all sorts of mischief if left unchecked. I think he was an advance scout for an attack party.'
Shrok was spinning quite a yarn, as instructed.
'Whose clan members were on duty then?’ demanded Clift.
'Mine,’ confessed Malp. ‘I have summarily disciplined the watch for their lack of diligence. However, we can hardly blame our loyal sentries entirely for the encroachment. Lowlanders can be a very sneaky lot.’ He stared shamelessly at Orridus when saying the last.
'What happened to this interloper?’ pressed Clift. ‘I don't recall you raising the alarm, Shrok.'
Malp skillfully intervened. ‘The trespasser was dealt with by those I command.’ He scowled at Alphie, smug in the fact that the gagged Treefur could not contradict his false testimony. The deceitful Elder further unveiled, ‘They happened to be Boneheads loyal to me as head of the Regressionists.'
Cries of indignation erupted from the pair of council members allied to Highrock ideology positioned left of Cragg.
'The truth is made public at last,’ muttered Orridus.
'Settle down, you two,’ Cragg admonished Clift and Revasse. ‘There are issues still to sort out.'
'Malp has blatantly admitted to leading the rebels!’ exploded the chieftain of the Splitrock Clan. ‘That is tantamount to open treason, Cragg.'
'Don't be so melodramatic. He's merely confirmed what we've suspected all along. Holding onto old beliefs can hardly be counted treasonous, merely retrograde.'
Clift, after steadying himself, helped to calm their outraged associate. ‘We're giving Malp the satisfaction of unsettling us, lad. Pull yourself together. I realise you haven't held your chieftainship for long, but show that conniving bastard some of your da's mettle. He was no pushover.'
Revasse instantly composed himself, copying the unruffled facade of his stone lectern. This was only his second season as clan chief after superseding his retired father. Though his inexperience often peeped through, the eager bull showed promise and Clift's voluntary mentoring helped immensely. He would not let the side down.
'Shrok!’ Cragg said sharply to his son. ‘What did you do with that intruder last night?'
'What any decent Bonehead should do to an invader,’ Shrok replied, picking up on Malp's clever ruse to lend credence to Regressionist doctrine.
'You killed again!’ blasted Cragg, losing his cool.
Malp put in his two pebbles worth. ‘Violence begets violence, brothers. This is what happens when you let one lowlander in. Others are bound to follow and before you know it there's a full scale invasion on our tails.’ Gesturing to the Thunderfoot and Treefur being judged, but including their Shieldhorn representative as well, he accused, ‘Are we going to stand idly by and lose our beloved valley to the ruinous likes of them?'
'No!’ shouted Alvanch.
'Stone the Outside!’ Grisure echoed.
They broke into a chant, joined by Shrok in repeating the inciting slogan of their sect over and over again, slapping the tops of their individual black-stoned podiums with meaty hands in a counter beat to the chorus. The council sitting rapidly degenerated into a debacle.
Cragg tried in vain to restore order. ‘Stop it! This is not a forum for your repugnant philosophising. We are supposed to make informed decisions, not prejudge the blameless.'
It was useless. His plea fell on deaf ears.
The frustrated clan chief shortly gave up waiting for the incessant rhythmic shouting to subside and yelled out, ‘Okay, Malp, you win! We'll vote.'
The chanting instantly stopped and the Deciders filed quickly and silently from the plateau, leaving Hettinor standing alone at the back of the amphitheatre. The three from the lowlands also stood in awkward solitude.
'That went well,’ Orridus observed snidely.
Sick of biting his tongue, Alphie demanded, ‘Horn-head, where are they off to?'
'To make their decision, of course,’ spelled out the hermit. ‘They'll retire to a small cave at the base of the valley wall behind Stonejudge and take their vote in private. We wait here in the meantime.'
'Unguarded?'
Orridus looked slyly about as he rejoined his comrades. ‘Make no mistake, sentinels are posted in the rocks around us. They just haven't let themselves been seen.'
The Treefur shuddered. He had seen firsthand Bonehead invisibility. ‘I hope we don't have too long a wait.'
'You got a prior engagement?'
Alphie squirmed uncomfortably. ‘I have to go to the little cub's bush.'
'You should have gone earlier,’ chided Orridus, barely holding in his mirth.
'I didn't have the urge before. Standing trial makes me nervous.'
The old recluse decided to have a little fun to pass the time. ‘I wonder when it'll rain,’ he speculated.
The thought of falling water upset the Treefur and he crossed his back legs.
'Tinkle, tinkle, tinkle,’ teased Orridus.
'Cut it out, spike-nose, or I'll water your foot.'
Bronte laughed at their repartee, ending her own terse silence.
'It is good to see you cheery, Thunderfoot,’ her aged protector remarked.
'I haven't a right to be, considering all that has befallen me.'
'No one can begrudge you a moment of levity, my girl.'
'Except that stone-faced associate of Cragg's,’ grouched Alphie, taking his mind off his bladder. ‘I've taken an instant dislike to that one.'
'He staged that whole meeting, you know.'
'Who are you talking about, Orridus?’ frowned Bronte.
'Malp did. Played me for a fool right from the start.'
'He lied about Shrok.'
The Shieldhorn questioned Alphie with a wondering look.
'Cragg's miscreant cub didn't take care of the trespassing Nightclaw,’ revealed the Treefur. ‘I did.'
'What did you say?'
'I'm not one to boast, horn-face, but you should have seen me tackle that blue devil. I was absolutely...'
'What was a lone Nightclaw doing infiltrating this valley?’ Orridus wondered aloud. He got his answer when he looked upon the refugee Thunderfoot.
Espionage.
'Do you want to hear about my exploit or not?’ huffed Alphie.
The Shieldhorn started to ruminate. ‘Maybe later, whiskers,’ he said somewhat absently. ‘Right at this moment I've got bigger ferns to munch.'
'What's the worse the Deciders can do to us?’ Bronte was prompted to ask as Hettinor wandered over to join them.
Orridus became annoyingly flippant. ‘Probably nothing severer than a stern lecture.'
'So this Shrok isn't guilty of anything more heinous than boring wayward lowlanders, such as myself, to death with a tongue lashing.'
The hermit gasped. This cow was a quick learner. ‘Shrok is only a danger to himself.'
'Cragg doesn't seem to think so.'
The cagey oldster grew edgy. ‘Where are those blasted Deciders?'
'Stop being evasive, Orridus. I can't stand the truth being kept from me.'
'Everyone has secrets, Bronte,’ retorted the crusty bull, his tone both defensive and accusatory. Noticing the healer's return, he said to her, ‘You'd better tell the Thunderfoot the whole sordid story behind Shrok's behaviour.'
Hettinor conveyed concern. ‘Is that wise?'
The Shieldhorn shrugged with an indifferent swish of his tail. ‘I doubt it, but she wants to know anyway.'
The Bonehead cow yielded and began. ‘My son has always been a headstrong lad.'
'Hothead is nearer the mark.'
'Am I telling this story, Orry, or you?'
'Carry on.'
'As I was saying, Shrok has been a bit of a handful ever since he was a hatchling. A few seasons back he was in charge of the sentries guarding Thunder Passage one dark, stormy night. A lowlander, lost and disoriented by the driving rain, happened upon the secret tunnel and somehow made it through into Concealed Valley. There was a short chase and scuffle.'
'What took place next?’ insisted Bronte, guessing the horror of the forthcoming answer.'
'She was stoned to death by the sentries at Shrok's behest.'
Shock nonetheless registered on the Thunderfoot's snout. To be killed for food is one thing—a natural, if unpleasant, fact in the scheme of things. Killing in self-defence is also understandable when fighting off an attacking predator. But to intentionally gang up on a lone trespasser was murder!
'What sort of lizard was it?’ she asked in a choked voice.
Orridus supplied that detail. ‘From the description given me by Cragg, the luckless victim sounded like a Stoneback.'
Bronte cringed. The crime was even more reprehensible than first imagined. Stonebacks were the shyest, most pacifistic of all reptiles living in the nurturing Mother Forest. It was indeed a tragedy. She glared at Hettinor. ‘I assume Shrok was punished.'
'His da immediately relieved him of his authority and placed him on indefinite suspension.'
'That accounts for their exchange at our reception,’ Alphie commented to Orridus.
Bronte was unsatisfied. ‘Nothing more was done to him? He was party to a murder, Hettinor.'
'Neither Cragg nor myself condoned Shrok's actions, Bronnie, but he's our son and heir to the Highrock chieftainship. He only acted according to custom.'
'What sort of justification is that?'
'One based on heritage,’ butted in Orridus. ‘Stoning was the way Boneheads used to defend themselves against predators. Old habits stay with you, even after moving lands.'
'Plant-eaters don't kill plant-eaters, whatever the reason,’ Bronte said in condemnation.
'You don't know my herd,’ mumbled the Shieldhorn.
Alphie's ears twitched. The hermit's slip of the tongue was the first snippet of information regarding his personal history the Treefur had so far heard from him.
Bronte refused to let go of the stoning issue. ‘Can we expect similar treatment if the council rules unfavourably on our case?’ she bluntly asked Hettinor.
'Heavens no, lass! We've come a long way since those barbaric days. That poor creature's horrible death was an isolated incident borne out of youthful exuberance. You know how bull-headed teenagers can get.’ The highland matron did not realise that the enormous cow was still one herself. ‘Peace is the cornerstone of Bonehead life, now that we live apart from those who would prey on us.'
'What can we expect from the Deciders then?’ pushed the Thunderfoot.
'I guess we'll find out right about now. Look,’ said Alphie.
The Deciders were ambling back to their respective podiums out on the aptly named Stonejudge, their manner stoical.
'Bronte of the Thunderfeet and Alphred of the Treefurs, approach and be judged,’ Cragg stiffly commanded after his peers settled themselves into place.
'Go on,’ Orridus encouraged the hesitant pair. ‘Don't be afraid.'
'That's easy for you to say,’ Bronte retorted, shoving past the hermit. ‘You're not facing wearing a rock overcoat.'
Alphie shot him a likewise look and scampered after.
Orridus searched the faces of the Bonehead judges for some clue to their decision and found to his dismay nothing readable. Malp and Cragg looked equally phlegmatic. Their verdict was to be a surprise for all.
Cragg addressed the expectant Treefur first. ‘Alphred, you are to be released at your earliest convenience. Whenever you wish, you're free to go.'
The marsupial blinked ditheringly, unsure if he should squeak for joy or sadness. He missed Mother Forest and his old life certainly, but had grown fond of Orridus and Bronte. The prospect of being without their company was actually distressing to him.
Moving on, Cragg said, ‘Bronte, as for you...'
Orridus strained to hear the sentence pronounced upon her.
’ ... you will never leave this vale for the remainder of your days. Judgement is thus passed.'
Just then the rainy heavens opened up and the ensuing downpour washed away all sensibility from the dumbfounded Thunderfoot.


Chapter NineteenRain pelted the animals.
Orridus liked the rain. The pattering of raindrops always seemed to soften an otherwise cynical world, freshening both the parched land and one's jaded perspective.
'Horn-head, you are a conniving liar.'
Well, almost always.
The Shortfrill looked down between his forelegs. Alphie crouched underfoot sheltering from the deluge with a scowl wrinkling his whiskered nose, while about the hermit Bronte and Cragg quietly weathered the downpour in the copse of fir the Thunderfoot was guesting in. Hettinor was off somewhere on healing business.
Orridus posed the inevitable question. ‘What have I lied to you about, short-stuff?'
Dodging the water droplets cascading off the old bull's frilled head which splashed around him like moist shrapnel, the plainly upset Treefur snapped, ‘Bringing our longneck to this place. You said this'd be a haven for her. Instead it has become her prison. Deny that you didn't know any of this was going to happen.'
'I had a fair idea of how things were going to turn out,’ Orridus owned up, ‘but I never lied. The Concealed Valley will provide a refuge for the Thunderfoot. You simply have to accept that every cave in a storm has a price that must be paid. Bronte's is her freedom.'
'Would the pair of you mind not talking about me like I wasn't here?’ rumbled Bronte.
'My apologies.'
'I can't stay,’ she declared with egoistic abruptness.
Orridus knocked her back. ‘You have no choice.'
'I'm afraid he's right, lassie,’ Cragg said in agreement.
'That figures, stone-face. The two of you have been in cahoots from the start.'
The Highrock chieftain peered under Orridus's belly at the huffy marsupial. ‘We merely think alike, Alphred, and have ever had you and your companion's best interest at heart. The council's ruling is final, however.'
'What happened in the voting cave?’ Orridus asked his friend.
The return trip from Stonejudge had been walked in terse silence with each of the animals lost in their private thoughts.
'It was a tied vote, the Regressionists versus my radicals. I had hoped to swing Fravell's ballot my way, but Malp had beaten me to him. He's always been easily led. Luckily, I coaxed him to side with me on the detention details.'
'I don't follow,’ Bronte said.
'Malp got his way in not setting you free. I was damned if I was going to let him best me again by having you walled up in some canyon and drip fed leaves for the duration of your stay. I managed to convince the rest of the Deciders you'll pose no danger roaming loose in the vale.'
Bronte was speechless.
Orridus nodded knowingly. ‘Malp always has had a warped imagination.'
'Aye, and that was one of his tamer suggestions for Bronnie.'
'Welcome to lizard heaven,’ Alphie muttered dryly. He had a perplexing thought. ‘Why am I to be released and Bronte isn't?'
'You aren't considered a threat to highland security, laddie. The Deciders felt, myself not included, that no Outsider will pay any attention whatsoever to a crazed shrew babbling about “living ghosts", as opposed to a giant cow spouting of her adventure with the Boneheads to any scaled lowlander who'll listen to her tale.'
Alphie thought it through. No matter where he went or what he did, he always wound up punished in some form or other for his smallness. It was life's chronic downside for all Treefurs.
'Bronte's internment shouldn't bother you, whiskers,’ added Orridus. ‘After all, your plan was to escort her to a place of safeness and then be on your way. You've got your wish.'
The Treefur felt decidedly unwanted.
'I wouldn't tell anybody about this spot if I was to be let go,’ promised Bronte. Badly wanting out of this foreign land, she craved Darved.
Cragg shook his head remorsefully. ‘I fought hard for you, lass, but I dinna dare go against a council decree. My peers judged you an unacceptable risk and I have to abide by majority rule.'
'But the ghosts of the Uplands is such a great cover story,’ argued Alphie. ‘Who's going to believe that real lizards are living up here practicing bizarre stuff?'
'The Deciders won't compromise the sanctity of our valley. You go. Bronte stays.’ Cragg comforted the distraught cow. ‘I did my best, Bronnie, and I'll do my utmost to make your time with us as pleasant as possible.'
'I have to get back down to Mother Forest,’ she insisted.
'That's not possible,’ reiterated the clan chief.
'I've got unfinished business below.'
'Could that involve a certain tail-less, bug-eyed stranger with a flashy white hide?’ Orridus casually slipped into the conversation.
For the third time running this day Bronte was thunderstruck. ‘How ... ?'
'It's the hottest topic on the woodland gossip line,’ revealed the hermit, ‘and I always keep an ear to the ground. I told you earlier that everyone harbours secrets.'
She wanted to grill the Shieldhorn on what exactly he had heard concerning Gideon, but was put off doing so by the arrival of a messenger for the equally baffled Bonehead chief. Cragg took the whispered message and sent the winded runner away. ‘Orridus, you have a visitor.'
'Oh, who?'
'The feathered variety.'
The hermit became agitated. ‘Where is he?'
'Just landed on Flattop Ridge. You're fortunate the nitwit came down beside a group of hiking Highrockers. I'd hate explaining him to any of Malp's clan under the present circumstances.'
Cragg's reproof fell on deaf ears.
'Don't go anywhere,’ Orridus advised Bronte. ‘We'll need to talk further.'
'Where can I go? I'm stuck here, thanks to you,’ she said bitterly.
Orridus proceeded to leave the glade.
'Oi! That's right, let the Treefur get soaked,’ Alphie squeaked, griping at losing his reptilian umbrella.
The recluse kept moving.
'I wish you would stop bringing in strays,’ Cragg shouted after his departing chum.
'And let you enjoy a quiet life?’ Orridus called back. ‘Never. You'd die of boredom.’ He vanished into the teeming rain.
Flattop Ridge stretched high atop the northern face of the escarpment and it took the elderly Shortfrill close to an hour to reach. Its name suggested a connection to Malp's Flatstone Clan, and indeed the plateau was situated on the fringe of their territory, hence Cragg's relief that the hermit's mystery caller had not been seen by any of the Regressionists. Orridus gained the summit of the ridgeline and paused to catch his breath on the short expanse of level bedrock in which a few hardy, stunted alpine bushes sprouted from fractures splitting its flat surface. On one side the vista of the Bonehead's basin lay shrouded under low-lying cloud, while on the other the edge of the table dropped away to the rain-lashed green rooftop of Mother Forest far below. To the north Redmount jutted from the forestland like a boil on the backside of the emerald terrain, festering and smoky.
'You really should take flying lessons, old thing,’ a cultured voice suggested haughtily. ‘Walking seems such a frightful effort.'
Orridus lifted his sagging head. A peculiar looking waterfowl was eyeing him critically. The leggy bird was an unhappy mismatch of early swan and flamingo features with a dash of stork thrown in for good measure, and modelled the unfinished look of being designed by a committee. His overall plumage was lily white, offset by blue wingtips and finished off by pink, long toed mud-walking feet. His tall, slenderly curved jade neck supported a regal head painted the same glossy green and sporting a broad, serrated red bill rounded elegantly at the tip which sieved algae from brackish lake shallows. The whole absurd conglomeration was completed by a pair of beady black eyes seemingly slapped one either side of the head as an afterthought.
'That's easy for you to say, Fitzy. You were hatched a bird.'
'Luck of the draw, old boy.’ Fitzfeather puffed up his feathers, luxuriating in the rain. ‘Lovely weather for Honkers, eh what?'
'What brings you to this neck of the woods unannounced? You know how much your dropping in without notice irritates Cragg.'
The waterbird feigned ignorance. ‘It does? How inconvenient for the old coot.'
'Stop it. I wish the two of you could just get along.'
'It's breeding, Orridus. Cragg has absolutely none.'
'Fitzy, you're such a snob.'
The priggish Honker actually sounded injured by the insult. ‘Poppycock! I can hardly be blamed for my parentage. We avians are naturally superior to any and all ground plodders.'
Orridus held his tongue. Fitzfeather was insufferable most of the time, but he was a loyal friend and the hermit had precious few of those. Plus he had his uses.
'What are you doing here?’ repeated the Shieldhorn.
'You entreated me to keep an eye on those beastly Killjaws for you, old chap. Do you not recall?'
So much had happened recently, Orridus had completely forgotten bumping into the wading bird on the marshy shore of Crescent Lake several mornings ago and asking that favour of him. He wanted to keep precise track of Killjaw movements during Bronte's run for safety in case of surprise attack. ‘To be forewarned is to be forehorned', so the Shieldhorn axiom went.
'What is King Rexus up to these days?'
'That blighter is no more sovereign than I am a Lizardwing. Speaking of those unconscionable flying reptiles, there were whole squadrons of them befouling the air over Mother Forest. I had a devil of a time winging my way through those uncouth bird mimics. Such language! I can't tell you of my relief when they suddenly flew all away.'
'Fitzfeather!’ The Honker often got annoyingly sidetracked.
'Sorry, old boy. Where was I? I'd forget my bill if it weren't attached to my head. Oh yes. The Killjaws are migrating.'
'Most usually do at the time of the Bloodletting.'
'Of course they do, you silly thing. What they don't do is shift lock, stock and offal deeper into the woods.'
That was unexpected. Orridus was confounded. Why would the dwarf meat-eaters first off resist their natural impulse to shadow the migratory herbisaurs north, and then relocate in conjunction with their bullying, forest-staying cousins? Such aberrant behaviour made no sense. A bad feeling rose from the robust Shieldhorn's gut.
'Personally, I put it down to the strange chappie with them. They're probably showing him the forest. Though why for the life of me he'd choose the company of those savage louts over more likable folk is positively baffling.'
'This stranger, Fitzy—no tail, huge single eye, white skin?'
'That ‘s him to a tee. His plumage was immaculate, if a trifle austere.'
The hermit's sense of dread changed to acute interest. ‘Did you notice which way the Killjaws were heading?'
'I first glimpsed the entourage only briefly. Trees really are a blasted nuisance during a reconnaissance sortie, old boy.'
'In which direction were they going?’ Orridus persisted.
'After circling for ages in local airspace I spied them anew. Being buffeted by those wretched crosswinds is no picnic either, let me tell you.'
'Fitzfeather, where did they wind up?'
'No need for shouting, old chap. I'm not deaf. Rexus and his chums are at the base of the Uplands.'
* * * *'Drop him there.'
The Dwarf Killjaw cow carrying Gideon in her arms did as commanded, depositing him unceremoniously on a clump of horsetails at the forest edge. He groaned upon hitting the ground, but remained flaccid.
'Join the others on patrol,’ Rexus further ordered the female.
She backed up and returned to the deep woods with a servile growl.
Carefully stepping over the prostrate alien, the Killjaw king viewed the steeply rising landscape from the scrubby bushes hedging the timberline. The drenching afternoon rain wetted hill and forest country alike, the bare rocks turning dark and slick, the foliage glistening from the restorative coating of moisture. He studied the stony Uplands with a curious mix of revulsion and hope. A rustling of the underbrush announced Tank's arrival and the tyrant-king turned to greet the Adviser.
'So nice of you to join us,’ he snarled sardonically.
The Clubtail regarded him with hostile eyes: he was sandwiched between two hulking she-Killjaws. ‘As if you gave me much option,’ he replied, caustically referring to his escort.
Rexus dismissed Tank's guard with a curt nod. ‘You could have refused to come if you'd really wanted to. Admit it, Tank. You can't live without One-eye's company.'
'No. Luthos cannot.'
The monarch's smugness lessened, blunted by the logician's indomitably dry wit.
Tank gave his damp surroundings a disdainful sniff and snorted, ‘Why did you drag me cross-country to this delightful spot?'
'I thought a change of scenery might improve your temperament.'
'You were wrong.’ The Adviser suddenly broke out laughing, that same mocking laughter that derided everyone within hearing range. A shrewd look passed over his armoured countenance. ‘Why, Rexus, I do believe you're trying to shelter from the planet-killer by hiding out in the hills. How naïve of you.'
The Killjaw king fumed in silence. He was fast tiring of the Clubtail's infuriating condescension. That, and feeling sheepish over Tank's damn perceptiveness. He was indeed running for cover like a day-old hatchling frightened by its own shadow. That is not to say he would give Tank cause to gloat by admitting to his fear.
'Mountain air is supposed to be good for gout,’ he lied.
Gideon uttered a soft moan and began to stir. The alien's revival was impeccably timed.
'Tend to your pet,’ Rexus urged Tank.
The Clubtail nuzzled the prone Berranian in an almost touching display of affection and he came to.
'This doesn't mean we're engaged,’ Gideon groggily told the slobbery herbisaur. ‘What happened?’ he groused. His body ached all over from helmet to boots and when he tried sitting up it pained him greatly to breathe. He had plainly suffered a few cracked or even broken ribs. ‘I feel like I've been run over by a hover bus.'
'If that's comparable to the size and weight of a dopey Killjaw by the name of Luthos, then you were.'
Gideon contemplated Tank's explanation. ‘How long was I out for?'
'Long enough to be transported here,’ growled a hateful voice.
The offworlder shrank from the tyrant-king striding menacingly past him as his pounding head groped to make sense of the change in scenery behind Rexus. Gone was the clearing with its log throne, replaced by a thinning of the forest and a line of straggly shrubs coursing away to a row of barren foothills.
'Where's here?’ he asked in a shaky voice.
'My holiday retreat,’ Rexus said cuttingly.
Gideon gingerly rolled on to his good side away from the snappish Killjaw. What he saw rated scarier than this world's biggest walking meat grinder. Redmount loomed above the ridgeline as a bluish conical haze belching smudgy steam in the far distance like the proverbial ticking time bomb.
Muttering, ‘This just gets better,’ the alien reviewed his position—alone, imprisoned and now lost with a simmering volcano for a neighbour. He concluded that he was unalterably screwed and retreated into himself.
Rexus turned from the depressed offworlder to confront Tank. ‘Is One-eye in any danger of dying now?'
'Only if you turn your stupid son loose on him again,’ the Clubtail returned. ‘Where have you stashed Luthos anyhow?'
'Out of range of your clubbed tail.'
Tank swished his mace. ‘I can swing this thing pretty far.'
'Care to put your hide where your mouth is?’ challenged Rexus.
Tank graciously considered the dare, but declined. ‘My logic tells me that things are going to get heated very soon. We'll make time to play afterwards.’ His tone frosted over. ‘You have my word on that.'
Disappointment and relief warred in Rexus. He wanted so badly to teach his counsel a lesson in respect, yet there was a pressing dilemma to resolve. Still, Tank did promise. Rexus started pacing. Why was Orn taking so long to return with One-eye's body part? He was anxious to get on with his master plan.
The fretting king ought to have felt safer. His heir Luthos was safely tucked away in a nearby copse with a pair of Killjaw bull bodyguards. The leftover troops of his army, totalling eight, had secured and were patrolling the area, despite their infernal bickering. A horde of Killjaws subjected to extended close quarters contact invariably resulted in bouts of infighting. That aside, all that remained was for his tame Fastclaw to deliver the means by which Killjaw domination was to be guaranteed for the future. Considering recent ups and downs, things were progressing fairly well.
One thing could make it perfect, amended Rexus. It was a pity neither of the two Killjaw cows was in heat. A session of roughhouse sex always soothed his frayed nerves.
* * * *'You look radiant as ever, my dear.'
Orridus braced himself. Hettinor would welcome Fiztfeather's flattery with the same enthusiasm she held for a bad dose of ticks.
She was true to form. ‘Don't try charming me, you flying scallywag,’ Hetti barked, stepping from out of the rainy night into the grotto she and Cragg called home. The wind had picked up and was howling outside the cave mouth like a banshee. Her shrill castigation outdid that racket. ‘Whenever you land, trouble is hot on your tail-feathers.'
'Good lady, you offend me.'
'Water off a Honker's back.'
'Simmer down the pair of you,’ chastised Orridus.
'Don't go poking your nose-horn in places where you don't want it broken off, Orry,’ lashed out the sharp-tongued healer. The conceited bird really got under her knobbly skin.
Cragg ducked for cover. When Hetti was in one of her moods everyone suffered.
'Fitzy's visitation does concern me actually,’ Orridus bravely continued. ‘He's come on an errand for me.'
Hettinor froze the hermit with a withering look of reproof before glancing sternly in turn at Cragg, Fitzfeather and the furry bundle hunched down in the corner that was Alphie Treefur. ‘My cave's getting crowded. What plot are you boys hatching?'
'Nothing much,’ said Orridus.
'Cragg?'
'There's something major in the wind, my lass,’ confided her mate. He never could lie to her.
Despite the Bonehead matron coming in on the tail-end of their discussion, she guessed with female intuitiveness that the two bulls, cock and marsupial were debating something other than the hot topic for the day, the Deciders’ drastic sentencing of the lowland giant.
'How is the Thunderfoot lassie?’ Cragg politely asked his cow. He remembered Hettinor was returning from a final bed check of her titanic patient for the night. She was without a doubt a dedicated healer.
'Her flank is scabbing over well enough, but I'm worried about her state of mind. Losing her family, her herd and then her freedom has been quite a blow to Bronnie. All this emotional upheaval is eating her up inside.'
'Or maybe it's just a secret gnawing at her,’ Orridus contradicted.
'What's going on, Orry?'
'I'm not sure. When I figure it all out, Hettinor, I'll let you know. That should hopefully be fairly soon.’ The Shieldhorn addressed his fellow conspirators. ‘We know now that the Killjaws are no longer hunting the Thunderfoot stray, that Rexus and his goons have in fact got in their custody a mysterious Two-leg connected somehow to our refugee cow.'
'According to you, fern-breath.'
The hermit sighed. Why was the Treefur always so mulish? ‘I wasn't mistaken in what I saw.'
'What did you see again, oh knower of all things?’ wheedled Alphie.
'For the benefit of those hearing impaired among us,’ Orridus said with open acerbity, ‘I witnessed Bronte conversing with this strange beast and a Duckbill—the very same duckbilled bull killed out on Fernwalk alongside the rest of the cow Thunderfoot's kind by the murderous Killjaws. Coincidence you might say? I think not.'
Alphie pursued his doubts. ‘How do you know it was the same Duckbill? I can't tell one flat-nose from the next.'
Orridus delivered his proof with gusto. ‘He bore a distinguishing naevus on his forehead.'
The addled Treefur looked to Cragg for a translation. The Bonehead chief readily complied. ‘A birthmark, Alphred.'
'Identical to the one borne by Bronte, in fact,’ the horned hermit established.
Putting two and two together and coming up with five, the standard animal notion of four feet plus a tail, Alphie exclaimed, ‘What are we hanging about here for? Let's go talk with the longneck and get to the bottom of this.'
Fitzfeather agreed and bubbled, ‘I say, what a jolly good idea,’ striding to the cave mouth and preparing to launch.
Hettinor had a severe word for Cragg traipsing after the impulsive lowlanders following the Honker's prompt. ‘You'd better not let Orry and that bird lead you astray. Sheltering a waif is well and good, but I don't want you getting involved in any of the Shortfrill's madcap crusades. They only lead to trouble.'
'Yes dear.'
'Do not expect me to nurse you back to health if you catch your death out there.'
'No dear.'
'Cragg, old fellow, you're definitely henpecked,’ Fitzy chortled before flapping noisily up and away into the blustery night.
'Don't let yourself be seen, birdie!’ Cragg pleaded, but the Honker was already powering out of earshot.
Orridus, risking a glance at his friend's commanding mate while proceeding out of the cave at a fast shuffle, did a fair parody of a Killjaw. ‘Cows. Can't live with ‘em, can't eat ‘em.'
They found Bronte expecting them. Her stand of fir was sodden from treetop to roots by the downpour, but luckily was sited in the lee of the Settlement and protected from the biting wind by the tower of weathered granite. A blur of white and a warning honk announced Fitzfeather's ungraceful arrival in the glade as he dropped from the windy skies in an uncontrolled descent. Nearly colliding with the colossal Thunderfoot, the Honker alighted at her feet belly first with a loud squelch on the soggy mat of underbrush.
'Any landing you can walk away from is a good one, eh what?’ he quickly said to cover his embarrassment while regaining his splayed feet, his spotlessly white breast plumage muddied from the sludgy ground. ‘Dashed cross-winds make for a tricky touch down.'
Bronte examined the new arrival. ‘You're awfully gangly to be a Lizardwing,’ she noted.
'Madam, I bathe!’ protested the slurred Honker. With a flourish of his wings he introduced himself. ‘Flight Leader Fitzfeather at your service, milady.'
The amused Thunderfoot studied Orridus and company, making the observation, ‘You certainly do have a strange circle of friends.'
The hermit's repartee was swift and stinging. ‘So do you, Bronte. Who's your big-headed acquaintance in Mother Forest?'
'You don't chew words.'
'I'm old. Time is a luxury I haven't got.'
'He calls himself Gideon.'
'That answers the question of who he is. Now what is he?'
'The bearer of bad tidings,’ Bronte said cryptically.
'Confession is good for the soul,’ pestered Orridus.
She paused, mulling over the Shieldhorn's truism. She had kept the secret of Chappy all her young life and look how tragically that ended. Perhaps it was best to come clean over Gideon.
'He's a beast from the stars come to earth in a flying egg with a prophecy of doom and a promise of deliverance,’ Bronte hurriedly blurted before she changed her mind.
The feedback was predictable. Alphie chittered from astonishment. Fitzfeather's bill gaped wide. Cragg arched his brows curiously. Only Orridus reacted surprisingly. He simply stood in the heavy rain and locked gazes with the cow Thunderfoot, his worldly eyes boring deep into hers to fathom the pluck of her character and the truthfulness of her startling claim.
'I believe her,’ the hermit quietly said.
'I'm inclined to as well,’ echoed Cragg.
'Are the pair of you nuts? I can't believe you're each that gullible.'
'No, whiskers, my wits haven't left me,’ responded Orridus. ‘I've roamed forest, hills and plains long enough to see and believe anything. For example, Fernwalk extends farther than the eye can see and the nose can smell, and supports a variety of life in the far north not found here. Whose to say the skies aren't the same and that clouds aren't just heavenly hills?'
'Pretty screwy rationale,’ slated the Treefur. ‘What's your reason, stone-face?’ he asked Cragg.
'Simply this, Alphred: you had no knowledge of Bonehead existence prior to coming to this valley, did you?'
Alphie could see where this was heading. ‘No, but...'
'The same could be true of Bronnie's friend. His clans might be secreted in a faraway place, his kind unknown and unseen till now. Admittedly, hiding out in the heavens stretches the imagination to its limits, but anything's possible in this day and age.'
While the marsupial's call for sane thinking was wasted, he felt compelled to solicit the Honker's viewpoint. Fitzfeather's response cemented his loss. ‘A fellow flier—what a spiffing disclosure! Pity he's fallen in with the wrong crowd.'
'Curb your excitement, Fitzy,’ chided Orridus. ‘I have a feeling this is a “good news / bad news” situation. Bronte, what is Gideon's tale?'
'He reckons he's some sort of liberator.'
'From what?'
'The end of all life as we know it.'
'That's about as bad as it can get,’ moaned Alphie. Ever since he became entwined in lizard affairs, his uncomplicated life had been beset by peril and intrigue. What was a trivial doomsday event thrown into the mix?
Orridus was the first to pose the obvious question. ‘What form will this annihilation take?'
'A giant rock falling from the skies.'
Cragg took a keener interest. Rocks were his hobby. ‘It must be a fair sized chunk of the sky that'll fall, lass.'
Bronte recalled the hologram image rendered to scale and shuddered. ‘Big enough.'
'Destruction is going to be total?’ delved the Shieldhorn.
'Inescapable,’ Bronte confirmed in a pessimistic tone.
That answered the hermit's follow-on query. The chances of survival were nil to zero. He was left with a final, gloomy question for the cow. ‘When?'
She could not help but look up at the starless black overhead, the driving rain making her blink furiously. ‘Any time soon.'
It was Cragg's turn next. ‘So how will this laddie save us?'
'Not us, old friend—her.'
The Thunderfoot was knocked for six by the Shieldhorn correctly answering the Bonehead's poser for her. Bronte's eyes hardened and her voice took on an edge of suspicion. Her secret was not so secret after all. ‘Orridus, just how much do you know about all of this?'
'Very little actually, until you began filling in the blanks.'
'Then how'd you guess Gideon has come solely for me?'
The old sage gave a beaky Shortfrill smile. ‘Clubtails aren't alone in analytical thinking, my girl. They just take it to the extreme. It wasn't hard for me to figure out that this Gideon creature singled out you and your Duckbill pal because of your shared birthmarks. The flat-nose is now dead, making you the alien's prime candidate for whatever he has in store.'
'That doesn't explain you concluding that Gideon intends to save me alone.'
'Pure common sense. Had his intent been to save us all he would have done so by now and not involved you or the Duckbill.’ The old timer was sharper than he looked.
Cragg amended his previous inquiry. ‘Bronnie, exactly how will he save you?'
She started. Orridus has summed up perfectly. With Chappy gone to the Spirit Forest, everything Gideon wanted from the Chosen rested squarely on her back. ‘He's supposedly going to change me into something else.'
'What?'
'He didn't say.'
'You don't sound terribly convinced,’ accused the hermit.
'I'm not,’ retorted the cow. ‘And neither would you be if you were in my feet.'
'Here, here!’ Alphie squeaked in agreement.
'You have an opinion?’ Orridus dryly asked the Treefur.
'Sure do, horn-head. I think myself and the longneck are the only members of this group thinking clearly. Don't the rest of you find this tall tale of catastrophe and a weird rescuer incredibly far-fetched?'
The gathering of reptiles, bird and marsupial lapsed into a pensive silence accentuated by an abrupt change in the weather. The rain eased off and the wind died down, leaving the oddly soothing plopping of moisture dripping from waterlogged branches onto the forest floor the focal sound in the unlit grove.
'The Treefur's right,’ Orridus decided in an unexpected turnaround.
'I am? Oh, yes. Damn straight I'm right!'
Orridus pursued his train of thought. ‘We need confirmation, and the only source for that is directly from the utterer's snout.'
Something Fitzfeather had said earlier came back to prick Bronte's curiosity. ‘What did the bird mean by saying that Gideon is with the “wrong crowd"?'
The aged Shortfrill's snouted face darkened. ‘He was sighted being pally with the Killjaws.'
Bronte was subjected to a sickening realisation. She had thought the slaughter of her herd was the continuation of the age-old rivalry between the Thunderfoot matriarchy and the Killjaw kingship, as divulged by her grandmother, which had gotten horribly out of claw. What if the attack had been staged solely to eliminate her and Chappy, the Chosen Ones? Her mind boggled. Had her initial distrust of the alien been bang on? Was he indeed some bizarre form of star predator in league with his cousins on this, their home-egg? Could all this be part of an elaborate plot for a world take-over by the meat-eating fraternity?
She had no time to formulate any conclusions before Orridus proclaimed, ‘There's only one way to sort out this mess.'
Alphie groaned. ‘He's going to suggest something insane.'
'Crazy, yes, but needful.’ The hermit eyed each of the assembly carefully in the drip-dry dark, his stare dangerously rational. ‘If you can't bring the tree to the forest, then take the forest to the tree. We'll go and get this Gideon for ourselves.'


Chapter TwentyThey said their good-byes.
Ostensibly Orridus was transporting Alphie home. In reality, the Shieldhorn was putting into action the first phase of the plan formulated the previous night to abduct Bronte's alien. It just so happened that both events coincided.
'I'll see you at the rendezvous point, Cragg,’ the hermit said, tactfully keeping his voice lowered. Sentries allied to Highrock from Clan Weatherstone were on station at the mouth of Thunder Passage this dingy morn. That is not to say Malp's spies were not listening in from the rock surrounds. ‘Fitzy will advise you where.'
Cragg nodded. The Honker had gone aloft in the predawn darkness to undertake a recce of the Killjaw stronghold and to provide aerial support for Orridus. His arrival in, and departure from, Bonehead airspace had thankfully gone undetected.
'It's not too late to change your mind, old pal. This isn't your fight.'
'Nay, Orridus, we're both do-gooders. We can't help getting ourselves involved.’ Cragg gave the Shieldhorn an accusing look. ‘However, I don't think your motives are entirely selfless.'
Orridus ignored the dig. ‘Hettinor's not going to like this,’ he clacked.
'She doesn't have to. She has only to prepare for casualties.'
'Are you sure your bulls are up to the challenge? They've never come up against predators of any sort, let alone Killjaws. They don't realise what to expect.'
'They will be ready,’ assured the Bonehead chief. ‘You'll have your backup.’ He clapped a forehand on the Shieldhorn's back, causing the Treefur jockey to jump back. ‘Quit being such a worrywart, my friend. If all goes according to plan we'll secure this Gideon laddie without any bloodshed.'
Orridus did not share his optimism. ‘You can't possibly know the Killjaws like I do. They won't allow him to be taken easily.'
'Horn-head's not kidding, stone-face,’ chimed in Alphie. ‘Meat-eaters play for keeps.'
'We Boneheads are no pushover,’ Cragg confidently said. He yawned. ‘Besides, didn't we stay up half the night planning for every contingency?'
'Things can and do go wrong,’ the Treefur gloomed.
'No more of this defeatist talk.’ Orridus had had enough. ‘We'd better get underway, whiskers.'
'You still haven't disclosed where it is we're going, spike-nose.'
The hermit had made the announcement during last night's brainstorming session of his intent to recruit muscle from the lowlands for the rescue attempt. He failed to specify from whom.
With a rumbly sigh of discontent Orridus revealed, ‘Into the past.'
Bronte, quiet and unobtrusive in the background, approached the Shieldhorn and his rider along the canyon floor. The tunnel guards stiffened. Though loyal to Cragg's standpoint, they, like him, were bound by law to uphold the council decree. The Thunderfoot was not to be freed.
Cragg instantly calmed them. ‘Relax, laddies. She's not going make a break for it.'
'Why are you putting your lives at risk for this silliness?’ The cow put the question to Orridus while directing it to all three. ‘You don't even know me.'
'Oh, but I do,’ rejoined the hermit. ‘Maybe not personally, I nonetheless know your type—the downtrodden persecuted by evilness. I've spent the latter part of my life defending the underdog. It's what I do best and I'm not planning on retiring from my calling any time soon.'
'And I help Orridus fight the good fight whenever I can,’ added Cragg. ‘We all do our bit to make our territories a safer place.'
Alphie was less chivalrous. ‘I'm only along for the ride,’ he said.
All concerned knew different though. Beating in the Treefur's puny chest was a generous heart the size of a Thunderfoot's.
'We shall be back with the newcomer before you can rumble “salt lick",’ vowed Orridus.
A point of worry nagged at Bronte. ‘If successful, how do you plan to get Gideon past the Regressionists?'
'Leave that to me, lass,’ said Cragg. ‘With a little help from Clift and Revasse, I'm certain we can sneak him in. His smallness should make him a darn sight less conspicuous than you, Bronnie.'
For the benefit of the hidden watchers, Orridus raised his voice. ‘Time's wasting and this little beggar is anxious to get home. Farewell, my friends.'
Alphie put a kibosh on their departure. ‘Hang about, lance-brow. You owe the Thunderfoot an apology before we go.'
'What are you squeaking about?'
'Back along the riverbank on our trip up, remember. You passed an unflattering remark about a certain longneck's backside.'
'I don't recall,’ Orridus mumbled, rolling his eyes guiltily.
'How convenient. I'll refresh your memory.’ Alphie ran along the hermit's back to perch atop his frill. ‘You promised to apologise to our big friend here once she became lucid again. Guess what time it is.'
'I'll get you for this, you interfering hair-ball.'
'I look forward to it. Meantime, honour your word.'
Orridus pulled himself together and faced Bronte squarely. ‘Girlie, I'm sorry for saying your rump is enormous.'
The stupefied cow was unconcerned. ‘Don't be. I'm a Thunderfoot. My hindquarters are supposed to be wide.'
The acutely embarrassed Shieldhorn turned away with his small, furry payload and hastened down the passageway linking Concealed Valley to the world beyond, the Treefur's hysterical giggling echoing maddeningly off the tunnel walls.
They emerged from the divide splitting Starlight Falls around evening and made their tortuous way down the boulder-strewn river canyon, not stopping until the craggy Uplands receded into a series of shrinking hillocks and the threshold of Mother Forest appeared out of the midnight darkness as a dark wall in the near distance. Alphie eagerly slid off his mount to hunt the woods for his favourite bug snacks.
'Make it quick,’ urged the old bull, cropping the paltry leaves clinging steadfastly to the nearest bush. ‘We have to get back on the trail as soon as possible.'
'It's good to be back on home turf,’ proclaimed the Treefur, burrowing through the mouldy leaf litter.
'The valley of the Boneheads isn't that bad. A little ashy, maybe, but a pleasant enough hideaway.'
'Says you. I wasn't dry once up there.'
Orridus munched in silence after that brief exchange. Alphie was buried out of sight, but the intermittent rustling of leaves told of his active pursuit of his insect treats. Dinnertime came to an end half an hour later when the Treefur's steed called for him to remount. The pair left the riverside, the hermit plunging through the woods in a southwesterly direction until daybreak. The seemingly indefatigable Shieldhorn slowed his march and came to a weary halt outside a stand of skeletal oaks as the dawning sun peeped through the bare-limbed trees.
'I have to rest for a bit,’ he told Alphie, ‘before we press on.'
'To where?'
Orridus gestured to the sorry looking boles with a flick of his nose horn. ‘Deeper into this basin,’ he said with an air of reluctance. ‘The Uplands sweep inward east from the falls in a broad curve that forms a pocket of dense forest between the hills and Crescent Lake.'
'Just who are you hoping to find out there, horn-head?'
The aged Shieldhorn's answer to Alphie's query was unexpected and unenthusiastic. ‘My old herd.'
* * * *Bronte had spent the day alone. She sorely missed her fellow lowlanders following their departure that same day, which was surprising considering she barely knew either of them. It was more likely a case of the Thunderfoot's visible links to her old life having been completely severed, leading to feelings of isolation and loneliness. Having been left on her own by her busy hosts in the tiny grove of half-stripped firs she was rooming in only added to the cow's sense of abandonment. She was glad that the next day was turning out differently. Today Cragg was setting aside his chieftaining duties to conduct the tour of the dale he promised Bronte on the day of her judgement.
'We're completely self-sufficient,’ explained the Highrock chief. He and Bronte were ambling through the southern pine groves of the vale with the waters of the Oasis glistening prettily through the trees. The day was overcast, with occasional sunny patches reflecting off the placid lake. The Bonehead picked up a pinecone, dusted off the volcanic residue from the morning drizzle of ash, and began absently nibbling on the snack to prove his point. ‘Food and water is plentiful season round, so we've no reason to migrate. The climate is cool and windy, just the way we like it. The valley walls are steep and unscaleable, shielding us from racial harassment, and there are rocks aplenty to satisfy our wants.'
Bronte was unimpressed. She was still in her dour mood. ‘It's alright I suppose, if you like life in a cage.'
'Granted, to outside eyes it would appear we are trapped,’ Cragg acknowledged, ‘but to us this vale is a haven.'
Their stroll continued through the sweetly fragrant conifers, and for a blissful while Bronte felt carefree in the hidden world of the Boneheads. Turning a bend in the meandering trail they came upon a patch of cleared forest occupied by ten or so upright megaliths arranged in a precise circle. Some of the freestanding menhirs rose alone eighteen feet into the air from out of the bare earth, while others were arranged in pairs with a capstone positioned on top. The wheel of monoliths was an outstanding accomplishment, for each slab weighed dozens of tons and must have been incredibly awkward to drag into place.
'What is this spot?’ wondered the Thunderfoot.
Cragg put down the half-eaten cone. ‘Ah, the Standing Stones. It is a monument to the sturdiness of rock.'
'They're only stones.'
'I beg to differ, lassie. My race has an affinity with rocks, probably because we resemble them so much. We choose to express this closeness through sculpture.'
Bronte honestly did not know what to think. Boneheads were as foreign to her as that intrusive alien. Were these the baby steps of reptilian civilisation?
They resumed their leisurely walk, engaging in idle talk about the weather and other trivial matters. Invariably the conversation turned to Orridus, the subject being broached by Bronte. ‘What did you mean yesterday when you accused Orridus of being selfish?'
'Just words.'
The cow stopped, compelling Cragg to halt also. ‘The Shieldhorn saved my life. I need to know who exactly he is.'
'He's a very private bull, Bronnie.'
'You're his closest friend and presumably know him better than most.'
Cragg chuckled. ‘I doubt any lizard really knows the old recluse. But I'll share what little he has revealed about himself to me—stuff not even Hetti is privy to. For starters, Orridus is not even his real name.'
'I didn't think so,’ Bronte mused. ‘What silly parent would call their calf after a legend? It's so corny. So what is his name then?'
'I dunno, lass. He hasn't told me and I won't pry.'
'Alright,’ she said. ‘Let's try his herd. What of them?'
'Your guess is better than mine on that score. I don't get out much.'
The cow thought solidly for a moment. She knew of Shieldhorns, not about them. Thunderfeet, although sharing their range with those horned reptiles, never fraternised. They were pointedly kept at tail's-length. The lasting impression she had of her frilled competitors was passing observations of ornery beasts constantly bickering. That was no help. She was exasperated and told Cragg so. ‘Admit it. You don't know anything about Orridus!'
'Hermits are notoriously hard to get close to.'
Bronte appreciated that statement more than most. Her father had invented the lonely concept of hermitage.
'However, I did piece together something else from what tidbits Orridus has let slip about his past,’ confided Cragg. ‘He's a runaway from his old life...'
No surprise there, thought Bronte. Orridus and Sorrin could have been egg brothers.
’ ... spurred on by an unspoken tragedy involving his mate...'
Make that twins.
’ ... that drove him to adopt a do-goodly persona and way of life he hopes will redeem his cowardice.'
Oops. Big difference. Then again maybe not. A recluse takes up the hermitic life due to an inability to deal with the world in general. Being utterly alone is preferable to facing and surmounting one's problems. Orridus and Sorrin had that in common. Bronte's father was not sufficiently expert to cope with his widowing or the prospect of being a solo parent. The tragic old Shieldhorn must have been subjected to a similar misfortune, for only the heartbroken would ever consider exchanging the advantages of herd life for an existence of perilous solitude. Perhaps the lonesome bulls shared more than that. Orridus was some kind of horned avenger, forever trying to make up for an unforgivable mistake in his secretive past. Sorrin had not quite gone to that extreme, but he did keep a background watch on his growing daughter to make amends for his failings as a father. Her guilty sire had also redeemed himself by stepping beyond his selfish grief long enough to defend Bronte when she most needed protection.
She remained critical. ‘That's not very much to go on.'
Cragg was stung by the rebuff. It had taken him ten seasons of painstaking attentiveness to glean that little amount. Orridus was about as forthcoming as a tree stump.
'How about this for a last snippet?’ he retorted. ‘The hermit has...'
A violent shuddering of the ground interrupted Cragg's final disclosure. Bronte trumpeted loudly in alarm as all about them the pines swayed like fern fronds fluttering in a stiff breeze, and the frightening clatter of loose boulders tumbling from the nearby cliffs into the trees and bouncing off the bedrock reverberated in the highland air. Fifteen seconds later the tremor subsided and the disturbed land settled into an uneasy quiet.
'Was that a ground shiver?’ Bronte asked in a breathless rush, her columnar legs trembling from the upheaval.
'Aye,’ Cragg mildly said.
The Thunderfoot was not so calm. ‘Aunty Flo told me about such things once. I thought she was joking!'
'It's no joke, my lass. Generally the shakes are but a minor inconvenience. The severer tremors though do cause damage and sometimes trigger avalanches.'
'Such as the one that's just been.'
Cragg played down the incident. ‘We've had worse in the valley before now. They are very commonplace up here.'
On that count he was right. Living in an active volcanic region meant regular earthquakes, the majority unfelt, a horrible few of sufficient magnitude to scare and even injure. What Cragg was reluctant to divulge to the excitable Thunderfoot was that lately the shakes were escalating in frequency and intensity. That was a portent of a disaster of epic proportions to come, for both high and low country. He caught a whiff of sulphur tainting a sudden wind shift and scuffed a hind foot through the deepening ash. Redmount, dormant for centuries, was getting set to make a fiery comeback. The only question was when.
'We'd best get back to the Settlement,’ he decided. ‘Hetti is probably fretting about us.'
Bronte was less than keen to return. Despite the heart-stopping drama, she was enjoying her outing and did not fancy being cooped up in the fir grove again. ‘I'll stay out for a bit longer, Cragg,’ she informed him, glancing at the ground rather dubiously.
'That's unwise.'
The giant cow put on a brave face. ‘If you're worried about my nerves, don't be. Sure it loosened my teeth, but I came through my first ground shiver intact.’ Her quivering legs told otherwise. ‘Well, mostly.'
'Nay, that's not my concern. You shouldn't be roaming the valley unescorted.'
'You said the Deciders gave me free run of the place.'
'That doesn't mean it's safe. I believe Malp plans to do you harm. For your own welfare stay close to the Settlement, Bronnie. I'll get one of Clift's bulls to keep an eye on you while I'm gone.'
'That's right, you're going off to meet up with Orridus soon.’ The shaken Thunderfoot had momentarily forgotten that part of the plan.
'Promise me you'll not go wandering while I'm away,’ pressed the chieftain.
'I'm a big girl, Cragg. I can handle myself.'
'I don't doubt that. Malp and his gang fight dirty though. Humour me by keeping out of harm's way.'
'Okay, I'll stay put in the glade.'
Cragg was not finished with his warning and advised Bronte to watch out for Shrok. ‘He's impetuous, lass, and that makes my boy troublesome.’ She nodded her understanding and saw the pain of disappointment sorrow the old Bonehead's eyes.
They started back. ‘You didn't finish telling me about Orridus,’ prompted Bronte.
The Highrock chief thought back. ‘Aye, that's right. Orridus has it in for some lizard he calls Lord of the Killjaws.'
Bronte was flabbergasted. ‘You don't mean King Rexus?'
'That's the laddie.'
A chill descended over the cow that had nothing to do with the crisp highland winds. No wonder Orridus was so eager to tackle the Killjaws on her behalf. He was playing out a personal vendetta against her mortal enemy. His motive was not justice, but revenge!
* * * *'Don't move.'
'You're the one doing the walking, horn-face.'
Orridus ignored the Treefur's rebuttal. ‘What I mean is no sudden movements from you, shorty. One wrong flick of the tail and we're both Lizardwing fodder.'
Noon was an hour or two off and the travellers were cautiously picking their way through the denuded forest. The forlorn oaks and maples, bare boughs clawing skyward in mute agony at the withering touch of autumn, lent a graveyard feel to the wood. Alphie spied movement all about them in the trees; furtive shapes heaving between the trunks to the raspy tune of crackling branches and rustling leaves. ‘Killjaws?’ he hissed worriedly.
'Rexus and his followers are lodged further south. But what's out there is potentially just as dangerous.'
The Treefur uttered a tiny growl of frustration. ‘Spike-nose, you'd better spill the beetles on what to expect. I hate climbing trees blind.'
The hermit heaved a sigh. Explanations were in order. ‘Shieldhorn herd structure is a rigid affair. There's an outer ring of defending bulls, followed by an inner circle. Both serve to protect the cows and calves at the centre of the circle.'
'Sounds complex.'
'It's more a case of organised chaos. We're about to penetrate the former. Those restless shadows on the fringe of your vision are them—young, inexperienced, expendable bulls. They could charge us en masse without warning or simply let us pass unmolested. It's hard to say how they'll react to my presence.'
'Can't you ever take me someplace where we can get a friendlier reception?’ griped Alphie. ‘First Shrok and his bullies, now this. What about the next lot?'
'Those who do survive the rigours of the first line of defence naturally progress to the second. By that stage they're older, wiser and more manageable. If we can reach that group unscathed we'll be safe enough.'
'Define “safe enough".'
'I'll only have to face-off against the ruling bull rather than the entire herd.'
'That fills me with confidence.'
'It shouldn't. If the leading bull is bigger and stronger than me, we're in double trouble.'
'This is all very fascinating, horn-head, but what bothers me most is what the mood of your homecoming will be. Is it to be joyful or scary?'
'Your concern for me is touching, whiskers.'
'Don't flatter yourself, fern-breath. My own skin and the fur attached to it is my first worry.'
'Expect the worst then.'
'How did I know you were going to say that.'
The first sign of trouble broke from cover when the winding forest trail broadened and a quartet of immature Shieldhorn bulls sauntered from the trees to block the path. They looked a restless bunch, wild-eyed and spoiling for a fight.
'Damn,’ swore Orridus. ‘They're Longfrills.'
Alphie twitched his nose and gazed hard at the horned lizards. To him they appeared ordinary, nondescript Shieldhorns. Orridus knew different.
Shieldhorns, much like the Duckbills, were a mixed bag of related races that herded together in the interest of communal protection. There was, after all, safety in numbers. It can also be said that familiarity breeds contempt. Shortfrills and Longfrills were not as compatible as the harmonious cousinly Duckbills. They competed directly for food, territory and power. There was no love lost between the differing, yet plainly similar, Shieldhorn kin.
Orridus hurriedly elaborated on his initial warning to Alphie. ‘Don't move suddenly or speak out of turn, Treefur. These guys are jumpy and will take any careless act or word the wrong way. On a good day I can maybe fend off two. This isn't such a day. I'm tired beyond belief.'
The bravest of the four trotted ahead of his fellows, snorted and shook his nine-foot-long neck frill challengingly. Orridus responded by stamping a forefoot, followed with a vigorous toss of his horns.
Strong silent types, mocked Alphie to himself.
Emboldened by their compatriot's forwardness, the three other Shieldhorns began playing up. They pranced about, bellowing madly and posturing with the unrestrained gusto of youth. Their behaviour in turn incited their leader to behave rashly and he lowered his head and charged blindly. Holding his ground, Orridus roared a single word: ‘RHYNAAA!’ The charging Longfrill strangely veered away to plough into the undergrowth and kept on galloping. His astonished brethren balked, turned about snout and fled down the trail.
'Talk about saying the magic word,’ complemented Alphie.
'Lucky guess,’ said the hermit. ‘Round one to me.'
An oddity struck Alphie. ‘Hey fern-guzzler, I just had a thought.'
'Did it pain you?'
'How droll. You lizards don't normally haunt the forest. What's your herd doing off Fernwalk?'
'It's a seasonal ritual. Every migration north is preceded by a side trip to Crescent Lake.'
'Shieldhorns don't seem the type to go in for sightseeing.'
'We're not. It's a water stop. The trek to the northern feeding grounds is long and dry.'
'That accounts for you knowing where to find them straight away.'
They pushed on. Orridus was not challenged again. Whatever he said to his contenders had the desired effect. News of his arrival was spreading like wildfire and the panicky younger bulls resorted to keeping their distance within the trees lining the route. Moving at a steady trot the hermit eased through their shadowing ranks to the next hurdle without further incident.
A stoic line of mixed Shieldhorns awaited them. Alphie took a more discerning look at the living barrier. There were indeed subtle differences between the kindred Shieldhorns. Longfrills measured five feet shorter than Shortfrills, but carried an extra two tons of weight. The most noticeable contrast was of course the frill, fully a third longer than their cousins—and what a fitting headpiece it was for the beast boasting the largest skull of any land animal! Unlike the solid bone shield of the Shortfills, Longfrill crests had a latticework of minute blood vessels beneath the skin. When flushed with blood, the frills came alive with vibrant bands of brown and orange in sharp contrast to the uniform olive hides worn by the Shieldhorn family.
Slowing, Orridus warily approached the assembly. The atmosphere was so thick with tension the air could have been visibly pierced with a horn. No words were spoken as the line of three-horned warriors silently parted to admit the estranged Shortfrill to the inner sanctum of his former life. Alphie glanced surreptitiously at the upturned faces of their honour guard. He thought he caught flashes of recognition for the hermit in their steely eyes, but could not be sure. The ring closed behind them like a trap springing shut.
A harem of Shieldhorn cows lolled about in stands of yews, larches and spruces, consuming any and all woody victuals in sight like reptilian vacuum cleaners. Leaves, twigs, cones—all vanished into their hungering bellies. Feeding alongside the gluttonous females were calves of various ages and sizes, ranging from this year's recently hatched to the yearlings of the previous season not yet old or big enough to go it alone in the herd. Neither group paid the newcomers any attention whatsoever. The business of the bulls was strictly their own affair.
'Crikey!’ exclaimed Alphie. Never had he clapped eyes on that many reptiles in the one spot. There were literally hundreds of the softly grunting herbisaurs eating up the land and despoiling the leftover husk with their droppings. The sight and stench very nearly made the Treefur keel over.
'You have some nerve returning, oldie.'
Orridus practically sent his marsupial mount sprawling as he spun at the sound of that hostile rumble to be confronted by a battle-scarred Longfrill.
'Do I know you?’ the puzzled hermit said. ‘You seem vaguely familiar.'
'It has been a long time. I was but a calf when you absconded.'
The oldster racked his brain. A lot of seasons had passed and his memory was not as sharp as it used to be. ‘Thauron?’ he guessed.
'One and the same.'
'You got big.'
'I've gotten more than that. I got the leadership.'
'You're in charge?'
'Don't sound so surprised.'
Orridus was anything but. He remembered Thauron as having been a rambunctious hatchling and ruffians invariably did well in Shieldhorn society. Rowdiness was a clear indicator of ambition.
'Why have you come back, Rhyna?’ demanded Thauron.
The homecoming hermit replied in a gravelly voice, ‘To reclaim my herd and again be Dominator.'
Alphie did a double take. Rhyna? Dominator? Just who was Orridus? ‘What's going on here?’ he squeaked demandingly.
Noticing the vexed Treefur for the first time, the Shieldhorn leader jeered, ‘What's that—your mascot?'
'No, my fan club.'
Thauron snorted derisively. ‘You'll need it. You won't have any other support for your ridiculous claim.'
He was right. During the short exchange the senior bulls of the Shieldhorn herd had crowded about their presiding leader and his predecessor, who worriedly noted that the interested group was predominantly Longfrills.
'You intend to honour my challenge then?’ pushed Orridus.
'Custom compels me to,’ conceded Thauron. ‘I cannot refuse any contender. Even you.’ His manner became one of forced casualness. ‘Besides, I have nothing better to do today and I doubt this'll take long.'
'Alphie, get down,’ ordered Orridus.
'Whatever for?'
'Unless you want to partake in a duel to the death, I suggest you vacate my back.'
'I'll get off.'
'Wise choice.'
Thauron eyed the dismounted Treefur. ‘You can wait over there on Percta's back.’ He pointed with his nose to a nearby Longfrill. ‘When I'm done with Rhyna you can go your merry way.'
Scampering hesitantly through a forest of legs, Alphie reached the bull named Pectra. He nervously waited while the uncertain Shieldhorn gave him an inspecting sniff before tentatively clambering up the Longfrill's tail onto his rump and inching along his back. Neither of them looked particularly comfortable with the arrangement. Percta shifted position, joining his brethren in forming a loose circle about Thauron and Orridus, horns facing inwards. The pair of vying Shieldhorns stood readying themselves for their upcoming ordeal within the arena. That involved a great deal of head waggling, snorting and pawing the ground. Hushed murmurs circulated through the ring of onlookers during the build-up and Alphie eagerly listened in.
'Thauron looks nervous,’ whispered one voice.
'He ought to be,’ commented Pectra, his own contribution spoken low. ‘Rhyna is rumoured never to have been defeated.'
'I heard he slew a Killjaw giant single-horned when just a calf,’ the first voice said.
'And had killed an entire pack by his third season,’ added a second.
Alphie scarcely believed his ears. The old hermit certainly hid a colourful past!
Orridus bawled loudly and Thauron answered with his own contesting bellow. The games were about to begin with Alphie still in the dark.
'What is going on?’ he asked Pectra.
The Longfrill condescended to reply to the curious furball on his back. ‘Isn't it obvious? They're about to fight.'
The sea of bristling horns about him persuaded the sharp-tongued Treefur not to give a sarcastic rejoinder. With a great effort of will he simply said, ‘Over what?'
'For the leadership of the herd, dummy. Haven't you been listening?'
Alphie's self-control was outstanding. ‘Why does Orri ... er Rhyna, want to be your leader?'
'Rhyna used to be Dominator. He plainly wants the position back.'
At long last the history of the hermit was beginning to be glimpsed through the veil of secrecy!
Pectra loosened up. ‘It was all before my time of course, but the tale is a local legend.
'Rhyna rose through the ranks in meteoric style to become Dominator. He was unbeaten in every battle he fought on the way up. Such a record was, heck remains, unsurpassed and the envy of all. Not even Thauron can lay claim to having absolutely no losses.
'One day Rhyna was out on Fernwalk instructing some of the younger bulls in fighting techniques when a Killjaw party boldly staged a raid on the family circle. By some stroke of bad luck the daring killers broke through the defences and butchered a playgroup of calves. Rhyna's sons and heirs numbered among the dead. By the time the commotion brought Rhyna running it was all over bar the roaring. The offenders escaped unpunished and he was powerless to do anything except bellow his frustration. Afterwards, his mate pined to death for her lost offspring and Rhyna, unable to bear his grief, simply took off.'
Alphie was stunned by the tragedy. ‘So that's why the old bugger lives alone in the woods.'
Pectra summed up. ‘That's where the legend becomes cloudy. Some say Rhyna died of a broken heart in Mother Forest, which is obviously untrue. Others told the fable of him becoming an avenger in an effort to alleviate the guilt he harboured from failing to protect his wife and children.'
The mutual posturing and bellowing of the duellists abruptly ceased. The resulting silence was deafening.
'What's happening now? I can't see.’ Alphie reared up onto his back legs. The Longfrill's enormous crest was blocking his view.
Pectra obliged with a running commentary. ‘The contest proper is about to begin. They are lining up now for the crucial opening charge.'
'Head-butting?'
'It's a trial of strength.'
'That doesn't sound so tough. How's it work?'
Alphie's grandstand blew a huffy snort. ‘There's just the one rule of engagement, hornless one—the bull left standing is the winner.'
Orridus and Thauron clashed like two freight trains impacting head on. The noise of the colliding Shieldhorns was frightful, shattering the taut quiet. All motion then came to a grinding halt. Horns locked together, the opposing bulls settled into the pushing contest that decided important issues for this category of lizards, whether territorial or courtship. The rasp of bone grating against bone filled the ensuing lull, partnered by the intermittent grunting from the straining combatants. Each was using every ounce of strength at his disposal to try and shift the other. It was the proverbial case of an immovable object meeting an irresistible force.
An hour elapsed and neither bull had budged an inch. ‘This is about as exciting as watching trees grow,’ complained Alphie, crouched on the curved top of Pectra's frill. ‘How long will this go on for?'
His eyes glued to the slow-motion struggle, Pectra answered, ‘Till one tires and makes a fatal error.'
Midway through the second hour the situation changed. Alphie had thought the pair evenly matched—the larger Orridus pitted against the heftier Thauron. Both had fought their share of battles and proudly wore the scars to prove it. In that respect Shieldhorns were on a par with Killjaws, for the thrill of combat coursed through their veins. The Treefur, in fact, felt sure the hermit had the vital edge in the clash. Half a century of experience, coupled to a record of undefeated bouts, spelt winning odds. At least it should have. The long years counted against Orridus. Thauron was a younger, stronger version and while less wily than his aged foe, garnered greater stamina. The determined Longfrill unwaveringly bore down on the elder Shortfrill until finally the exhausted Orridus broke and gave up precious ground, the spasms of his overtaxed leg muscles making him wobble. A chorus of cheers erupted spontaneously from the massed Longfrills at seeing their leader's imminent victory. The challenger was pulling away, staggering backwards from Thauron's relentless assault. Their hollers of encouragement abruptly became cries of astonishment when the losing lizard cleverly outmanoeuvred the Dominator by faking a stumble, sidestepping the overextended Shieldhorn boss, and thrusting his brow horns beneath the lower rim of Thauron's crest as he lurched past.
Thauron knew he was beaten. The points of Rhyna's horns pressing into the soft tissue of his throat told him so. ‘Finish it,’ he rasped tiredly. ‘Add another victory and death to your score.'
The hermit's favourite battle ploy had worked a treat yet again. Feign disability and a foe's own overconfidence hamstrung him without fail. He could have run Thauron through, but instead stepped back and withdrew his weaponry. Thauron, baffled by the gesture, actually appeared disgruntled. How humiliating it was to be left alive by a magnanimous adversary.
'I have vanquished Thauron,’ Orridus called out to the spectators, his voice strong and clear despite his telling weariness. ‘Accept me now as Dominator!'
The throng of Longfrills milled about in uncertainty, unwilling to finalise Thauron's loss with their assent. It took the Shortfrill minority, loitering unnoticed in the background, to change their minds. The chant began slowly at first, rapidly gaining volume as the oppressed Shortfrills welcomed back their former leader and associate by shouting his name while they proudly gathered around him in swelling numbers. Thauron's followers quickly changed sides and starting yelling in unison ‘Rhyna!’ over and over again, cementing his astounding victory. Even Alphie was caught up in the infectious rapture of the moment and joined in the chanting.
Thauron found the verbal applause irritating. ‘Why have you spared me?’ he spat over the din.
'To harness your expertise,’ the triumphant and now former hermit said.
'I'm a washout, oldie. You've taken my command and left me no respect. Kill me and be done with it.'
'Don't be such a sore loser, Thauron. I need you alive.'
'As a living trophy to flaunt your perfect fight record, I'll bet.'
'What do you say to my mounting an expedition with you as my second in command?'
A twinge of interest made Thauron take pause in feeling sorry for himself. ‘For what purpose?'
'To slay Killjaws.'
That got Thauron's full attention. ‘It's tempting. Have you got any particular bone-crunchers in mind?'
Orridus leered evilly. ‘As a matter of fact I do. I want to murder their king.'


Chapter Twenty OneBronte was bored. She was into day three of her internment and feeling left out. Cragg had clandestinely exited the valley with his motley crew of Bonehead heavies the night before, again taking advantage of Highrock sympathisers guarding Thunder Passage to slip out unnoticed. His parting with Hettinor had been a brief and tender moment that filled Bronte with sadness. The assiduous healer had been in the midst of pronouncing her giant patient on the road to recovery when Cragg came by to say farewell around dusk. The Thunderfoot had awkwardly stood by while the doting pair nuzzled snouts and she was painfully reminded of her own beau. Darved was dead or running for his life. Either way, he was lost to her. Cragg had then hastened away and the teary Bonehead matron departed shortly after that. Bronte had since had no visitors.
Stretching her stiff neck, she listlessly stripped a fir branch of its waxy foliage. Eating was not a great comfort. Her sick bay had become a prison cell. With a sly look, Bronte casually ambled from the increasingly deforested grove to go walkabout, deliberately going back on her promise to Cragg not to wander. Rule-breaking was as second nature to the rebellious cow Thunderfoot as breathing.
She plodded unhurriedly through the valley, drifting unthinkingly toward Stonejudge. Trudging onto the plateau, Bronte stared at the vacant podiums of the Deciders and came to the conclusion that she possessed no freewill whatsoever. Others had always made life-changing decisions for her. Sorrin abandoned her, Balticea mated her, the Killjaws orphaned her, and the Boneheads imprisoned her. Even now a horned stranger was championing for her. In no way did it end there. Chappy had thoughtlessly gotten killed protecting his best friend and in the process made her the Chosen One. Was this lifelong chain of events a conspiracy to rob the cow of her independence? If so, it was working brilliantly.
Gideon was another prime example of a control freak. With Chappy gone, the alien was sure to decide her fate for her. Bronte lamented. She had no hankering to be the world's saviour; she wanted only to be herself. A wicked thought entered her mind. Would it be so terrible if the rescue attempt was botched and the offworlder accidentally met with a tragic end? The answer was a distasteful yes. Since her walking coma, she had ceased dreaming of sprinting through a dark forest hounded by the personification of evil to run into her guardian's arms as a shapeless form. That recurrent nightmare had been replaced by a dreadful sense of inevitability as portentous as the thunderheads darkening the midafternoon sky.
'Ere, lads, what have we here?'
'Looks like a trespasser to me.'
'Might you be lost, giantess?'
Bronte was wrenched out her rumination by a gang of three highland bullyboys. They had sneaked up on the preoccupied Thunderfoot. She did not think them a glee club. ‘Just having a peep,’ Bronte said.
'Take a good look.'
'Aye, it'll be your last.'
'Was it worth it?'
The big cow was in no mood for playing games and confidently shouldered past the trio. She alone was ten times their combined weight. ‘I'll be on my way,’ she said in a tart rumble.
'Not so fast, lassie.'
Bronte stopped in her tracks. Shrok was marching fast up the incline to the plateau and he was not alone. A troop of fellow insurgents fanned out behind Cragg's disloyal son, each with a rock cupped in their hand-like forefeet. ‘This can't be good,’ she rumbled worriedly.
'Where are you hurrying off to, bitch,’ he growled.
The Thunderfoot tried to sound insouciant. ‘Why boys, are you throwing a welcoming party for me? How nice.'
'Yeah, welcome to your demise!’ Shrok laughed hollowly. ‘You're to be judged by me now. Stone the Outside.'
Bronte did not wait. Flinging her bulk around faster than seemed possible for an animal her size, she bowled over the nearest three Boneheads like skittles. The nervy cow then made for Shrok. With all her escape routes cut off, she made up her mind to take out the fomenter of this lynch mob first.
Seeing his peril, Shrok yelled, ‘Give it to her, lads!'
The vigilantes pelted the desperate Thunderfoot with their stony missiles. Bronte shrugged off the rain of rocks and kept on coming, bearing down on Shrok in an avalanche of flesh. She rocked onto her back legs, trunk-like forelimbs flailing wildly. To be sure she felt each and every hurtful impact of the barrage, but that pain was nothing compared to the anger boiling her blood. Her life was her own! She would physically take it back if it meant trampling every Regressionist barring her way.
'Stop this idiocy!'
The rearing Thunderfoot loomed over Shrok like a toppling tree, then crashed harmlessly to one side of the petrified bull as the stoning came to an abrupt halt. An elder bonehead came traipsing up the hill and Bronte thought she recognised the Flatstone Chieftain.
'Get away from the Outsider,’ he bawled. It was indeed Malp.
The younger bulls, puzzled by the command, nevertheless obeyed and drew back. Except for Shrok. Stooping, he reached for a throwing stone carelessly dropped on the flat. Bronte, bruised and bloody, saw the move and swished her serpentine tail in readiness.
'That goes for you too,’ Malp barked at his protégé.
'We must stone all outsiders,’ insisted Shrok. ‘You taught me that.'
'True, but not today, lad. We have more important stones to move.'
Shrok reluctantly tossed aside his rock.
Malp approached him and struck Shrok savagely across the snout with his clenched forefoot. ‘Don't ever go freelancing again! You're putting our plot in jeopardy with this nonsense.'
Anger and confusion exploded in Shrok's hard eyes. ‘I saw an opportunity and took it. I thought you'd be pleased.'
'I gave you specific orders, Shrok. Don't deviate. Go carry them out.'
The sullen young bull tramped away with his buddies.
'If it's any consolation, you can stone Clift and Revasse after you detain them,’ Malp called after him. ‘I've no qualms about seeing that pair killed.'
'They'll have to do,’ returned Shrok.
'And don't forget your mother!'
'She'll endorse my ascension or die alongside them,’ the treacherous Highrocker shouted back before disappearing down the grade with his band of not-so-merry lizards, leaving Malp alone with Bronte.
'What's going on?’ the perplexed cow rumbled.
'If you haven't worked it out yet, you're in the middle of a coup.'
Bronte was none the wiser, compelling Malp to spell it out for her.
'A takeover—I'm overthrowing the Deciders.'
The Thunderfoot was astounded. ‘Leadership is for life! It just can't be taken away on a whim.'
'Maybe not where you hail from, but here in the vale hereditary rule is not always a guarantee for the duration of a chieftain's life. If he's declared unfit to rule he can be usurped. I'm merely taking that prerogative a step further. Whose to say the rotten half of an entire council can't be excised?’ Malp shook his bony head. ‘Why am I bothering explaining this to a stupid, ignorant Outsider.'
'Cragg won't stand for this,’ argued Bronte.
'He doesn't have a say in it. Shrok is going to come into his inheritance sooner than anticipated and chieftain the Highrock Clan from now on.'
Bronte was aghast. ‘Cragg's not dead, is he?'
'He is to me,’ Malp said in a stony voice. ‘I'm aware he secretly left the valley last evening with a bunch of other misfits and by doing so broke our most sacred law. That is punishable by death.'
'You plan to execute him.'
'There's no need. Even now my sentries at Thunder Passage are walling this end so solidly with rubble that not even the most able-bodied digger in the dell could tunnel through in his lifetime. I've magnanimously commuted Cragg's punishment to exile.'
'Who made you Originator? I thought you lot operated by consensus.'
Malp chuckled grimly. ‘We do. Alvanch and Grisure support my bid, and Fravell will fall into line once he realises my Regressionists have won. Actually, your precious Cragg set things up nicely for me to stage my belated revolt. The cream of his clan's defenders went along on his jaunt, meaning his allies can't muster enough might to thwart me. With my four clans against their two and a half, I'm a shoe-in.'
'To be what—patriarch?'
'I'm a fundamentalist, lowlander. A figurehead council will remain in power ... with me at its head, naturally.’ Malp was constructing the world's very first puppet regime. The pioneering Bonehead republic was finished and so too was Bronte.
She shifted about on her mammoth legs, her battered body aching terribly. ‘You stopped Shrok from trying to kill me. Are you saving my death for later?'
'Surprisingly enough, nay.'
Bronte was baffled again. What did Malp have in store for her?
'Follow me,’ he instructed her.
The flustered giant refused to move.
'If you want to live, you'll come with me.'
Bronte grudgingly dawdled behind the seditious chief.
Malp took her down from the mesa and along the back trail running north to where the tiny grotto in which the Deciders cast their votes was tucked away at the bottom of the escarpment. The Flatstone chief led her past the inconspicuous fissure and down the length of the brush-choked valley wall for a good quarter of an hour before stopping. He turned front-on to the cliff face and commenced uprooting a half-dozen of the hardy alpine shrubs flourishing at the base of the bluff, uncovering in the process a massive ovular boulder set neatly into the rock façade. Grunting madly from the exertion, Malp pulled the gargantuan stone out and rolled it to one side, revealing a dark opening in the dale boundary.
Bronte eyed the void suspiciously. ‘It's a hole,’ she dryly observed.
Malp let the obvious comment slide. ‘It happens to be a bolthole, Outsider. When my ancestors settled this valley they excavated an escape tunnel with their bare claws in case the relocation did not work out.'
'That must have taken a while.'
'Whole generations and today only the chieftains retain knowledge of it.'
'Where does it lead?'
'Straight to the outside, cow. Take it and get out of my highlands.'
'Why are you doing this for me, Malp?'
'Simple sanitation, Thunderfoot. I don't want your outsized carcass stinking up my valley when Shrok gets back around to stoning you to death, as he surely must.'
'Your concern for the environment is commendable.'
'Shut your trap and get moving.'
Bronte gazed fearfully ahead. The tunnel entryway had the disconcerting look of the black maw of some gigantic beast about to swallow her whole. ‘Am I going to fit in there?’ she worried.
'It can easily accommodate two adult Boneheads side by side,’ Malp informed her, ‘so it'll be plenty big enough for the likes of you.’ He tried manhandling her toward the tunnel.
'Hey, quit shoving!'
'Hurry up then. We don't have all day. If I'm caught aiding and abetting your escape we'll both be for it.'
'How are you going to explain away my disappearance?'
'I'll trigger a landslide somewhere close by and say you were buried alive.'
'You've thought of everything,’ rumbled Bronte. It was not a compliment.
'You'll find Boneheads are very meticulous lizards. Oh, but you won't. You shan't be here. Now get going before I change my mind.'
Bronte still refused to be pushed into the unknown and said frankly, ‘Malp, I don't trust you.'
'I wouldn't trust me either,’ he agreed. ‘I'd have stoned my own granny if it furthered my ambition. Come to think of it, I very nearly did. But that's beside the point. Either take your chances in the tunnel or remain here to become a victim of hate crime. The choice is yours.'
The resigned Thunderfoot forced herself to step through the uninviting portal into the inky recesses of the passage and halted. Behind her, muffled shouts echoed across the valley floor as Malp's insurrection took hold. She could not be sure whether the cries were calls of alarm or whoops of victory.
'What of Hettinor?’ Bronte suddenly asked over her humped back. The kindly healer reminded Bronte greatly of Florella and had become dear to her heart.
'If Shrok doesn't kill his ma, I'll make her my mate,’ Malp said unashamedly. ‘I'm not fussed which. Highrock Clan will be mine anyway.’ He quickly set to rolling the cover stone back in place over the doorway before Bronte had a chance to decry his despicableness, shutting out the light and the Concealed Valley from the vexed Thunderfoot.
Alone and in total blackness, Bronte grew panicky. This was not the best time for her to discover she was claustrophobic.
* * * *Success was his!
It had taken Orn two full days of tedious scouring to find Shadower's latest and strangely unoccupied day lair, plus a further one to sniff out the Nightclaw's clever hiding place for the alien's ripped-off appendage at the foot of a cypress half a mile away. To be sure, his untrusting cousin had picked an ingenious spot to stash his loot. The thieving spy had failed though to take into account that ostrich-like reptiles tended to think alike, giving the snooping Fastclaw the advantage he needed to finally uncover the prize his imperious king craved.
Clearing a space in the layer of small rounded cones littering the base of the trunk, Orn dug down into the soft earth and scooped out Gideon's stolen Energy Dome. His bulging eyes lit up with marvel as he brushed off the moist dirt to behold the mutely glowing crystal. The attraction was instantaneous. All birds and bird-mimic lizards love shiny objects.
Orn carelessly dropped the half-globe and it bounced away from him. He chased after and playfully toed the object with his foot. The Energy Dome shot up unexpectedly into the air, caught against his leg and stuck fast. The surprised gofer shook his limb, but the artefact did not fall off. Somehow the dome's opened wristband had locked about Orn's ankle with the clasp snapping shut. He bent over and began to fiddle with the catch.
'Noli me tangere!'
The Fastclaw stood bolt upright. Someone had spoken. He searched the streamers of milky sunlight penetrating the immediate forest with wide, unblinking eyes. The wood was deserted. Orn cautiously went back to trying to undo the fastener.
'Noli me tangmere persona non grata.'
This time Orn nearly jumped out of his skin. The mystery, foreign-speaking talker sounded dangerously close. ‘Who's out there?’ he demanded, head bobbing furtively. The forest remained empty and a deathly silence prevailed before the skittish runner got his reply.
'Lingual translation initiated. Downloading VAI files. Decoding sequence complete. Please identify yourself.'
Orn scratched his hairless head. The voice seemed to be coming from the crystal attached to his leg. He changed his thinking accordingly. ‘Who's in there?'
'Identify yourself,’ repeated the utterance. It had the ring of maleness, albeit stilted and tinny.
Little did Orn realise that he actually was conversing directly with Gideon's Energy Dome. Infused with a basic interface capability for user-friendliness, the device replayed automated responses when certain criteria arose. Vai comically thought of the dome's mouthpiece as her illegitimate son.
Orn did not find the unseen orator so amusing. In fact, he was immensely distressed by the intrusion and gazed at the crystal with a piercing look of mistrust. ‘Are you a bug trapped in there?’ he asked dubiously. He had never come across a talking insect before.
'Identify yourself,’ insisted the unemotional voice.
Not knowing what else to do, the Fastclaw introduced himself. ‘Hello ... ah, my name's Orn.'
'Accessing database for verification.'
Orn gingerly gave his fettered leg a shake. He half expected the dome to rattle from the noise of the tiny speaker lodged within. Disturbingly, it did not.
The voice came back on-line. ‘Name unlisted: state academy affiliation and security clearance code.'
The Killjaw king's gofer did well to interpret the insensible speech. ‘I'm a Fastclaw, speediest lizard in all...'
'Initiating DNA scan.'
Orn looked deeper into the yellowed crystal. ‘Where are you lurking you pesky little critter?’ Talking bug or not, the Fastclaw felt like snacking on the crunchy tidbit.
'Genetic scan complete, reptilian tissue match confirmed. Please terminate unauthorised usage.'
A chord of disquiet tolled in Orn's head. The strange voice demonstrated no hint of inflection, yet the politely spoken caveat was unmistakable and nobody recognised a threat better than Rexus's maligned dogsbody.
'Terminate usage,’ it reiterated. The dome's hue changed to amber in visible warning.
Orn fumbled in vain with the stubborn fastener, attempting to unlock the immovable wristband.
'Terminate immediately,’ the halved orb ordered. The colour shifted to orange.
The Fastclaw frantically redoubled his efforts, the catch refusing to spring open.
A garish red light flared angrily from the lighted crystal. ‘Commencing auto destruct countdown. Detonation in thirty semics.'
Orn did not like the sound of that and desperately tried kicking the device off his manacled leg.
'Detonation in twenty semics.'
Running out of options, the Fastclaw assumed the only alternative open to him and took to his feet. Flight, the standard defence of his kind, had always worked in the past. He would outrun today's danger just as easily.
'Detonation in ten semics.'
Orn tore through the forest like a scalded marsupial fallen into a hot pool, even with the handicap holding fast to his leg. The trees rushed by him in a blur of mossy browns and greens as he slalomed the obstructing boles with inbred ease.
'Detonation in five semics.'
The Fastclaw sprinted faster.
'Four semics.'
He hit his stride in fifty mile per hour spurts.
'Three.'
Orn became a striped smudge of black and white streaking through the woods.
'Two.'
He felt as if he could outpace the wind itself!
'One.'
* * * *Vai hummed into life. Just because the cybernate happened to be on standby did not mean her monitoring of the region had slacked off, and a monumental explosion was pretty hard to miss. She activated a low-level scan of the area, drawing upon her precious reserve of dwindling plasma energy, and got a shock. The telltale blast signature did not emanate from the northwest, as she surmised. The volcano in that sector was certainly grumbling, but had not yet erupted. Disquieted by the lack of evidence, Vai investigated further.
She made two startling discoveries—the discharge was situated perilously close to Gideon's last known location in the woody southeast and appeared to be ground-based. The latter ruled out an impact from one of the myriad of splinters spearheading the main asteroid and set to make their debut soon enough. Despite the poor resolution offered by her reduced scan and the distance involved, the probing computer persona detected a blast radius of several miles across and a lingering trace of plasma residue in the vicinity. The size and nature of the bang led her to the only conclusion possible—Gideon's Energy Dome had exploded!
His motherly minder cycled through the probable causes that would set off such a catastrophe. None of them boded well—overheating, damage, self-detonation. An unfounded suspicion made her pick up on the last and without fully understanding why she reviewed her transmissions file. There it was. Her no-nonsense little boy had accessed her language decoding files only rohns ago. She felt conflicted. Energy Domes did not function independently of the their wearer unless...
Vai's calculations had taken a horrible turn for the worse. Every single dome came with a built-in auto destruct mechanism discharged as a last resort if the device fell into the wrong hands. It was a wartime precaution. Gideon's older model was no exception, packing an explosive punch big enough to level a city block. If stolen and accidentally misused by the thief, the ‘suicide button'—the unflattering label field crews dubbed the automated destructor—would have surely been triggered.
Her computerised mind boggled. The Energy Dome had sequestered Lingual Decoder datum, specifically reptilian speech translation info, semics before destroying itself. That tamper-proof record lent itself to the certainty of the dome having been appropriated by a miscreant saurian.
Vai blanched.
Surely one of these primitive, earthbound reptiles hereabouts was incapable of such a theft? They were too animalistic for such a devious act. An unthinkable likelihood therefore remained—there was a Tsor warrior party somewhere loose on this planet. What if the starsphere's rushed flight to this biosphere had been tracked by a surviving element of Berran's bitter enemy who, having secretly landed and abducted her commander, tore Gideon's Energy Dome off his wrist during the course of some brutal interrogation and inadvertently destroyed themselves and everything around them in the process?
Vai had to find out. She decided then and there to countermand Gideon's instruction to lay low, conserving energy. With a determined hum the intelligent computer's long range scanning burst into action. Come hell or high water Vai was going to locate her lost master—whether his body turned out to be alive or dead.
* * * *'We wait.'
Orridus could see Thauron champing at the bit beside him as they stood on the boundary of a tiny clearing a mile north of the eastern foot of the Uplands, but held his stance of non-action.
'What are we waiting for—spring?’ griped the deposed Shieldhorn Dominator.
His older successor remained adamant. ‘We don't make a move until our reinforcements arrive.'
The churlish Longfrill grunted.
The hermit glanced back and found Thauron's impatience mirrored in the attack force of restless Shieldhorns lolling about in the forest behind them. The warrior-bulls were a mixed bag of Shortfrills and Longfrills. Orridus wanted an all-Shortfrill assault party on the simple grounds of size and bulk, but had relented to Thauron's insistence that his herd brothers should be afforded an equal share of the upcoming glory. The result was a thirty-strong bunch of raiders comprised half of younger, jaunty Longfrills backed up by the aplomb of elder Shortfrills.
'Can't these Bonefrill pals of yours rescue this exalted compatriot of theirs without outside help?’ Thauron demanded to know.
'They're Boneheads,’ corrected Orridus, ‘and you of all lizards should appreciate there is safety in numbers. They badly need support and who better to give it than us.'
Thauron conceded that point with another grunt. Shieldhorns were the undisputed brawlers of the herbisaur fraternity.
A pang of guilt tugged at the hermit for having fibbed to his junior commander. Rather than going through the rigmarole of explaining the whole alien episode to Thauron, Orridus resorted to fabricating the tale that Gideon was a revered Bonehead albino captured by the Killjaws as a curiosity in order to expedite the rescue attempt. It was not so far fetched. He had glimpsed the extraterrestrial for himself and from a distance Gideon could perhaps pass for a dwarf, misshapen Bonehead.
Orridus heaved a quiet sigh. The deception was a necessity. Shieldhorns were generally not noted for their brainpower, and complicated thoughts gave them severe headaches, much like the obtuse Duckbills. They operated best on instinct, so a simple kidnapping was the ideal ploy to quickly get them on side and motivated to join his cause.
The patch of overcast visible in the window of the treetops encompassing the glade showed no trace of Fitzfeather. The Honker had gone aloft to scope out the highlands for the first sign of Cragg and his band of helpers, and was due to report back any time. Orridus snorted. The silence of the forest was positively deafening. Alphie was away conducting his reconnoitre of the Killjaw encampment. Accurate intelligence is the key to any military operation and the unobtrusive marsupial made an admirable scout. His absence was markedly noticeable. The recluse actually missed the irascible Treefur's wisecracking for breaking the tension.
The flutter of strongly-beating wings told of Fitzfeather's landing approach moments before he touched down haphazardly in the clearing with his typical lack of grace. Landings plainly were not his forte. He legged it over to where the pair of intimidating Shieldhorns waited, his upturned tail feathers waggling in the usual end-of-flight ritual peculiar to bird-kind.
Thauron gave Orridus a sidelong glance. ‘Another mascot, Rhyna?'
'I collect them. It's a hobby.'
'Have you befriended all the weirdoes in and around Mother Forest?
'No, just you.'
'Orridus, old boy,’ greeted the Honker.
'Where's Cragg?’ the hermit asked without any preamble.
'The Rockheads egress their hilly abode on schedule.'
'They are Boneheads!’ the old Shortfrill moaned in exasperation. ‘Why is that name so hard to remember?'
'I got the “head” part correct,’ Fitzfeather said plaintively.
'Will he be in place on time?'
'Uncouth Cragg may be, old chap, but he is not tardy.'
'We can at last get going then,’ Thauron rumbled.
Orridus haltered Thauron again. ‘Don't go off charging half-cocked just yet. We must wait for Cragg to get in position before moving against the Killjaws. Timing is everything.'
'You're not afraid of tackling the calf-killers?’ accused Thauron.
The hermit turned on his hobbled lieutenant. ‘Planning wins a fight, and in case you forgot, I haven't lost a contest yet.'
The usurped Dominator bellowed soberly, ‘Thanks for reminding me.'
Turning back to the grounded Honker, Orridus said, ‘I think you had better get back up on high, Fitzy. Alphie is conducting a ground sweep of the area the Killjaws have settled in and I wouldn't mind a pair of eyes in the sky backing him up.'
'Jolly good. By the way, this may be incidental or not. I spied a peculiarity off to the east of you a short while ago.'
Orridus expressed only mild interest. ‘And what was that?'
'A fireball.'
That got the hermit's attention. ‘Do tell.'
Fitzfeather did just that. ‘I happened to be banking in that direction. In truth, I got caught by a frightful wind gust and blown horribly beak over bum...'
'Just describe the anomaly please,’ gently prodded Orridus.
'I'm getting to it, if you let me!’ the haughty waterfowl snapped back. ‘As I was saying, I was flying east when this huge ball of fire ballooned above the trees. Quite a flashy show actually.'
'That explains the dull thud we heard earlier,’ reasoned Thauron. He looked in puzzlement at the clouded sky. ‘Strange there was thunder and lightning but no rain for this time of the season.'
'It wasn't a lightning strike, you blithering dolt,’ contradicted the Honker. ‘The skies are grey indeed, yet there is no thunderstorm on the breeze.'
Thauron took exception to being called “blithering"—whatever that meant—and snorted loudly, shaking his mighty frill to boot. Fitzfeather in turn took a prudent step backwards from the offended Longfrill.
'Roughly whereabouts did this fireball appear?’ enquired Orridus.
'Down near the Killjaw throne, if that lump of rotten tree can be called such. If you ask me...'
'I wasn't, Fitzy. I take it you went snooping in that direction?'
'I never snoop, old chum, merely observe. As a matter of fact I made a quick sortie over the area in order to take a gander.'
'What did you see?'
'I flew through a devilish amount of smoke. It'll take me ages to preen the soot out of my feathers.'
'Anything else you saw?'
'Flattened trees, smoking brush, burnt earth—ghastly stuff really.'
Thauron was tired of this pointless discussion. ‘What bearing does this have on our raid?’ he grumbled. ‘I'm here to spear Killjaws, not talk over freak weather patterns.'
'Would you rather be overtaken by a firestorm in the midst of the attack?’ argued Orridus.
'I hadn't thought of that.'
'Let me do the thinking, Thauron. You do the charging.'
The chagrined bull brightened at that prospect.
'I sincerely doubt there is any risk of a blazing forest fire,’ speculated Fitzfeather. ‘The wood is frightfully damp still.'
'I was making a point,’ said Orridus.
'Do you honestly think dunderhead here got it, old boy?'
Thauron stiffened. Had that been another insult?
The hermit hung his horned head in despair. ‘Must you aggravate everyone you meet, Fitzy?'
'By jove, I believe I do!’ the Honker said with unashamed pride. He ruffled his feathers. ‘My mission awaits me. I had better dash.'
'I think that's a splendid idea,’ nodded Orridus. He lifted his head as the regally plumaged bird took wing into the murky heavens.
'Back to waiting?’ Thauron grumped to his Shortfrill better.
'Back to waiting.'
They did not have to wait for very long. Half an hour later Alphie poked his twitching, whiskered nose out of the leaf litter at Orridus's hoofed forefeet. ‘Hey ugly, I'm back!’ he rudely called out to the hermit.
'I never would've guessed,’ Orridus said bitingly. ‘What'd you find out?'
'That I'm not wild about walking for too long. Boy, do I have sore paws!'
'I meant about the enemy.'
'Oh, them. The Killjaws are definitely up ahead.'
'Thanks for the newsflash,’ the hermit rumbled sardonically. Getting information out of the Treefur was like trying to uproot a tree stump. ‘Whereabouts are they placed?’ Orridus had to know exact predator positions in order to finalise his attack plans.
'All over the place, horn-head and they're running around like a bunch of headless beetles.'
Thauron was as perplexed as Orridus by the strangeness of the report. ‘Rodent, are they by chance hunting?'
'You might say that, stripe-head. The buffoons are combing the forest for something they've lost.'
Orridus grew even more mystified. ‘The only thing Rexus has lost is his mind and I doubt he'll have much success finding his sanity again. What could that devil have possibly misplaced?'
'Ahem.’ Alphie puffed up and annoyingly became filled with his own self-importance. His contribution to this expedition had outgrown his size.
'You'd better share whatever else you've uncovered, whiskers,’ Orridus instructed in a stern voice.
'Ask nicely first,’ the Treefur said cheekily.
'Alphred.'
The warning tone in the hermit's rumble was loud and clear. He was in no mood to play along with the roguish marsupial.
'Oh, very well,’ sulked Alphie. ‘It has to do with who we've come for.'
'Gideon. What about him?'
The Treefur came up on his hind legs to stand nose to snout with the questioning Shortfrill. ‘He's not there.'
* * * *Pandemonium reigned.
King Rexus limped angrily to and fro in the cramped confines of the small clearing, roaring obscenities and barking orders until he was hoarse. ‘Find me them, you incompetents, or find yourselves new heads!’ The tongue-lashed Killjaws responded in a flurry of bounding legs and flapping tails as each scrabbled to get out of the ranting monarch's way.
Having recently returned from double-checking the security arrangements for Prince Luthos to find Gideon and Tank absent, the tyrant-king had gone spare. If the inexplicable disappearance of Festur and Shadower, coupled with Orn's own lateness, were not enough to contend with, now he had a missing alien and adviser.
'Shift yourselves, you layabouts!’ he bellowed. ‘Bring me Gideon and that traitor Tank, else I'll have your guts for spiderwebbing.’ He stamped his gouty foot hard on the ground and hollered an awful screech of pain. His subjects scattered into the forest in loose search parties of ones and twos, leaving their howling sovereign alone in the glade. Rexus just could not believe this stroke of bad luck. How could a lumbering Clubtail and sickly offworlder slip by their Killjaw guards to simply vanish into thin air? Was it some sort of alien trickery?
A frightening whoosh overhead lent credence to that suspicion. Glancing skywards, the giant meat-eater reflexively cringed as he caught a fleeting glimpse of a fearful sight—a house-sized rock glowing red hot and trailing a streamer of smoke rocketing low over Mother Forest along its suicidal trajectory in a headlong descent toward oblivion. The large meteor streaked by to impact someplace in the southern haunts of the vast wood with a resounding boom reminiscent of an ear-splitting thunderclap.
Regaining his poise, Rexus anxiously scanned the heavens. ‘The damn sky is falling in,’ he muttered.
He was not far off with his grim assumption. A sudden parting of the cloud layer revealed a host of similar missiles higher up in the dull greyness. They were nothing more than fast-moving points of light with smoky trailers, but the sight greatly disturbed the tyrant-king. Seconds later the meteorites were obscured by the austere overcast moving back in to reclaim the airspace momentarily lost to the wind. Rexus had glimpsed enough. The incoming astral shells were zooming south also.
Shooting stars were hardly uncommon. The nightly firmament often played host to meteor showers that fell like glowing rain against the sable backdrop. Such aerial displays, however, were seldom spotted during daylight hours, making today's spectacle that much more ominous. Rexus caught his breath. Time had grown dangerously short. The world-changing asteroid was clearly on the brink of its destructive arrival and he was missing his ride to immortality.
Putting the finishing touches to his abusive diatribe, Rexus faced the mocking forest with its many hiding places and belted out at the top of his lungs, ‘GET MEEE GIDEON!'


Chapter Twenty TwoThe waiting was over.
Thauron was forging ahead with his band of Longfrill hotheads and Orridus despaired of having any semblance of an organised attack. Unable to exercise patience any longer, the Shieldhorn now reduced to the rank of Rhyna's second was boldly plunging into the looming fray bolstered by his impetuous cohorts. While he had officially lost his title and position of Dominator to Orridus, Thauron was in the adulated eyes of his fellow Longfrills still their leader. That was a stumbling block the hermit had not counted on. He had won the duel but not the hearts of his people, and in the afterglow of beating Thauron their fervour had cooled. ‘At least I control my lot,’ he reassured himself.
Perched atop the old recluse's bouncing back, Alphie looked quickly back at the mature Shortfrills plodding briskly through the autumn forest behind. All fifteen of them were wheezing and coughing terribly from the strain of the unforgiving pace set by their herd master.
'What a fine bunch they look too,’ the Treefur commented nastily. ‘If you walked them any faster they'd keel over from heart attacks.'
'They aren't as sprightly as me,’ boasted Orridus, increasing speed.
He was hurrying to catch up to the trotting Longfrills after Thauron and friends had taken off like a Lizardwing out of hell. They had not even slowed when Orridus shouted out to them that the impetus for the assault on the Killjaws was no longer in the vicinity. How could Gideon be freed if he was nowhere to be found? The eagerness of his Shieldhorn cousins to go sparring with the predators resulted in caution being thrown to the wind. Their aggression was backfiring on Orridus.
The swaying haunch of a straggler from Thauron's party appeared around a bend on the forest trail ahead. Orridus lengthened his stride and overtook the puffing bull. With a savage twist of his head he asserted his dominance by poking the Longfrill out of the rode with his nose horn.
'That's gotta hurt.’ Alphie winced, watching the prodded bull stumble bellowing off the beaten track to crash headfirst into the brush.
Orridus barged past a second and a third, each reacting by giving their cantering Dominator a wide berth and sheepish look of guilt. Both belatedly knew which Shieldhorn they should be following. Unfortunately the reinstated leader never had time to overtake the rest and intercept Thauron before the Killjaws were gained. The hermit was beginning to feel the pinch of his extended run. The hasty descent from the Uplands, the usurping of Thauron, and now this chase with the inevitability of further fighting at the end of it was taking a toll on the oldster. His strength was not inexhaustible and he tired fast. Orridus pushed hard to catch up with the remaining renegades but failed to do so before the sounds of fighting broke out.
'I hope Cragg's in place,’ he panted anxiously.
'What if he's not?’ asked Alphie.
'Then this might well be the shortest uprising in lizard history.'
Gathering in his ragged breath, Orridus commanded the trailing Shortfrills to spread out.
His formula for attack was marvellously simple: contain the Killjaws first in a cordon of horns, before backing them against the hillside to completely restrict their movements. The topography and the meat-eaters own careless choice of locale lent itself to such a basic plan. After that, the Shieldhorns were free to handle the penned meat-eaters any way they saw fit. That should have included divesting them of their alien captive, had Gideon still been in Killjaw custody.
Orridus and Alphie worked their way through the disturbed woodland as all about them the clamour of warring reptiles assailed their ears. Bellows of challenge were met with roars betraying surprise, then indignation, and finally retaliation. Flashes of contesting lizards could be glimpsed between the orderly trunks. The hermit hated the deafening noise of large-scale battle. The pair stepped from the outlying trees into the glade housing the relocated Killjaw Court and came to a standstill in the middle of a scene of utter confusion.
Every Killjaw this side of Crescent Lake, in fact very nearly the whole of Mother Forest, had been brought to bay by the sweeping Longfrills. They were snarling and growling as their horned tormentors steadily forced them back from the treeline through the brush picket before an echelon of spikes fronted by Thauron. Not all were breathing. Two of the four Dwarf Killjaws already lay dead back in the woods after being horribly gored, while one of their bigger brethren was hobbling around on bleeding legs speared repeatedly by Shieldhorn lances. All that had been achieved for the loss of only one rash Longfrill who ventured too close to those snapping jaws and suffered the consequences by having his spine ripped out.
Taking charge of the chaotic situation, Orridus bellowed out, ‘Shortfrills to the fore! Encircle those Killjaws—quickly now. Thauron, pull your Longfrills back.'
The hermit's winded kin pushed resolutely through the ranks of their big-frilled cousins to form a barricade of horns behind which the disbelieving Killjaws stayed secured. Thauron, blood dripping from the points of his brow horns, strode jauntily over to the commanding Shieldhorn and his Treefur jockey. ‘What's the idea, Rhyna? I've got the bastards pinned.'
'Make certain there are no gaps!’ Orridus curtly instructed his fellows. He transferred his attention onto the irked Longfrill. ‘Don't get complacent, Thauron. Killjaws are not to be trusted. They are notoriously quick to exploit any weaknesses in their opponents. You should know that.'
'We do have them surrounded.'
'Your boys served their purpose well. Their wild, mass charge disorganised Killjaw defences nicely. Cool heads are needed now to keep our toothy foes hemmed in.'
Thauron disagreed. ‘They don't appear to have much fight in them.’ He actually sounded disappointed.
'That makes them even more dangerous.'
'You expecting trouble from them?'
'Killjaws are the epitome of trouble.'
'Ain't that the truth,’ echoed Alphie.
Orridus oversaw the herding of the once mighty Killjaws into a short, dead-end canyon fronting the craggy foothills of the desolate Uplands. He searched the ridgeline above with anxious eyes, found it empty and cursed. Lowering his gaze he barked, ‘Whiskers! Point out Rexus to me.'
'You don't know what the king of the butchers looks like?'
'I know him by reputation only. It's a trifle risky getting up close and personal to any lizard whose gut reaction is to try and bite your head off.'
The Treefur scrambled over the top and down the hermit's frill, inching his way along Orridus's horned snout to get a better look at the captive predators.
'Well?’ pressured Orridus.
'Well what, spike-nose. I only met Rexus once...'
'That's one time more than me.'
’ ... and that meeting was less than cordial.'
'All the more reason for you not to forget his ugly mug.'
Alphie contemplated the morose faces of the cowed Killjaws. ‘There ... at the back, on the left,’ he concluded.
Orridus stared hard at the grouped predators with his weak eyes. ‘The big one covered with battle scars cringing behind those two cows in front?'
'That's him.'
The hermit called for Thauron to join him. His junior was busy keeping his disorderly Longfrills in check, and hesitant to leave them unattended.
'What's up now?’ he clacked irritably after dawdling over. Manners were never a strong suit with Shieldhorns and Thauron was miffed at being informed his boys were hired thugs, not bodyguards.
'Take your mob and cut that scarred giant loitering at the rear out of the Killjaw horde,’ ordered Orridus.
'Are you sure my goons and I can handle such a delicate job?’ Thauron said crossly.
'Think of it as a test.'
The leading Longfrill responded with one of his customary grunts before sizing up the targeted Killjaw bull. ‘What's so special about that one, other than his ugly size?'
'We're old acquaintances.'
'Who wouldn't happen to be the king you want to dethrone?’ Thauron was not as dense as he looked. He remembered this rescue mission was also the pretence to commit regicide. Thauron had no problem with that. Masterless Killjaws were much more manageable.
Orridus watched with his heart in his mouth as Thauron headed for the Killjaw pack with a half-dozen of his spry bulls in tow. If the predators were going to make trouble, the time for it was now. He held his raspy breath as a section of the Shortfrill cordon parted ranks to admit the Longfrills and could see the agitated Killjaws tense. Sure enough the carnosaurs saw their chance and took it.
'Rush that wall!’ Rexus exhorted his subjects in a deafening roar. ‘Break free. Chomp to death all these insurgents!'
The Killjaws surged upon the ring of bristling horns in a terrible wave of fangs and claws. Sandwiched between friends and foes, Thauron and his colleagues disappeared in a sea of heaving reptilian bodies.
'Thauron, get out of there!’ implored Orridus. He was briskly making a move toward the barrier, compelling Alphie to make a mad dash back up the hermit's waggling snout and over the crest of the frill to his usual riding position, when silhouettes appeared on the skyline, wraithlike black shapes backlit by the overcast.
One of the Killjaw cows looked up at the same time and screamed, ‘The Upland ghosts!'
A deluge of rocks promptly rained down on the battling lizards. The missiles, hurled with unerring accuracy, targeted only the revolting Killjaws. Jabbed by horns and pelted by stones, the flesh-strippers were speedily subdued, more so when their tyrant-king was brained by a small boulder and, dazed and wobbly, shepherded from the field of battle wedged between a pair of stout Longfrills. Beaten, confused and kingless, the broken Killjaw army sought the only refuge possible and retreated to the back wall of the defile where they huddled dejected and whimpering.
'Cease fire, laddies!’ rang out a burred voice, the command bouncing off the canyon walls.
Thauron approached Orridus. He was bitten and bloody, but alive. ‘Mission accomplished,’ he blandly grunted. ‘With a little help from the spirits.'
Cragg waved at Orridus before making his way down from the ridge.
The hermit considered the stunned Killjaw king supported by his Shieldhorn crutches. ‘Chuck him in the middle of the clearing,’ he told the Longfrills. ‘I want him conscious before he meets his maker.’ The lolling predator was bustled away. ‘You've done a grand job, Thauron,’ complemented the Dominator. ‘I bestow on you the honour of guarding Rexus himself.'
Puffing up from the gesture, Thauron proceeded to bully his riotous mob into being credible sentries, his showcasing frill blushing with conceit. Moaning like crazy, they nevertheless fell over their hoofs to obey. He remained an authority figure despite the demotion.
'Watch him like a Lizardwing,’ cautioned Orridus. Thauron acknowledged with a grunt and a nod, and the elderly Shieldhorn gave a smug rumble. He saw a little of his younger self in the pugnacious Longfrill. The sight of the restrained Killjaws filled Orridus with pride. As he waited for Cragg to finish his descent and take his first step on lowland soil, he remarked to Alphie, ‘Casualties are light. All things considered, whiskers, the battle went rather smoothly, don't you think?'
'We were lucky. Big-head and his reckless buddies could have blown the whole raid if they had been cut off and the Killjaw army reinforced.'
'Must you always put a downer on everything?'
'Horn-head, you know I'm the rain to your sunshine,’ the Treefur hummed.
'It's no fun for me getting wet,’ complained the hermit. He shifted about to greet Cragg. ‘You showed up barely in the nick of time, old friend.'
'I got lost,’ confessed the Highrock Chieftain. His response to the strange looks from Orridus and Alphie was one of injured pride. ‘It is my first outing beyond the valley.'
'You're a highlander,’ mocked the Treefur. ‘Those are the highlands,’ he argued, pointing to the nearby hills with his prehensile tail. ‘How can you possibly lose your way?'
'Alphred, you are at home in the trees. Does that mean you know every foot, or in your case paw, of Mother Forest?'
'I hadn't thought of it like that.'
Glancing about the clearing, Cragg saw the outsider lizards and nobody else. ‘Where's the bonnie lad we're meant to be rescuing?'
'That's a good question,’ Alphie mused.
'One I wish we had the answer to,’ the hermit glumly added.
* * * *Bronte slogged on.
The passage was an unlit corridor of cobwebbed darkness that seemed to stretch on forever. Its innards were uncomfortably dank, the air heavy with the musty thickness of age which threatened to suffocate every breath drawn by the claustrophobic cow. She forced herself to take another plodding step forward. There was no choice. Bronte did not have the room in the poky tunnel to do a turnaround and even if she could there was no point. Malp had blocked the entranceway with that hefty cover stone, and the Thunderfoot was not entirely sure she could budge the tight-fitting boulder.
At any rate, returning to the vale of the Boneheads where civil unrest raged did not appeal to her. It saddened Bronte to consider the descendants of those responsible for this stupendous feat of reptilian engineering were tarnishing the accomplishments of their industrious forebears by conducting open rebellion. It must have taken a huge collaborative effort on the part of the Bonehead tunnellers to burrow through solid rock. She imagined relay teams of diggers tirelessly scratching away at the stubborn stone around the clock with their stubby hands, only to be replaced after their blunt claws had been worn down. The sacrifice, both on a personal and herd level, surely must have been enormous. To think the unity that was the foundation of highland society was even now being undermined by Malp and his misfit radicals rankled her.
The only sound in the corridor that bored through the belly of the Uplands, apart from the rhythmic padding of Bronte's elephantine feet on the dusty rock floor in soft cadence to her laboured breathing, was an occasional muted rumble that shuddered through the volcanic stone. There was no sense of time in the pitch-black shaft, so the gigantic plodder had no way of knowing how long she walked for—one day, two? All Bronte knew for certain was that she had grown tired, thirsty and sore. Malp's assurance that the tunnel was wide enough to accommodate her girth was not entirely truthful. In places the tube narrowed considerably and Bronte had a devil of a job squeezing through those bottlenecks. She struck one such difficulty now.
'Not another section dug out by midgets,’ Bronte complained, sucking in her immense gut while she forced her bulk into the slim space between the rough stone walls either side.
Her flanks had long since been rubbed raw from scraping along the abrasive rock of earlier squeezes, making Bronte blasé about the pain. Having endured Shrok's stoning, this was just another discomfort. The Thunderfoot strained against the unyielding rock and the persistent fear of entombment came flooding over her.
'You can do this,’ she persuaded herself. ‘It's just like pushing over a tree.’ Working her columnar legs like pistons she popped out of the chute to carry on, leaving a scraping of shredded hide behind on the blood-smeared rock to mark her tortured passage.
A sticky wetness dribbled down her rump. The scab over Festur's bite mark had been knocked off by her travels in the dark confines, and the healing wound, angrily reopened, bled profusely. The bloody pain did not deter Bronte. In many ways her exit from Concealed Valley was much like her entry into it—a circuitous, endless walk along a gloomy, unused corridor through the core of the hill country. There were subtle differences however. For one, Bronte was fully alert on this trip and not some giant zombie. For another, the tunnel floor on this side of the vale slanted downwards, not up, and ran in an unerring straight line as opposed to a disorienting spiral. Plus, she was intolerably alone. Solitude for a herding animal commonly meant lonely death. She quickly dismissed any thought of dying in this tomb.
At last a faint, almost imperceptible brightening of the oppressive darkness up ahead gave Bronte renewed hope of ending her ordeal. It suddenly occurred to her that she had failed to ask Malp two poignant questions concerning the tunnel's end—where exactly it came out in the lowlands and how the exit was blocked up. The weary, dehydrated Thunderfoot doubted she had enough strength left in her to push aside a pebble let alone a cover stone matching the size of the one masking the doorway in. Her fears were luckily unfounded.
As the milky light gradually intensified and Bronte was pulled towards it in a stumbling gait, she abruptly burst through a dense screen of overgrown scrub and bushes that had long ago sprouted up naturally to cleverly camouflage the secret link connecting two worlds. Standing shakily in front of the oppressive aperture in the dark basaltic rock, blinded by the harsh daylight, Bronte for the moment had no care where the tunnel regurgitated her. All that mattered was that she was outside at last and the relieved cow soaked up the pine scent and chirpy birdcalls of the forestland beyond with the quivering intensity of a newborn hatchling.
Gradually, as her eyes adjusted to the glaring brightness of day, reality seeped back into her life with the same awakening slowness. Bronte was powerfully hungry, but the dryness in her throat demanded attention first. She craned her neck and tasted the slight breeze wafting through the spruce trees. A hint of water was evident on that zephyr and she lumbered eagerly away from the tunnel exit through the evergreens, tracing the moisture back to its source. Pretty soon it led her to Clearwater River and the massive cow plunged into the pristine watercourse. The current was cold, but oh so refreshing, and Bronte waded knee-high out into the shallows, delighting in having running water gurgling about her tree-trunk legs. She slaked her thirst and began cavorting in the river like a calf, splashing about frivolously while enjoying the sensation of just being alive and free.
A floating log bumped into the gallivanting Thunderfoot and she stopped playing. The sodden trunk should not have bothered her, except for the fact that it was drifting upstream against the flow. After studying the oddly tapering stump with a curious stare, Bronte hauled herself from the river to stand on the tree-lined embankment opposite, shaking with fright. Not long after the ‘log’ followed suit, waddling up onto the flat top of the riverbank to flop on its belly before the shivering cow.
Bronte gazed wild-eyed at the gargantuan crocodile, wondering why the waterborne killer had not seized her while she was frolicking oblivious to danger in his domain. Perhaps it had something to do with the miniscule reptile carcass dangling from those horrific jaws. She hoped that was its lunch, not her.
Moldar deposited the Guardian's limp form beneath the drooping boughs of one of the ancient willows lining the riverbank with gentleness unbecoming of such a monster. His unseeing eyes of scarlet fire blazed at the alarmed cow.
'Ho, Bronte of the Thunderfeet!’ the Watersnout greeted in a voice as frigid as the winter wind.
Her mouth dropped. ‘Do I know you?'
'By repute, perchance. Mine name is Moldar.'
Bronte returned a blank stare.
Moldar flashed a toothy smile bereft of warmth. ‘Tis naught to affront mine sensibilities,’ he said. ‘I knowest thee. That shalt be enough.'
The Thunderfoot came on the defensive. Hungry or not, Moldar was a fearsome beast. ‘Are you going to try and eat me?'
He snickered. ‘Nay, damsel, thou art the morrow of this worlde and wilt be untouched by mine fang and claw.'
'Pity the same can't be said for your takeaway.'
Moldar sadly regarded his lifeless assistant. ‘This wretch is not mine fare. I didst slay mine familial to spare him Armageddon, lest he suffer.'
Bronte shot the croc a frank, questioning look.
'Yea, I knowest of thy cursed stone that shalt flail this olde worlde anew. The stars begat the doom that comest to smite all.'
She was completely thrown. This interloper not only knew who she was, but seemed aware of the asteroid and the calamity it was bringing with it. Perhaps he even guessed her so-called importance as the Chosen One. ‘What are you, Moldar?'
'Seer, shaper ... thou canst decide which appellation befits me.'
'Weirdo is appropriate.'
'Thou art sharp-tongued, wench.'
'You ain't heard nothing yet.’ Bronte had taken an instant dislike to the aquatic predator with his aura of undiluted evilness.
The oracle was uncaring. ‘Thou hath been misled,’ he revealed to her.
Despite his unwholesomeness she felt compelled to listen to the strange talking crocodilian. ‘How so?'
'Gideon beshrewed this sphere, condemning it to flame and gale by his wantonness.'
Bronte solemnly digested the news, working hard to translate the archaic speech into everyday language. ‘Let me get this straight. You're telling me that Gideon has somehow caused the end of the world.'
'Ay, forsooth.'
'I knew he wasn't to be trusted,’ she said venomously. ‘Why destroy us, then come all this way to fix it?'
'Providence moveth pawns in strange ways.'
'Speaking of strange...’ Bronte muttered to herself.
Just who Moldar was came to her in a frighteningly vivid recollection. Back when Bronte was a calf, Aunt Flo had visited the nursery one bedtime to conduct her nightly bout of storytelling and told her foster daughter a scary tale about a swamp-living, blind foreteller who cruelly devoured his petitioners after falsely divining their fortunes. The terrified, but enthralled, hatchling had scarcely slept a wink that night. In latter seasons she had thought it nothing more than a dark fable and forgotten it.
'What do you want with me?’ she demanded of the soothsayer with a churlish catch in her voice, edging away from him.
'To set thee aright on thine proper path.'
'I wasn't aware I had strayed.'
'Thou hast wandered afar from thy calling.'
'My what?'
'Art thou not the second of the pair named changeling?'
That clinched it. Moldar knew everything about her. ‘What of it?’ Bronte said guardedly.
'Thou hast yet to confront thine opposite in the moment of choosing.'
'What are you talking about? Chappy is dead. There is no choice to be made. I'm it.’ She was far from happy about that prospect.
'Nay. I bespake thee not of thy mouldering calfhood compatriot, for thereto a third contender hath arisen to lay claim to the titular Chosen One.'
Bronte gasped. ‘There's another member of the Chosen club? Tell me who it is.'
Moldar refused. ‘Methinks thou shalt knowest of thy rival in a more beseeming setting than this riverside.’ At the completion of the croc's sentence the sky began to dramatically darken and the churning river slowed almost to a standstill.
The Thunderfoot gaped as tendrils of mist formed over the surface of the sluggish water to snake upwards and outwards like living entities. ‘Is this your doing, Moldar?'
His sightless pupils burning like binary suns, the seer conceded, ‘I hath powers of mine own that doth equal thine offworlder's.'
She did not dispute that boast. The wispy mist was rapidly coalescing into a more substantial fog bank that rolled off Clearwater River in groping arms with alarming speed to envelop the conversing reptiles. Bronte found herself immersed in a soundless world of featureless white, her only grasp on reality being the pinpricks of red denoting Moldar's farseeing blindness.
'Henecewith, Thunderfoot! I beseech thee hasten away to thy confrontation. Twain spheres do await the outcome.'
'How can I? I can't even see my foot in front of my snout.'
'I wilt show thee the way.’ The mist mysteriously parted in a corridor of clear air tunnelling away from Bronte through the thickening fog. ‘Vale Bronte,’ sounded the soothsayer's farewell.
The cow peered back and saw the intense glow fading from his reddish eyes. ‘Wait, Moldar!’ she cried out shrilly. ‘You can't go yet. Who am I to face? What will I choose?'
'Thy time draweth near and I must away to mine place of final rest. The depths of yonder moon-shaped lake call to me. But hearken! A lesser familial shalt arise from mine bones in a far-flung desert clime and he wilt be named Ensodius and counsel shalt he the progeny of thine outcome, mayest they be for good or ill.'
The telltale redness faded out completely. Moldar was gone.
Bronte considered her situation. She had gone from a tunnel in the dark to a tunnel through blanketing whiteness—not a great improvement. The mist swirled in dense folds in front of the unaccompanied Thunderfoot. She backed up and turned about to face the unnatural passage through the fog, feeling manipulated. When would her life ever be her own? With a sigh of resignation she plodded down the ethereal avenue.
She had not gone far when an immense shadow appeared farther down the cylindrical opening in the soup. It looked to be Thunderfoot in shape. ‘Father?’ Bronte whispered hopefully.
'Bronte, is that you?'
That bullish rumble, though welcomingly familiar, did not belong to Sorrin. ‘Darved!’ Bronte cried out joyously, rushing down the corridor as fast as her sluggish gait allowed.
'Bronte, that is you!’ Darved responded with like gladness, hurrying to greet her. The reunited couple met and entwined their necks in a classic Thunderfoot embrace, nuzzling one another ardently with desire. ‘You are a sight for sore eyes, girl. I thought you dead out on Fernwalk.'
'And I you.'
'I very nearly was. After the Killjaws attacked, Mother and I found we were cut off from our herd and encircled. I had to fight my way clear of those murdering scum.'
Bronte pulled away and looked her mate over. He bore plenty of scratch and bite marks to validate his ordeal. Thankfully they were superficial, meaning Darved had given better than he got. ‘It must have been terrible,’ she gently said. ‘What of Bodiah?'
'She didn't make it.'
'I'm sorry, my darling.'
Darved took the condolence in his stride. ‘Thanks. I know there was no love lost between you two.’ It was his turn to appraise the battered condition of his cow. ‘You've had your own adventures I see.'
'I must look a mess.'
'You look lovely to me.'
'You're just saying that.'
Darved moved close again. ‘No, I'm not.’ A guilty look clouded his snout. ‘I would never have left you had your grandmother not insisted.'
'Balticea was a forceful old cow.'
'Was?'
'I don't think she made it. I doubt any of my kinfolk did.'
'I truly am sorry. The loss of the Grand Matriarch is a bitter blow.’ He heaved a weary sigh. ‘My band fared only marginally better than yours. I hooked up with a couple of survivors after my escape and we fled north. Later on I veered into the forest and doubled back looking for you, while they carried on running scared.’ He leant over and tenderly rubbed his snout on her outstretched neck. ‘I couldn't just leave you, Bronte. I've been searching for you ever since, until I became lost in this fog.'
Bronte sidled up to her beau. ‘That was very brave of you,’ she murmured adoringly, ‘but dangerous. Right now Mother Forest is crawling with Killjaws hunting the last of us.'
'You're worth the risk,’ he returned, avowing, ‘I'd die for you, Bronte.'
She hoped things would never come to that. ‘Let's run away, Darved,’ his cow implored. ‘Leave here and start over again. We're the last paired Thunderfeet in this forest. It's our duty to create a brand new herd elsewhere.'
'That's a tall order for just the two of us,’ Darved considered. He then rumbled heartily, ‘I like a challenge though.'
Bronte could have jumped for joy, had the weighty Thunderfoot cow been able to get all four feet off the ground at once. She wanted no further part of the alien or his asteroid and transformation. Having had enough of interfering lizards, whether freaky well-wishers or dastardly killers, all the cow desired was to be now left alone with her bull to raise a brood and grow old with him. It was a dreamy, unrealistic fancy. ‘What are we waiting for then?’ Bronte gushed, keen to be off.
Darved glanced about unhappily. ‘For this fog to lift, for starters.'
'We'll walk our way clear of it. I wish to be out of Mother Forest and safely back on Fernwalk as fast as possible. After that we'll head south, away from the migration, to fresher pastures.'
Her bull was impressed. ‘You've got this all worked out.'
'I've had time on my tail to do some serious thinking about our future.'
'Just where have you been since the Killjaw strike, Bronte?'
'Hiding out. That's all behind us now. We have the rest of our lives to look forward to.'
'Can't argue with that.'
Together, Bronte and Darved headed off down the mist-shrouded avenue into an aftertime already in the making.
* * * *Rexus came to.
This was all a bad dream. It had to be. How else could he, the exalted king of the Killjaws, be in this humiliating predicament? A painful jab in his rump brought home the reality. This was no nightmare. His crown had been taken from him by a ragtag band of stinking leaf-munchers and he was their prisoner.
'Ow, quit that!’ Rexus growled as he was rudely prodded again by one of his circling Longfrill jailers. He was lying belly down suffering from the granddaddy of all headaches.
'You're in no position to make demands,’ Thauron rumbled from the background. With a sudden holler he announced, ‘Rhyna, he's awake!'
'Get him up!’ a shouted order came back.
Rexus winced. ‘Must you lot bellow so loudly. I think my head's going to drop off.’ He received another horny prod for his complaint. The ousted tyrant-king struggled to his feet and stood swaying, his pounding head swimming. He lurched about at the approach of an aged Shortfrill in the company of a grotesque two-legged lizard whose breed was unfamiliar to him.
'Prince Rexus,’ declared Orridus, halting outside the protective cordon of Shieldhorns.
The reeling Killjaw disputed that. ‘That's King Rexus, peasant.'
'You weren't when first I heard of you.'
Rexus held Orridus in his fuzzy eyes before giving him a cursory sniff. ‘I never forget a scent and I don't know yours,’ he stated unequivocally.
'Is that so? I can't really blame you for not knowing me. After all, we've never actually met.'
The tyrant-king became irritated. ‘I really don't care who you are, old-timer, but I strongly recommend that you release me immediately or we'll get to know one another intimately.’ He gnashed his teeth warningly.
'Thauron, if you please.'
'Certainly, Rhyna.’ The captaining Longfrill came at Rexus from behind and stabbed him pointedly in his gout-ridden leg. The Killjaw howled in pain and limped after his tormentor, only to be stopped by that unbreakable ring of horns fencing him in.
'Not so tough now, Your Majesty,’ Orridus mocked in a spiteful voice.
'Is torturing him absolutely necessary?’ interjected Cragg. His Shortfrill friend's cold, wordless stare answered that question most eloquently.
'What do you want from me?’ Rexus asked through clenched teeth.
'For you to remember,’ said the hermit. ‘Cast your mind back to when you were a youngling, barely out of the egg and still wet behind the tail.'
Rexus grimaced. He preferred to be poked again than take a trip down memory lane. Killjaws were not big on sentiment. ‘Be more specific,’ he grouched to Orridus.
'Let me refresh your memory then. You took part in a raid on my Shieldhorn herd out on the verge of Fernwalk quite a few seasons ago and killed a number of calves.'
The despotic regent thought back, saying, ‘Oh, that little outing.’ He cackled. ‘That was quite a run. My sire thought it'd be a good learning experience and a valid test of my bravery. I recall I passed with flying colours and gained my very first battle scars. Thanks for the good time.'
Orridus rejoined with matching sarcasm. ‘You're most unwelcome, you butcher.'
'Don't be so touchy. I was only following my natural instinct. I do prey on your kind, after all.'
'You slew babies!’ The hermit was getting hot under the frill.
'The weak, young and old make obvious targets. Don't get your horns in a twist. You lot breed faster than midges in a swamp. Why fuss over one lost brood?'
'Perhaps because the playgroup you slew had my sons in it.'
Rexus looked coolly at the seething Shortfrill, the drumming in his head lessening. ‘Aw, shucks. Couldn't you father any replacements? Shame. I hear impotency is rampant among Shieldhorn bulls—all bravado and no substance.'
Orridus gave an indignant snort and started forward.
'Time for me to bail out,’ Alphie muttered, turning tail to scurry down off his mount. Not wanting to get caught between battling titans the Treefur hit the ground scampering, only to wonder about the wisdom of his action as he began weaving through a forest of stamping lizard legs in search of a safe place from which to watch his horned companion's retribution. The worried marsupial frantically made for the closest tree trunk.
Cragg hurriedly stepped between his incensed pal and the taunting Killjaw before the recluse crossed the line of guards and the boundary of sensibility.
'Get out of my way,’ rumbled Orridus.
'He's deliberately baiting you,’ the Bonehead chieftain warned, ‘and it's working a treat. He wants you to react foolishly, so that any fight will be enacted on his terms. You taught me that Killjaws like playing mind games and to watch out for them. Take your own advice.'
'Shouldn't you be back on the ridge top minding your boys?’ Orridus clacked peevishly.
'Bollda's perfectly capable of running the clan warriors for the moment. I'm obviously needed here more to keep you out of trouble.'
'Hide behind your mutant bodyguard,’ cut in Rexus. ‘You're plainly too old and feeble-minded to be my match.'
Orridus strained against the unmoving Bonehead. ‘I'll show you just how feeble I am.'
'Oh goody. Can you manage it by yourself, or do you require help from your little playmates?'
'Let me have another go at him, Rhyna,’ requested Thauron. ‘You don't need to soil your horns with his foul blood.’ He had changed his disrespectful attitude towards the oldster and was now actively defending his slighted Dominator.
'This is my fight alone,’ declared the vengeful hermit. ‘Respect that, all of you.'
Cragg refused to step aside. ‘I've never seen you this riled up before, Orridus. You are no cold-blooded murderer.'
'Bull!’ repudiated Rexus. ‘The old boy has that certain hunger in his eyes. I'd recognise it in any lizard, even a decrepit dirt-grubber like him. He yearns to kill me, positively lusting for revenge.'
'Don't listen to him,’ pleaded Cragg. ‘He is wrong. You are a better than that.'
Orridus stopped struggling against the stalwart highlander and confessed in a low voice, ‘No, he's right.'
Rexus sniggered under his breath. This was his chance. He would slay the ringleader of these presumptuous plant-eaters then, in the ensuing confusion, free his overfed minions—who had been too bloated with Thunderfoot meat to put up much of a resistance—before retaking his lost kingdom by force. Afterwards, he planned to hunt down the renegade Clubtail and apprehend the alien before the asteroid hit. Rexus still had a claw or two up his proverbial sleeve.
'I do want to kill him,’ the hermit was ashamed to admit. ‘Although I won't.'
The plotting tyrant-king was aghast. His hopes were pinned on goading the ancient Shieldhorn into acting rashly. When Orridus backed off and signalled the attendant Longfrills to close up ranks around their prisoner, Rexus felt his optimism draining away.
Orridus fixed Rexus with a flinty gaze. ‘Running you through won't redress the past,’ he said.
'Glad to hear it,’ the unhappy Killjaw forced himself to lightly reply.
'However, goring your son will make amends.'
'Orridus!'
Ignoring Cragg's condemning exclamation, the recluse pointed his nose horn in the direction of the demoralised Killjaws and demanded, ‘Are you going to tell me which of the Killjaws in that bunch is unlucky enough to be your boy, or do I have to trample it out of you?'
Looking strangely beyond the threatening Shortfrill, Rexus became animated and emitted a blood-curdling roar. It was not the answer to the hermit's enquiry. ‘TAAANK!’ he screamed. The Adviser was wandering unhurriedly out of the forest back into the makeshift court cum internment camp of the Killjaws, the alien Gideon slumped across his back as if nothing were amiss.
Alphie watched as the Clubtail passed by the oak bole he had halfway climbed to draw up behind the Shieldhorn and Bonehead leaders. ‘I thought I was the only jockey in Mother Forest,’ he blithely said while surveying the Berranian. The others turned to stare in wonder at the inert offworlder.
'Nobody told me there was a party going on,’ Tank dryly commented to whoever was listening.
'You weren't here, you perfidious scum,’ gnarled Rexus.
'My, that's a big word for you, Rexus. Does it mean that you missed me?’ The Clubtail proceeded to ignore the raging, sputtering Killjaw king and spoke to Orridus instead. ‘What's going on here, Shortfrill?'
The fascinated hermit somehow tore his eyes off the bizarre form of the alien to regard Tank. He had seen Gideon only from afar, not up close, and was understandably intrigued. ‘Who are you?’ he bluntly asked the Clubtail.
'The bane of my existence,’ Rexus muttered out loud.
Tank was surprisingly forthcoming. ‘Former adviser to the Killjaw king,’ he explained. ‘Presumably I've been sacked from my position,’ he said mordantly to Rexus.
'You got that right,’ confirmed the monarch. ‘Plus you can forget about any retirement plan.'
Turning back to Orridus, Tank repeated his query. ‘Now Shortfrill, care to explain yourself in grunts of one syllable or less.'
'I've staged a revolution—Clubtail,’ he answered tartly.
'And I wasn't invited? Rexus, how could you be so remiss?'
'Believe me, this is none of my doing,’ the ousted king spat.
'Actually, we've come for the wee laddie upon your back,’ Cragg informed Tank.
'Among other things,’ Orridus bleakly added, scowling at Rexus.
Tank sized the Bonehead up and down critically. ‘Who's your lumpy friend?’ he asked Orridus, ‘and what's his interest in the outlander?'
'That's a lengthy tale.'
'We haven't really the time for a boringly detailed life story.’ The Adviser locked knowing glances with the hermit before their paired eyes drifted skywards. That unspoken exchange said plainer than words of them both being aware of the coming doom and the salvation offered only to one.
Orridus walked around the Clubtail, sniffing at the senseless alien. ‘Gideon, is he ... ?’ The oldster left the query hanging tensely. He had not come this far and endured so much just to rescue a corpse.
'Resting. He's alive, but hardly well,’ Tank elucidated rather blandly. ‘Rexus is a poor host.'
The eavesdropping Killjaw king actually seemed abashed. ‘I'm a fighter, not an entertainer,’ he protested.
'We had best get him away from the fanged sod to a safer place,’ the hermit suggested.
'Aye,’ agreed Cragg.
The Clubtail's unreadable gaze slyly went from Orridus to the Bonehead and back to the Shortfrill, his sharp mind calculating madly. With logic-derived insight he threw Rexus a cagey look.
'What?’ bit the nonplussed Killjaw.
'That'll ruin the surprise,’ Tank impishly said, having gleaned that the Chosen runaway had new friends.
Alarmed shouts broke out from the victorious Shieldhorns and all heads turned to the source of concern. A brisk, unexplainable fog was billowing out of the northern forest like smoke from a brush fire, encasing the perimeter of the tiny glade in a fence of vaporous white while oddly leaving the centre of the clearing untouched.
'Stand fast!'Orridus bellowed to his restive troops. ‘It's only mist.'
Alphie, perched on his woody grandstand in the thick of the obscuring dampness, squeaked worriedly, ‘That may be, but what's hiding in it out there?’ Hulking shadows thudded past the cringing Treefur in answer to his fearfulness. ‘That was a rhetorical question, Originator!’ he moaned to the entity on high, ducking for cover around the far side of the barked pole.
A stiff breeze gusting down from the background hills instantly blew off the fog with its chill touch, revealing a pair of bewildered Thunderfeet poised on the demisted treeline amid a flurry of swirling leaves lifted by the wind.
'Surprise,’ Tank whispered to Rexus.
The flabbergasted Killjaw king at long last beheld the object of his deadly ire in the flesh. ‘Bronte,’ he rasped, conveying all the hatred and contempt he could muster in that single name.


Chapter Twenty Three'Bronte, what are you doing here?'
The bewildered cow had to field that question from three sides—Orridus, Cragg and Alphie, who had since remounted the Shortfrill. The gobsmacked trio were blurting the same query in a unified voice.
'I'm not entirely sure,’ she professed. ‘I must've taken a wrong turn on the trail.'
'The presence of Balticea's bloodline makes things interesting,’ Tank remarked to Bronte. She gawped at the faceless Clubtail. Did every other reptile in Mother Forest know of her? Her troubled gaze intensified when she spotted the insensible alien biped he was transporting.
Darved, as confused as his mate, gawked at the assembly. ‘Who are all these lizards, beloved?'
'I'm not sure of that either.'
'We are her guardians,’ stated Orridus.
'And friends,’ Alphie added.
'Your sure do keep strange company, my sweet,’ laughed Darved, easing the tension of the moment. ‘First a Duckbill, now a Shieldhorn and I don't even know what you are,’ he said, clapping amazed eyes on Cragg. The insignificant lump hunched over on the Clubtail's back did not even warrant the bull Thunderfoot's attention.
'They always overlook me!’ the forgotten Treefur griped from the hermit's back. ‘Am I camouflaged or something?'
'We can all get to know one another later,’ Orridus gruffly decided,’ but for now I'm curious to find out how Bronte got here?'
'Aye, I'm also interested in how the lass escaped the highlands,’ wondered Cragg. ‘There's no way she could've gotten out through Thunder Passage. It's guarded tighter than a wasp's nest.'
Orridus took in Bronte's sorry condition. ‘Whatever passage you took wasn't an easy one.'
'Believe me, Malp's route was a far cry from an evening stroll out on Fernwalk.'
'Malp?’ the Highrock Chieftain exclaimed in surprise. ‘What had he to do with your leaving Concealed Valley?'
'He was behind the whole episode by showing me a hidden tunnel in the cliff face not far from Stonejudge which took me straight through the hills to the lowlands.'
'The Bolthole?’ deduced Cragg. ‘He dinna have the right to disclose that secret to you. I'll bring him up on charges before the Deciders—aiding and abetting an escape, revealing information privy only to council members ... and to an Outsider, to boot. Nothing personal, Bronnie, but Malp shouldn't have helped you in the manner he did. It beats me why he even went out of his way to set you free at all. Last time we argued I had to dissuade him from sealing you up in a blind canyon.'
'He had his reasons,’ confided Bronte. ‘When I left him he was orchestrating a coup.'
'Must be the day for it,’ Rexus bitched. A warning glower from Thauron shut him up.
Darved, towering next to the cantankerous Longfrill, enquired in a nervous rumble, ‘Do you have any idea what they're talking about?'
'None whatsoever,’ admitted Thauron. ‘I'd sort of like to keep it that way. Thinking about things too much hurts my head.'
'I must be away home,’ the mortified Bonehead chief declared to Orridus as Bronte's dire news sank in. ‘I hate to leave you in the lurch, old friend.'
'Don't concern yourself about me. You've got bigger worries. Besides, the Killjaws have been soundly beaten. I don't think they'll be making a comeback any time soon. You go and crack a few heads. Give Malp a head-butt for me.'
'You had better hurry,’ urged Bronte. ‘Malp said something about blocking the passage end of the dale with an impenetrable wall of rock. You'll probably have to dig your way back in.'
'I'll definitely need my lads behind me then,’ Cragg said with grim resolution.
Bronte had not finished. ‘There's more. Malp stopped Shrok and his lackeys from stoning me, but he and your rotten son have been conniving to take over your clan. Malp's got the crazy notion in his head of becoming the supreme clan-chief of a puppet council.'
Cragg sensed his bearer of bad tidings was not divulging all of her abysmal bulletin. ‘What are you holding back, lass?'
'Malp plans to take Hetti for his mate, providing Shrok lets his mother live through the overthrow.'
'Bollda!’ he hollered. ‘We're marching home and will need to find a heap of throwing stones when we get there.’ There tolled a lethal certainty in his tone that struck a note of fear even in the black heart of the listening Killjaw king.
The enraged Bonehead stalked away with murder darkening his once kindly eyes. Silently wishing his friend luck, Orridus asked Bronte,’ Where exactly did this secret passage come out?'
'A short way up from Clearwater River.'
The hermit was mystified. ‘That's a fair hike from here, girl. When did Malp usher you from the valley?'
'A couple of days after your departure.'
'How then did you get from that place to this so damn quick?'
'I honestly don't know.'
'Maybe that irregular fog we walked through had something to do with it,’ Darved hypothesised. ‘We were practically plodding blind. It is possible we could have come farther than we supposed and in a much shorter time than we thought.'
'Unlikely,’ disputed Orridus. The far-ranging recluse had walked Mother Forest doing his goodly deeds long enough to accurately gauge distances. From this spot to the river took at least a day and a half of solid walking. Add to that another half a day to slog through the tunnel out of the Uplands, and it became an utter impossibility for the cow to make up that kind of time.
Bronte thought on it. ‘I think that blind seer I bumped into might be responsible,’ she ventured.
'Moldar? Rexus spoke up again, despite Thauron's threatening stare.
'Do you know of another sightless fortune teller living hereabouts?’ Orridus crossly snapped. ‘Pipe down, Rexus. I'll finish dealing with you shortly.'
'She met up with that red-eyed devil and lived to tell about it?’ The tyrant-king simply could not believe her luck.
Bronte regarded the chagrined Killjaw. ‘So this is the monster who had my family killed.’ Her manner was dangerously calm. Seeing his cow's tautness, Darved followed suit and tensed up, his eyes locking firmly onto the homicidal regent.
Sniffing trouble brewing, Orridus suggested, ‘I think we had better forget the murderous actions of Rexus for the time being.’ Even with Shieldhorn backup, he stood little chance of stopping one, let alone two vengeful Thunderfeet if things got heated.
'That would be prudent,’ Tank concurred.
'I don't need your approval, Clubtail.'
'But you are in need of the advice of a logician such as myself.'
'What makes you think that?'
'I alone possess the insight into the king's deviant mind needed to keep one step ahead of him. Even now he's plotting no good. This discussion would be better held elsewhere.'
'I was just about to say that same thing myself.'
'Of course you were.'
Orridus herded the menagerie from the glade. He detested the Killjaw king's tame Clubtail, if nothing but for the glaring reason that they were so much alike, independent loners used to leading others around by the snout and getting their own way. To Thauron he said, ‘Guard Rexus carefully. If he makes even the slightest wrong move, drill him full of holes.'
'That'd be my pleasure,’ Thauron replied.
Rexus watched his disloyal adviser, piggybacking Gideon, tag along after the departing lizards. ‘I warned you about getting attached to One-eye,’ he growled to the ambling Clubtail.
'And your counsel means so much to me.'
Tank's feigned gratitude dangerously inflamed the testy tyrant-king. ‘The game's almost up, Tank and when it is I'll gut you quicker than a Lizardwing takes flight!'
Turning to the cranky old Shortfrill he was walking beside, Tank said in all seriousness, ‘Once you get to know Rexus, you'll discover that he really is an arsehole.'
The assorted prehistoric animals crunched their way through the carpet of yellowed leaves littering the forest floor and into a broad stand of poplars where Orridus called for them to halt. Bronte and Darved stood closely, even defiantly, together, while the hermit, with his Treefur mahout, purposefully distanced himself from Tank and his alien burden.
'Why did you shoo me away from him?’ Bronte griped to Orridus, meaning the captive Killjaw king. ‘He deserves punishment for the atrocities he has committed against the Thunderfeet and others.'
'Rexus may be being held under horn and frill, girlie, but he's bubbling like a hot-pool ready to shoot up as a geyser and you are not ready to tackle the likes of him.'
'Maybe not alone, but together we could handle that Killjaw,’ Darved bragged on his cow's behalf.
Orridus ignored the boast. ‘I don't want any trouble, Bronte. The whole purpose of this foray was to reunite you with Gideon. That has been accomplished. We're not going to push our luck for the sake of vengeance.'
'You did,’ Alphie muttered accusingly into the aged hermit's earhole. The snorted rumble he got in reply was unrepeatable.
Darved, sounding puzzled and a trifle jealous, asked, ‘Who is this Gideon, my love?'
'That's a question we'd all like the answer to,’ she replied obliquely.
'Let's get back to the matter at foot,’ prompted Orridus, resuming his interrogation of Bronte. ‘You were saying you thought Moldar was behind your rapid journeying here.'
'It must have been him,’ presumed the cow. ‘After we finished talking, those horrible eyes of his started glowing and a mist formed over the river. Next thing I know I was immersed in that fog and Moldar had vanished.'
The hermit was baffled by the occurrence. ‘How peculiar.'
'I was left with the impression that my meeting Moldar wasn't a chance encounter either,’ theorised Bronte. ‘He claimed he was on his way to Crescent Lake, but when he bumped into me he was swimming upstream away from the lake.'
'If the legends surrounding that despicable Watersnout are as true as they are grisly, he never gives something away for nothing,’ considered Orridus. ‘Exactly what did he say to you?'
Bronte was getting bored with this conversation. All she wanted to do was turn tail and bolt southwards with Darved, forgetting this whole terrible mess. She was about to tell the hermit so when Gideon stirred.
The lizards all drew back as the alien struggled into a sitting position on Tank's back scutes with a groan. ‘What happened?’ he asked in a hoarse voice.
'You passed out again,’ the Clubtail informed him.
'Last thing I remember I was climbing atop of you, Tank.'
'That was at my insistence. Rexus was becoming unhinged. Taking you into hiding was the logical thing to do. After all, he did instruct me to keep you alive any way possible. Giving the sentries the slip was actually quite challenging.'
The woozy Berranian looked around for the tyrannical Killjaw king and to his surprise was greeted with the intrigued stares of three giant herbisaurs and a lone marsupial. He had to look twice. Two of those elephantine vegetarians were Thunderfeet, and of that special pair one bore a white blaze on the forehead that shone brightly in the milky sunlight like a guiding star.
'Bronte, I knew you weren't dead!’ he cried out joyously. He weakly kicked at his Clubtail mount. ‘You lied about her death.'
Tank was his usual uncaring self. ‘Technically, Rexus came up with that fib. I simply chose not to contradict it.'
'What on Berran is she doing here?'
'I'm trying to get to the bottom of that mystery now,’ Orridus said with an exasperated rumble.
Gideon was suddenly seized by a violent coughing fit. He grabbed onto one of Tank's ventral spikes for support as his frail body convulsed. It was a hacking cough laced with a fluidic rattle that bespoke of serious health problems.
'He sounds sick,’ Bronte said accusingly to Tank. ‘What's wrong with him?'
'Like I told your horned buddy, Rexus didn't play the congenial host.'
The alien's hawking ceased abruptly as he slumped over and toppled off the Clubtail to land like a sackful of spuds on the leaf-strewn ground.
Tank swivelled about to glance at the fallen extraterrestrial and offhandedly remarked. ‘It appears he is dying.'
'I haven't gone yet,’ Gideon retorted from his prone position.
The damage Luthos had done to the alienaut's unprotected body was severer than imagined. Gideon was indeed at Death's door, but Life has a way of clinging on to the most precarious of handholds. A faint buzz hummed in the audio receptors built into his helmet and, raising himself onto his elbows, he puzzlingly tapped the side of his vibrating headgear. The buzzing coalesced into the defined crackle of static. Gideon managed an ironic smile behind his ebony visor. The jolt must have restored his downed comlink.
With his racing heart drumming a tattoo of hope, Gideon radioed his ship. ‘Vai, you out there?’ He was answered by the unbearably loud static. ‘Are you receiving me, Vai?’ he tried again.
'I copy, honey bunch,’ a faraway voice came back.
Alphie gave Orridus a worried look. ‘He's talking to thin air, spike-nose.'
'Who is he speaking with?’ the like-minded hermit whispered to Bronte.
'His mother, I think.'
'It's good to hear your synthesised voice,’ Gideon was heard telling his ‘mother'.
'Can you clear up the line a bit? We've got a bad connection.'
'Filtering out the distortion.’ Vai's crackly voice came back a fraction stronger. ‘That's the clearest I can get it.'
'It'll have to do. Report your status.'
'My, aren't we Mister Efficiency.'
'Quit the backchat, Vai. I honestly don't have the time for banter.'
'Plasma reserves are holding at twenty-three per cent, even with the long range scan operational.'
'I distinctly remember telling you to shut down all non-essential ship's functions.'
'I got lonely and had to find out exactly where you were. Can't blame a girl for seeking male company.’ Vai's flippancy covered her true concern.
'You always have had trouble doing what you were told. So did you?'
'What?'
'Locate me.'
'Would you like precise map coordinates?'
Gideon began to cough again and sputtered, ‘I'd prefer a doctor.'
'You don't sound too good.'
'I'll live,’ Gideon lied with dry humour. ‘Give me the bad news. How far off is the Annihilator?'
'Close enough to touch. It's shooting past this biosphere's only satellite even now at close to twenty-four kalacs per semic. That's just over half its original speed. The gravities exerted by this system's outer planets have been putting the brakes on. Which puts impact time at two point one ikars.'
The expletives Gideon used made even the worldly Orridus blanch.
'You still have a healthy tongue,’ the cybernate ribbed, but there was definite anxiety in her artificial voice. In four and one quarter hours carnage would be raining down from the punctured sky. ‘I've missed your colourful language.'
'You always scold me for swearing.'
'You're excused this once. There was a recent explosion. I thought you'd been killed when I discovered your Energy Dome had detonated itself.'
This was bad news for the ailing Berranian. He had counted on becoming reunited with his personal power source. ‘I need you here, Vai,’ he decided.
She laughed. ‘I'm grounded, darling. You know as well as I that I can't fly the starsphere without a certified pilot aboard.'
Gideon already had the solution to that problem ready and waiting. ‘Command priority override Epsilon Alpha two-two-five.'
Vai felt a peculiar throbbing surge through her circuitry. ‘What have you done, Commander?'
'Given you wings. I'm putting your flight inhibitors offline.'
Feeling her electronic shackles disengaging one after the other, the bemused computer commented aloud, ‘I always wondered what that hidden file contained,’ as she gradually felt freer in her servile existence than she had ever sensed before.
'Power up and come get me,’ Gideon ordered her.
'On my way,’ she gaily said in response. ‘Wait ... picking up ... seismic readings ... heavy activity ... northwest ... your ... position.'
'Vai, you're breaking up. Repeat all after seismic.'
The crackly comlink channel faded back into pure static.
'What was that was all about?’ Tank asked Gideon.
'My ride's coming.'
'You going someplace?'
'No.’ The injured alien raised himself into a sitting position with an effort. ‘I'm hoping Bronte will be.'
'I am so sick and tired of being told what to do!’ the cow exploded.
The hermit was visibly startled by the outburst. Thunderfeet were typically slow to anger.
Her rage got into full swing. ‘Bronte do this, Bronte do that. Go there, stay put, don't see that bull, mate with him.’ She faltered, remembering the Thunderfoot male at her side and desperately tried to backtrack. ‘Darved, I...'
'You never told me you felt that way about us ... about me.’ There was hurt in his trusting eyes.
'I don't, not really.'
The damage was done. Darved gave Bronte a parting wounded look before trudging away to sulk alone amongst the leafless trees. She made to follow and was stopped by Tank's unfeeling observation.
'Let your huffy boyfriend go. This get-together was way too crowded with him here anyway.'
'What does a Clubtail know about love?’ was her flinty comeback.
'Tank's right, in his own blunt way,’ echoed Gideon. ‘We have stuff to do and need to be getting started. I can't have you distracted.'
'Weren't you listening? I've had enough of being ordered about. I'm a grown Thunderfoot. My life belongs to me and right now I'm going to go find Darved and beg his forgiveness. After he has taken me back, we're plodding as far away from you and this whole insanity as we can get!'
'You can't get away!’ the alien sharply pointed out. ‘There's nowhere to run to, no place to hide in.’ Gideon was angry enough to lurch to his feet. He leant against Tank, his breathing raspy. ‘In no time at all a rock with the dimensions of an island is going to hit and wipe out virtually every living creature. On top of that, I'm dying here. You'll excuse me if I don't indulge you in your melodramatics.’ He addressed the lingering Shortfrill and his Treefur jockey somewhat tersely. ‘The two of you are in the way. I haven't the foggiest what interest you have in this matter and don't wish to be rude, but I need you out of here pronto. This is no place for bystanders.'
'He's your would-be rescuer,’ Tank said of Orridus, glossing over the Treefur balanced on the hermit's back.
'Plus Bronte's keeper since her herd's slaughter,’ Orridus pointedly added.
'The both of us, whitey,’ chimed in Alphie. He would be overlooked no longer.
'Then stay,’ invited Gideon, his cyclopean gaze strangely fixed on the loudmouth marsupial. ‘Bronte, are you ready to undergo the Transformation.'
The Thunderfoot dug her heels in. ‘Are you prepared to be honest?'
'What do you mean?'
'I have it on good authority that Gideon is responsible for the planet-killer,’ she blabbed to Orridus.
'Who is your source?’ the Shortfrill wanted to know.
'Moldar told me.'
Orridus turned on Gideon. ‘Is this true? Are you guilty of setting the sky-rock on its path of destruction?'
'I am not.'
'Liar!’ indicted the cow, looming over the alien like a thundercloud about to loose a lightning bolt.
'Hold your accusation, Bronte,’ admonished the hermit, bodily shoving her aside. ‘I wouldn't call Moldar the most trustworthy of sources. The soothsayer has an unsavoury reputation of manipulating weaklings for his own amusement, and for his own ends.'
'Sadly, this Moldar fellow happens to be right.'
The animals glared at the confessing offworlder.
'You said you had nothing to do with creating the rock,’ disputed Orridus.
'Not personally. My people—my herd—did however. The asteroid came about because of their indirect action.'
The sagely Shieldhorn levelled his horned gaze at Gideon. ‘You've got some explaining to do, my boy.'
'It's about time you revealed all,’ Bronte said crustily.
Gideon gingerly lowered himself and sat cross-legged on the leaf matting in case he risked passing out. He was feeling poorly and had no wish to fall flat on his face in front of the reptiles. There simply was no time remaining to be sick. ‘I come from another planet,’ he began.
'Skip the preamble and get to the juicy bit,’ Tank said impatiently. Brand new facts were on the horizon, begging analysis. He was not interested in hearing old details.
'I was only introducing myself for the benefit of our newcomers,’ Gideon retorted with a petulant lilt.
'They'll catch up,’ the unfeeling Clubtail decided.
'Follow me as best you can,’ the alien told his uninformed listeners. ‘The Life-giver my planet revolves around was dying.'
'Suns die?’ Tank was intrigued. This was an aspect of astrophysics not covered in their previous discourse.
'Stars are living things. They are born, grow old and expire. In a way, such celestial bodies are the personification of the cycle of life. Like every entity that's alive, they come into being haunted by their own mortality and seek to preserve their individuality through the legacy of children. Planets are the offspring of the stars, which nurture their kids by showering them with warming rays of light. Parents eventually do die and the drawback with stars is that the unbreakable link between a sun and its attending satellites always means the collective death of the immediate family when that time rolls around. Ours was no exception and was coming to the end of her mortal span.
'Funny how inanimate objects are dubbed female. Maybe it's a male response dating from infancy. Boys and men alike are attracted to the charms of the baffling creatures we know as women, whether it be mother or girlfriend, so transferring a feminine personality onto a prized hover car or an awesome solar furnace makes an inorganic thing of beauty and mystery more endearing.
'Anyhow, for ten thousand million ontwas she burned bright and warmed my homeworld of Berran. Good things seldom last forever, and our sun started to dim and cool when she entered the first stages of becoming a White Dwarf.'
'This tale is boring the patience out of me,’ griped Bronte. ‘What has it to do with the planet-killer?'
'You have the attention span of a cockroach,’ Alphie bravely insulted the trillion times larger Thunderfoot. He wanted to hear the rest of the story.
'Are you trying to be funny, midget,’ she grouched.
The impudent Treefur sniggered. ‘Heck no—I like roaches. The big, succulent ones especially.'
Bronte cringed. The thought of eating flesh, even a crunchy insect, made her hide crawl.
'If the pair of you have finished exchanging insults, I'd like to find out what Gideon's explanation is leading to,’ cut in Orridus.
'The truthfulness of Knowledge,’ Tank revelled, his armour-studded snout intense with curiosity.
The Berranian carried on. ‘My planet was doomed. Without heat and light our cherished globe was destined to become a ball of frozen, uninhabitable rock. Accordingly, the greatest intellectual institute on Berran, the combined Academies of Learning, was tasked with finding a way of saving my people.'
'Why didn't you just migrate to new feeding grounds?’ Orridus sensibly asked.
'Relocating seven billion souls was an impossibility,’ Gideon said sadly.
'You have space travel,’ Tank reasoned.
'Only a select few cruised the stars. General space flight was denied the masses on grounds of cost.’ Gideon caught himself. ‘What would you lot know of money? The concepts of finances and economics are no doubt as alien to you as I am.'
'Not so,’ rebutted the hermit. ‘Wealth to us is measured in territory and herd strength.'
These prehistoric lizards never ceased to amaze Gideon.
'The logistics of shifting an entire planetary populace was staggering,’ he continued, ‘had we the ships to move everybody, which we didn't, and there simply wasn't enough time or material to build a fleet of interstellar transports for just such a monumental task. Besides, my people were very big on unity. After thousands of ontwas of racial strife our divided races had long ago learnt to coexist in harmony, so we preferred to live, or perish, as one. Thus it was decided to pin our worldwide hopes on Berran's scientists. They were charged with devising a way of re-igniting our failing sun.'
'You're talking about filling the stomach of a flaming Life-giver to give back its strength?’ Tank construed. The astute Clubtail was indeed paying attention.
'The program had the acronym FIRE,’ confirmed Gideon, ‘which stood for Fusion Injection and Replenishment Experiment.'
Tank rumbled laughingly, appreciating the pun. His companion animals failed to the see the humour in the play on words. Fire to them meant unimaginable danger—searing heat, choking smoke, burning brush and roasting flesh. Anyone who commanded that fiery beast was to be respected, if not feared outright, so they hung on the small alienaut's words as if their very lives depended upon them.
'I won't bore you with the details...'
'That'll make a nice change,’ interrupted Bronte.
’ ... other than to say that the plan was to refuel the star pronto,’ finished Gideon. ‘It was an ambitious scheme which stood a chance of success if it weren't for the blasted accident.'
'What mishap was that?’ asked Tank.
'The complex housing the research facilities blew up,’ the Berranian elucidated. ‘A gigantic explosion demolished the laboratories and ended our hopes for salvation.'
'Very sad and all, but what's the tie in to the sky-rock?’ the fed up Thunderfoot wanted to know.
'The lab buildings, caves to you, were sited off-planet on an orbiting asteroid for safety reasons. The atomic blast shattered the base rock into a million pieces. Your planet-killer is the largest of those fragments.'
Bronte slowly absorbed the enormity of that disclosure. ‘It is your fault!’ she thundered.
'My people are culpable,’ Gideon freely admitted, ‘but of course it was completely unintentional—we had no way of knowing that would happen.’ Bronte, her snouted face as dark and furious as a brewing storm, was unimpressed. She remained unmoved when he footnoted in a sad voice, ‘We paid the ultimate price for our aspiration. My whole race died.'
'That explains you always referring to them in the past tense,’ she cruelly noted.
'Don't be so mean, Bronte,’ chastised Orridus. ‘The two of you have that in common. You've both lost your herds.'
The gargantuan cow was shamed by that condemnation and backed down, allowing Gideon to round off his tale of woe.
'The loss of the FIRE laboratories was an unrecoverable blow. It was too late to rebuild and retry. Warring with the Tsor had cost us dearly in terms of depleting valuable resources and wasting precious time. Our sun failed, taking her earthy daughter with her...'
He broke down and quietly wept, picturing in his fertile mind his sun expanding to many times its original size in the grip of its death throes, engulfing Berran in that flaring embrace. Seas would have boiled and the parched land cracked and split under that fierce heat, before the stricken furnace shrank into a dense, earth-sized lump of cooling matter and the devastated globe was entombed in a frigidity lasting for all time. Getting a grip on his emotions, Gideon muttered hatefully, ‘Fire and ice. What a perverse combination.'
Alphie passed the comment, ‘You managed to survive well enough, bug-eye.'
'I escaped before the end.'
'Coward,’ mumbled Bronte.
Gideon heard the denunciation. ‘I had good cause to abandon them.'
'What was that—fear?'
'No. I came to save your hides.'
Once more Bronte felt the sting of chagrin for running off at the mouth.
Orridus put a valid poser to the alien. ‘How do you know for certain your whole herd was wiped out if you weren't there to witness it?'
'Call it an educated guess.’ Gideon was not going to be drawn back into the first stage of denial where an endless stream of ‘what ifs’ muddled one's thinking. The pain of that the first time around had certainly been bad enough. There was no possible way his people could have survived a disaster of that magnitude. Those living planetside and on the orbital stations would have uniformly fried and froze. Vai's unanswered hailing signal transmitted on the journey here confirmed the envisaged outcome—Berran was as lifeless as her dead and empty airwaves.
The hermit posed another question. ‘What made you forsake them for us?'
The humanoid shrugged. ‘Guilt, I suppose.'
'It was more than that,’ intuited Tank.
'You're not wrong there about his holiness,’ Bronte murmured.
'Can't you ever speak above a mutter,’ Gideon censured the scaled giantess. The smartness of the reptiles was starting to bug him. ‘Alright, you got me,’ he said. ‘Only first you have to understand where I'm coming from.'
'Wouldn't that have been Berran?’ Tank wisecracked.
The offworlder let that slide. ‘We all have our assigned roles in life—predator, prey, scavengers,’ he typified. ‘Mine is as an exobiologist. I study the exotic life forms of alien worlds, mostly on their home planet in natural settings, although on occasion back on Berran. That's how I was made aware of all you lizards. You were my special assignment.'
Alphie coughed poignantly.
'Not forgetting the marsupials,’ Gideon hastily threw in.
'How come no-one saw you till now?’ frowned Orridus.
'I was an unobtrusive watcher high up in orbit. Space provides an ideal window from which to gaze.'
Bronte was disgusted. ‘You spied on us.'
Gideon was himself untroubled at being labelled spy. ‘If that's how you want to look at it.'
'It is and I do,’ the Thunderfoot huffed. The foiled alien was making no progress with Bronte whatsoever. She let out a thoughtful rumble. ‘You said you sometimes studied other life back on your home range.’ Bronte ran with her postulating. ‘That would have meant taking them away. You must've kidnapped them!'
'Not me personally,’ disclaimed the Berranian.
'That seems to be your favourite answer,’ she retorted. ‘You were aware of such kidnappings though?'
'Kidnap is such an ugly word.'
'Alien abduction is even uglier,’ intoned Alphie.
'These abductees,’ ruminated the hermit. ‘What became of them once you had finished studying them?'
Gideon began coughing violently again.
Bronte was heartless. ‘That's right, avoid the issue,’ she charged.
'Show some compassion,’ Orridus scolded the cow.
She lapsed into a morose silence, waiting for the hacking alien to be able to speak again.
'The lucky specimens were sent to zoological gardens,’ Gideon haltingly said. His actual voice was throaty with bloody phlegm, making the artificially reproduced grunts and growls more husky than tinny. ‘That is, fenced wildlife preserves where they were allowed to live out the remainder of their days in naturalistic surrounds,’ he elaborated unasked.
Bronte put the dreaded follow-up question to him. ‘And the unlucky ones?'
'They were humanely euthanised and autopsied.'
'Could we have that in plain speech and not your cryptic mumbo jumbo?’ she demanded.
With a regretful sigh, Gideon revealed, ‘Killed and cut open to examine their internal body parts.'
'That's barbaric!’ the Thunderfoot bellowed. The sickened looks of Orridus and Alphie mirrored her revulsion and outrage. Only Tank did not seem repulsed by the grisly revelation, if the glimmer of interest in his otherwise flat, unemotional eyes was any indication.
'It was a barbarous practice,’ agreed the Berranian, ‘one the anti-vivisectionists fought hard to outlaw. Regrettably, there is only so much fine detail a scan can reveal about organs and skeletal structure, so dissection procedures were not discontinued.’ He did his best to sound earnest with his sickly wheezing while defending himself. ‘I never condoned nor participated in any autopsy. I was merely a field operative.'
'Collecting specimens on behalf of those who did the actual cutting,’ extrapolated Tank.
'I followed procedure. Whose side are you on?'
'My own, naturally,’ the Clubtail affirmed.
'Did you capture any of your subjects?’ Orridus enquired in a broken voice.
Gideon felt he was in a kangaroo court. ‘In some instances I was instructed to,’ he unwillingly confessed. The moral indignation evident in the prejudiced stares directed his way by the Shortfrill, Thunderfoot and even the weeny Treefur was condemnation enough. In their eyes he was as much to blame as the laser-knife wielding veterinary coroners.
'We're getting sidetracked,’ the hermit determined. ‘Whatever Gideon did in his past is just that—history. The important question before us is what are his present intentions?'
'To set things right.'
'Just how do you propose doing that by changing our big sister?’ challenged Orridus.
Gideon went quiet. He had rehearsed a speech for this precise moment: a stirring oration designed to convince whichever Chosen volunteer to fully accept the Transformation as his or her given destiny. Right now that longwinded dissertation seemed wildly over the top. An instructor from his academy days had at the close of one seminar imprinted on him his personal adage, ‘It is always best to keep things simple', so Gideon opted for a rudimentary lesson in evolution instead by way of breaking the ice.
'Living organisms grow and physically change over the ontwas, ah seasons,’ he started. ‘Take for example trees.'
'Oh great, a lecture on foliage,’ quipped the Thunderfoot.
'Bronte!’ Orridus admonished in a stern voice.
'Bear with me,’ requested Gideon. ‘A tree starts out as a sapling, but over time matures into...'
'A tall woody plant,’ Bronte dryly interjected.
'That's enough!’ censured the hermit.
'Animal races follow a similar pattern. From parent roots a species will branch out into a number of differing, yet fundamentally alike, forms.’ Gideon addressed the attentive Shieldhorn. ‘Your kind is a classic example of subtle variations on a theme. From a single, hornless ancestor, your racial tree now has many limbs.'
Orridus thought about it and concluded that the alien was right. Shortfrills and Longfrills were close cousins in an extended family that unbelievably also included the superficially dissimilar Boneheads.
'We all stem from ancestral stock which has evolved over millions of ontwas into present forms. That process is termed natural selection. Only the fittest from the gene pool reproduce to perpetuate their race.'
'Where is this babble going to?’ the Thunderfoot tiredly demanded.
The helmeted extraterrestrial fixed the cow with his visored gaze. ‘You can't survive the planet-killer's impact in your current guise. None of you reptiles have much hope at all of living through the coming nightmare. I can offer you, the Chosen One, a chance of survival in an altered form.'
This was the revelation Bronte had feared ever since Gideon had flown down to tell her of her uniqueness. ‘As what?’ she asked in a low voice, wanting—and at the same time not wanting—to know.
Cupping his gloved hands, Gideon coaxed Alphie off his horned mount and into the palms of his extended hands. The Treefur, not fully understanding why he obeyed, did so. He sat there shaking more out of habit than apprehension as the Berranian momentarily paused his translator and softly crooned to him in a foreign tongue that soothed his nerves and stilled the shivering mammal's trembles. ‘Behold the future of this planet's wildlife,’ Gideon intoned, reverting to animal talk. ‘At least the cousin of it.'
The three reptiles—two bigger than a car, the other larger than a bus—peered down at the inconsequential marsupial, unable to believe Alphie's true significance.
'And me old dad told me as a cub that I'd never amount to anything,’ the Treefur defiantly proclaimed. ‘Does this mean I'm going to outlast the lizards?'
Reality slapped Bronte on the snout like a springy tree branch. ‘You want to change me into that!’ she spluttered.
'Not her exactly, but...'
'I'm a he,’ Alphie tartly corrected Gideon. ‘Surely with that oversized eye of yours you can tell the difference?'
'Sorry. Sexing animals is often guesswork for even the trained eye. Bronte, you won't be mutated into the exact same form as him, but you will come from the same mould.'
The look Bronte gave the egotistical Treefur was less than flattering. ‘I won't be a Thunderfoot,’ was all she grumped.
'You'll no longer even be reptilian,’ observed Tank, his tone mocking.
The cow was aghast. ‘I'll be giving up my scaled heritage!'
'Supreme sacrifices have to be made when the occasion demands it,’ expressed Gideon. He understood that implicitly, having made the ultimate forfeiture by leaving behind family, friends and an entire planet to cross the interstellar reaches on a daring rescue mission.
'I don't have to make any,’ she protested. ‘There is another Chosen lizard out there.'
Orridus was puzzled. He distinctly remembered seeing Bronte's Duckbill pal losing his head out on Fernwalk on the afternoon of the Thunderfoot massacre. ‘Wasn't your friend killed?’ he timidly reminded her.
'Chappy did die,’ Bronte answered in a sober timbre, the pain of her loss woundingly fresh in the cow's mind. Gideon solemnly nodded his concurrence of that saddening fact. ‘I wasn't meaning him,’ she said. ‘Moldar said there is another Chosen One who I am to face when the choice is made.'
The hermit's bafflement was compounded. ‘Gideon, what do you know of this claim?'
The Berranian felt the leg he was propped against move as Tank responded to the Shortfrill's query. ‘The blind, mud-gulper guessed right. There is a second Chosen bull and he is none other than Luthos, the son of Rexus.'
'I don't recall seeing a Killjaw male with a garish birthmark on his head amongst those we rounded up?’ Orridus pondered.
'That's unsurprising,’ the Clubtail sneered. ‘The Killjaw Prince is tucked away with a pair of minders where even I can't find him.'
The oldster paled. ‘Oh dear,’ he murmured. ‘I appear to have committed a grave oversight.'
* * * *The attack was swift and brutal.
Thauron had been caught completely off guard with his horns down. A trio of avenging Killjaw bulls had burst from out of the trees like a windstorm and blown the Shieldhorn prison camp wide apart. The flightier Longfrills reacted predictably to the intrusion and had promptly forgotten about guarding the Killjaw king to meet the aggressors’ head on, ignoring Thauron's hasty order not to break ranks. Rexus had instantly capitalised on the melee and taken Thauron out personally.
The Shieldhorn left in charge stood swaying like a seedling in a gale, spurting redness onto the leafy ground, his wounded body missing several 140 lb chunks of flesh where Rexus had exacted payback. The tyrant-king stood tauntingly before him just out of horn's reach, roaring insanely while Thauron bled to death. ‘Luthos, get your tail back here to me! You two with him—keep those pesky Longfrills off our backs in time for us to make a clean getaway. The rest of you pathetic losers fight off the Shieldhorns that are left.'
Thauron swung his droopy head in the direction of the captive Killjaws and was dismayed to see the predators rallying ferociously against their keepers. The elderly Shortfrills were having a tough time keeping the now-heartened carnosaurs at bay and casualties on both sides were growing heavy.
Rexus limped over to the Longfrill captain, watching with perverse delight the spasms of pain coursing through Thauron's shocked body like ripples on a pond. ‘See what happens when you play with fangs?’ he growled smugly. ‘You get bitten.'
Thauron grunted. He was losing blood by the bucketful and lacked the strength to talk for long. ‘Your ... army ... outnumbered ... still,’ he gasped.
'Doesn't matter,’ contested Rexus. ‘They'll fight to the death even when losing. Not out of any sense of loyalty to me or the crown you understand, but for the satisfaction of a glorious end.’ Joined by his swaggering son, he expounded, ‘Their blind sacrifice serves a good purpose: keeping me alive and free long enough to snatch back the upper claw by killing the accursed Chosen Thunderfoot and elevating Luthos here in her place as the Chosen One.'
Thauron had no clue what Rexus was going on about. Maybe it had something to do with the fogginess creeping over his senses.
'So long sucker,’ the king farewelled, lashing out at the mortally wounded Longfrill with a powerful kick in the flanks that sent him toppling over on to his side.
Lying in his pooling blood with the din of battle harsh in his ears, Thauron watched the father and son Killjaw royals saunter away. Rhyna's predicted outbreak of trouble had come true—the beastly slayers were never more dangerous than when cornered, or in this case subjugated. The old fogey of a Dominator was going to have a field day with this little misadventure. By the time the pair crossed the short space of trodden ferns to the treeline beyond, the vitality had faded from the pitiable Longfrill and he stared after them with dull, lifeless eyes.
* * * *'Earth shudder!'
Cragg's warning cry came too late for half his troop as the scree hillside they were traversing collapsed into a cascade of loose stones that swept them away downslope to their deaths. The distraught Highrock chieftain looked back from the more solid ledge on the northern climb of the incline as the shale rockslide bottomed out into a brush-choked gully hundreds of feet below. Pushing through the stunned remainders of his fractured band, he stared down at the billowing pall of dust hanging over the gulch for any signs of life as the tremors rattling the rock shelf beneath his feet lessened.
A forefoot rested lightly on his back. ‘It's futile, chief. They're gone. Nobody could have survived that.'
Cragg failed to acknowledge Bollda's summation. There was no need for him to. The tangle of twisted bodies and grotesquely broken limbs and tails being layered by the settling dust like a death shroud in the deep of the ravine was truth enough. Those brave souls had come through the trial of battling the most terrifying of the lowland lizards unscathed, only to be buried by their beloved highlands.
'Our brothers are gone,’ repeated Bolldar, ‘and we'd better keep moving if we're going to retake the valley anytime soon. I'm dying to get my mitts on Malp for you, chief.'
Cragg turned to his subordinate with despair on his snout. ‘It's pointless, lad,’ he said with inconsolable sadness.
Bolldar checked out the rocky graveyard below. ‘We have enough warriors left to take on the usurpers, as long as we can get our ally clans back on side,’ he calculated.
'We're too late.'
That chord of finality in his leader's statement chilled Bolldar to the marrow. ‘Nothing's set in stone, chief,’ he reasoned. ‘The Regressionists will pay dearly for their subversion—in blood.'
The highlands were rocked by a second quake that overshadowed the quieting aftershocks of the first with its stone-jarring intensity. Loosened boulders gyrated down adjoining slopes as more pebbles slithered along the gradient that had moments ago carried the unwitting Boneheads downhill to their entombment, showering their corpses with further debris. The shaking earth set their surviving comrades on edge.
'We won't get the chance to punish Shrok and his cronies,’ Cragg said bitterly. ‘Redmount will be doing that for us shortly.'


Chapter Twenty FourRedmount finally blew its top.
The uppermost cone of the 10,000-foot-high stratovolcano was obliterated by the explosive release of internal pressure equal to 500 atomic warheads detonating simultaneously. Fourteen hundred cubic feet of basaltic rock was blasted asunder, shortening the brooding peak with a resounding clap heard thousands of miles away. Molten rock and cinders rained down on the surrounding countryside, preceded by an avalanche of superheated gas and ash that roared furiously down the slopes to flatten mature trees like they were nothing but twigs. A column of smoky ash plumed 60,000 feet into the heavens, darkening sunny skies 150 miles away in all directions. At the same time blocks of fractured rock were torn from the crater walls, and rounded blobs of hardening lava dropped haphazardly from the roiling air onto the reeling forestland like exploding bombs. A river of fire began to cascade from a gash in the rent crater, the fluid red-hot lava running down the mountainside to scald and smother every living thing in its path, setting scores of brush fires along the way.
Those animals unlucky enough to live through the initial blast now faced trial by fire. This was Hell on Earth.
* * * *Shrok stopped what he was doing. The thin stone shelf he was dragging his mother's corpse over quivered. Quakes were not uncommon in the high country, but there was something unsettling about this particular tremor. He scrutinised the surrounding bedrock, as if the agitated granite would reveal the source of its discontent. A distant report jerked his head upwards and his eyes darted about wildly. There was trouble in the air. He smelt it. The clatter of disturbed pebbles sounded close by and Shrok dropped Hettinor's body, spinning around anxiously.
'Relax lad,’ chided Malp, skidding to a halt after descending the short slope of loose stones directly above Shrok. ‘You're about as skittish as a fish in a puddle. What are you so nervous about? The last of the old pack surrendered just a few moments ago. Cragg's underlings will soon be swearing allegiance to me, then the revised council I'll be putting in their stead. You'll be at my side as my right foot Decider. Things couldn't have gone any smoother.'
Shrok still looked unhappy. ‘Grab mother's legs and tail,’ he said to his elder, bending to pick up his dam's cadaver beneath the arms again.
'Ah,’ Malp sighed understandingly. ‘You're having guilt over killing your mother.'
'Not in the slightest,’ Shrok denied, straightening with the battered stiff lodged between his murderous forefeet. ‘She was a liberal heretic and never deserved a more fitting end than being stoned to death. The only regret I have is that my soft-hearted da wasn't here to share her fate.'
'The lowlands are a wild place, I hear. I'd be surprised if Cragg and those fools he took with him aren't being hunted for sport right now by mobs of homicidal predators.’ Malp tossed a challenging stare Shrok's way. ‘You had absolutely no qualms over taking the life of the cow that hatched you?’ he asked again.
'None whatsoever.'
'Shrok, you've no conscience at all. I swear you have gravel running through your veins.'
'You didn't recruit me into the Regressionists to be squeamish.’ He fixed Malp with pitiless eyes. ‘I would kill and bury even you, if the need arose.'
Malp tittered nervously. His protégé clearly had ambitions. The Flatstone Chieftain made up his mind then and there to remove Shrok permanently at his earliest possible convenience. Lifting up Hettinor's hindquarters, he casually asked his dangerous lackey, ‘Where's your mother's final resting place going to be?'
'The Oasis,’ came back Shrok's reply. ‘She is unfit to be accorded a proper Bonehead interment. Even dumping her in the lake is better than the bitch deserves, but I'm sick of the sight of her.'
The two conspirators struggled up the short incline carrying the dead weight that was the slain Hettinor.
'What a waste,’ Malp grunted, eyeing up her pummelled body. ‘It's such a pity she's dead. Hetti would have made a wonderful companion.'
'Mother would have never submitted to you.'
'Aye,’ the chief gave a wistful sigh. ‘She was spirited.'
'Obstinate more like it.'
There came a muted roar from somewhere overhead and the ground shook terribly as if a giant were treading through the valley. Shrok and Malp, knocked off their feet, grabbed for any handholds they could find in the rock face, as the flaccid carcass of the Highrock healer rolled away downslope amid a shower of stones. The shuddering grew stronger as the frightening din rose in pitch.
'What's happening?’ squealed Malp, clawing at the convulsing stone for support.
'I think our victory is going to be rather short-lived,’ Shrok bleakly surmised.
A wave of solid water spilled over the crest of the slope in foaming dirtiness and plunged downward with earth-stripping force. The deceitful highlanders were washed from their rocky perch and, in a single instant, both were drowned by the torrent and smashed to a pulp by the uprooted trees and boulders gyrating in that swirling mixer. They had the unenviable notability of becoming the first Bonehead victims of Redmount's fury. The earthquakes triggered by the eruption cracked the rim of the Oasis and untold gallons of lake-water had pressed against the fracture with the inevitable result. The floodwaters gushed from the crumbling breach to pour into the low-lying dale, the overhang Shrok and Malp had been caught under being the first stop of the deluge. Friends and foes alike met a watery death as the Concealed Valley was submerged under 90-foot-high muddy waves topped off by a downpour of ash. Starlight Falls, robbed of its source, was gradually reduced to a mere trickle, in turn causing Clearwater River to begin drying up.
The Bonehead inhabitants of the sunken vale were not the last of their breed to perish. That ignominious distinction fell to Cragg and the remnants of his party 200 miles away. A tremendous landslide set off by the moving ground took care of them with the lethality of a Killjaw's snapping biters. In one foul stroke the destructive volcano had, in a roundabout way, rendered the Boneheads extinct.
* * * *'We're out of time.'
'You're telling me, Gideon,’ bemoaned Orridus. ‘You hear those cries out there? We've got trouble headed our way that's running on two legs with a head crowned full of sharp teeth.'
'I was referring to the dull boom we all just heard.'
'Has the sky-rock hit?’ Alphie nervously asked from the comfort of the Berranian's cupped hands.
'Then it's too late and you won't be needing me,’ Bronte said hastily, making to leave the poplar grove.
The Shieldhorn hermit barred her way. ‘You're not going anywhere, girlie. Haven't you heard a word I've been rumbling? Listen.’ A tumult of roars echoed through the trees, intermingled with plaintive screams that rose in pitch before trailing off. ‘If I'm not mistaken, the Killjaws are in the very act of getting loose. Rexus is a crafty swine and I'll bet my nose horn he's already escaped and is on his way here.'
'All the more reason for me to find Darved,’ the Thunderfoot coolly replied, stepping around the old dinosaur.
'I'm not letting you go,’ Orridus avowed, backing up to block the cow again. ‘It's far too risky and you have an issue that needs resolving, one way or the other.'
'You can't make me do something I don't want to do,’ she rumbled through her clenched, peg-like teeth.
'Actually, he can,’ contended Alphie. ‘I myself watched spike-nose prod you all the way from Mother Forest, through the Uplands and into the vale of the Boneheads. Those horns of his are very persuasive.’ The blunt spoken Treefur talked to Gideon next. ‘So bug-eye, what was that big bang?'
'Not the Annihilator falling,’ Gideon confidently predicted. ‘It was too early and nowhere near loud enough.'
'That's one less immediate problem to worry about,’ muttered Orridus.
'On the contrary,’ the alien pointed out. The garbled end of Vai's transmission now made terrible sense. ‘I've got a nagging suspicion that the volcano in this region has just erupted.'
Orridus was unsurprised by the bad news. ‘Tank, is the Killjaw king likely to come at us in force?’ he asked, tackling the more urgent of the mounting setbacks.
'You are assuming he has escaped,’ questioned the Clubtail.
'And you're not?'
'You think rationally, for a Shieldhorn.'
'Gee, thanks for the compliment.'
The ex-Adviser approached the query judiciously. ‘Logically speaking then, his subordinates will be tied up handling your bullyboys. That'll mean we're facing a father and son tag team.'
Orridus considered deployments. ‘Righto. I'll take on Rexus while you...'
'Rexus belongs to me,’ asserted Tank. ‘It is our time of reckoning.'
'Fine. You handle him while I take care of Luthos.’ There was a note of anticipation in the hermit's amendment. ‘Actually, that will work out rather nicely. The tyrant-king can watch me gore his idiot son to death.'
'What about me?’ Bronte asked.
'You stay out of the fight altogether,’ ordered the Shortfrill.
'Moldar explicitly said that I'm going to confront my rival. I guess that'd be the Killjaw prince.'
'Out of the question! I'll not expose you to that kind of danger. Somebody needs to protect Gideon. Since the two of you need to finish your discussion, you're volunteering to bodyguard him.'
'I wonder what it's like to have free will?’ she sniped.
'Where do you want me, horn-head?'
Orridus regarded his Treefur buddy nestled snugly in the Berranian's gloves. ‘How do you feel about continuing as the alien's comforter?’ The look he got back from Alphie could have withered the stoutest oak. ‘Just stay out of harm's way,’ he instructed.
Tank swung his blunt head from side to side, his eyes roving. ‘Shortfrill, this grove is not ideally defensible. The closeness of the trees will hamper any tussle.'
Scuffing with a hoofed forefoot the yellowing triangular leaves constituting the decaying carpet beneath the naked boughs of the regimented poplars, the hermit was forced to agree with the Clubtail's appraisal of their fighting arena. ‘There's hardly room to swing your tail,’ he said critically of the grove. Glancing keenly about he proposed, ‘What about further back, where the trees thin out?'
Tank grunted his approval. ‘There's adequate space to fight and our backs will be protected by the density of the outlying forest.'
They shifted position, the stumbling Berranian hanging onto Tank's spiky body during the changeover while Alphie wove through the boles ahead of Bronte. Orridus warily plodded after, frequently casting his expectant gaze backwards. There was no sign of any Killjaw activity—yet.
'This'll do,’ Gideon told his crutch, sinking to the leafy ground with a cottonwood trunk stiffening his sagging back. The Treefur scampered promptly onto his lap as the sulky Thunderfoot circled behind. The horned and armoured defenders took up station either side of the alien's position ready for what lay in store.
'I detest the waiting,’ Tank confided to Orridus. ‘It's so illogical to delay the inevitable.'
'I don't mind it,’ replied the hermit. ‘In fact, I find the wait adds to the feel of the moment. I react better when my nerves are taut.'
'You sound nauseatingly like Rexus.'
The Clubtail's mordant observation only fuelled Orridus's hatred of the Killjaw royals.
A sudden flapping noise started the edgy dinosaurs and Fitzfeather crashed downward through the overhead branches to thump heavily on the ground before them, amid a shower of twigs and leaves. ‘Dashed poor two-point landing,’ he admonished himself, shaking the debris from his feathers and flexing every joint in his winged body to make sure nothing was broken.
'Where have you been, you fool bird?’ Orridus asked grumpily, recovering from the scare.
'Following orders and maintaining aerial surveillance. I say, old boy, your manners leave something to be desired.'
'Sorry, Fitzy, but I'm a little nervy. We're expecting company and I thought you were a Killjaw.'
'Are your eyes failing you, dear chum? I am greatly offended. I do not bear the faintest resemblance to one of those uncouth layabouts. My bill is much more refined in shape.'
'Is there something specific that you wanted?’ the Shortfrill demanded. ‘I am sort of busy here. Any moment now I'm betting a Killjaw or two will come breaking through those trees at your rear.'
'That is precisely what I've come to report,’ declared the Honker. ‘The ground war has resumed. The enemy is busy engaged in recapturing lost positions. A suicide squad of two of the blighters is even now making a beeline for your woody fort while their despicable comrades fight a rearguard action.'
'Does this pile of down always talk so pompously?’ Tank enquired of Orridus.
Fitzfeather looked down his beak at the insulting Clubtail. ‘Pray tell, who are you sir?'
'An informant,’ the hermit said brusquely. This was not the best time for the cultured bird to be lured into a slanging match. ‘Can the Shieldhorns hold off the Killjaws back in the clearing?'
'They appeared to be fighting a successful holding action against the enemy when last I circled over them.'
'At least one thing's going our way,’ mumbled Orridus.
'Don't hold your breath, old boy. Redmount's finally lost its cool and is expelling an horrendous amount of smoke and fire.'
'Told you so,’ said Gideon waspishly.
'Is that the alien chappie?’ the haughty waterbird exclaimed, craning his long neck to better see Gideon tucked away behind the defensive herbisaurs. ‘I'll just waddle over and introduce myself. Courtesy to a fellow aviator and all that.'
Orridus stepped up to head off his feathered friend, gruffly desperate to know the effects of the eruption. ‘What about Concealed Valley?'
Fitzfeather halted, postulating, ‘Quite likely obliterated, dear boy. The Rockhead stronghold was in fairly close proximity to the mount. From what I could tell from the air at this considerable range, I'd have to hazard a guess and say that the northernmost Uplands has not fared terribly well, judging by the humungous ash cloud staining the horizon.'
The hermit's heart sank. The pioneering Boneheads were, in all probability, no more. He idly speculated on the fate of Cragg's party on their homeward trek.
Gideon coughed. ‘That is just a small taste of the horror to come.'
Orridus turned about to stare down the seemingly heartless alien with misty eyes.
'I'm not trying to be cruel,’ the Berranian said, ‘just realistic.'
The dry sound of snapping branches filled the tense air and the aged Shieldhorn whirled around, swearing over his lapse in attention. The Killjaw king and prince appeared at the far end of the poplar grove and began making their brisk way through the obstructing trees snarling eagerly as they came, uncaring at having lost the element of surprise.
'Ready?’ Orridus prompted Tank in a pointless whisper, moving out to take the fight to the advancing predators.
'I was hatched ready,’ the arrogant Clubtail replied, falling in alongside the hermit. Personal animosity was shelved, for the two robust plant-eaters shared a common purpose.
'Chocks away!’ Fitzfeather honked with gusto, running at full tilt across the narrow divide of open ground fronting the treed battlefield in order to reach take-off speed.
'Fitzy, what are you up to?’ Orridus bellowed after the sprinting waterfowl.
'Close air support!’ the breathless Honker answered, as his extended wings got a measure of lift and he flapped his way madly into the air inches above the fern cover.
Somehow the bird missed crashing into the trees leaning out into his flight path. Jinking and slewing wildly, the aerobatic waterbird avoided plastering himself all over the last of the obstructing boles and astonishingly steered for the nearest Killjaw. As luck would have it that turned out to be Luthos, the Killjaw prince having an edge in speed over his gout-ridden sire which saw him exit the confining trees first. The plucky avian flew at the bull's snout and browbeat Luthos with his wings.
'Get away from me, featherbrain!’ the simpleton barked, snapping at his goosey tormentor.
Fitzfeather managed to keep out of reach of those lunging jaws long enough to bank hard to the right and smack into a poplar which had somehow jumped out to hit him from behind. He tumbled earthwards and miraculously dodged being trodden on by the dancing Killjaw.
Rexus overtook his heir and growled, ‘Stop messing about and kill something. You are a slayer, act like one.'
Luthos promptly forgot about the downed bird, leered at the oncoming Clubtail and cut across Rexus, bumping into his father. The tyrant-king irately shoved him away with his snout, propelling the clumsy Killjaw prince toward Orridus.
'You wanted to meet my boy, Shortfrill,’ he growled loudly. ‘Knock yourself out.'
'You're gonna regret introducing us,’ the hermit pledged.
While Luthos squared off against Orridus, so too did Rexus pair up with Tank. ‘The game is afoot,’ he snarled at his sacked adviser.
Tank emitted a hearty rumble. There was no need for words.
Bronte, Gideon and Alphie watched the two sets of duellists sparring. Despite the differences in natural weaponry, predator and prey were pretty much evenly matched. They each circled their counterparts, sizing up his strengths and weaknesses with noisy exaggerated feints before daring to commit themselves to battle proper. During this phoney war Orridus exhorted the Thunderfoot and the alien to patch up their differences. ‘Get your business sorted, or all of this will be for naught,’ he entreated.
'Your friend's right,’ wheezed Gideon. ‘The time for you to choose has finally come.'
'Haven't you already made up my mind for me?’ Bronte argued while stepping out from behind the bole the alien leant on to hover imposingly before him.
'Not true, Bronte. I cannot force you to undergo the Transformation. You must be a willing participant.'
'Then go transform the Killjaw king's brat. His sire is endorsing him for the position of Chosen One strongly enough. Luthos must be eager for it.'
'The heir apparent to the Killjaw throne is hardly the brain of Berran. He does whatever Rexus tells him to. His dumbness alone makes him an undesirable candidate.'
'Deep down he wears the stigma of your Chosen,’ Bronte contended, referring to the star-like naevus they shared, hers visible, his masked by scarring.
'That doesn't make Luthos the ideal recipient for the mutation.'
'It qualifies me for the change you're advocating.'
'There is a fundamental variance between the two of you that marks you special and my first choice.'
'What's that?’ Bronte sounded largely indifferent.
'Luthos is pure evil, you're not.'
The growling and bellowing of the posturing contestants reached a mutual crescendo. Their bluffing was coming to an end. Soon the real action would begin.
'I think the show's about to start,’ Alphie relayed to the others. He was entranced by the spectacle of the clashing lizards. ‘This is way cooler than any beetle fight.’ He glowered at the bulky Thunderfoot lounging in front. ‘You're blocking my view, longneck. Shift your big rump, will you.'
Gideon absently stroked the straight-talking Treefur squatting on his knees. This was a gesture the wild marsupial not only accommodated, but actually seemed to enjoy, if the look of contentment warming his whiskered face was any indication.
Bronte looked on bemused at the bonding pair from the sideline. A strange compulsion came over her and she spoke to Gideon in a soft voice. ‘You said before that everything eventually grows into something better. What'll become of the Chosen One after the change? Will it stay like that?’ The querying cow stared fixedly at the blissful Treefur.
'I'm banking you won't.'
'Stop pushing, Gideon.'
'Sorry. Habit.’ He folded his hands into a steeple and pressed them against the curve of his visor thoughtfully. ‘It's pretty complicated. I think it'd be better if I showed you.'
Unfolding his hands, Gideon reached for the rim of his helmet and sprung four hidden catches, one each at the front, back and on either side of the visored panel of his outsized headgear. The sudden soft hiss of escaping gases startled Alphie and he scurried off the alien's lap, turning about to gaze dumbstruck as the stranger from the stars seemingly lifted off his own head amid a dissipating cloud of white vapour.
The unmasked Berranian was no spring chicken. He had an apish face with thinning white hair slicked back over a sloping forehead, and an unkempt beard of grey that framed a chinless jaw. Eyes brimming with intelligence and unbearable sadness looked sharply out from beneath overhanging brow ridges topped by bushy eyebrows whitened with age. His tanned skin was wrinkled by Time's ravaging touch and set off the whiteness of his ‘pelt’ admirably, even though the sheen of fever-induced sweat lent his complexion a wan look. Perhaps the facial feature of that offworld cast which most caught the attention of Alphie and Bronte was the flattened nose perched above a permanently downturned mouth bearing traces of blood-flecked spittle around the thin lips. Noses were unheard of in a world full of snouts and beaks, and clearly fascinated the marvelling Treefur and Thunderfoot.
'You're no lizard,’ she accused in a strangled whisper, staring openly at his browned, unscaled hide.
'I never claimed to be reptilian,’ Gideon said simply, placing his helmet at his side and breathing in the decaying freshness of the autumn forest.
The sonorous sounds that came from his cracked lips were naturally in his native alien tongue, but the Berranian remained intelligible thanks to the metallic translations of his Linguistic Decoder. The exobiologist's technologically ‘smart’ headset continued to process his vocalisations into animal talk and relay the reciprocal speech into comprehendible noise despite the removal of his helmet. This feat was due to the neural implant in his brain, a surgical procedure every spacefarer from Berran underwent as a matter of precaution against the day he or she met a fellow galactic sentience. After all, the motto of the Stellar Corps was appropriately, ‘Ready for anything'. So long as the helmet remained in close proximity to his person, Gideon could be understood and in turn understand.
The offworlder shut his eyes momentarily to better sample the woody fragrances, savouring even the musky odours of the animals he was keeping company with. ‘I can't tell you how good it is not to breathe recycled air,’ he sighed after inhaling, ‘and to again feel the wind on my face. It has been too long since I enjoyed those simple pleasures and now there's no time left to indulge myself.'
'What manner of beast are you?’ Bronte asked, putting voice to the question on Alphie's whiskers as well.
'I am a human being.'
'Hu-man,’ the Treefur repeated with deliberate slowness, as if mouthing the new word would grant him comprehension.
Bronte blinked owlishly from the alien to the marsupial and back to Gideon again. ‘Your breed hatched from a creature similar to the likes of him?’ she scoffed.
'You're oversimplifying the process, but figuratively speaking, yes.'
The Thunderfoot understandably had trouble grasping the staggering evolutionary transition from proto-simian into fully-fledged hominid. It was a mind-bogglingly convoluted concept for even the pinnacle of sauropod development to come to terms with. Gideon decided to try and ease her difficulty.
'If you are fretting over losing your vaunted saurian pedigree, don't,’ he soothed. ‘We mammals do in fact come from reptilian stock, so your lizard genes, although heavily diluted, will be intact.'
Bronte oddly enough took the revelation calmly in her stride. Alphie did not.
'We can't be related!’ he cried out indignantly, looking in horror at the scaled giantess. ‘I have hair!'
'I'm afraid it's true, little fella,’ the Berranian affirmed. ‘My ancestors, same as yours, were synapsid reptiles that came on the scene roughly one hundred and forty million ontwas ago and spawned descendants who sprouted fur. It was an adaptation to stay warm and active. My palaeontologist colleagues knew this to be true from the fossil record on my world and the basically repeated evolutionary patterns of this planet. That's what makes Bronte so compatible for recreating my people.'
Mention of her name made the giant cow livid. ‘Your herd destroys itself and in doing so dooms all of us and our feeding grounds, and you're wanting me to bring them back?'
'That about sums it up.'
'Why should I bother?'
Gideon smiled thinly. ‘If you don't, then life of both our worlds will have been extinguished for nothing and that'd be an utter and terrible waste.'
His words were food for thought. The ruminative cow expressed the concern, ‘You're certain, without a shred of doubt, that by undergoing the body change I'll beat this disaster and beget a new and supposedly improved race of—what did you call yourselves?'
'Humans. There are no guarantees, but you're my best shot.'
'You shamelessly lied to and manipulated me, outlander. I feel exploited.'
'Your feelings are not paramount in this equation, other than your willingness to help me.'
A shrewd look crossed Bronte's snout. ‘How badly do you need my cooperation?'
'Remember the night I made Chappy come to me? He walked jerkily because, although he was nowhere near as strong-willed as you, he partially resisted my mind control on a subconscious level. I told you then that I cannot wholly force someone to do my bidding that way and would never attempt to. The whole idea of it is morally wrong. Although if I were unscrupulous enough to try and bend your will for my own purposes, I'd most likely render you mad and I myself might become a mental vegetable in the process. Tampering with the mind is a tricky gambit at the best of times. That is why you must willingly submit to me.'
'Alright, I'll do it. On one condition.'
Bronte's spontaneous acquiescence caught Gideon by surprise and he took a moment before answering. ‘Name it.'
The Thunderfoot had the alien right where she wanted him. ‘When I choose to go through with this Transformation of yours, I'll not want to be alone afterwards. Change my Darved too.'
The scuffle between the Killjaws and the plant-eaters drew Gideon's attention away from Bronte's ridiculous demand.
The two strapping herbisaurs were using contradictory strategies against their respective opponents. Orridus seemed to be favouring passive aggression, denying Luthos any opportunity to lunge at him by swivelling constantly to present the Killjaw prince with his formidable frontal array of horns and shield whichever way he moved. It was an uneventful but sound strategy, for the wily Shieldhorn was edging Luthos backward with the intent on pinning him against a poplar trunk to bring his lances fully to bear on his trapped foe. Tank had opted for the more direct approach and was swinging his clubbed tail wildly like a mace, aiming to cudgel the tyrant-king. Rexus, none too nimble because of his gout, struggled to dodge the Clubtail's arcing hammer, all the time hurling obscenities at his former counsel. The Killjaw royals were having a tough time of it.
That abruptly changed. In a suicidal moment Rexus allowed Tank to close and by a scale's breadth missed being pulverised by the bone-crunching club. The regent rushed in even as the afterstroke brushed past his leg to deliver a swift kick to Tank's belly, the only unprotected part of the Clubtail's extensively armoured body. The Adviser gave a shudder as the breath was knocked out of him. Rexus kicked him again for good measure before balancing on his good foot and tipping the winded Clubtail over with the other. It was no mean feat, considering the solidly built vegetarian weighed almost as much as an adult Killjaw. The tenacious king only succeeded on his fourth go.
'Why Rexus, you're just full of surprises,’ Tank gasped, floundering on his back.
'A neat trick my dear old dad taught me,’ the victorious monarch sallied at the upended Clubtail. ‘He thought it might come in useful one day. Blow me down if the old sod wasn't right. Time to die, my unfaithful servant.’ Placing a clawed foot on Tank's vulnerable belly, Rexus proceeded to rip out his foe's innards with savage bites of his powerful jaws.
Tank never winced nor cried out while being eviscerated by the gloating Killjaw king. The only sound the dying Clubtail emitted was a hauntingly hollow laugh.
Rexus stood back, entrails caught in his knife-like teeth. ‘You're aggravating even in death, spoilsport. What's so damn amusing?'
'I'm embarking on a brand new journey of discovery,’ Tank rasped.
'For a supposedly smart lizard you are incredibly stupid at times,’ Rexus snorted. ‘You're about to die, Tank.'
'Fascinating, isn't it?'
The monarch barely believed his ears. He spat out a length of unravelled intestine and stooped over Tank, his bloody maw inches away from the Adviser's exposed throat. ‘I am aware that you are in great pain, Clubtail. Belly wounds are the most excruciating injuries of all. Your agony must be muddling that logic-drilled brain in that thick skull of yours.'
'Fatality clarifies the mind, Rexus. I'm going on a fact-finding jaunt into the hereafter.'
'Don't tell me you've turned religious?'
'Knowledge is the root of enlightenment. I'm about to discover what, if anything, lies beyond this life. It's a path you'll be treading soon enough also.’ Tank's filmy eyeball fixed the tyrant-king's dilated pupils. ‘Thanks for the send off.’ The Clubtail's upside down head sagged in death as mortality claimed him.
Rexus stood up. Fate had conspired to rob him of the glory of killing Balticea and had now seen fit to strip him of the pleasure of slaying Tank. The delirious fool actually regarded his own demise as liberating! Howling madly, the monster Killjaw kicked futilely at the Adviser's sturdy corpse before glancing over at his battling son pitted against the shrewd Shieldhorn. He snarled and drooled. He would take out his frustration on that meddling old Shortfrill.
Too late Orridus realised he was fighting his own private war on two fronts. Rexus slammed into the oldster's unguarded right flank with jaws agape, serrated teeth sinking through flesh to scrape against the underlying bone. When the bellowing hermit turned to repel this new attacker, Luthos grabbed the opening and mauled the Shieldhorn's left flank. Pain blinded Orridus and he spun around to bang headfirst into a tree. He stood swaying with spots before his eyes, his guard dangerously lowered.
'Orridus!’ Alphie squeaked madly in disbelief at seeing his lizard pal staring death in the face.
'Finish him off,’ Rexus commanded Luthos. ‘I've got bigger meat to bite.’ He eyed the Thunderfoot cow skulking at the rear of the grove speculatively.
Gideon looked on in horror as the princely Killjaw bit down repeatedly on the aged Shortfrill, whose shaking legs buckled to send him crumpling to the ground. First Tank had been disembowelled and now Orridus was practically being eaten alive. Both his volunteer champions were defeated and either dead or dying. He saw Rexus stalking Bronte and hoarsely cried out ‘No!’ as she stiffened in response. The Thunderfoot who intercepted the approaching tyrant-king, however, happened not to be the Chosen cow.
With a rumbly battle cry, Darved crashed from out of the trees to challenge Rexus. He positioned his titanic body squarely in front of the startled Killjaw ruler and, planting his four pillared legs firmly on the leaved floor, began flailing his enemy with his whippy tail. Rexus retreated from the lashing, the forest boughs trembling as his livid roars of outrage at being thwarted reverberated through the poplars.
Bronte took a step toward her valiant mate.
'Leave him,’ Gideon croaked. ‘We've run out of time.’ He felt his own strength ebbing.
'My bull needs a helping tail!’ she protested.
'He is doomed, like the rest of us,’ the Berranian pronounced.
'Big-boy will not last long now that the other fang-face is joining the fray,’ Alphie sadly remarked, observing Luthos pull away from Orridus's twitching corpse to outflank the Thunderfoot bull. ‘If you're not prepared to let her avenge the old hero,’ he growled squeakily to Gideon, ‘then I'll have to!'
'Neither of you are throwing away your lives,’ the Berranian countered. ‘Far too many lives have been wasted already and there are untold more deaths to come. How many must needlessly perish before you come to your senses, Bronte? Your bull is certain to die, if not at the jaws of Rexus and his heir, then from the Annihilator hitting this planet. I cannot transform him. He doesn't bear the mark, but you already know that.
'You, in contrast, don't have to die. You have that choice. Do not foolishly reject my offer out of hand because of the love you feel for him. Accept your destiny because of that love. Don't let Darved's death, or any of our deaths for that matter, be in vain. Life has to go on. Please, I beg of you. Redeem humanity for our arrogance and stupidity by giving us another chance.'
Luthos had come at Darved from behind, biting down at the base of the Thunderfoot's tail. Imbecilic as the Killjaw prince was, he was an instinctive hunter. With a roar of triumph and spray of blood he tore off the brave bull's principal means of defence. A fountain of redness spurted from the stump and Luthos proudly held Darved's severed tail aloft for all to see. Disarmed and distracted, the agonised Thunderfoot mercifully never saw the lunge from Rexus that ended his life when those leering jaws closed about his head and clamped down, crushing his tiny skull with the sickening squelch of a trodden egg.
Bronte screamed and looked away. Her grandmother, aunts, father and best chum had all been victims of Killjaw tyranny. Why did it not surprise her that Darved ended up the same way? Everyone she loved or befriended lay dead because of who and what she was. Her short life as a Thunderfoot brimmed with those tragedies, making her feel like a pox of the Thunderfeet. She raged against those injustices with her wail, protesting the unfairness at being doomed to spend life friendless and orphaned, only to age and die after a lifetime of sufferance cut short by the fickleness of fate.
The cosmos remained indifferent to her outcry and actually mocked the venting cow's sense of fragility with its oppressive hugeness. For all her size and spunk, Bronte was just a replaceable speck in the makeup of the unlimited universe. It mattered little that she was the climax of her particular strain of saurians, that the trials and tribulations sauropod kind had endured for millions of years were but a protracted prelude to extinction.
The cold truth shone on Bronte like a winter sunrise, strangling her prolonged scream. Reptiles seemed to attract death like mosquitos to blood. It was the unchanging nature of the beast. For hundreds upon thousands of generations dinosaurs had eaten or been eaten in the name of hunger, whether the appetite was for food or power. Bronte, the last receptacle of the Thunderfoot gift to replay in her mind's eye their venerable dynasty, benefited from the insight garnered from accessing that storehouse of ancestral images and the stark realisation crushed her. Reptiles, whether on two or four legs, would war always and never find lasting peace. The conflict between the hunted and the hunter in the animal kingdom was eternal. Perhaps humans would indeed fare better second time round if given another shot at existence. She resolved to have no further part of being a lizard.
'Do it. Make me into a mammal before I change my mind,’ Bronte enjoined Gideon in a voice thick with fatalism. Emotionally she was too played out to hate or grieve anymore. There was a tense pause as nothing happened and she demanded, ‘What are you waiting for—nightfall?'
The alien squirmed uncomfortably.
'You do know how to change me?'
'God only knows that.'
'What are you inferring?'
'Exactly what I said. Without my Energy Dome I am powerless.'
'Do stop speaking in riddles. Either you can transform me, like you've claimed all along, or you can't. Which is it?'
A hum buzzed loudly through the air above the stand of cottonwoods. Rexus, discarding Darved's minced head, looked about perplexedly. The buzz escalated into a whine and Gideon's starsphere dropped down through the swaying boughs overhead amid a cascade of splintering branches as the bull Thunderfoot's carcass heeled over to thud onto the leaf-strewn earth.
'Take cover, Luthos!’ Rexus barked, flinching as broken tree limbs bounced off his head and snout.
Gideon watched with interest as the mirrored globe settled on the clear patch of ground in the middle of the grove as the whine subsided. ‘You took your time,’ he muttered sourly into his helmet.
'It's fashionable for a girl to be late to an event,’ responded Vai. ‘You look like you've been rewired.'
'I've felt better,’ he admitted. ‘What's your energy status?'
'Excuse me,’ butted in the Thunderfoot. ‘We haven't finished talking yet and it's rude to interrupt.'
'Yes, it is impolite,’ Vai quipped. ‘Do you mind?'
'Now, now girls,’ cooed Gideon. Female bitchiness was one headache he never needed. ‘Vai, your operational reserves?'
'Seriously depleted.'
'Have you got power left for another flight?'
'Depends where.'
'That hinges on whether you've nailed the impact point of the asteroid.'
'As a matter of fact I have, love buns,’ she said somewhat snootily. ‘The meteor will fall in the eastern waters of the gulf at the bottom of this landmass.
'Great. Plot a course to the north-western quadrant of this continent. Can you make it that far?'
The rushed cybernate did some fast calculations. ‘It'll be a stretch, but with a tailwind to help out, sure. What's the mission?'
'Taxiing.'
A spine-tingling roar intruded upon the VAI and her commander. ‘Do all reptiles show such a bad lack of manners?’ she griped.
'Only the petrifying ones,’ said Gideon. He glanced sideways at the towering Thunderfoot.
Rexus roared again, building up Dutch courage with adrenalin. The descent of the alien ball had seriously unnerved him, but the tyrant-king was notoriously quick at regaining his composure when put under pressure. ‘Come on, Luthos. That's only a flying, talking boulder of smooth stone. It won't bite us.’ He said it as if he encountered such an anomaly everyday.
The Killjaw prince emerged shakily from the grouping of trees he had taken refuge in to fall into step beside his sire as Rexus stomped toward Bronte.
The poplar grove was suddenly bathed in an unearthly yellow glow and time ground to a standstill. Rexus and Luthos were frozen in mid-step as sparkles of silvery light drifted down from the golden heavens and dusted their motionless forms, only to vanish in a puff of incandescence on contact with the stilled lizards and the leaf litter they stood rooted upon.
Bronte gawped. The forest lying beyond the stand of radiantly lit slender trees remained active. The wind rustled the stark, leafless twigs branching the creaking boughs and the occasional squawking bird glided between the trunks. Inside the cottonwood copse a palpable heaviness muffled all sound and action. There was no noise, no movement other than the shower of spectral flares. Oddly enough, the Thunderfoot found that she could turn her head and did so. Gideon and Alphie blinked wonderingly at her. Apparently they were able to move too.
'Is this another one of your shows?’ Bronte accused Gideon in a sharp whisper.
'How can it be?’ he responded, rubbing his unadorned wrist. ‘I don't have my power crystal any more.'
'What's happening then?'
'Beats the hell out of me.'
'That's always a good starting place,’ a voice literally said out of the blue.
The confused alien lifted his drooping eyes skyward. ‘Who said that?'
'Oh, come now. Think about it, mortal ... a speaker from the heavens. You must be familiar with who I am.'
'Is it your mother again?’ Alphie asked the Berranian.
Gideon shook his head. It was certainly not Vai. The mystery contralto voice was neither female nor male, but a curious blend of both that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at once. It possessed a vibrant timbre conveying ageless wisdom. Gideon's eyes widened. ‘M-My god,’ he stammered.
'The boy goes to the top of the class. I get called so many names that it's hard to keep track of them all—Almighty, Creator, Supreme Being, the Originator. How about you just call me Boss.'


Chapter Twenty Five'Dear lord!’ Bronte exclaimed.
She stood entranced as a nimbus of pulsating bluish light all of a sudden materialised in the air before the group to hover some ten feet above the ground.
Alphie instantly cottoned onto the revelation and addressed the luminescence rather smartly. ‘Why can't we see you more clearly, er your Omnipotence?'
'I assume several different forms to indulge my various believers,’ the celestial speaker explained. ‘Each of you retains a certain picture in your mind of how you think God looks and I can't very well individually cater to those conflicting images. I figured a non-corporeal effigy would be acceptable to everyone concerned.'
'He doesn't sound too godly,’ the Treefur criticised out loud.
Thunder pealed directly overhead and the gathering of creatures flinched.
'Me and my big mouth,’ muttered Alphie, scampering for the safety of Gideon's lap. ‘I've gone and angered the Originator.'
Gideon half-expected fire and brimstone to rain down on the questioning marsupial and was rewarded by a sprinkling of hot, wind-blown ash courtesy of Redmount that somehow filtered through the screen of stop-motion time.
A second thunderclap boomed louder than the first.
'Okay, okay. Spoilsport!’ the voice from the halo grouched. The nimbus floated quite delicately down to earth and shimmered like rippling water as a tiny figure stepped from out of the dazzling blue radiance, the haze promptly disappearing after unloading its traveller.
Everybody, including Gideon, gaped. The being was short, barely three foot tall, with spindly limbs and no external ears. Its entire body was disproportionately sized; arms were longer than legs and a slit-like mouth, impossibly tiny nose and large slanted eyes of deepest green fronted a grossly outsized baldhead. The hairless skin was hued a pallid grey and unwrinkled. The freakish dwarf, clad in a scarlet one-piece jumpsuit that fitted snugly to its scrawny frame, tightly held an electronic notepad in one of its three-fingered, webbed hands. It walked stilted, as if unused to physical locomotion.
Coming to a stiff-legged halt before Gideon and company, it enquired in that same contralto lilt which had issued from the nimbus, ‘How do you lot stand to get about like this? Walking is so physical!'
'You're not how I imagined God to be,’ remarked the Berranian.
'That's probably because I am not Him,’ said the being. ‘Life is full of disappointments.'
Alphie gave a triumphant squeak. ‘Hah! I knew my whiskers weren't wrong.'
'Who is this impersonator then?’ Bronte asked of Gideon.
'Moreover, what is he?’ responded the addled Berranian.
'The name's Brel,’ the entity informed them. ‘Time is pressing, so I'll have to explain as I go. Speak only when spoken to and don't interrupt. You learn more by keeping your mouth shut.
'By now you've all worked out I'm not the Almighty. I sometimes fool around by pretending that I am, only someone up there can't take a joke. You'd think that the being responsible for creating dung beetles would have a sense of humour. But that's beside the point. I may not be the Creator, but I'm the closest you'll ever get to Him. Think of me as His private secretary.'
'Oh.’ Gideon clearly sounded let down.
'I told you not to interrupt,’ reprimanded Brel. ‘The Almighty is a busy deity. He has a universe to run and doesn't always have the time to make personal appearances. That's why He delegates. I'm your assigned caseworker, so let's get started. I've got a hectic century ahead of me.’ Brel looked the company over with his unfathomable lidless eyes and consulted his digital notebook. ‘We all seem to be accounted for, except for you.’ He singled out Alphie with a reproving stare. ‘And him.’ His roving gaze stopped on the statue-like Rexus. Referring back to his list, Brel punched a few keys and frowned, mumbling, ‘A single human and Thunderfoot, one not two Killjaws, no mention of a rat ... plus we appear to be missing a Duckbill.'
'He's dead,’ Bronte grimly supplied.
'Oh phooey! That's gonna create a whole stack of extra paperwork,’ Brel moaned. ‘What a screw up! This won't make me look good with the big guy upstairs, you know.'
'What's going on here?’ Gideon demanded. ‘I don't recognise your race.'
Brel regarded the Berranian coolly. ‘Ah yes, Gideon ... the one who sent for me.'
The Thunderfoot looked questioningly at the alien and he shrugged. ‘I prayed for divine help.'
'I was scheduled to arrive on the scene shortly anyhow,’ said Brel. ‘Like I said before, the Boss can't always make house calls. Besides, it's not his style.'
'I hate to be a party pooper,’ cut in Alphie, ‘but isn't this sky-rock going to come crashing down on us awfully soon?'
Gideon glanced at the immobile Killjaws and the yellowish corona highlighting their stationary forms. ‘You have frozen time, Brel!’ he exclaimed.
Brel pointed a bony finger skyward. ‘It was Him. Technically speaking, it hasn't been stopped either, only slowed to an imperceptible crawl. Powerful as the Almighty is, the laws of His universe are unbending and Time is an immutable constant that cannot be completely stilled.'
Gideon was profoundly disturbed. Apparently even God had limitations.
'Speaking of laws,’ Brel said, going back to his hand-held computer, ‘you have broken a goodly number of them to get here, young Gideon.'
Alphie stifled a chuckle. The white-haired Berranian looked far older than the mysterious Brel.
'Does the First Principle ring any bells?’ the grey-skinned dwarf sternly said in a manner not unlike a scolding schoolmaster.
'What's the First Principle?’ asked Bronte.
'The guiding regulation of the exobiological branch of the Academies of Learning back on Berran,’ the aged explorer clarified. ‘It was the founding rule of the society expressly forbidding personal contact with alien wildlife, and for good reason. The powers that were feared interaction would contaminate our subjects and pervert the course of their natural evolution.'
'Oops, too late to undo that little faux pas,’ sniped the Thunderfoot.
Brel waved his free hand in a gesture of dismissal. ‘That's inconsequential. It was a manmade law and largely irrelevant. What bothers me is the matter of your breaking one of the sacred commandments by stealing your vessel.'
'I borrowed my own ship,’ asserted Gideon.
'Yes, quite.’ Flicking his emerald eyes over the notebook's view screen, Brel mused, ‘Hmmm, the Boss has made a notation on your file to mark your lawbreaking as a “minor indiscretion” only.’ He switched off the pad. ‘I don't agree but, “To err is mortal, to forgive divine” and all that jazz.'
'I've had enough of this chicanery,’ Gideon decided, half-rising. He was about to say more, but coughed up blood with an alarming splutter.
'Don't overexert yourself, dear boy,’ Brel chided. ‘If you expire too soon you'll muck up my schedule and ruin everything.'
Wiping the redness from his mouth with the back of his gloved hand, the Berranian sank back down to glower at Brel. ‘Our survey spheres crisscrossed the galaxy and came across no living humanoidal people other than the wretched Tsor.'
Brel's lipless mouth curled into a poor approximation of a smile. ‘Ah yes, the soldiering saurians. You made lifelong friends there.’ His grin faded. ‘Pay attention all of you. I'm only going to recite this tale once.
'Long ago, way back when the universe had been newly fashioned by the Big Guy, He threw in a few planets amongst the untold suns to relieve the boredom. If you ask me He went overboard on the number of stars he made, but try telling Him that. He doesn't take criticism well. In any case, He decided to people three of the countless habitable worlds with sapient life.'
'Only three?’ queried Gideon.
'It's His lucky number. What can I say?’ Brel puffed up his puny chest exaggeratedly. ‘The first of the races the Boss made to populate the cosmos was the Greylings.'
'Your kind,’ Gideon guessed.
'What a letdown it must be for you, Berranian. I'd stake next decade's pay cheque on the bet that you thought humans were the first.'
Gideon stiffened. ‘It was a natural assumption.'
Brel cackled. ‘Have I got another shock for you then! You weren't the second either.'
The exobiologist gasped. ‘Humankind was runner up behind the Tsor!'
'Got it in one. For an ape you're pretty intelligent.'
'What about the Thunderfeet?’ Bronte sought.
'Don't overlook the Treefurs,’ added Alphie. ‘Where are we placed in this line-up?'
Brel waved off the animals’ queries. ‘I'll come to this muddy, trifling ecosystem in a moment. Where was I?'
'Greylings,’ prompted Gideon.
'Ah, so I was—the important stuff. Seeing as we were created first and foremost, the Almighty charged us with being the caretakers of our brother races. That duty was understandable, considering aeons separated our respective births. The reason that neither the Berran Coalition nor the Tsor Confederacy discovered us is due to our being technologically superior to them both. Having come perilously close ourselves to extinction due to an improvident global nuclear exchange, the remains of which probes of yours came across on our radiated former homeworld, we Greylings set off roaming deep space in search of technological excellence and spiritual enlightenment. It does sound a little trite, but advancement came when we fully embraced the teachings of the Big Guy. We since have wandered the stars conducting His tasks immune to detection from either sensor or the naked eye, keeping a vigil over our younger siblings.'
A deplorable smugness came over Bronte as she studied Gideon's stupefied face. ‘The watchers were themselves being watched,’ she said with heavy irony. ‘Fancy that.'
'That explains who you are,’ Gideon declared somewhat tartly, ‘not what you're doing here. I'm on a holy mission from God shown to me in a vivid dream that...'
'I take it you mean the recurrent vision I planted in that simian brain of yours eight and a half years ago to get you started on your way. The one where your planet becomes enveloped in ice, then changes into this rock we're on now choking to death on asteroidal debris as a creature with a shining white blaze rises from the ashes alternating in form between a lizard and a man.'
Gideon was absolutely bowled over.
'Oh, do pick up your jaw, ape. You look positively retarded slouching open-mouthed like that.'
The Thunderfoot's questing eyes bored into Brel. ‘Are you also responsible for giving me my wretched nightmares?'
The Greyling executed a rather awkward bow and nearly fell over in the process. ‘I have a flair for the dramatic,’ he confessed, recovering smartly from any embarrassment.
Bronte was puzzled. ‘Gideon and I obviously dreamed, but Chappy never mentioned having nightmares.'
'The Duckbill, correct?’ Brel looked back over his shoulder at the ridiculously posed Killjaw prince. ‘Dullards don't have enough of an imagination to dream.'
'Lord, give me some straight answers, pleeease!’ Gideon shouted hoarsely at the sky.
Brel sighed and threw his hands in the air. ‘Must I spell it out for you, people. I am spokesperson for Him. You deal through me, only me.'
'Let me see your credentials,’ challenged the Berranian.
'Why do they always insist on proof?’ muttered Brel. ‘As if all of this weren't enough.’ He gestured in a cavalier fashion to the light show behind. ‘Doesn't anyone operate on simple faith anymore?’ Setting down his notepad, he selected a tree and clapped his hands. The chosen cottonwood, bare-limbed and forlorn from the withering touch of late autumn, blossomed before their eyes and sprouted buds that quickly became healthy green leaves.
'Works for me,’ Alphie said in an awed voice.
'Neat parlour trick,’ derided the Berranian, though in reality he was thoroughly convinced.
Brel placed his hands on his hips and stared Gideon down. ‘Listen up, ignoramus, while I recap. The Big Guy made the three races, warts and all. Then He left the forerunners of the apes and the lizards to their own devices.’ The Greyling put up his hands palms outward to stave off further queries. ‘Don't ask me why. All I know is that He has a policy of basic non-involvement: create life and then sit back to see how its fares unaided. I have heard some whispers about it being a better path to spiritual edification, or something to that effect. The Greylings are the exception. The Boss made us His handymen if you will, and our job is to flit around the universe attending to the minor disasters which crop up from time to time—stars prematurely going nova, rampant black holes, that sort of thing. We are not now a numerous race, so we're kept mighty busy. Are you with me so far?'
Gideon nodded dumbly.
'That's fantastic. Times passes, we tend to our duties and everyone's blissfully happy with their lot in life. That is until the inevitable happens—the meeting of the sentient races. Instead of cosmic brotherhood, the Tsor and the Berranians go head-to-head in an all out interplanetary war.'
'It wasn't our fault,’ insisted Gideon. ‘We made peace overtures, only those soulless Coldbloods wouldn't have a bar of it.'
'The Tsor had souls, my prejudiced friend. Admittedly their religion had gone a little off track and taken a turn for the dark side, but they were devout in their own warped way.'
'They exterminated any and all humans they encountered.'
'Call it a character flaw. The Big Guy sincerely meant, “Love thy neighbour", no matter what. Can I finish my story now, or do you wish to supply the ending?'
Gideon sulked.
'Thanks for the eager nod. Before my overworked and underpaid colleagues and I could put a plan of intervention into place, you two hotheads had gone ahead and destroyed yourselves.’ Brel picked up his discarded notebook and brought it back to life with a tap of an index finger on the screen. ‘Talk about killer ingenuity,’ he reproved, clicking his tongue while studying the lit viewer. ‘You wiped out the Tsor by firing into the atmosphere of their homeworld projectiles carrying a virulent strain of a manmade virus which spread an incurable plague planetwide. Nasty little bug, too. It ate away the host organism from the inside out, and if it didn't kill you it rendered the survivors sterile, making reproduction out of the question. Not a pretty way to die.'
Gideon was unrepentant. ‘We had no choice. It was us or them.'
'Whatever. The Tsor made sure they had the last laugh, though.'
'What do you mean, Brel?'
'You didn't think the exploding FIRE lab—quaint title by the way—was accidental?'
Gideon was appalled. ‘How did they get by the defences? Security measures were dreadfully tight...'
'That's ancient history. The Boss was most displeased that two groups of His children saw fit to cancel each other out. I would've washed my hands of the pair of you, but He's such a big softy, bless Him, that you're both getting a second chance.'
'Both. But I thought ... ?'
'Don't start acting high and mighty, ape. Humans are not God's gift to the universe. Get used to that realisation. The Big Guy hates to see any creation of his fail, and for some bizarre reason He has a special fondness for humanity, so you're getting the better end of the deal.'
'Why doesn't the Originator just wave his tail and remake them?’ Alphie posed to Brel.
'That's another of those ironclad laws of the universe, my nosy little rat—that which has been undone cannot be remade in the same fashion, else the order of the cosmos will unravel.’ Brel laughed a piping chuckle. ‘The Boss did manage to find a loophole. He can rework ape and lizard without risking cosmic breakdown by reconstructing them from the ground up as a single entity from old parts. That's why He came up with the Chosen proposal. The details were left to me, but the notion was His. And that brings us to this charmless, woody world and its smelly inhabitants.'
The attentive Thunderfoot and Treefur listened as one. They sensed that they were about to be told their position in the scheme of things.
'Gideon, you are the last human left alive anywhere in the universe,’ pronounced Brel, ‘thanks only to my forethought. My associates said dreams were cliché, yet I thought the concept of jointly running visions to be inspirational. Old hat, my foot!'
'You're certain of that, my being the last,’ Gideon lamely enquired, his tone already one of abject hopelessness.
'No, I just made that up. Believe me, I've seen more dead stars than had hot dinners. Berran is now frostier than an iceberg. All Space Corps personnel heeded the recall and returned home to die. Quite touching really, if you're into mass suicide.'
'There was a rumour a group of hand-picked male and female candidates was selected by the Coalition to man an ark that would colonise a suitable alien world with a breathable atmosphere and thereby restart the human race.'
'You're right, ape. It was just that—a rumour. That little notion got bogged down in bureaucratic red tape before it ever got off the drawing board. Your superiors couldn't decide a fair means of picking those who might go and the proposal got dropped, so stop clutching at straws.’ Brel put an elongated finger thoughtfully to his lipless mouth. ‘Although the concept of an ark filled to overflowing with two of every creature might be worth jotting down for future use. Anyhow, talk of a colony does lead me nicely into my next point.'
'I wish something would,’ Bronte grumbled. This messenger from the Originator was so longwinded!
'To propagate a plant, you require a cutting,’ Brel put forward ‘You, Gideon, are the cutting for humanity. The Tsor pose a bit of a problem, considering your tribe wiped out the entire crop. That's why I arranged for this rendezvous. Saurian technicians seeded this one planet with their genetic material. This a Tsor colony world.'
Gideon felt woozy. He did not think he could stand any more surprises for today. He looked upon the Chosen Thunderfoot cow in an entirely different, even unfavourable light. ‘You're one of those lizards,’ he murmured incomprehensibly to Bronte.
'Have you only noticed I'm a scale-back just now?’ she scathingly retorted.
'Warring was just one aspect of the Tsor master plan for galactic conquest,’ continued Brel. ‘The other was to eventually breed you apes out of existence. Rather imaginative, don't you think? They never got a chance to get fully underway, what with the war effort and all, but luckily made a solitary start in this backwater star system. Ergo, the reptiles here are a reservoir of primal Tsor DNA just waiting to be tapped.'
The impact of Brel's disclosure dawned on Bronte. ‘The Originator did not make us?'
'That's right, sweetheart. You're reused stock. The Greyling glanced down his arm to a bulky wristwatch that had magically emerged out of thin air. It was a mass of luminous dials sporting a profusion of times and dates. Everything about Brel was overstated. ‘We're going to have to hurry things along, people. I'll be blowed at handing in my end-of-era service report late.’ He looked quickly from Bronte to Luthos. ‘Which of you two is the lucky dinosaur to be mutated?'
Shaking off his disgust, Gideon weakly indicated the Thunderfoot with a shaky hand. ‘She's hot favourite in the running.'
'What if I don't want to be?'
'Let me see,’ pondered Brel. A spotlight from the swirling clouds above illuminated Luthos. ‘I'll have to authorise the changeover to him and this quadrant of the galaxy will fall under the dominion of badness for say the next billion years and give my report a disagreeable slant. Your choice.'
'No pressure,’ mumbled Bronte.
'Look at it this way, luv. It's either yes or no. What the ape told you before I got here stands true. You have to make your own mind up. I'm only here to officiate. Whatever you decide, the humans will be reconstituted. Whether they are to be Good or Evil is entirely up to you.'
'Why must there be suffering?’ Gideon demanded.
'How should I know?” retorted Brel. ‘I only work here. I'm guessing it's one of those Higher Purpose thingies the Boss adheres to. So what's it going to be?'
Bronte considered her plight. Her friends, family and lover were dead and gone. The world she had known from a hatchling was to be irrevocably changed and she would not survive the transition in the guise of a Thunderfoot. What had she to lose?
'Okay Brel, do what you have to.'
'And such enthusiasm too!’ exclaimed the Greyling. ‘A grand choice, if I may say so, my dear. I'm all for making me look good in front of the Big Guy.'
'Just one thing,’ Bronte said first. ‘Why me? How come I was picked to be one of the Chosen?'
'You were selected by the same process your branded cohorts and the ape over there were. Lottery.'
Gideon exploded. ‘What!'
'Your names were drawn out of a cosmic bag, so to speak,’ Brel elucidated in a condescending manner. ‘Did you think you were all something special?'
Gideon gave the Greyling his sternest glare. ‘Your beside manner leaves something to be desired.'
'I'm not here to be popular, ape, just efficient. Let's get started, shall we?'
'I haven't got my Energy Dome,’ bemoaned Gideon.
'You do have rather a high opinion of yourself, don't you?’ Brel was having a great deal of fun deflating Gideon's ego. ‘You've merely been a courier, my boy, delivering the message of hope and your vital genes to this offbeat little planet. Only the Big Guy has the real power to create proper life. Don't think for one minute he didn't notice your lot tinkering with robotic and artificial intelligences—shame on you for playing God. He wasn't too impressed with the Tsor bioengineering either, but at least some good is going to come from their experimentation. Now can we please get underway? I'm on a tight schedule.'
'I'm not sure I want to continue,’ said the Berranian.
Brel sighed loudly. ‘Having doubts, ape?'
'Resurrecting the Tsor, even partially, troubles me. They weren't exactly a friendly species. I'm not comfortable with using them as a springing board to launch humankind anew, now that I know the full story.'
'It's a package deal,’ Brel reminded him. ‘Take it or leave it.'
Gideon glanced pointedly at the hulking Killjaws. ‘I'm concerned that some of their nastier attributes will rub off.'
Brel consulted his digital diary. ‘According to the Big Guy's blueprints, the new humans should have simian intellect and compassion coupled with saurian robustness. A perfect trade-off, I think. Satisfied?'
'I guess so,’ Gideon sullenly replied.
The Greyling waved away his notebook and ostentatious timepiece before clapping his hands. An aura of that same bluish light he had emerged from enveloped Brel's hands and arms, although there was a reddish tinge around the edges now. There was an ominous rumble from above and he glanced peevishly up. ‘No, I haven't forgotten to say the words, lame as they are.'
Lightning forked across the murky, ash-laden sky.
'Alright, don't get in such a tiz. I'm just suggesting you hire a new speechwriter. This holy book you've got planned ain't going to be a bestseller if it's badly written.’ Brel cleared his throat. ‘We have gathered here this day to witness the union of this ape and this lizard, blah, blah, blah.'
Alphie dived from Gideon's lap as arcs of purple fire shot out of the Greyling's palms, one each striking the Berranian and the Thunderfoot squarely in the chest. Gripping his ends of the streams in either hand, Brel tied them together in a knot, joining Gideon to Bronte, the link flashing from blue to green then yellow in rapid succession.
'All yours, Boss,’ Brel called up to the heavens.
Bronte had the queerest sensation of being enfolded by the power of an immeasurable presence. She could literally feel herself infusing Gideon's essence, swept forward into him on the crest on that vast omnipotence. Her eyes glazed over unseeingly, although images paraded before her vision. She was privileged to be viewing the Berranian people through the explorer's recollections and schooling as a distraction from the radical transformation her body was undergoing at the cellular level. The animalistic cow was dunked headfirst in a technological culture and her giddy mind swam from the immersion.
Bronte found herself standing in a forest of steelcrete aboard one of the cylindrical floating cities in orbit high over Berran, crushed by an interracial multitude going about their daily business. Next instant she was being transported by shuttle sphere to the planet's regenerated surface, wasted after centuries of pollution and environmental neglect, but bearing the fruits of a millennia-long restoration program which cleansed the dirtied oceans and replanted vast tracts of deforested woodlands and rainforests. Cities bustling with human life abounded planetside, metropolitan areas purposefully designed and built to blend in with and enhance their natural surroundings, rather than detract from their environs with callous architectural brutality. Bronte was suddenly shot through the starred heavens and visited a dozen or so alien worlds, each teeming with exotic flora and fauna too bewildering and bizarre to describe. It was a dizzying roller coaster ride across the galaxy and back again that was both exhilarating and daunting.
Going against her better judgment, the impressed Thunderfoot actually found herself liking humanity. To be sure they exhibited faults, but they had worked cooperatively to remedy as best they could the damage caused by ignorance and indifference, pestilence and conflict. Bronte was finding the sense of adventure in the irrepressible, if egotistic, human spirit to be infectious. She dwelled on what it would be like to share in that roving quest to learn all that is knowable and began forgetting the simpler ways of the Thunderfeet and her promised heritage as Matriarch.
Gideon's ride was not half as fun. He was subjected to a montage of reptilian experiences, ranging from unnerving sensations of primitive quadrupeds living with the constant fear of predatory attack in uncontrolled environs where the weather dictated life choices, to blurry impressions of higher saurian life in a distinct warrior caste where the infamous Tsor arrogance was drawn from overwhelmingly strong racial pride. The Berranian was numbed by lizard resolve, a commitment to cause and belief that overrode even common sensibilities, so that with every second of exposure a sliver of his self slipped away to coalesce with that inhuman tenacity. Gideon felt oddly cheated.
Alphie poked his nose around the trunk his human seat rested against. Gideon was still linked to Bronte by that fiercely glowing cord of pulsating energy, a faint, purplish aura wrapped about both. He looked at Brel, now as much a bystander as he, noting the intense concentration on the Greyling's repellent face. Without warning the stream of energised light shattered with a loud bang and the startled Treefur squeaked in alarm.
Gideon slumped to lie on his side before the cottonwood, unbreathing, while fragments of glowing yellow swirled about in the air over his body like a swarm of fireflies, before abruptly being drawn to Bronte as if metal to a magnet. The Thunderfoot was encased in that cloud of glittering light from snout to tail, shimmering now from one colour to the next as it reproduced all the hues of the rainbow in rapid succession. Those particles were not the only thing being transformed. The Thunderfoot's massive frame, outlined by her multicolour coat, was changing shape, steadily decreasing in size like a balloon losing air. Her titanic form shrank faster and faster, her slimming neck and tail shortening, her stout legs becoming slender and elbowed. The mutating cow's overcoat of blinking lights fused into a single flash of blinding white light, then there was a vivid, soundless explosion of colour.
Brel murmured his approval. ‘The Boss is a sucker for a glitzy finale.'
The staring Treefur simply refused to believe his eyes. Bronte, last Matriarch of the Thunderfeet, was now a ten-inch long, shrew-like placental mammal that held the distinction of being the world's earliest primate. The Transformation had worked!
Alphie edged over a protruding root for a better glimpse of the rejuvenated dinosaur. Large, innocent eyes looked along an elongated muzzle up at the curious marsupial inspecting her. Soft, luxurious grey-brown fur adorned her upper body, becoming cream on the underside from her cheek pouches and swollen belly to the base of her amazingly bushy tail. Bands of black fur around her eyes lent the prosimian a cheeky look and she fidgeted unsurely with her five-toed feet.
'She's gorgeous,’ admired Alphie.
'You've got to hand it to the Almighty,’ Brel fondly remarked, ‘whenever He creates something, He does it with style. The changeling is indeed exquisite.’ The Greyling's notebook began bleeping urgently and he retrieved it from the empty air, scanning the text compulsively. ‘That comes as no surprise. She's pregnant.'
'How?’ Alphie blurted out.
'Not by Immaculate Conception, that's for sure. According to my updated dossier, she was with calves prior to her mutation. It seems her bull was quite a virile boy and fathered a clutch on the first go. Anyhow, it spared the Big Guy the trouble of impregnating her from scratch. He merely had to rework the saurian eggs into a litter of foetal changelings.'
'When is she due?'
'Within a day or so.'
Alphie looked over at the stilled Killjaws and their backdrop of slowed time. ‘What happens now?'
'It is time to wake the dead,’ the Greyling announced. ‘The ape hasn't quite completed his task.
Brel walked jerkily over to the unmoving Berranian and gently placed a blue-glowing hand on his back. Gideon took in a great gulp of air and sputtered back into life. Brel blew out the nimbus surrounding his hand with a sharp puff of breath and whispered in satisfaction, ‘The Hand of God.’ He helped the revived explorer back into a sitting position. Gideon literally looked like death warmed over.
'Is it finished?’ he croaked.
'See for yourself,’ instructed Brel. The wobbly Greyling stepped aside.
A faint smile crossed Gideon's parched lips and his bleary eyes lit up when he viewed the cute ball of fur. ‘Thank God,’ he murmured.
'You'll be seeing the Big Guy soon enough, then you can thank him in person,’ said Brel. ‘Meantime, we've got to wrap things up before you do. The changeling needs to get away from here to a safer place.'
'Transportation's arrived,’ Gideon wheezed, indicating his parked starsphere with a roll of his eyes.
'She is need of a guide, somebody to look out for her.'
Gideon gazed blankly at the prompting Greyling.
'The conception of the reborn Chosen One was a traumatic experience,’ Brel explained, ‘and so, in order to muffle the shock, her mind was numbed then wiped clean. All memories of her former identity have been erased. She lacks now even basic survival skills and therefore requires a teacher who'll show her the mammalian ropes. Know of any volunteers?'
The aliens looked as one to the gawking Treefur.
'Hold your horseflies,’ said Alphie. ‘I've just spent my days minding Bronte as a Thunderfoot.'
'He has job experience,’ Brel confided to Gideon.
'And now the pair of you are conniving to make me into her minder full-time.'
'Would you rather stay here and play happy families with the Killjaws?’ Gideon bluntly asked.
The Treefur balked at that suggestion. ‘On second thought, it'd be my pleasure to chaperone Bronte some more.'
Brel was pleased. ‘How good of you to offer. Now that's settled, I can finally be on my way.’ An insistent rumble from above interrupted the Greyling's closure. ‘What? Oh, you've got to be joking!’ he moaned to the broody sky. ‘I'm booking in overtime for this.’ There was a second, sulkier rumble.
Gideon watched Brel's fingers dance over his notebook and heard him mutter something about ‘hating last minute additions'. ‘What's wrong?’ he frowned.
'The Boss has sprung a surprise on me and it's rather a doozy. He has directed me to transform the Chosen Killjaw also.'
Berran's sole remaining expatriate was horrified. ‘Whatever for?'
'Simple math. Good needs a standard to be measured against and that can only be a degree of Evil. The Big Guy's thinking is to introduce a reshaped, though strictly limited, element of badness into the future of this world. Maintaining the cosmic balance, that sort of thing.'
'That'll put a smile on old carrion-breath's muzzle,’ remarked Alphie, glowering at the statutary Rexus. ‘What's his son going to be changed into?'
'Nothing flash,’ revealed Brel. ‘He'll stay reptilian.'
'Why won't he show himself?’ Gideon suddenly asked, ‘or speak aloud. God, I mean.'
The Greyling was perplexed for a moment. ‘Oh, the rumbling cloud thing. He's camera shy. The Almighty may be omnipotent, but he's awfully bashful and self-effacing.'
Brel dropped the matter and raised a glowing hand, clenched tightly in a fist, in the direction of Luthos. A bolt of red light shot forth to strike the immobilised Killjaw Prince after the Greyling extended his arm. The struck predator abruptly became animated, writhing noiselessly while being buzzed by the many-coloured lights. He shrank incredibly fast in size and form, so when the flash of light ending the sequence of mutation had faded away, a legless reptile, perhaps six and a half feet long, lay twitching in place of the heir-apparent to the Killjaw throne.
Alphie regarded the sinister-looking creature nervously. ‘What is it?’ he asked in a quavering voice.
Reading from his invaluable notebook, Brel supplied, ‘The Boss calls him, sorry her, a snake.'
Gideon laughed weakly. ‘Rexus got his wish after all, though I think he'll be displeased. You not only changed Luthos into an ignominious reptile, you re-sexed him to boot. He won't take too kindly to having a daughter now.'
The Greyling continued to read from his digital text. ‘Be warned, rat.’ Alphie listened worriedly while Brel quoted,’ “The serpent will prey chiefly upon the changeling and her kin. Thus it is deemed, so that she may draw courage from the constant danger posed by the evilness the limbless lizard represents."'
The Treefur studied hard the reformed Luthos, red-skinned with darker bands striping the back down to touch her cream belly like ragged scratches. ‘She doesn't look especially dangerous,’ he supposed.
Brel chuckled in his musical voice. ‘Trust me, this mutated Killjaw's bite is far worse than her bark.'
'I take it she's heavy with cubs as well.'
'Any heavier and she'd sink into the ground. It is easier creating life in an egg than a womb.’ Brel again shelved his notebook in the nothingness. ‘That concludes our little session. I have reams of official forms set out in triplicate to wade through resulting from this add-on and had best get on with them.'
'I have a question,’ Alphie put to Brel.
'Make it fast,’ consented the Greyling.
'If small and furry wins the day, no-snout, how come we Treefurs couldn't whelp these precious hu-mans of yours? Why go to all this trouble of remaking a longneck?'
'That's two questions, my forward little rodent.'
'I never could count. Well?'
'You won't like the answer.'
'Let me guess—we were too small?'
'Not in the slightest. Wrong genes. Have yourselves a good life all of you, whether in the present or the hereafter.'
Brel snapped his fingers and the blue aura he emerged from shone into being at his back. Alphie and Gideon watched the Greyling turn, step into the nimbus and say in parting, ‘Remember to always keep the faith,’ before vanishing. The bluish cloud dissipated like wind-blown smoke.
The celestial rain eased off and stopped completely as the background haze began to recede.
'We haven't a moment to lose,’ gasped Gideon.
'You're telling me,’ agreed Alphie. He noticed one of the Killjaw king's stunted forearms quiver. The stoppage of time was wearing off.
Gideon meant otherwise, but lacked the stimulus to dispute the issue. His immediate death and the incoming asteroid seemed somehow trivial. ‘Vai, are you functional?’ he radioed.
There was a heart-stopping pause before the cybernate responded. ‘All systems up and running, honey. That's funny. My universal clock must be acting up. Shipboard instrumentation records a time discrepancy. I'll run a quick diagnostic to...'
'Forget that,’ rasped Gideon. ‘Lay in that course for the far north and power up. You have two passengers to transport.'
'Two?’ queried Vai.
Gideon spoke hurriedly to Alphie, his voice dying into a whisper. ‘Take Bronte in my ship and get as far from here as you can.’ With a nod of his lolling head the flagging Berranian gestured to the starsphere, splitting in half to reveal its couched interior. ‘Don't be afraid. Vai will take good care of you. Go quickly now, and Godspeed.'
The Treefur scurried over to the opened spaceship and paused beside the shiny hull, his whiskered nose twitching furiously as he came up on his haunches. The changeling, drawn to the one beast she had an affinity for, copied the wary marsupial. He looked back at the stricken alien, who smiled kindly at him. Taking a running jump, Alphie leaped into the innards of the alien craft and the changeling followed.
'Monkey see, monkey do,’ Gideon murmured with his failing breath. The mother of all mammals was in good paws.
'Aren't you coming, sweetums?’ There was a catch to Vai's synthesised voice.
'Not this ... trip.’ Gideon forced the halting words from his numbing mouth. ‘My ... time is ... up.'
'Computers aren't programmed to love,’ Vai proclaimed, ‘but I'm a learning processor. Over the ontwas I've developed a genuine affection for you, Commander, which transcends my programming. It is has been my honour to serve you, my sweet.'
The exobiologist was profoundly touched by Vai's declaration. That made his final command to her even harder. ‘Thank you ... Vai. After ... delivering your ... packages ... execute ADS one-zero-one ... authorisation ... Gamma Sigma sixty ... confirm.'
'Acknowledged,’ she said sadly.
'Go...’ he sighed.
'Vade Gideon,’ Vai farewelled in their native tongue of Nat-El. Her globe became whole, much to the consternation of its furred occupants, before humming back into life and rapidly ascending out of the poplar grove.
Gideon the Saviour never saw his ship lift briskly away into the leaden sky on its final mission. Death had finally claimed the last living Berranian and brought his race to the end of the road to extinction.
* * * *Rexus stumbled forwards.
He shook his head, ridding himself of a peculiar ringing in his ears. Something was wrong. He felt as if he had just stepped out of a sticky mud-hole and was both slow of mind and body. Then it dawned on him. The Thunderfoot was gone. So was that queer flying egg Festur had first informed him of. Had the cow won? The tyrant-king blinked. That was not all. Gideon had apparently lost his head and was dead because of it. What else had he missed?
Turning to bark at Luthos, the mystified regent found empty space instead. Confusion blew up into outright panic. Where was his prized Chosen claimant? Movement caught his eye and Rexus peered down as an innocuous slip of a reptile slithered between his legs. The lethargic predator stumbled around and bent over, peering at the oddball lizard lacking any legs whatsoever. Judging by the scales, it indeed seemed kindred. He sniffed deeply and was rewarded by that familiarly musty reptilian scent. The snake reared up into an S-pose, annoyed by the Killjaw's interest. She flicked her forked tongue rapidly in and out, tasting the air. Rexus stooped lower, drawn by the serpent's strangeness.
'Why haven't I seen the likes of you before?’ he growled wonderingly.
The snake began to sway hypnotically and the captivated monarch searched those cold, slitted eyeballs for enlightenment. A spark of recognition ignited the puzzled Killjaw's questing brain and he uttered a hoarse snarl of incredulity.
'Luthos, is that you?'
The strike was blindingly fast. The snake darted forward with the speed and accuracy of a homing missile to sink her fangs into Rexus's muzzle hovering scant inches away. Taken completely by surprise, the shocked tyrant-king failed to back away fast enough, allowing the serpent to follow up the initial bite with two more hits.
'I've been bit!’ Rexus howled, reacting more from indignation than pain.
He brought a foot down to squash the offender and roared louder, this time proclaiming his hurt. Having foolishly slammed his gouty foot onto the hard ground, his bad leg gave way under his weight and the king of the Killjaws toppled sideways, landing belly-first on the forest floor. He lay there stunned for a moment, idly watching the undulating snake slither her way through the carpet of unsettled leaves to disappear into the underbrush.
'I'll have you!’ Rexus vowed insanely, promptly forgetting about Gideon, the Chosen One and the asteroid streaking earthwards. He made to rise and collapsed, feeling oddly light-headed. Gazing cross-eyed down the length of his pained muzzle, he noticed swelling around the half dozen puncture marks made by his tiny aggressor's fine fangs. ‘Only scratches,’ he mumbled defiantly and again tried to raise himself, only to flop back down.
Little did Rexus know that the serpent's deadly bite was venomous; even now the injected nerve poison was racing through his bloodstream, spreading its fatal potency. In fourteen hours or less, after being subjected to headaches, vomiting, double vision, progressive muscle weakness and finally paralysis, he was going to die from respiratory failure. With no antivenom serum even thought of, let alone synthesised, the gruesome death of the Killjaw king was a foregone conclusion, irrespective that the end of the world was nigh.
Rexus gave a disheartened snort and closed his eyes, feeling nauseous.
'I say, is anyone out there?'
Opening his peepers, the sickly tyrant-king was greeted by the blurred spectacle of a gangly waterbird staggering his way. ‘What in Hunting Forest are you?’ he spat.
The unsteady Honker stopped a prudent distance from the prone Killjaw. ‘Fitzfeather's the name, flying's my game.’ The haughty avian, looking the worse for wear, sighed dejectedly. ‘Past tense I'm afraid now, old boy. I rather buggered my wing after collecting that tree. I fear I am permanently grounded.'
Rexus focused his bleary sight to take in Fitzy's broken right wing hanging limply at his side. He could not even muster an insensitive laugh at the waterfowl's plight. All he managed was a measly growl. ‘Doesn't matter, birdie. You'll be dead in next to no time, like your pals.'
Fitzfeather glanced at the surrounding corpses. The body count stood at one example each of Clubtail, Shieldhorn, Thunderfoot and Berranian. ‘Have they all left the land of the living?’ he softly honked.
'Of course not, you silly goose. They're napping.'
'No need to be rude, old thing.’ Fizty moseyed on over to the mangled body of his Shortfrill friend. ‘Such a grisly demise for you, old chap ... one hardly befitting an officer of your calibre, eh what?’ He looked back over at Gideon's lifeless form. ‘Shame. He and I could have swapped ripping aviation yarns.'
The saddened Honker returned to the company of Rexus and, unafraid, plonked himself on the ground alongside the monster carnosaur.
'Don't get too comfy,’ warned Rexus. ‘I have the nasty habit of biting in my sleep.'
Fitzy chortled. ‘You don't look as if you could bite your way out of a magnolia bush,’ he panned. ‘Aren't you that Killjaw kingy I was doing my aerial survey on?'
Rexus stiffened. He may have lost his sense of humour and the race to establish his favoured of the Chosen and his life, but he certainly had not mislaid his pride. ‘I am lord of this forest.'
'Exactly what is your pedigree?’ the Honker asked out of interest.
'Longer than your tail feathers,’ the peeved tyrant-king snapped.
'Let's not beat around the nest, Rexus. The both of us know you are a black-hearted rotter responsible for the carnage hereabouts, and that we will shortly be bombed out of existence by an incoming shell bloody well bigger than Redmount. You are plainly feeling poorly and my flying days are positively over. We have only the other for companionship. Therefore, we simply must make the most of a bad situation.'
'My, aren't we just the chatterbox. You planning to talk me to death?'
'Mmm, quite the comedian, old boy. Your suggestion does have some merit, however. Conversing will help pass the time during this frightful business. Have you a particular subject in mind.'
'Yeah. Letting me die in peace.'
'Haw, haw. But seriously, do you have any particular requests?'
Rexus glowered at the gibbering bird and to his horror saw two of Fitzfeather, their bills poised to launch into mindless small talk. ‘How about shutting up,’ he pleaded.


Chapter Twenty Six'I hate water.'
Vai had deposited her furry passengers on a pebbly beach on the western continental seaboard eleven hundred miles north of Mother Forest and Alphie was sizing up the stormy ocean. Breakers rolled onto the rugged coastline in a flurry of noisy spray, while beyond the crashing combers the grey-green sea was whipped into a frenzy of whitecaps by a mounting gale. Screaming saw-toothed gulls wheeled overhead, heading inland away from the roiling sea. They sensed disaster looming.
'I'm frightened.'
The Treefur glanced at the trembling changeling at his side, her body shaking from more than the chill, blustery sea wind.
'Don't be scared. I'll protect you,’ pledged Alphie, hoping he sounded braver than he felt. The expanse of heaving saltwater seemed limitless, dwarfing even Crescent Lake back home, filling the marsupial with dread.
A background hum made him turn around to see the separated starsphere halves joining up to become whole again a foot above the wave-smoothed oval stones littering the beach as Vai made ready to depart.
'Er, thanks for the ride, round-body,’ he awkwardly said, transfixed by his reflection in the globe's mirrored hull. ‘It was ... interesting.’ Alphie was being polite. The supersonic flight from the Midwest had scared him witless.
'You're welcome.’ Vai's metallic voice had a drained edge to it. ‘The two of you do make a cute couple. I hope she's worth all the trouble.’ The cybernate had scanned her passengers along the way and deduced from the changeling's unique genes her origins and purpose. Gideon had completed his holy mission.
'Me too,’ agreed the Treefur. ‘A lot of good animals died getting her here.'
'Make sure she survives, dearie.'
'Count on it.'
The spherical starship rose sedately from the stony beach. Alphie backed into the shivering changeling, their fur rising from the discharge of static energy put out by the alien craft's active magnetic field. ‘Where are you going?’ he chittered to the departing computer.
'Obeying orders,’ she replied. ‘Assuming I've power left for my final jaunt.'
The ball of silver laboured into the windy skies over the choppy sea. When the unsteady spaceship reached an altitude of 500 feet or so, and was perhaps 1,000 yards offshore, Vai executed the self-destruct command issued by her late commander. The fated starsphere disintegrated in a fireball with a sharp bang, the reflective shards falling like chaff from an expanding cloud of whitish smoke into the swell below.
Alphie gaped, horrified by the grisly sight of the exploding globe. He could not have possibly known how Gideon, with his dying breath, had merely tied up loose ends.
The auto-destruct mechanism had been an added on fail-safe device installed in all Berranian space vessels as a direct result of their warring with the Tsor. Conceived to prevent human technologies falling into saurian hands, it was in fact nothing but a lethally bigger version of the detonator housed in his defunct Energy Dome. It had now served to eliminate any mechanical evidence of the exobiologist's visitation. The fragments of twisted alien metal would sink to the ocean floor and be buried under progressive layers of silt, hiding any trace of the future humans’ extraterrestrial ancestry and leaving their evolution uncorrupted—assuming Gideon's fossilised bones were not one day unearthed by palaeontological rockhounds.
'I think it's time we got off this beach,’ the stunned Treefur announced to his unnamed companion, motivated by the fiery demise of Vai and the emergence from the thundering waves of a flock of flightless seabirds.
Standing three feet high, the black-backed swimmers with their stark white undersides were a blend of penguin and loon. They were waddling their way up out of the surf toward the furry landlubbers, flapping their vestigial wings vigorously and squawking loudly from pointy beaks filled with serrated teeth. Though dedicated fish-eaters, Alphie did not want to take the chance that the web-footed intruders would not try to supplement their seafood diet with a couple of mammalian snacks.
'We'll head inland,’ he informed the changeling, nosing her in the direction of the evergreen forest hedging the rocky seashore, ‘and make for that hilly bluff sticking up over there.’ Alphie had the overpowering urge to seek high ground.
They began scampering in a zigzag fashion over the loose pebbles. When they reached the tangle of washed-up driftwood defining the high tide mark and began worming their way upwards through that barrier of bleached sticks, the Treefur asked the changeling sow, ‘What do I call you?'
She returned a blank stare to her guardian. Alphie sighed. He had been saddled with a scatterbrained bimbo. Oddly enough, he relished being her protector.
'Can you talk? What is your race?’ he tried again.
'I ‘m a ... Burrower, I think,’ she falteringly informed him.
'You must have been given a name,’ he pressed.
This time was different. His question triggered a stronger response implanted deep in her subconscious. ‘I am to be called Dawn,’ she asserted.
The Treefur sniggered. The Originator was truly a master of the theatrical.
Pawing their way clear of the pile of snags, they scurried through the ferns leading up to the pine woodland, Alphie confidently in the lead. He stopped periodically to test the air, his little whiskered snout working overtime as he sniffed various scents, some vaguely familiar, others completely foreign, always alert for the telltale smell of danger.
Dawn suddenly lagged behind, whimpering. Alphie instantly doubled back. ‘What's wrong?’ he squeaked worriedly.
'My pups are restless,’ the changeling softly explained. ‘They really want to come out into the big wide world.'
'How near?'
'Very soon.'
Alphie, never a particularly religious creature, mumbled a prayer. ‘I hope He has given her mothering instincts.'
Dawn nuzzled Alphie's furry cheek. ‘You're going to be a dad.'
The Treefur actually blushed. He had not parented, even as a foster father, since losing his last litter and mate to a torrential downpour that had flooded out their den amongst the hollow roots of an old oak, drowning his unfortunate family.
'Okay,’ he decided, taking charge once more. ‘I had better dig us a sett before night falls, right after we climb that hill.'
Together, the pair of prehistoric cousinly mammals scampered into their wooded sanctuary and the promise it held for the future.
* * * *The Annihilator finally arrived.
The massive six-mile wide astral rock punched its way through the atmosphere at close to 100 feet per second, its craggy extremities glowing red hot from the friction encountered at the end of its eight-year journey. It streaked downwards like a rocky bomb to hit a shallow sea in the southern gulf of the continent Mother Forest was sited on, impacting off the coast of a peninsula destined to become part of a country titled Mexico. The asteroid vaporised on contact, detonating with the explosive force of ten million atomic bombs, blasting a 130-mile wide crater nine miles deep into the Earth's fractured crust. The struck planet shudders from the blow.
The curtain raiser to the doomsday event was certainly a showstopper!
A shockwave of hurricane proportions radiated outwards from the impact point, partnered by mile-high tidal waves that swamp the nearby coastline. Whole beech forests were uprooted, their boles snapping like twigs, as the mountains of seawater rushed inland at a speed in excess of 400 miles per hour, covered by the shrieking winds. The terraforming blast triggers a chain reaction of volcanic and seismic activity, rocking the planet with magnitude 12 earthquakes that persisted an hour after the initial strike. Thirty-foot ground waves rippled the land as if it were liquid.
And still the destruction was only just beginning.
Molten rock spewed skywards to rain down planetwide, igniting anything flammable and setting global fires that would consume a quarter of the Earth's vegetation. Trillions of tons of debris were ejected into the atmosphere from the colossal explosion, pluming into the sky and dispersing in a parabolic arc at eight miles per second. The swirling shroud of dust, gases and vapour carried aloft by the windy maelstrom encircled the entire globe, smothering the ill-fated Earth and cutting her off from the vital sun. Three months of utter darkness would prevail, broken only by corrosive drenches of acid rain formed by chemical reactions in the blanketing cloud layer.
Truly nightmarish, but the worst was yet to come.
Seventy per cent of planetary life was going to be extinguished. On land, nothing upward in size over fifty-five pounds stood even the remotest chance of surviving. Billions of plants and animals will perish: incinerated, bashed, drowned, choked, and starved. Food chains, both terrestrial and marine would break down to completely fail in the dreadful grip of the global winter, further contributing to the horrendous death toll. On top of all that, the biosphere would overheat from a worldwide greenhouse effect in the aftermath of the concussion, the globally soaring temperatures completing the devastation.
That is the grim news.
On the plus side, Planet Earth did eventually bounce back, after millions of years of recuperation, to once again become a green and fertile place, though glaringly devoid of the ruling reptiles collectively known as the dinosaurs. Already on the brink of disappearing due to changing sea levels and microclimates that were forcing a decline in species numbers, these magnificent creatures were pushed over the precipice by the colliding asteroid. Very few organisms in fact endured the holocaust unscathed, the only pure reptilian forms being turtles, crocodiles and snakes. Pint-sized and hardy scavengers thrived in the adverse conditions, amongst their number salamanders and frogs, but including birds and, of course, the precious mammals.


EpilogueLife is full of irony.
Take Gideon for example. He got his wish—eventually. Although it took over sixty million years to achieve, the hominid ancestors of mankind did walk upright from the searing plains of East Africa to plant the flag of humanity across Planet Earth. In the space of a mere 160,000 years the globe was peopled from Eurasia to the Americas and every place in between.
But that's another tale.
What I am talking about is the Berranian race. Make no mistake, they were fully human and did evolve anew from the ancestral stock modern man also sprang from. What I find ironic is that the new and improved version died out in the course of natural selection.
Forty thousand and more years ago a race of stocky humans toughed it out in the glacial conditions prevalent at that time in Ice Age Europe. Their Latin name is Homo sapiens neanderthalensis: we know them better as the Neanderthals. These were extraordinarily similar to the extraterrestrials from Berran, right down to their distinctive splay noses and brooding brow ridges. Anthropologists at first regarded these ‘cave people’ as the forerunner of Homo sapiens sapiens—that's you and me. Nowadays, the Neanderthals are considered brothers and sisters to us. They made use of fire and tools, lived socially in tight knit family groups that cared for the old and infirm, communicated in an articulating language, and expressed spirituality through ritually burying their dead.
Why did they become extinct, one might ask?
Popular misconception holds that they could not compete with their racial siblings (we were titled Cro-Magnon back then) on an intellectual parity; they lacked ingenuity, were incapable of developing abstract thought into the artistic concepts that supposedly define a culture. Rubbish! Neanderthals succeeded as a species for well over 100,000 years—you don't last that long by being dumb. They were likely a practical, no-nonsense people focused on enduring the harshest livable environment imaginable. Their only apparent failing was sedentariness. Excavated Neanderthal campsites portray Stone Age technology unrefined for tens of thousands of years. Sticklers for the status quo, they appeared disinclined to tamper with tradition. Why mess with normality? Change, to them, was an unnecessary risk in the survival stakes.
Cro-Magnons were not handicapped by such an erroneous belief. Adventurous and innovative, the migratory next generation of hominid mentally dominated their inflexible kin, superseding them on all levels: culturally, technologically, spiritually. The Neanderthals were irrevocably displaced by a newer, better model human. Warring with Cro-Magnon invaders is open to debate, so undoubtedly selection pressures caused the Neanderthals to die out.
Or did they entirely?
The finding of a 25,000-year-old child's hybrid bones, combining Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon skeletal features suggesting mixed parentage, hints at a controversial alternative. The two peoples coexisted for 10,000 years and were sexually compatible. Who's to say that interbreeding—while hardly commonplace—did not occur, that the losers in this genetic race were not conquered but assimilated by the superior humans? If you can't beat ‘em, absorb them. There is speculation that even today we carry a remnant Neanderthal gene or two inside us.
My point is that after all his effort and sacrifice, not to mention putting all of his eggs into one basket to brave the chancy process of evolution, Gideon's hardships came to naught. His lost people were recreated only to superficially vanish again, this time forever, some 31,000 years ago. That is supreme irony for you. What is even more paradoxical is that our Latin name means ‘Wise Man'. Considering our ongoing pastimes of warfare and pollution, both on a local and global scale, that does seem rather a misnomer.
It doesn't stop there either. Although she would have been loath to admit having anything in common with the dread Killjaw king, Bronte (formally of the Thunderfeet) did in fact share with Rexus the desire to see the dinosaurs survive intact without any outside intervention. Ironically, they did just that. Next time you're out and about and happen to spy a pigeon or a sparrow winging its way over the cityscape, or even a common garden-variety chicken pecking at grain in some rustic farmyard, spare a thought for their ancestry. Birds evolved into a recognisable form from agile reptilian forebears some 150 million years ago. Just think of them as feathered dinosaurs. Farcical huh?
Here's a parting thought for you all. Mass extinction is a given rule in the textbook of evolution, not the exception. In the last 500 million years Mother Earth has experienced almost half a dozen random major extinctions: the first 250 million years ago when nearly all life (ninety per cent in fact) on the planet failed, the most recent being the death knell of the dinosaurs. Humankind, in spite of our cleverness, will not be exempt. Modern humans, if timed from our first domestication of animals and plants that led to the pivotal advancement of agriculture, have only been around a mere ten thousand years. Dinosaur rule extended for over 150 million years and still they succumbed.
We are in a quiet period at the present time. Enjoy the lull.


GlossaryAcademies of Learning
Academic bodies of Berran segmented according to field of interest i.e. Academy of Stellar Studies, Academy of Tele-sensory Study, Academy of Global Sciences etc.
—
Alienaut
Extraterrestrial astronaut; specifically of Berranian origin.
—
Annihilator, The
Descriptive title of the six-mile wide asteroid that impacted Planet Earth and thus ended the reign of the dinosaurs.
—
Archosaurs ("ruling lizards")
Major ancestral reptile group for dinosaurs, crocodiles and pterosaurs that had its beginnings in the Triassic. See Dinosaurs.
—
Berran
Neptune-sized planet ringed by an asteroid field orbiting a White Dwarf 4.3 light years distance from Earth in the Northern Hemisphere constellation Cygnus; diameter, 30,125 kalacs; sixteen times the mass of the Earth; population (former): 7.2 billion souls.
—
Berran Coalition
Political alliance of Berranian nationals responsible for bringing an end to intercontinental rivalry by ushering in an era of global peace and unity visibly expressed in planetary reclamation and deep space exploration.
—
Berranian
Native of Berran; technologically advanced race of spacefaring humans.
See Neanderthals.
—
Biped
An animal that walks on two feet.
—
Birthstar
The naevus of white scales splashing the foreheads of the Chosen marking their uniqueness.
—
Bloodletting, The
Annual migration of the Duckbills and Shieldhorns to northern feeding grounds when the Killjaws, deprived of their staple food sources, prey exclusively upon the Thunderfeet.
—
Bolthole, The
Escape tunnel through the Uplands excavated by the original Bonehead settlers in order to flee the Concealed Valley should the need arise.
—
Bonehead
Pachycephalosaurus (paki-sefalo-sawross: “thick-headed lizard")
Ornithischian herbisaurs distantly related to the ceratopsian family; sometimes derogatorily called “Rockheads". See Ornithopods.
—
BSA (Berranian Space Authority)
Government agency overseeing local plus stellar space flight operations.
—
Burrower
Purgatorious (perg-ah-tawrioss)
The earliest conjectural primate (forerunner of monkeys, apes and humans); fossil remains uncovered in North America.
—
Carnosaurs (kaar-ni-sawrs)
Huge, bipedal predatory dinosaurs. See Theropods.
—
Ceratopsians (serra-topp-see-anz: “horned faces")
Two-and four-legged planet-eating dinosaurs that appeared in the latter half of the Cretaceous Period; characterised by bony beaks and neck frills; includes the horned dinosaurs. See Ornithischians.
—
Champsosaurus (champ-so-sawross)
Five to eight foot long freshwater, fish-eating reptile found in Cretaceous Europe, Africa and North America; superficially resembled, but unrelated to, crocodiles. See The Guardian; Watersnouts
—
Clearwater River
320-mile long watercourse sourced by the Oasis via Starlight Falls and feeding Crescent Lake.
—
Clubtail
Ankylosaurus (ang-kilo-sawross: “fused lizard")
Largest member of the family of armoured quadrupeds that first appeared in the Jurassic, becoming abundant in the Cretaceous throughout Europe, Asia and North America. See Ornithischians.
—
Coldbloods
Mammalian slang for lizards based upon early reptilian dependency on sunbathing to increase body warmth; later used in a derogatory sense to describe saurian ruthlessness.
—
Coelursaurs (sil-yoor-sawrs: “hollow-tail lizards")
Diverse group of theropods that arose in the Jurassic; generally had slender build with long forelimbs and grasping hands; later sprouted feathers as a means of retaining body heat; survive into the present day as birds. See Theropods.
—
ComConSat (Command Control Satellite)
Habitat cylinders orbiting Berran housing the planetary administrators. See Habisyls.
—
Comlink
Radio communications device employed for short and long distance dialogue.
—
Concealed Valley
Home of the Boneheads; a vale 135 miles long by 50 miles wide ringed by the mile-high cliffs of the Uplands; known access gained only by an upward spiralling tunnel directly behind Starlight Falls.
—
Crescent Lake
Major freshwater body in Mother Forest region; sourced by Clearwater River and drains into Swamp of Despair; forms a horseshoe covering 8,750 square miles; approximately 924 ft at its maximum depth.
—
Cretaceous (kri-tay-shass)
Earth time period 144—65 mya (million years ago); third and last period of the Mesozoic Era.
—
Cryogenics
Branch of medical science concerned with the deep-freezing of bodies; alternatively called cryonics.
—
Death Pool
Reed-lined bottomless pool of oily water located in the southwest quarter of Swamp of Despair; lair of the crocodilian soothsayer, Moldar.
—
Deciders, The
Title of the Bonehead ruling council; the chieftains of the seven clans.
—
Dinosaurs ("terrible lizards")
Advanced group of land reptiles noted for the erect stance of their limbs; dominated the Mesozoic Age for 165 million years. See Archosaurs.
—
Dominator, The
Ceremonial title of the dominant bull leading the combined Shieldhorns’ herd.
—
Duckbill
Generic term for hadrosaurs, but specifically referring to Chappy's breed: Edmontonsaurus ("Edmonton lizard"). See Hadrosaurs.
—
Earth Shudder
Bonehead term for earthquake. See Ground Shiver.
—
Eid
Daylong time measurement based on a single rotation of Berran; equal to twenty Earth hours.
—
Energy Dome
Wrist-worn, neural linked device essentially providing computer interface for the wearer and accessing numerous functions such as holographic imaging and flight dynamics, but enhancing also elementary PSI abilities.
—
Exobiologist
Scientist trained in the study of alien lifeforms; specifically a Berranian practicing in this field.
—
Exobiology
The study of alien animal life.
—
Fastclaw
Ornithomimus (orna-tho-meemas: “bird mimic")
Late Cretaceous theropod strikingly similar to the ostrich in lifestyle and feeding habits; member of a group that includes Dromiceiomimus, found on the five major continents. See Saurischians.
—
Fernwalk
Herbaceous plant-covered plain adjacent to Mother Forest; traditional migratory route for herbisaurs undertaking the seasonal 1,100 mile trek to northern feeding grounds in present day Alberta, Canada.
—
Fiercejaw
Allosaurus (alla-sawross: “different lizard")
Jurassic carnosaur; 36ft long, weighed 1.5 tons; found in East Africa, Europe and North America.
—
FIRE
Acronym for Fusion Injection Replenishment Experiment, the ambitious science program intended to restore Berran's dying sun. See Firebase.
—
Firebase
Asteroid based facility constructed to conduct and implement Berran's failed sun-boost program.
—
First Principle
Prohibitive guiding directive sworn and adhered to by graduating exobiologists stating that under no circumstances whatsoever are operatives to initiate visual, physical or telepathic contact with their study subjects; violation punishable by death in extreme cases.
—
Force Shield
Shipboard energy field used to protect a spacecraft hull from damage incurred by micrometeoroid impacts during stellar flight and the hazards of atmospheric conditions when making planetfall.
—
Greylings
Elder race of extraterrestrials; official caretakers of the universe; Berranian galactic probes placed their irradiated homeworld in the Bootes Constellation.
—
Grand Matriarch See Matriarch.
—
Gravity Dampening Field
Extension of starsphere force shielding designed to nullify g's for pilot tolerance when flying planetside.
—
Groundshaker
Brachiosaurus (braki-o-sawross: “arm lizard")
Late Jurassic sauropod; 75-82 ft long; weighed 39-76 tons; found in Europe, Africa and North America. See Sauropods.
—
Ground Shiver:
Thunderfoot term for earthquake. See Earth Shudder.
—
G-66
Gideon's radio call sign when piloting his starsphere.
—
Guardian, The
Servant of Moldar, the crocodile seer residing in the Death Pool deep in the innards of the Swamp of Despair; functions primarily as an usher. See Champsosaurus.
—
Habisyls
Slang for Habitat Cylinders orbiting Berran; 2 kalacs in length and 1,400 metrons in diameter; each rotating tube houses approximately 100,000 people.
—
Hadrosaurs (had-ro-sawrs: “bulky lizards")
Late Cretaceous biped / quadruped herbivorous dinosaurs sporting toothless, duck-like beaks; divided into two families: hadrosaurine (no crest) and lambeosaurine (crested); distributed worldwide. See Ornithopods.
—
Hatching Circle
Glade traditionally used by Thunderfeet cows for laying their football-sized eggs.
—
Herbisaurs (urb-a-sawrs)
Herbivorous (plant-eating) dinosaurs.
—
Hesperornis (hes-pir-awnoss: “western bird")
Flightless Cretaceous seabird with toothed beak; swam underwater propelled by its webbed feet.
—
Honker
Presbyornis (press-be-awnoss)
Prehistoric bird exhibiting a peculiar mixture of waterfowl and shorebird anatomical features; grouped with waterbirds (ducks, geese, swans); fossils found in North American Cretaceous rock.
—
Homing Beacon
Trace signal emitted by a starsphere to enable pilots conducting an EVA (Extravehicular Activity) to locate their ship.
—
Hunting Wood
Hellish netherworld for deceased carnosaurs where they partake in eternal hunts.
—
Ichthyornis (ik-thee-awnoss: “fish bird")
Cretaceous “gull"; 8 inches long; lived and fished much like a modern tern.
—
Ikar
Berranian time measurement equal to two Earth hours.
—
Jurassic (joo-rass-ik)
Earth time period 213—144 million years ago; middle period of the Mesozoic Era.
—
Kalac
Berranian unit of measurement equal to 1.3 miles.
—
Killjaw
Tyrannosaurus Rex (tiran-o-sawross: “king tyrant lizard")
The infamous T-Rex; related theropods found in Asia; a Late Cretaceous South American allosaurid may have been larger! See Theropods.
—
Killjaw army
Periodic assemblage of fighting carnosaurs.
—
Killjaw Clearing
Ancestral home of the Killjaw king; assembly point for regional carnosaurs and their vassals.
—
Killjaw, Dwarf
Albertosaurus ("Alberta lizard")
Formerly called Gorgosaurus; a smaller tyrannosaurid. See Theropods.
—
Killjaw king
Monarchical (or rather maniacal) ruler of the carnosaurs; misguidedly claims overlordship of entire Mother Forest.
—
Life-giver
Colloquial prehistory name for the sun.
—
Life-taker
Colloquial prehistory name for the moon.
—
Light Speed
The speed at which light travels through the vacuum of space; 186,000 miles per second—
Light Year
The distance light travels over the course of one year; 5.8 trillion miles—
Linguistic Decoder
Standard Berranian shipboard language translation device connected by datalink to a helmet-mounted broadcast unit; capable of multilingual conversion.
—
Lizardwing
Generic term for pterosaurs, specifically referring to Zmork's breed, Quetzalcoatlus (kewt-sil-kotliss: “feathered serpent"); last and largest of the pterodactyloids. See Pterosaurs.
—
Longfrill
Torosaurus (torro-sawross: “perforated lizard")
One of the last horned dinosaurs. See Ceratopsians.
—
Matriarch
Hereditary Thunderfoot herd leader; classically female; the Grand Matriarch is the celebrated head of this elite group of wise cows.
—
Mesozoic Era ("middle life")
The Age of the Dinosaurs comprising the Triassic, Jurassic and Cretaceous Periods; lasted some 185 million years.
—
Metron
Berranian unit of measurement equal to 1.7 feet.
—
Mother Forest
Localised region of an extensive tract of coniferous woodland situated in the prehistoric Midwest of the United States of America (roughly the borderlands of present day Montana and North Dakota); approximately 500 miles across at its broadest stretch from western Uplands to eastern Fernwalk and 400 miles long from Redmount in the north to Killjaw Clearing in the south.
—
Nat-el
Native tongue of Berran akin to Latin.
—
Neanderthal (ni-andar-taal)
Prehistoric human subspecies that lived between 150,000 and 30,000 B.C. in Europe, Asia and the Middle East; believed to have suffered racial extinction due to competing unsuccessfully with Cro-Magnon (Modern) Man; anatomically and genetically identical to the peoples of Berran.
—
Nightclaw
Dromiceiomimus (drommi-say-o-meemas: “emu mimic")
One of quickest ornithomimid ("bird mimic") dinosaurs. See Coelursaurs.
—
Oasis, The
Uplands lake sitting in a rock-rimmed basin atop a half-mile high cliff; this small but 430-foot deep tarn supplies Starlight Falls.
—
Omega Classification
Berranian categorisation of extraterrestrial biologic entities by way of intelligence:
Alpha Class—tool users typically humanoidal in form and displaying cultural evolution.
Beta Class—higher animal life exhibiting cognisance but lacking complex tool usage.
Gamma Class—primitive, single-celled organisms—
Ontwa
Berran calendar year comprising 363 eids and equal to thirteen Earth months.
—
Orbit, Geostationary
Alternatively called geosynchronous orbit; object parked 22,300 miles above a planet and matching that planet's velocity, hence appearing stationary to an observer, and taking one revolution of the planet to complete one orbit.
—
Originator, The
Prehistoric animal term for the Supreme Being; typically venerated in the likeness of the idolising creature; reputed to be neither a benign or malignant deity, merely one who exercises a parental watchfulness.
—
Ornithischians (awni-this-keeanz: “bird hips")
One of the two main dinosaur groups named for birdlike pelvic bones; includes Ceratopsians, Hadrosaurs and Pachycephalosaurs. See Saurischians.
—
Ornithopods (awni-tha-podds: “bird feet")
Small and large-sized plant-eating ornithischians that could walk on their hind legs.
—
Outsider
Bonehead term for lowland creatures; often used in a derogatory context.
—
Pastsight
Thunderfoot ability unique to the Matriarchs permitting the user to regress into flashbacks of ancestral lives drawn from latent racial memories.
—
PIL
Acronym for Personal Implant Locator; combined identification / tracking chip planted subcutaneously, usually at the base of the neck; compulsory equipment for Berran's offworld explorers; accurate to within half a metron; maximum range 300 kalacs.
—
Plateback
Stegosaurus (steg-oh-sawross: “covered lizard")
Late Jurassic herbisaur characterised by prominent back plates and tail spikes; 20-43 ft long; weighed 7.7 tons; found in North American states of Colorado, Utah, and Wyoming.
—
Prime Council
The global legislative and administrative body of Berran.
—
Pterosaurs (terra-o-sawrs: “winged lizards")
Flying reptiles related to the contemporary dinosaurs; in decline twenty million years prior to the asteroid strike to due competition from birds. See Archosaurs.
—
Quadruped
An animal that walks on four feet.
—
Redmount
Stratovolcano located 125 miles northwest of the Concealed Valley; formerly stood at 9,766 ft in height, reduced to 8,294 ft by cataclysmic eruption.
—
Regressionists, The
Subversive Boneheads dedicated to returning the clans to the old policy of uncontested isolationism.
—
Rohn
Berranian measurement of time equal to one Earth minute. See Semic.
—
Saurian (saw-rian)
Meaning lizard-like.
—
Saurischian (saw-risk-ian: “lizard hips")
One of the two main dinosaurs groups named for lizard-type pubic hipbones; includes the ornithomimosaurs, sauropods and theropods. See Ornithischians.
—
Sauropods (saw-ra-pods: “lizard feet")
Family of immense quadruped dinosaurs characterised by a huge body with lengthy neck and tail; evolved in Late Triassic to flourish throughout Jurassic and Cretaceous Africa, Asia, India, Europe and the Americas; the longest and heaviest animals ever to walk the Earth. See Saurischians.
—
Saviour, The
Informal title for Gideon indicating his desire to reclaim the gene pool of his lost race by salvaging a remnant of the doomed dinosaurs.
—
Semic
Berranian measurement of time equal to two Earth seconds; thirty semics make up one rohn.
—
Settlement, The
Naturally formed Uplands rock edifice pockmarked with caves used as shelter by the Boneheads.
—
Shieldhorn
Generic name for members of the ceratopsian family.
—
Shortfrill:
Triceratops (tri-serra-tops: “three-horned face")
Largest of the ceratopsids; one of the handful of instantly recognisable dinosaurs. See Ornithischians.
—
Sky-fire
Colloquial prehistoric animal description of lightning.
—
Solsat
Solar power arrays in orbit over Berran; 13 kalacs long and 3 kalacs across; beam microwave energy to assigned habisyl, where the beams are collected by internally mounted wire-mesh oval antennae measuring 500 metrons by 750 metrons and converted to electricity.
—
Spirit Forest
Heavenly, predator-free afterlife of the herbisaurs.
—
Starlight Falls
2,000-foot-high cataract in Mother Forest region located in the Uplands roughly 300 miles due west of Fernwalk; the source of Clearwater River.
—
Starsphere
Globular Berranian starship; hull composed of the rare metal alloys Dutranium and Tiselminium blended for superior corrosion and heat resistance; standard diameter 9 metrons; size limited to 30 metrons by complexity of shipboard systems and inherent instability of the plasma-fueled quantum matrix stardrive; maximum velocity .75 l/s (three quarters light speed); highly maneuverable.
—
Stellar Corps
Space exploration branch of the Academy of Stellar Studies; motto is ‘Ready for Anything'.
—
Stoneback
Thescelosaurus (thessa-lo-sawross: “marvellous lizard")
Dinosaur plant-eater comparable to modern deer in habits and nature; 12 feet long, 3 feet tall; lived in western North America 77-65 million years ago. See Ornithopods.
—
Supreme Being
God; the Almighty; the Creator; Boss; the Big Guy; typically given a male persona by worshippers.
—
Swamp of Despair
22,000 square miles of inhospitable marshland southwest of Crescent Lake; home to dying trees, rotting vegetation and Moldar.
—
Theropods (theer-a-pods: “beast feet")
The carnivorous group of dinosaurs; named for their three-toed, clawed feet; varied in mass from chicken-sized predators to the largest carnosaurs. See Saurischians.
—
Thunderfoot
Alamosaurus (alla-mo-sawross: “Alamo lizard")
Typical member of the titanosaurid ("gigantic lizard") subgroup that was one of the last of the genus to evolve before the mass extinction. See Sauropods.
—
Thunder Passage
The spiral tunnel leading up from the base of Starlight Falls to enter the Concealed Valley.
—
Tractor Beam
A focused magnetic field employed to either attract or repel a targeted foreign object in space.
—
Treefur
Alphadon (elfa-donn: “first tooth")
Possum-like prehistoric marsupial.
—
Triassic (tri-ass-ik)
Earth time period 248—213 million years ago; starting period of the Mesozoic Era.
—
Trunkleg
Apatosaurus (appatta-sawross: “deceit lizard")
Previously known as Brontosaurus. See Sauropods.
—
Tsor
Warrior race of saurian humanoids from the Draco (Dragon) Constellation who warred on an interplanetary scale with the Berranians to the detriment of both worlds.
—
Tsor Confederacy
League of war-states on Tsor homeworld pledged through mutual alliance to the destruction of Berran.
—
Uplands, The
Informally known as the Haunted Hills; a 450-mile sweep of high country running north to south said to be plagued with spooks; in reality the domain of the furtive Boneheads occupying the hidden vale at its northern end.
—
VAI
Acronym for Voice Activated Intelligence; also known as cybernate; artificial intellect controlling technical functions aboard starspheres; dual emotion / personality chip incorporated into computerised workings enabled humanlike interface with pilot.
—
Warmbloods
Reptilian slang for mammals; derived from mammalian ability to remain active day and night in extreme heat or cold.
—
Watersnout
Deinosuchus (dino-soo-chass: “terror crocodile")
Largest crocodilian to have ever lived; name applied to pseudo-crocodiles. See Archosaurs.
—
Whiptail
Diplodocus (di-plodd-okass: “double beam")
Late Jurassic diplodocid; 85 ft long, weighing 12 tons. See Sauropods.
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