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Chapter 1

Invaders
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The sticks made no reply; they only stood there where she had planted them in the ground, holding the posies Gypsa had picked. She lifted her fuzzy pink chin and said, “Well, young soldiers, what do you have to say for yourselves?” Then she lowered her voice, swiveled to stand by her sticks, turquoise hair waving in the wind, and said to herself, “Oh, Gypsa the Great, you are our great and powerful ruler. We would do anything for you.” Her voice changed back to her own as she addressed her stick men once again, “Then you must fight the dark invaders. And fight bravely, toms.”

Gypsa was a Catacorn; she looked like a bright pink cat with turquoise stripes from her head down to her belly, but her hindquarters were purple and equine in shape. A shiny silver horn grew from the center of her forehead between her bright, green eyes. She had a turquoise mane, and a tail of purple and turquoise that matched with her turquoise hooves. Her stick men didn’t look much like Catacorn men, who were called toms, but she had never known of any “dark invaders”, either. The Catacorns didn’t have soldiers, for they lived a peaceful existence in a lush river valley, with happy little willow homes, and plenty of fish to eat.

Her colorful tail swished as she spun toward the east to show her soldiers the direction they should march, but her peridot eye was caught by something coming over a distant rise. As they came nearer, Gypsa could see her imaginary enemies coming to life. They were riding on strange beasts she had never seen before; in fact, she had never seen the strange creatures aboard them, either. Their snarling doglike heads atop long, spotted, giraffe-like necks inspired a fear in her she had never known. The beasts they were riding looked like long-haired deer, but with thicker legs, and hooves and tails like horses. They didn’t look friendly. This wasn’t a game or a play. She had to tell her parents right away!

She followed the path into the forest through the village to her home. In the doorway, her younger sister, Sauri, was sweeping the dust from their willow cottage, her indigo mane falling around her sapphire horn and over her creamy face as she concentrated on her work as if it were the most important thing in the world. “Mother,” Gypsa cried, almost knocking over her younger sister as she rushed in. Sauri narrowed her big, blue eyes at Gypsa’s back as she ran toward their mother.

A purple and white marecat Catacorn with a long silver horn was standing near the rock stove that was connected to the fireplace. She had just bent to take a roast from the oven when Gypsa’s excited voice surprised her.

“Mother,” her daughter cried again, out of breath.  

“What is it, dear?” she asked without much concern, purple paws setting the pan on the stove top. She turned her golden eyes on her flustered offspring.

“There are strange riders coming over the hill, Mother. Strange looking creatures I’ve never seen before,” she explained, excitement dancing in her eyes.

“Oh?” her mother questioned wondering if the youth’s vivid imagination had created yet another fantasy. Gypsa had never been content to live a normal, domestic life like other kittimares. She wanted adventure, and since their village was calm and quiet, Gypsa had to create her own excitement. As a result, half the time her mother found her in her own little wonderland instead of in their simple willow cottage doing the daily chores. Sauri was so much more levelheaded, and yet she was the younger of the two.

The mother Catacorn’s thoughts were abruptly cut off by whoops and hollers right outside the cottage, and she quickly trotted to see what was going on. From the window, she could now see the creatures herself, unlike most of Gypsa’s imaginary friends and enemies. They were strange, frightening beings swooping down upon their quiet, peaceful village, like dark scavenger birds attacking prey. Their manes, which ran down their very long necks, whipped in the wind. Their strong broad chests and bare, well-muscled arms controlled the odd deer-like creatures they rode with a graceful exactness. Their catlike legs and feet gripped their mounts, and kept them perfectly balanced as they careened through the trees. Never before had Pursanna Lai Redbreed ever been so afraid in her life! 

They fanned out, as far up and down the river as she could see, not caring what got in their way; they simply ran it under their mount’s hooves. They charged through huts as if they were dollhouses, completely demolishing them and taking what plunder they pleased. Catacorns raced for their lives, lest they be trampled as well, and scattered in all directions. Mothers raced with their children through the woods with what little they could salvage quickly. Fathers and sons fought side by side with whatever they could find to defend themselves. The Catacorns were at a great disadvantage with no understanding of how to fight an enemy and being completely caught off guard. But they fought the best they could with tools and hunting implements to protect their families. Sadly, it was a losing battle, but no Catacorn had time to think about victory or loss; they just had to fight or flee.

The whole terrible sight paralyzed Pursanna with fear. It was as if Gypsa’s most nightmarish fantasy was playing out on a stage before her, except Gypsa’s fantasies always had good endings. Not till Gypsa spoke again to her mother was Pursanna brought out of her trance-like shock.

“Mama, what are we going to do?” was the child’s anxious question. Pursanna looked into her daughter’s eyes and was disturbed to see her terror mirrored back.

“Where are your brothers?” Pursanna asked a little too insistently, trying to pull herself together and think clearly about what she needed to do.

“In the forest with Daddy.”

Pursanna thought for a moment, and then hurried her children to gather what necessities they could find quickly. Pursanna and her three daughters, Gypsa, Sauri, and little Lai, hurried about the house, putting everything they found on a large blanket and tying the bundle together.

Pursanna looked out the door, pack on her back, her daughters standing just behind her, ready to run. She could see a rider headed their way and hesitated to move. The rider headed straight for their house. On one arm, he carried a female Catacorn, a neighbor of the Redbreeds’. She was a writhing parcel of color that looked almost as menacing as the whip the creature carried in the other hand. It snapped ominously as it struck the ground.

The rider dropped the Catacorn and headed straight for the door of their home. Pursanna quickly commanded her children to move aside, and she did the same. Just as the invader started to enter, she hurled her pack at the beast, forcing it to stumble to one side and the rider to lose his balance. She then rushed her children out of the house and grabbed the reins of the beast. She strapped her pack onto the beast and pointed it towards the door. She mounted Lai’s pink-tinged, creamy puffball body on the beast in front of the pack and took Gypsa’s paw, and Gypsa quickly grabbed hold of Sauri’s paw. Together they scampered away.

As they reached the western edge of the village, Pursanna heard a voice from behind crying, “Mama.” She turned to see her oldest son, Zair, blue eyes wide with fear in his red, leonine face. His younger brothers, Kyp and Myter, followed, stripes and spots dancing and gold horns glinting as they ran toward the group.

“Zair, where is your father?” his mother demanded, out of breath and frantic with fear.

“Back there,” he answered pointing in the direction of a brutal battle. “He’s fighting, but he told us to find you and run,” he said, turning his attention on his mother.

Just then, Pursanna’s searching eyes found her husband as a deadly rider shoved a spear into his chest. Many dahbobs (the mounts of the invaders) rushed in front of the form, blocking it from her view. “No!” she yowled, but there was nothing she could do for him. Luckily, none of the kittifoals had seen the terrible sight. There had been too much commotion surrounding them. There was no time to mourn. She had to get her children to safety.

They lumbered on through the woods at a rapid pace. A sickening feeling came over Pursanna and filled every part of her being, but she moved on, afraid to turn back. She did not see what was in front of her, either. It did not seem to matter. Everything she had was gone, except her kittifoals. Branches whipped her violet face and caught on her silver horn. Logs seemed to reach from the ground to tangle her white legs, but she kept putting one silver hoof in front of the other. Her only thought was, “Get away; get away now! Save the kittifoals!”

They climbed on for hours into the mountains where none of them had ventured to go before. Driven as if demons were chasing them, it took them hours to realize how tired their bodies were, and how far from home they had wandered.  When Pursanna saw that the sun was falling in the west, she realized they needed to stop and rest. Crawling forward over a wooded ridge they broke through into a peaceful meadow with a stream running nearby.

“I think we’re safe now,” she reassured her children, who stared at her with pleading looks. “Let’s rest and then we’ll set up camp.”

She slumped down onto the grass for a rest and her children curled up in little balls around her clinging to her for comfort. They cried themselves to sleep, as Pursanna spoke soothing words to them. She closed her golden eyes in an attempt to sleep, also, but visions of the bloody battle and fleeing Catacorns invaded her mind. She tried to push back the scenes in her head by rubbing her purple face with her paws, but to no avail. She sighed a long, mournful sigh and a tear rolled down her furry cheek before she could stop it.

Pursanna looked around at her children. What troopers they were, her mother’s heart told her, but what would happen to them when they woke up? Where would they go? What would become of them?

Unable to sleep, Pursanna realized the best way to keep from thinking about the horrors of the day would be to figure out how to set up camp. She carefully extricated herself from her sleeping ball of kittifoals and got to work. She found an axe in the big bundle and went to the stream to cut the willows that grew there. She forked the ends of four of the sticks and pounded them into the ground with a rock. She took two more of her sticks and laid them across the forked ends of the standing willows, making an x across the top. Over this frame, she threw one of the blankets, then slashed a few holes in the corners and in the middle of the sides and pegged them down with short willow spikes.

Pursanna stood back and looked at her work. It was no castle, that was for sure, but it would have to do for now. She heard stirrings behind her and turned to discover her children waking up. Everyone pitched in and carefully arranged their goods inside the makeshift tent. A few feet away, they built a fire and Pursanna started looking for something to make for their evening meal. Realizing that they had very little, she sent her sons to hunt for something to eat. 

An hour later, the boys returned with a game bird, and they roasted it and ate ravenously. 

“Ma?” Gypsa asked between bites of bird, “What are we going to do now? Where is Daddy? Where is everyone else?”

The time had come and Pursanna did not have the answers. “I don’t know darling, I don’t...”

“They’re all scattered in the woods,” Sauri spoke up. Her voice was disturbed and excited and her blue eyes were even larger than usual. “We’re all lost out here in the woods with those scary things hunting us down like this bird...”

“Hush, darling,” Pursanna’s voice was stern. “You’re not helping anyone by saying those things.”

Sauri was instantly quiet, but her fur frizzed. She bent her cream-colored head so that her indigo mane fell forward around her blue horn, and then she started to cry. She was terrified, heart-broken, and confused, and having her mother scold her just added insult to injury.

“I’m sorry, darling,” Pursanna whispered as she pulled her daughter close. “I didn’t mean to upset you. You’ve been a good, brave kittimare.”

“But Mommy, what are we going to do? Where is Daddy?”

Pursanna then took her little cream and pink fillikit, Lai, into her lap, more to comfort herself than the fillikit. “Daddy...” How could she tell them that their father had died?

“Is he alright, Mommy?”

Pursanna squeezed her baby tight and looked into the eyes of her other kittifoals. “Your father isn’t going to be with us anymore. We’re going to have to go on without him.” The older kittifoals seemed to understand. The kittimares began to cry and the tomcolts yowled, but Lai looked back up into her mother’s face. “But where is Daddy going to be?” she asked innocently.  

“He’s with the Omni, watching over us. We’ll be alright,” she added addressing her other children. “Now we need to decide what we’re going to do.”

Wiping their eyes, the kittifoals looked up at their mother with blank expressions. But soon Zair spoke and offered up an idea. “I think we ought to stay right here and build a house.”

“No,” Gypsa retorted, “We want to get back to civilization.”

“Why?” Zair wanted to know.

Gypsa thought for a moment, trying to find a way to express her feelings. “Because it’s scary out here,” was her anxious reply.

“Gypsa, you’ve never been afraid of anything in your whole life.”

“I have to,” she argued with her red-furred brother.

“When?”

“When those riders came over the hill today, that’s when.”

“Gypsa has a very good point, Zair,” Pursanna interjected.  “It’s not safe for us to be out here by ourselves. Those devils may come after us. There is safety in numbers. I think we need to search for the others. Then we need to see what damage has been done and plan our next step together.”

Knowing their mother was very wise, the kittifoals didn’t question her judgment and accepted this plan. Zair was a little disappointed about not getting to stay there, but he realized that he would miss his friends if he never saw them again.  

“What about the dahbob?” Kyp asked suddenly.

“The what?” his mother and sisters asked.

“The dahbob, you know that critter out there that you took from the rider. I heard some of the invaders calling them that.”

“We’ll keep it,” his mother answered. “I don’t consider it stealing, since they drove us out of our home. Besides, we need it to carry our things.” Pursanna hated having to justify the act. She was a deeply religious woman and stealing definitely went against her morals. Besides that, she needed to set a good example for the kittifoals.

“If we’re going to keep it, it needs a name,” said Sauri.

“Any suggestions?” Pursanna asked as they all turned toward the beast. They inspected the animal carefully. He, or she, had a white undercoat with a brown overcoat of long, curly hair that ran down its neck, over its shoulders, along its back and ended with a brown tail. Its legs were white and ended with grey hooves. From its white face, large, rich, brown eyes studied them closely. The antlers that grew from its head were grey and many-tined.

“First we need to know if it’s male or female,” said Gypsa.

“It’s a male,” Kyp answered decidedly.

“How do you know?” Sauri asked as she gave her brother a doubting look. 

“I just know.” His tawny-and-brown tabby face frizzed a little with embarrassment.

“OK, we’ll go with that assumption,” Gypsa said smartly.

“How about ‘Kalu’,” Pursanna suggested, “then it won’t matter if we’ve made a mistake.” All were in agreement so they left it at that. It was late by that time, so they all turned in.

For many days, even weeks, afterwards they traveled through the mountains, not sure where they were going or where they would end up. It seemed the mountains would never end. They coped with the conditions the best they could, and learned how to travel in the most efficient way. They learned that by sewing the willows to their blanket that they could make an easily collapsible tent that could be rolled up and carried. It was a learning experience for Kalu, as well. Kalu was not used to packing heavy loads. Although many dahbobs were used for this exact same purpose, others were only used for riders and what little they brought with them.

Each day they would have a quick breakfast, pack their things, and be on their way. The kittifoals would take turns riding with the pack, Zair being the oldest riding the least. Each night they would unpack and eat supper. Kalu was staked out to eat what he pleased from the grass and flowers. The kittifoals complained when they got tired, moaning of tender hooves and stopping to soak them in every stream they came across.  They growled under their breath for having to toil so hard, but were somewhat consoled and entertained by their new pet, the dahbob. 

Kyp took it upon himself to take care of the dahbob. He threw a rope around its neck and picketed it not far from the camp. He had no clue how to care for the creature properly, but it seemed content to roam on its short leash and graze, so he figured it must be all right. He petted its full coat, and groomed it with his striped paws. Occasionally, it would nuzzle him, but he had to be careful of the antlers.

Pursanna didn’t have the heart to berate them much. They had just lost their father and all their friends, and they were doing well considering the circumstances. Still, she was tired of the bickering and complaining. She reprimanded them for the millionth time that day and continued hiking. There was a bigger mountain to conquer in front of them.

She began to sing as they trudged, hoping it would calm her troubled heart and silence the children:


River flowing wild and free

With all your strength to carry me

Could you take me to a brand new place

Where peace exists in love’s embrace

Where flowers bloom in shades of light

And stars protect you in the night




Trees a-growing straight and tall

From your height you can see it all

Can you see that new horizon

With quiet house and bed to lie on

Where happy faces glow like sunshine

And hearts are knit with columbines.




Mountain bold, mountain wide

In your caverns may I hide

From enemies that would trouble me

Wind and rain and calamity,

Protecting pines and willow trees

Perfume of flowers on the breeze.
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Chapter 2

The Prime Alpha
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One night a few weeks after they escaped the invasion, they camped near a creek in a bottom amidst the mountains. Stars were just beginning to wink into sight in the east as the mellow sun sunk behind the mountains in the west.  A dreamy peacefulness caressed their camp. The only sounds Pursanna could hear over the gurgling creek were the clattering of dishes as Gypsa and Sauri washed them in it, and the scuffling noises of a pine cone game the other kittifoals were playing. It seemed as if there were not another soul around for miles. 

Then why, Pursanna asked herself, do I feel as if someone were watching me? Pursanna sensed something moving in the underbrush near them. Her pointed, purple ears rotated to catch any vibration wafting her way. Then she heard it, very faint at first, and then a little louder. It was moving toward them quickly, but quietly. She peered into the darkness, but even with their catlike night vision, her golden eyes could see nothing amiss.

Just as she rose to find out what it was, it stepped into the clearing behind her and she turned to see a terrifying sight. Out of the shadows a long neck stretched, sporting a snarling wolfish head. A muscular torso and powerful cat legs followed, the horse-like tail whipping the air angrily. The Ahmerogn stood silent for a moment, looking over the campsite. Then, finding what he was after, he stalked toward it. At this moment, Gypsa had just finished up the dishes with Sauri and had turned around. Immediately, she deduced his goal as he strode purposely towards the dahbob. She dropped to her forepaws and galloped towards him, Sauri in her wake.

“No Gypsa,” her mother cried, but to no avail.

The stranger was just loosing the animal when Gypsa jumped on his back and started clawing, kicking, and stabbing him with her silver horn, her turquoise mane flying in all directions. He was quite surprised, but threw the kittimare from his back easily. The noise of the scuffle and Gypsa’s yowling alerted the other kittifoals, and all the children started after him, leaving a distraught mother behind not knowing what to do. They each took their turns jumping on him, kicking, tearing, biting, clawing and stabbing till finally the stranger had had enough.

His baggy pants in ribbons, he crawled slowly away from the fracas toward Pursanna, the youngsters still clawing and poking at him. He continued to struggle with them, but began to speak, poking his head clear of the tussle on his long, spotted neck. Pursanna instructed her children to leave him alone so she could listen to him. It did not do much good, however, for he spoke a different language, rough and guttural.

Seeing that they did not understand, he started using signs and gestures to get his point across. He was finding this useless too, so he called to Kalu by a different name, and his mount came to him as far as his rope would let him.

Now Pursanna understood that the warrior had come to take back his dahbob. She did not want to give it to him, although she knew it was the right thing to do. It belonged to him, but he had tried to destroy them, and his people had taken her husband. Why shouldn’t she take his dahbob as partial recompense? It was of much use to them. But she knew that the Ahmerogn would not take no for an answer and was much stronger and bigger than herself, so she decided to make a deal. She tried to explain to him through tone of voice and gestures that if he stayed with them and did not harm them, she would let him have his mount back when they found the other Catacorns.

The Ahmerogn shook his devilish wolf-head as if he were frustrated and tired of this game of charades. He spun around swiftly and stalked towards his dahbob. He had only taken a few steps when he was attacked again. This time Pursanna granted her aid by finding a rope and binding the bewildered Ahmerogn’s hands and feet.

When bedtime came, Pursanna ordered Zair to keep watch over the dahbob and the Ahmerogn, who was sleeping near the fire. She told him that when he got tired to wake one of the others to watch. Zair’s excitement about being a night watchman kept him awake for some time, but eventually he drifted off to sleep. From a drowsy dream, he could hear something rustling along the ground. Strange noises painted stranger pictures in his head. He was a great warrior struggling desperately with his enemy. Both were weaponless, wrestling each other for control. But the enemy was too much for Zair. The enemy had long arms that wrapped around him like snakes, and a neck that grew longer and longer as he suffocated the life out of his victim. Zair woke in a sweat and sat bolt upright to discover his real enemy was wriggling away across the ground like a sidewinder. At that point, the Ahmerogn finally made it to his feet and started hopping toward the dahbob, his long neck lunging forward with each hop, chopping through the night like an axe.

“Hey,” Zair yelled and ran after the Ahmerogn. The others woke when they heard the two wrestling near the dahbob. The Catacorns overpowered the Ahmerogn once again, and Gypsa took the next watch.

In the morning, they were on their way again. Pursanna kept watch over the Ahmerogn while Kyp took charge of the dahbob. Pursanna had decided that it would not be a good idea to lead the Ahmerogn straight to the other Catacorns, so she appointed Zair and Gypsa as scouts to go ahead of the rest of the group.

It was but two weeks after the night the Ahmerogn entered their camp that some other Catacorns were spotted. Gypsa had started out early with her brother, but they had soon parted ways. She picked her path carefully through the trees, and suddenly found herself at the top of a ridge overlooking a sunny valley with a shimmering stream running through it.  On the banks of the stream, stood several tent-like structures. As she looked more closely, she could see Catacorns milling about, doing their daily chores.

Gypsa was so excited she almost shrieked for joy, but then thought better of it. She started back through the trees, taking a different route, for she did not want the Ahmerogn to see where she had come from. In no time at all, she was through the forest and in the clearing where her family had camped. Her mother and her sisters were just about finished packing.

“I’ve found them, Mom! I’ve found them!” Gypsa cried with great excitement and joy.

Her mother looked up from her work dazedly. “You found them?” she inquired hesitantly.

“Yes ma’am, right over...” she quickly decided against pointing out the location when she saw the Ahmerogn sitting on a rock not far away, watching her.

Her mother then hurried the packing and found a scrap of fabric. With Sauri’s help, she made sure that the Ahmerogn was tightly bound, and then just to be sure, tied him to a tree. Then she took the scrap of fabric and blindfolded him.

Zair had come back by then, having the same news as his sister. He was disappointed to know that she had gotten their first.

They left the Amerogn, and in less than ten minutes, reached the top of the ridge overlooking the valley. They stopped a moment to thank the Omni for guiding them to their destination.

It was a bitter-sweet reunion when they reached the valley below. Many of their friends had escaped unscathed, but most of the Catacorns gathered here were mothers and children. The fathers and older brothers had been killed in battle. Although a large group of Catacorns had collected in this valley, no one knew how many more were scattered through the mountains. They feared many would be lost and wandering in the mountains forever, but they knew they needed all the bodies they could get together to defend themselves against the raiding Ahmerogns.

While Pursanna and her family were setting up camp amongst their friends, the Ahmerogn they had left on the other side of the ridge was trying to release himself from his bonds. He couldn’t believe this spiky little female whatever-she-was and her smaller offspring had gotten the best of him and had managed to bind him to a tree. He turned and twisted and grunted and growled nearly the whole day, but the furry, little devils had trussed him up tight.

Just before dusk, Zair was sent back with the dahbob. The warrior was still tied to the tree, foam dribbling from his toothy muzzle as his large, red tongue lolled out of one side. His large, grey nose was sniffing the air, sensing Zair’s presence, and his large grey ears pricked in Zair’s direction. A growl rumbled up from his thick chest and clear through that long, spotted pillar of a neck to shower the evening with its ominous sound. He was not sure whether he should let the Ahmerogn go. He was obviously very powerful and dangerous. But it wasn’t right to leave him tied up there to die, either. So, he compromised and untied the ahman’s hands and placed a sharp rock in them. Then he made a hasty retreat, hoping that it would take the Ahmerogn a long time to release himself. 

The Ahmerogn was quite pleased at how generous the young Catacorn had been. It did take him several minutes to release himself, but it would have taken much longer without the youngster’s help. He kept the fabric scrap tied around his neck and the parts of rope that were still long enough to use. He figured he might need them sooner or later.

He was indeed grateful to have his dahbob back, whose name was actually “Ziffaun”. The dahbob had been his best friend and mount for years. This wasn’t just a matter of happiness, however, it was a matter of pride. An Ahmerogn most certainly was not much of an Ahmerogn if he couldn’t keep the enemy from stealing his precious dahbob! And what would the others say if they knew that the creature that had stolen his dahbob was a frail female of this despicable little race they had discovered? He was not as worried about what the others thought of him as he was about what he thought of himself, though. Fool! he berated himself, how could you be so weak and stupid? Luckily, the others did not need to know about any of this. He could make up a story to cover for his mistakes. He would have to face the others sometime, but perhaps he could redeem himself first. He would stop by the Catacorn camp and make sure he knew where to find it again. This would be very valuable information.

He topped the ridge overlooking the camp and then headed north, staying behind the trees so as not to be seen. A few miles north he turned westward, reaching the foothills beyond. He again rode south behind the trees and approached the camp from the west side. He stopped a moment to look the area over. It was in a vulnerable position, being placed in the lowest part of the valley and having trees that blocked the view on either ridge. The north and south ends were fairly clear for several miles. They would be able to see enemies coming easily from the south, but the north end was uphill and Katchogen had just crossed a ravine there that opened into the valley. This opening was not visible from the valley. Plans were already brewing in his head as he started southward. He knew where his tribe would be; they had discussed their travel plans before Katchogen had broken from the group to go after his dahbob. They were trailing a small group of Catacorns at the time.

This Ahmerogn was feeling particularly sure of himself today. He believed, as many Ahmerogns did, in omens, good and bad. He felt that today the gods were smiling on him. Those catty-horse-things had recognized his superiority, and had returned his dahbob and helped him escape as penance for their offenses. Yes, today was a glorious day, a conquering day, although he knew that he would conquer nothing but endless miles of rolling hills and mountains this day. The real conquering would come in the future, but soon.

It was a few days later when the Ahmerogn reached his tribe’s camp at the foot of a towering peak, the foothills rolling away from it in green waves. It seemed peaceful, yet active. It had the potential to be the perfect camp. The ahmen (male Ahmerogns) in this tribe worked so well together, but they lacked direction and ambition. Katchogen felt they could benefit from a strong leader. He planned to be that leader.

The ahmen barked to him in greeting as he rode through the spiral of tents. The ronas (females) bent their necks to him in a sign of respect if they were young, some even lowered their eyes bashfully; the older ronas paid no attention to him, and kept their muzzles to their work. Katchogen grinned to himself as a particularly attractive rona smiled at him, her tongue slightly lolling out of her spaniel muzzle, and lowered her eyes. There’s another good omen, he laughed inside. I am such a lucky ahman; there are so many beautiful ronas here in my tribe!

As he reached his tent and dismounted Ziffaun, he heard a soft voice call from behind him. He turned to see a young, fox-headed rona named Shenna that he felt a strong affection for, and he felt guilty for his previous thoughts.
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“Katchogen,” she began, addressing him by his first name, which was not the custom among the Ahmerogns, “Where have you been?”

The concern in her voice bothered him, so he turned quickly, and unbridling his mount said, “I’ve been scouting.” He didn’t want anyone to know he had lost his mount to the mongrels they had been chasing.

Shenna was the most beautiful rona he knew, but she was so...so... he didn’t even know how to label it. He didn’t like having someone always hounding him about where he had been or when he was coming or going; he needed his freedom to roam, not a collar and chain. Yet, Shenna’s feelings meant everything to him. The fact that she cared where he went meant that she cared for him.

“Did you find anything?” she asked.

“Oh yes, a very good prospect,” he answered, taking his bridle inside.

“What kind of a prospect?” she asked following him.

“One,” he began taking her by the shoulders and looking her straight in her soft brown eyes, “that will help us conquer all of those little beasts.”

“Another war,” she said flatly.

“No, just a small skirmish,” he answered, and then strode to where Ziffaun was standing.

“Yes, just one small skirmish today, then another tomorrow, and another and another.” The irritation in her voice was plain.

Katchogen ignored her. Why did she always get so annoyed when it came to battle? The Ahmerogns had always been raiders and pillagers. It was born in their blood. Attack and conquer- that was the Ahmerogn code of honor, not just their way of life.

He led Ziffaun a few feet away. Then taking off the lead rope, let him go. He watched with pride a few moments, peacefully enjoying the evening. Sunset was his favorite part of the day. He hadn’t always liked sunset so well, until he met Shenna. The only time he had to spend with her was in the evening. During the day there was too much going on and too much to do. He was usually out hunting or raiding. She was busy with the other ronas doing whatever ronas did. What did ronas do? he wondered.

Shenna moved closer to him. She put her arms around him and leaned her head on his neck. Since Ahmerogns have such long necks, they don’t put their heads on each other’s shoulders; it would be rather uncomfortable. He held her close and kissed her head between her furry, red ears.

“Shenna,” he whispered rather dreamily, “We’re going to have it all.”

Shenna stiffened in his arms. “But what about those poor creatures whose homes you take and whose families you destroy?”  

“No one could stop us,” Katchogen continued, his big, grey ears not seeming to hear.

“Katchogen, you’re not listening,” she retorted angrily and pulled away from his embrace.

Katchogen turned a wrinkled muzzle to her and said, “They’re just in our way, Shenna.” She pivoted and marched angrily back to her tent. Ronas were so impossible, Katchogen told himself. He debated whether to follow her and try to make amends, but he didn’t see what he had done wrong, so he howled in frustration, and got on with his chores.

That night, the ahmen gathered in the center of the camp, called the Marrow, to discuss their next move. The ronas were not allowed into these meetings. There was no leader and no agenda, so discussions echoed in confusion off the high tent walls. Many different ideas were launched but most were lost in the ruckus.

“Quiet,” Katchogen barked in a commanding tone.  He was tired of listening to this endless clamor. “What we need,” he continued in a strong voice, “is a leader; Someone with the canines to make a decision and follow through,” he added as he stood to address the ahmen.

A howl of approval answered him.

“Ahmerogns have always been conquerors (more howls). We have great strength (louder howls); we have great battle plans (more howls), but we’re not organized (whimpers). Until now we’ve only played at war, but with a leader we could do more. We would seize (howl), surround (howl), and subject (howls). The Ahmerogns wouldn’t have to be an unknown, marauding band; we could be the ruling and reigning race upon this land. We could be utterly victorious!” He slammed down his fist on a table to emphasize his point, and the entire pavilion erupted with enthusiastic howling from every long throat.

The ruckus continued until Katchogen got them quieted down again. “We need to prepare for this next battle, and I have some plans, but we also need to get this tribe in order.”

“Well, who should the leader be?” a pug-headed ahman asked.

Outside the tent, an unwanted visitor knelt listening to the conversation. If there were a leader, Shenna thought, how would things change? Would the leader be respectful and listen to the ideas of others, or would he be a dictator? Then she pricked her ears to listen closely as another ahman spoke up: “Since it was Katchogen’s idea, and he has a battle plan, let’s make him the leader.”

Agreement echoed around the room in the form of more howling. The ahmen were pleased with their choice. They all decided this new leader would be called the ‘Prime Alpha’. Katchogen became the first Prime Alpha of his tribe, and took command without hesitation.

It took weeks to get things coordinated the way Katchogen envisioned them, and even then the system was rough and not as refined as he hoped it to be some day. However, he had it all under his control. The other ahmen left him to make the decisions and arrangements as he saw fit. He chose the best fighters to be leaders over the warriors. He found the smartest ahmen to be his counselors. He appointed the best hunters to be in charge of the food supply, along with the best foragers. By the end of a month, his was a very organized camp.

However, Katchogen’s vision did not end at the outskirts of his camp. He chose a few messengers to communicate with other tribes, so news spread from one Ahmerogn tribe to another as quickly as their dahbobs could carry them. Soon, everyone knew that Katchogen was the Prime Alpha.
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Chapter 3

Making Plans
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Well, not everyone knew. Pursanna didn’t know, but she had other things to worry about. Her own group of Catacorns was having a hard time trying to decide what they should do next. Since there were more females than males, they were not banned from the meetings. They needed all the good brains they could find. Unfortunately, the meetings had been getting nowhere for the past few evenings. The marecats were more concerned with making sure their kittifoals had food and shelter than they were about defending themselves against enemies. Some of them even brought the young ones to the meetings and spent most of their time grooming them or nursing them instead of contributing to the discussions. Pursanna couldn’t blame them, but it wasn’t helpful.

One evening, during the meeting, all were quiet and thoughtful. Pursanna had suggested that they send out scouts to find and gather the other Catacorns, but her peers were all scaredy-cats afraid to leave the relative safety of the camp. After long, careful thought, Pursanna finally broke the silence. “Why don’t we,” she began, “appoint a leader? We need someone brave and organized; someone smart, who knows how to handle the terrain. Someone who will get along with everyone and listen to their ideas.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. Does anyone have any suggestions? Does anyone want to volunteer?”

“Why not you, Pursanna,” someone from the crowd suggested. This was followed by a general murmur of consent.

“Uh, well okay... I guess I could... But only if everyone agrees...” She looked searchingly through the assemblage.

Everyone nodded and murmured their assent.

Pursanna nodded acceptingly. “Okay. Let’s make it official; let’s put it to a vote. All in favor lift a paw...” She waited as it seemed every little, colorful, furry paw flew into the air.  

“Any opposed?” All paws dropped.

“Alright, I guess I’m your new leader.” Pursanna shrugged and sighed.

A voice rose from the crowd: “All hail Queen Pursanna, first Queen of the Catacorns!” Then others took up the cry: “All hail Queen Pursanna!” Soon the whole assemblage was repeating the salute.

Queen?! thought Pursanna. I’m no queen! I’m not royalty! The whole idea was overwhelming, but if that’s how her people felt, she would just have to rise to the occasion.

When the crowd had calmed down, someone asked, “What do we do now, Queen Pursanna?”

Pursanna thought for a few moments, and then replied, “Well, we could organize an army: Catacorns who could defend us from these vicious marauders. We need lookouts posted round the clock to warn us of any danger.” Pursanna was on a roll.

Murmurs went around the group. They were like the Ahmerogns, not knowing for sure what to think. A few moments later someone asked, “It’s a good idea, but who would be willing and knows what to do?”

A tentative paw rose slowly into the air as a male voice said, “I’d be willing to be a lookout.”

“Alright, Galloppaw,” Pursanna tried to sound positive and reassuring. “There’s one. I think it would be best if you worked in pairs, for safety. Two to each side of the camp. I need seven more volunteers to be lookouts.”

A few more paws flew into the air. Some marecats seemed to be emboldened by the fact that they wouldn’t have to work alone. 

Once the four pairs were chosen, Galloppaw remarked critically, “Eight isn’t enough to make an army.”

“That’s why we need scouts to find more Catacorns,” Pursanna insisted. “Most of the marecats can’t leave their kittifoals, and I know there aren’t many tomcorns, but we simply have to scrounge up a few to take on this very necessary task. Who is a good tracker?”

A black tomcorn with a silver horn and speckled hindquarters raised his paw. “Jagupanth, perfect!” Pursanna replied. “You can round up a few more trackers to take with you, can’t you?”

“Well, I have no problem going, but these other tomcorns won’t leave their wives,” Jagupanth complained.

“You leave the wives to me!”
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Pursanna didn’t realize what kind of a responsibility she had placed on herself until she had spent the day arguing with testy wives who didn’t want their husbands to leave them defenseless, and came home to her own kittifoals who were altogether too excited about battling the Ahmerogns.

“Alright! We’re going to clobber those guys,” Zair said as he played war with his brothers. The three tomcolts were ramming each other with their horns, scratching each other with their claws, and play-kicking at each other with their powerful hindquarters. “They won’t know what hit them,” Zair continued. “We’ll get them back for all they’ve done!” He stopped a moment, and turned to his mother who was sewing and trying to sort the problems out in her mind.

“Mom,” He said suddenly, “can I be in the army and help fight the Ahmerogns?”

Pursanna stopped suddenly, thinking about what her son had just said. The army was necessary for defense, and that idea was easily fueled by her hatred for the monsters who had killed her husband, but this mustn’t turn into a battle for revenge. They would lose their civility if it did.

“No,” she said almost harshly, “There isn’t going to be a war unless the Ahmerogns bring it to us. We will defend ourselves, but we will not go picking fights.”

“But they killed Dad, and I want to be in the army,” he pleaded.

“Fighting won’t bring your father back, Zair, and we can’t go to war for revenge. Too many Catacorns have died already. If we must defend ourselves, we will, but I certainly hope it won’t come to an all-out war. And I most certainly will not allow my young son, who is way too young to be in any war, join the army!” she added, her golden eyes piercing his furry, red soul.

Zair turned away sullenly. She hadn’t meant to hurt him; she was protecting him. The Catacorns didn’t know how to fight an enemy with dahbobs and lots of fighting experience. They had never had enemies before. In fact, they had never encountered any other groups of peoples beside themselves. These new people were so foreign it was almost like they were from another planet, from one of those distant stars deep in the sky. The Ahmerogns were a warrior race. How could they, being a peace-loving race, fight someone of that calibre?
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