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Watch for what lurks in the shadows and keep a wary eye on the stars!

Sul-Anroth!

Lt. Commander Mac Crowe’s team of stranded astronauts and friendly aliens has been split! Chased by the hideous Aranu right into an ambush by the reptilian People, he escaped. But the cost is great. A tenuous line separates Mac from his enemies. A line of skulls set on sticks that defines a place called the Rayattl. A place of superstition and death and a place the aliens fear to go. The Rayattl offers a dubious sanctuary for Mac, but also separates him from Niloc, his two thumbed alien councilor, and his friends Cam and Rebecca. And while Mac is safe, they are not left on the outside and hunted by the Aranu and the People. Mac must solve the mystery of the Rayattl and escape to find his friends. 

Shumak, the commander of the reptile warriors, has other ideas. He needs to capture Mac and present the human to the chief of his tribe. Only then can he survive the wrath of his leader. For Shumak was in charge of the ambush that left the son of his chieftain dead on the field. But Shumak is a self-serving being and thoughts that no lizard should have flow through his mind. He watches the Rayattl and thinks... what if?

Dr. Rebecca Carver, late of the International Space Station Unity, is torn by her loyalties. She longs to go back to the Rayattl and Mac, despite the dangers. The Aranu still chase her group and now the People are on her trail. Niloc wants to take her farther from the man she loves. Take her to the doubtful protection of the clans. Niloc swears Mac is safe and the clansmen will come in force to his rescue. After all, Mac is the Drakil-at’sakaal, the one hailed in legend, and he must be lost to become what he is destined to be. Her choice may rip her small group apart.

Mac, Rebecca and Niloc are being driven by events out of their control. Enemies abound and are more numerous than even they imagine. And the Aranu are as nothing compared to what now hunts the humans. A foe greater than the People and the Aranu combined is on a mission of religious crusade. An army that will destroy them all in their need to kill the one person whose death will restore their god. Lt. Commander Mac Crowe!

Light! 

Distant. Alien. Human. 

Each a description from the books of Unknown Country, and each entwined one to the other.

For Vi-t-ry it is a search, as much for self as for home. A journey of awakening and rediscovery. To bathe under the strange and alien Light From A Distant Star. One that illuminates and watches over a race known as human.

For Niloc-al-teal, the Light Of An Alien Sun shines down upon him. Life-giving radiance streaming down from the sun under which he was born. A clansman, a thinker and warrior; unaware of his history, his duty, or his legacy. Great loss drives Niloc, pushing him toward a destiny in the service of an alien being. One who is strange and unknown, and yet as familiar as the stars above the clansman’s head. His is a journey of self-discovery and that greatest of all tests, faith.

For Lt. Colonel James Macintosh “Mac” Crowe, the only sunlight he wants to see is a quiet sunrise on Earth and from his own sun. The one called Sol. That, however, is a few hundred light-years distant. Instead, the shipwrecked astronaut has become the central figure in an age’s old legend. One dreamed up on an alien world he never imagined existed. To some he is the slayer of a god. To some a friend, and for others a leader. But to Niloc, Mac is nothing less than the Light Of The Home World.

Light! Distant and Alien and Human.

Light Of The Home World
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I started this project a few years back thinking, How hard could it be? Three books later - I know. If you call yourself an author, you have my respect. This one is for my sons, Colin/Niloc and Dean/Den’al, And for my loving wife Jeannie and her eternal patience and faith. And to all of you who read and proofed and kept me going, particularly my sister Melinda. To all of you I give my undying thanks. 
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On the planet Mith Sul-Anroth 

(Five Months Earlier)

––––––––
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DARKNESS ENVELOPED the priest as he sat cross legged on the bare stone floor, a floor as bare as he himself, for what he faced he would face just as he’d entered the world; naked. The room in which he sat was bare as well. Large, cold, and devoid of light except for a single hole drilled through the granite slab that served as a roof. A hole no larger than the third finger on one of his two left hands. Dim light shown down from a dawn that was not yet fully born and the priest stared up at it. Unblinking. Waiting. Just as he had since the mid of night. As he would until the sun reached its zenith and stabbed a fiery finger into his forehead for a single though interminable instant. An instant of vision and foretelling. The priest, known by his people as the True Leader, did not feel the cold of the floor as it crept through his skin, nor the cramping of muscles long unmoved. His body screamed the need of water. Both to quench his thirst and to purge his system of waste. Yet these were worldly concerns and of no consequence. For the True Leader had lost his god. 

Riding low in the sky and visible by day or night, Dracoolus was the eye of his god that saw and watched over them all. The one constant in an otherwise chaotic world, and never had it wavered in all the histories told by all of the True Leaders who’d gone before.

Until two nights ago. It was then that god’s eye flared an angry blue, flashing his displeasure down upon the True Leader and his people. Many voices screamed in dismay, and more than one pale body lay crumpled and broken beneath the Caves of Life, having thrown themselves from the precipice in despair. Then Dracoolus had blinked furiously many times before closing tight his eye. In an instant, the light of god was gone. 

Yes, worldly matters would be of little significance for the priest until he brought Dracoolus back. Discovered what had displeased the deity and righted that great wrong. He sat the floor in a trance. Waiting. Outside the stone building his people gathered in their multitude, waiting in hushed silence lest they disturb the vision, each watching the heavens for the return. No cloud marred the sky, and no breeze stirred the dust, the silence a pall that seemed to dim even the sun which climbed painfully slow towards its zenith.  

The change in the chamber was not subtle. One moment the priest was statue still, the next, writhing and screaming in agony upon the stone. Spittle streaming from his mouth and urine splattering uncontrolled across the space. The single beam of light had tracked across his forehead then struck his right eye, releasing the trance and bringing the real world back into focus. The pain was excruciating, and it was the pain that brought the revelation to life. 

The Hall of Visions was built like the lodge of a beaver, and when the priest emerged it was headfirst through a small hole, appearing as if from the birth canal. He stood on shaky legs staring up at the heavens and the unseen hole where Dracoolus should be, seeing nothing but light green sky. He did not remove his gaze as he sent his mental command directly to the brain of every being kneeling in the valley. The True Leader received his revelation, though as a result of simple deprivation or true divine intervention, no one would ever know. Nor would it matter. He pointed across the mountains which lay purple and jagged in the distance, the granite towers erupting from the plain like rotten teeth bursting through putrefied gums. Every being there nodded in agreement, and with that order, the Army of the Chalgu began to move.
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(The Present)
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FIRE IN THE STONE HEARTH crackled and popped, the glow throwing contented shadows about the darkened room. Bookshelves overflowing with well-known friends stood as silent sentinels, and the smell of fresh split pine and a hint of wood smoke perfumed the air. The man sits in a well-worn and ratted recliner, dressed in his most comfortable evening attire, allowing one of those friends to paint images of far places and incredible adventure on the vast canvas of his mind’s eye. No other illumination casts its glow over the room as he prefers to read by natural light alone. 

Outside his window a storm rages. The tempest combining with the careful staging of the room to reflect the story and lend a touch of suspense. Lightning flashes and thunder rumbles, rattling the panes of glass in competition with sleet and wind, but these sounds were distant and barely heard over the cries of fog bound sailors echoing from the black script that flows before his eyes. So real the weaving of the words that the smell of brine and the damp cold of clinging fog cause him to shiver. 

A broken spar slaps the water as the ship bobs and rolls slowly in the swells, her shifting weight creaking her storm weakened timbers. The sound a physical groan from the disabled vessel, as if she too hears the distant waves crashing against a reef. Hidden stone daggers that would tear out her heart and plunge her terrified crew into the abyss of icy dark. Suddenly, the roar of a foghorn sounds on the wind, and the faint stab of light from a tower on the headland pierces the gloom, giving the promise and illusion of safety. If only her rudder had not sheared. If only her sails were not hanging in tattered ruins, shredded in the violence of a winter storm. The sailors would have stood a chance then. Instead, the waves and current would have their way. Bent and broken, the captain could only watch and pray as his one true love was pulled mercilessly toward her death, her proud belly bared to the mercy of the rock. Only one chance could stay the butcher’s hand, one desperate chance...  He turned the page.

Concentration momentarily broken; a new sound impinged upon his consciousness. The crash of waves receded as the storm outside grew, and within the storm, the cry and yell of sailors was replaced by a distant scream. Hideous, full of pain and very real. A sound drifting on the wind, compelling in its need and so familiar. The hackles on the back of his neck dance as the scream echoes briefly then dies away. Staring hard at the glass, the scream sounds again, this time closer, yet shredded by the wind. Fear and dread freeze him to his seat, eyes wide, staring at the window with certain trepidation. 

Sleet turning quickly to water ran in rivulets down the fire heated glaze. Outside, momentary flashes of lightning create a strobe of the darkness, silhouetting the limbs of the old oak tree in the yard. Wind whipping the barren sticks gave the appearance of so many grasping fingers, reaching and pawing. 

He heard another cry, different and closer. This one not of pain, but of the hunt and its ultimate success. A cry he’d heard before in another life, familiar and terrifying. Yet the true memory of it proves elusive. Outside the tempest rages on, building itself to a climatic pitch even as the scream of terror and the cry of the hunt sound once more, almost as in union. Whatever they were, they were in the yard outside his den. This is where the hunt would end and still he was rooted to his chair. 

By sheer force of will he drives himself to move despite the fear that invades the room like the thickening fog in his now forgotten tome. His movement comes in slow motion, moving as if fighting a great and invisible current. Yet need compels him. Outside someone was in great and dire need. He feels their desperation. Their primordial fear.

Overcoming the forces that hold him he stirs, the ages old book in his lap ignored, falling to the stone floor, cracking its spine, and spilling a hundred pages across the floor. He rises on leaden legs, and just as he stands erect a face is pressed, cheek and ear, outside against the pane of glass. Staring in horror, a silent cry escapes him. It is a familiar face that slaps the glass, and it slowly distorts as pressure pushes it against the windowpane. Raven hair, stringy and wet frame her face, her terror driven tears competing with the rivulets. Wide eyes look inward, beseeching him, and still he’s rooted, fully paralyzed, not able to tremble or shake as a hand slowly snakes around her neck. The movement languid as if from a loving caress. Thin fingers, long and tipped in black nails, curved, and sharpened to pointed claws score the ivory skin, drawing lines of bright red. Her eyes widen further. Suddenly, a visage rears into view. Hideous and alien. Huge eyes glow from under a hood of rotting skins, glittering as they stare through the glass with certain and knowing alien intelligence. The scene is a physical blow, and his gorge rises along with an elemental wail inside his head. 

Rebecca! he screams, reaching for her. The gleam in the alien's eyes intensify, and a mouth bristling with sharp yellowed teeth yawns wide, moving relentlessly toward the unprotected throat. Stricken, he watches as the woman he loves mouths his name, pleading silently for him to save her, Mac! 

“Mac!” 

He jerked as if he’d been slapped and swung wildly at the hand that shook him. Then he moaned once more before his eyes snapped open. 

“Wake up, Mac. You’re having a nightmare!”  

Startled from his sleep, the vestiges of the night terror quickly slipped away, only to be replaced by his even stranger reality. He groaned and rolled over to face his liberator from the dream, payload Specialist Susan Rael.

“Jeez, Mac! You were thrashing about like something was attacking you. You ok?” 

Lt. Colonel Macintosh Mac Crowe, late of the star ship Atlantis – no one could call the marooned and wrecked ship, after what it had been through, simply a space shuttle – rubbed his eyes against the alien sunrise. A sunrise which bathed a fantastic, yet empty and devastated city in its strange green glow. His voice when he spoke, was gravely and raw, which described exactly how he felt.

“Yeah, Sue! I’m fine.” As fine as one could be sleeping under an alien tree, on an alien buffalo skin, in the middle of an alien winter. Hungry, cold, and still bone tired, summed up his situation. He shivered again, as much from the dream as from the weather. “I’m fine,” he lied.

The woman who stood over him bore little resemblance to the emotionally broken astronaut who’d crashed landed on this planet so many months ago. One of the five that survived. Now, she looked...? She looked like a survivor. Wild blond hair spilled out from under a fur hat, and she wore a fur poncho that wrapped her like a sack. A fur that never covered any animal on earth and cut from a beast Mac himself had killed. Her face was dirty and fatigued and without a trace of makeup. She looked exactly as her ancestors must have several hundred years ago. Oddly enough, she was developing a fierceness and self-assured attitude reserved for those few who survive great peril. And killed to do so.

“I don’t suppose you woke me for coffee and donuts?” 

“Nope! But we have some lovely tubers, a few nuts, and some mostly rotten fruit. Maybe chase it with some nice fresh snowmelt.”

“Well! And here I thought this would be a bad day.” 

Not even a chuckle from her. In fact, because of his history of blanking out on them, she was looking very concerned. “Seriously, Mac. You were practically screaming. Must have been some dream.” 

Yes, some dream indeed, and an explanation he had no wish to pursue at the moment. He changed the subject, “Where’s Jehkal and Demitri?” He scanned the makeshift campsite, surprised the clansman would venture any further from the fire than he could heave a feather. The clans, and it seemed all the peoples of this world, shunned the area they found themselves in. A place they called the Rayattl. It was an area around the ancient city, or maybe the city itself, into which no one would venture. An area clearly marked by a line of sun-bleached skulls mounted on poles of various lengths. They stood as a warning to the curious or unaware. A line which Jehkal could not have crossed on his own, his primitive superstition driving the fearless warrior into bone freezing terror just sighting it. He had crossed though, but only after suffering an incapacitating head wound and, virtually unconscious, was dragged over the line by Demitri.

“Foraging,” she said. 

Mac raised an eyebrow in disbelieving question. 

Sue just laughed, “I know. Jehkal wouldn’t move from the fire until Demitri called his manhood... well Clanhood, into question. Even then it took Demitri holding his honor to the great Drakil,” she rolled her eyes, “over his head.”  

Mac cringed at the thought. The clansmen believed Mac to be the embodiment of what they called the Drakil-at’sakaal of legend. A bigger than life figure described in an ancient prophecy. A verbal myth handed down generation to generation by clan holy men. A legend which was about the only item the clans could agree on. That and warring upon each other. Supposedly Mac was going to deliver them into a better life. Some joke that was. He and those with him were no better than beggars. Hunted beggars at that. 

“Well, Mac, I guess you being a living breathing prophetic fulfillment has some benefit after all.” She was almost wistful, staring off into the trees. 

“Maybe they can find something to eat that has some blood in it.” Mac said. Equal parts hunting and gathering was how they made their living now, but Mac preferred to be the consummate carnivore, preferring the hunt over the gather anytime. 

“Not likely! Here they come.”

Mac caught movement through the low brush. From his position on the ground the view was surreal. Narrow leafed brush, bright red fading to blue, the summer color changed to fall on this planet, framing blue evergreens and the green sky beyond. Enter from center, two figures which couldn’t be more dissimilar. Yet so alike. Demitri, tall and dark, beard now full and richly black reflecting every inch the Cossack of his Russian ancestors. Dressed in animal skins over the ripped remnants of his NASA coveralls issued so long ago for his fateful stint on the International Space Station. Demitri carried one of the bows they’d made from scratch. Alien wood and alien animal gut for string. He also sported a long spear tipped with a sharpened heat tile salvaged from the wrecked Atlantis. The shuttle that lay buried under tons of dirt in an alien arroyo many miles and months behind them. Demitri could easily pass for Ivan The Terrible, though a calmer and more centered man you could never meet. It was the man’s long morning shadow that provided the contrast and similarity.

Jehkal. Warrior of Clan Paliece and resident of the planet Mac found himself on. A place named Mith-Sul-Anroth in the native tongue, and a word that meant earth, or home, or mother. Mac simply shortened the sound and called it Myth. Less than a year ago, he would have said he ‘believed’ in life on other planets, but that belief was really only a factor of the educated mind. He couldn’t conceive of a Universe so vast, with so many billions of stars and planets, yet only Earth held life? Nonsense. But even this belief was sprinkled liberally with skepticism. 

That all changed the day satellites began disappearing from orbit over Earth. Firm proof of life elsewhere came as a rude and painful shock to him and the world, resulting in the loss of fellow astronauts and friends. Now, here he was the alien on an alien planet. And one who he could call the same was walking into their campsite with food for his breakfast. 

From a distance Jehkal would pass for an old west vision of a fierce Sioux warrior. Long dark hair fell past his shoulders with many colored strings woven in that danced as he walked. Tanned hide shirt and pants, not buckskin, but an animal known as a Shart, the true buffalo on this planet. At least this small portion of it. As Jehkal drew close, any kin to Earth began to fade. He looked human in all proportions, if you could overlook the dual thumbs that characterized his race. The ritual scaring of his cheeks bore no resemblance to any seen on Earth, drawing the eye to an over wide face and bright alien eyes that glimmered like molten mercury. Jehkal was a clansman. A would-be leader of his tribe and up till now, a pain in the ass. Still, Mac felt blessed to have him around. 

The other friendly aliens were with the rest of his team, and Rebecca. The woman from his nightmare. Even now the memory of the dream made him shudder. Was she safe? Were the others? Cam and Niloc? Den’al? There was only one way to find out, that was through the strange connection he had with his pet alien cat. Mac had rescued the kitten after its mother and siblings were killed by another of the saber-toothed beasts, and somehow unexplainable by him, he and Saber had a mind link. One to the other. A link which allowed Mac to actually see though the cat’s eyes. When connected, Mac would go into a coma like trance and see everything the cat saw, and Saber had sent Mac warning of impending attacks from their enemy, the Aranu. He now had to amend that to enemies, because they had another race to contend with that seemed just as brutal as the Aranu. They were known as the People. Mac had ordered Saber to go with the others of his group as their protector. This was after they were separated in a three-way battle with the reptilian People and the hideous Aranu. A more brutal world he couldn’t imagine. 

Mac and his group needed to know how fared the others, so, after he had eaten, he’d try and ‘link’ with Saber and find out. Great concentration was required for him to forge the connection, and that would be difficult at best with hunger boring a hole in his stomach. 

Jehkal slapped a fist to his chest in salute as he stepped into camp. “Good to see you awake my Drakil!” 

The alien’s first greeting of the morning did little to brighten Mac’s mood. He didn’t need any fawning this morning. Too much had happened for him to feel anywhere close to being anyone’s savior. Still...  He refrained from the retort that nearly burst from his lips. Jehkal was part of them now, part of their team, and critical to their survival. Mac would do what he must, even if it meant playing along with a tragic farce. He returned the greeting in the clansman’s own language, using the hand signs they’d developed as backup. 

“Morning, Jehkal! I hope your hunt this dawn was successful.” 

Jehkal’s face clouded and his eyes lowered. If there was one thing the brash young man hated, it was failure. Especially failure in front of his Drakil. Mac smiled inside at his discomfort, though he was careful to keep the humor from creasing his face. 

“My apologies, Drakil. I have naught but some Kassa root. As for meat, we were unsuccessful.” 

“Not to worry, Jehkal!” Mac smiled through the grit in his mouth and a ten-day growth of beard. “I’m hungry enough to eat... even Kassa root!” Was that relief he saw in the young warrior? How hard to grow up in a world where failure could mean excommunication from the clan, or even death at the hand of chieftain who felt he’d been crossed, or disrespected, or perhaps was just having a bad day. Mentally dismissing him, Mac looked to Demitri and switched to English. 

“How about our friends? Given the fact we’re still here...” He let the thought hang. 

Their “friends” were the reptilian warriors of the People. A race Mac never knew existed until they were chased right into their laps by the Aranu. And the Aranu were worse. Hideous only began to describe them. The humans had killed several, and they resembled the bulging eyed aliens from the Roswell incident, though not cute in any way. They were deadly killers that had harassed and attacked the humans repeatedly. 

Yesterday, a battle between the three parties left Mac, and those standing around him, separated from the rest of his team by a mêlée of battling Aranu, the lizard warriors and a huge beast that looked like a cross between a hyena and toad. Short muscular hind legs on narrow hips and a ridged back, sloping up and ending at shoulders fifteen in the air. A beast that hunted with a mind-numbing blast of mental energy. 

The battle also left them on the inside looking out. The People would not cross the line of skulls into the Rayattl, nor would they let Mac go free. Yesterday at dark, a guard line was strung along the entire perimeter as far as they could see. A perimeter which supposedly surrounded the entire ancient city. Mac had no idea if there were any holes in the perimeter and they could see only a small portion of it but finding out was job one. Somehow they had to escape and get back to the others. 

“Not much change.” Demitri sounded as tired as he looked. The Russian spoke American English far more precisely than any native, though that precision was wearing off with his time around Mac and the others. Americans all, except Rebecca. Her accent was British, also precise and eloquent. 

More interesting than the Americanization of the Russian was the fact the humans had begun integrating “Clan Speak” into their own everyday speech, most times without even realizing it. Instead of root, it was jar-root for the tuber they were so dependent on. Instead of sword, it was the clan word clav’l, and instead of horse it was skeel, the name of the mounts the clans rode and herded. He figured that after a few years the English and Can languages would merge, but that was in the future. A future Mac certainly hoped to see but was very much in doubt of at the moment. Demitri politely cleared his throat. Mac’s mind had wandered again.

Demitri continued, “Except they seem intent on carving up that big beast that was after you.” He raised an eyebrow at Mac. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

The beast was what the People called a Hydral. As big as four or five elephants. An animal which hunted by stunning the nervous system of its victim, much like a jellyfish stuns its prey, yet far worse because this animal didn’t need to touch you. It could stun you with a look at a hundred yards and could swallow a VW whole. Even more disconcerting for Mac, this particular Hydral seemed to be hunting him exclusively, yet its intervention in yesterday’s battle may have actually saved their lives. Mac wondered if he alone had the mental connection to certain animals on this world. No one else seemed to be afflicted or influenced by it. And why? First Saber, now a Hydral? What next, he thought, those damn ugly squirrels? I’d hate to have them following me around. Yes, the Hydral was a surprise that turned the fortunes of war. The battle yesterday claimed the lives of many of the People, and an unknown number of Aranu. A fact that was certain to not have endeared the humans to either of those races. 

“Do you want to hear the rest of it, Mac?” 

Damn, he thought. At least two minutes had slipped by as he once again wandered, amazed at how fatigue was playing with his head. “Sorry, Demitri. Don’t tell me. They’re going to mount its head on a pole and add it to the Rayattl!” 

Mac was kidding, but Demitri frowned and became even more serious. “Not only that head.” 

Mac’s mouth rounded in an ‘O’ as the ramifications struck him. “All of them?”  

“Yes. Aranu, their own warriors, and the big one! Decapitated. Shoved on a sharpened stick and added to the line. The head of the beast they just drug over and left in a wide spot between two poles.” The big man sat down heavily as if the simple barbarism of it all was too much. 

“I saw them cut the head off one of their own, Mac. Just whacked at it until it came free. They threw the body up on a pile of other corpses, then took care of the head.” Demitri was unconsciously rubbing his neck. He looked up, his stare boring into Mac. “There were none of ours!” 

“I know, Demitri.” He said it softly because he’d seen that it was the truth. Seen through Saber that none of ‘theirs’ had died in the battle. 

The others were not so certain. The Russian clearly wanted to believe in Mac’s ability, but none of them, clan or human alike, truly believed in his mental connection to the cat, or its reliability. How could they? Earth man connected mentally to an alien saber-toothed lion. Mac told them yesterday that he’d seen the others escape through the eyes of Saber. Described it in detail. Demitri wanted to believe and wanted confirmation, but all he could get, all any of them could get, was Mac’s word. He would believe because Mac was a rational being not given to fancy, and not broken despite all they’d been through. He would believe because he’d actually witnessed the ‘connection’ more than once. But his doubt could not help but linger. Even Mac’s promise to try again left them with mixed feelings. Would he succeed? Would it matter?

“If they were in trouble or imminent danger, I’d know.” Mac knew he would. Saber had warned him of impending danger time and time again. Like lightning out of the blue, Saber would project a vision into him mind. A vision so real Mac could feel it. So real, because it was; a real time visual directly from the cat, and when it grabbed Mac and took him in, it blocked out all else. 

The connections, up until yesterday, were initiated by Saber. But yesterday, in the midst of battle, Mac called and connected to the cat on his own, by his own will. Only once and very quick, and just long enough to command the cat to look after Rebecca. Look after Cam, Niloc and Den’al. No news was good news, and today he would try again. He would search out the cat with his mind and confirm the others still lived and were safe. Then...? Then they would go about seeking their escape from the Rayattl, and from the reptilian People.

Saber ghosted through a forest that seemed almost primordial, dodging in and out between the roots of enormous trees in a forest that had never known the axe. The cat moved with the same effortless grace of his Earthly cousins, yet his vision was closer to that of the canine. Through a combination of his eyes and a highly developed nose, the world was seen in the vibrant palette of color and scent. Dull gray mist, the smell of the living wood, flowed from the boles of trees, swirling in eddies in the soft breeze or settling to the ground in the cool near frost of morning. The aspiration of soft evergreen leaves a much brighter gray tending toward white. Darker variations represented the unique smell of each different plant, the deeper blacks emanating from the world of fungi. All as distinct in scent as the shape would be to a human eye. Through this rainbow of grays, an enticingly bright swatch of blue swept down the center of a path. The blue a signpost of a warm-blooded animal well known to the cat and the slowly dissipating trail signifying his next meal was only moments away. 

Other trails of color painted a living and vibrant world. A world with far more information than could ever be gathered by the two-legged animals Saber found himself attached to. Saber’s mother and sibling were killed when he was only days old, an incident which should have spelled his death. But a fortuitous and unlikely event had prevented that particularly unwelcome outcome. Mac stumbled upon the nest shortly after a large male, not Saber’s sire, had attacked and killed his family. Saber, the runt of the litter, was deep in the underground lair and the only survivor. Then along came Mac and small cat had been confused. But he was also strangely attracted to the man. Part of that attraction was because Mac had raided his mother’s body, taking parts to make strings for their bows. Her scent had been strong on the man and this compelled the kitten to follow him. Later, the attraction became much more. 

Saber’s species relied heavily on telepathic communication. Except when the mothers denned, the cats hunted in small packs, utilizing their mental ability to incredible advantage over any prey. Prey that included the top of the local food chain, clan, Aranu and the People. 

Had Saber been more than a beast, he might have considered his connection to Mac an anathema. Would possibly have ruminated on why he felt no similar bond to any other in Mac’s group. Only Mac himself. Might have considered possible feelings of jealousy, because others of his kind felt the same growing connection to his master, though mostly they fought against and stayed away. But Saber didn’t have those thoughts; he was after all, simply an animal. Yet he was an incredibly extraordinary animal. With sharpened instincts created within him, and within all his species, by genetic engineers in ages past. Saber was not merely a cat; he was the descendant of semi-intelligent bodyguards of the Collective elite, the master-race. His ancestors and theirs were marooned here, left behind by the war that had destroyed all vestiges of civilization on this world, and very nearly all other life as well. With no one to control them, the cats had gone back to the wilds and reverted to more instinctive ways. 

Unknowingly to Mac, his simple act of touching the kit with the scent of the mother clinging to him, closely paralleled the bonding process employed by a Collective Master to seal his animal bodyguard to him. A bond which was as much technical as physical and certainly not the magical manifestation the clansmen thought it was. Such was the amazing technology of the Collective that the cellular sized robotic Nanites, originally implanted in Saber’s ancestors, continued to re-manufacture themselves and pass down within the genetic mix of every successive generation, completely unchanged from the original. As Mac stroked the kitten, many of the millions of Nanites literally jumped ship, passing through the dermis of the cat and into his hand where they quickly spread out and began to multiply. They now coursed through his body, and once established, created a link to their brothers within Saber and bonding the two in a connection that could be broken only by death. The Nanites, after having transferred to Mac, quickly satisfied themselves that he was the new Collective Master. They strayed no further, no matter who touched Saber. Not that many willingly did, the cat was truly Mac’s.

Saber felt his master in the far distance. There was no call, simply a presence, and with his orders firm, watch and protect Mac’s pack, he would continue to do just that. That same pack lay sleeping just over the crown of the hill behind him, and the only danger he could detect anywhere near them was a wounded Aranu warrior left behind by its own pack as they fled the battle yesterday. Wounded, but not currently stirring and Saber would make sure it never moved again. After breakfast. 

Niloc-al-teal sat in a cold camp, slowly chewing dried meat and contemplating the turns in his life and the gravity of his duty. Niloc was an unattached clansman. Orphaned young by a clan he didn’t know and adopted by Clan Sar-Too, but unattached to them by marriage. Unattached he would forever remain. He was the last surviving member of that same clan, for the Sar-too had been utterly destroyed by the Aranu at the beginning of spring, just as they were migrating to their summer pastures. A truly and utterly tragic event, but one that was preordained by his god. At least that was how Niloc saw and justified it, for had the Aranu not destroyed the Sar-Too; Niloc would have never been driven forth to his destiny. He’d have never discovered the ‘One’ known as the Drakil. Would never have become his guide. His teacher and protector. 

Though to be fair, it was the Drakil who’d been sent by god to discover and rescue the last of the Sar-too. Fate and god, fickle and mysterious. Even now god made his task most difficult, but Niloc knew that to fulfill a prophecy required nothing short of faith, and it was Niloc’s faith that was now being tested.

Circumstances had fallen far beyond his control, and Niloc found it necessary to abandon his Drakil. Abandon him or die because the two parties were separated by an army of the People battling to the death with a war band of the Aranu. As he watched from the dubious safety of the forest edge, Mac/Drakil had fled beyond Niloc’s protection. Fled into a Rayattl, a haunted place shunned by all who knew it. Death and worse than death awaited any who dared venture beyond the line of skulls. Yet the Drakil had dared. The ancient words decreed it would be so. Lost to darkness he returns! is how the passage read. The Drakil must be discovered, which had occurred in the spring, then be lost, which had also occurred, only to return again to the clans. Niloc’s current agony, current test of his faith, was whether the Drakil really would return. Could anyone escape the Rayattl? Again and again Niloc chanted he had memorized so long ago, the words that held so much mystery and so much promise;
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THE MISTS OF TIME BEYOND seeing

Comes an age at the end of an age

Winter of the people draws near

Enemies more numerous than Clan or Council

Swarm the lands and none may hide

Demons, Despair and Reaper walk the abandoned road

Filling the hollows with maimed and dead

Clan young quake and moan, crying for mothers who answer no more

War and death and famine reign or’e the land

Yet the brink of extinction is not an end

Salvation comes

By darkness before the lost small wanderer

A pillar of flame descending the heavens

Announced by thunder

A savior appears, an army in his van

The Drakil-at’sakaal

A Greater Kraagen on his banner flows

With the serpent at his feet

Lost to darkness he returns

A warrior great, stands forth 

His enemies quail and fade 

New age from ashes rise

The long climb from darkness nigh

Prosperity and life following in a wave from a tide of great change 

Yes, he decided for the hundredth time. Yes! The foretelling was unshakable. Too much of it had already been revealed. Much remained dark, but too much; war as they had never seen, the lost moon, the Kraagen, the new ideas brought by the Drakil, all pointed to this being the time. The human known as Mac was the long awaited Drakil. It had to be. If only...  

Silently Niloc cursed himself for his weakness of faith, and for his other shame. Across the small clearing lay the others of his party, two humans and one clansman. A clansman of the hated Paliece who was now more than a friend, he was a war brother. Unheard of, and in Niloc’s mind, further proof of the Drakil and the prophecy. 

Near him was a human male, also a protector of the Drakil. His true name was Cam and he was fierce and loyal. Many enemies had died by the hand of Cam and this same human had rescued Niloc not once, but twice. Niloc was twice debited. 

Finally, his eyes flowed over the last of his charges, a human female named Rebecca. The Alt-sul (mate) of the Drakil. Her name, her shape, her very essence stirred him. To his eternal shame she stirred him. It was not enough that she was of a different race. A race which lived farther away than he could possibly conceive. If his faith would allow it... on a different world. A world which glowed under the light of an alien sun. No, that was not enough to bring him dishonor. Niloc’s hidden shame was that he was stirred by the Drakil’s own woman. Even as watched her she awoke, and he quickly averted his eyes lest they betray him. 

Shame and shaken faith. It would take great strength and devotion if he were to survive, yet survive he must, for it was up to him. Up to Niloc, the councilor. Niloc the guide. It was up to him to reveal the unfolding legend to all the clans. He now firmly believed it was his destiny to leave the Drakil behind and go to the clan lands. Bring them the Drakil’s woman as proof. He must prepare them for Mac, prepare them for change. Niloc had no idea that destiny, and perhaps his god, had other plans. 

Shumak, Captain of a wilderness patrol for the army of the People, and defacto, if not physical, captor of...? Of what exactly he didn’t know. Thoughtfully, he looked over the killing field where his Chieftain’s son, an august individual known as Peri’il, had died. Killed by a dart of some kind before he could even come close to his enemy. That same dart Shumak now held in his hand, personally hacked from the body of the man he considered a fool, and an artifact which possibly held the key to Shumak’s own survival. It was Shumak who had led the attack which took Peri’il’s life, and his father, Peri’ackt, would demand payment in kind as penalty for failure. Usually that would mean forfeiture of all Shumak’s worldly possessions, including his head. Now? Possibly this dart, and the description of those who wielded it, gave Shumak his chance. A slim chance, but as a gambler that was all he needed, and one he would gratefully grasp.

Instead of accompanying Peri’il’s body back to Slsilakx, the central village, as custom dictated, Shumak would send an honor guard with a vivid description of Peri’il’s incredible heroism. Included in his report would be word of an Aranu/Clan alliance and the terrible here-to-fore unknown race which led them, and this dart as proof. Spun well and Shumak would live. Possibly even tasked to lead an army to crush this threat. Spun wrong? Shumak turned his mind from there, he would not contemplate failure. 

The very fact that Shumak would not abandon his post and accompany the body lent gravity to the nature of the menace. At least he hoped this was the message conveyed. To help his cause, word would be spread by a courier racing ahead of the honor guard. Word that Shumak held a leader of this new race, the killer of Peri’il, in virtual prison inside the shaman’s line around the Rayattl. Yes! he thought, ‘Inside” the forbidden ground, where not even the Elders dared go! A place the clansmen and this new race, for some mysterious and arcane reason, were desperately trying to reach before the Hero Peri’il, almost destroyed them. 

That thought brought a rise of bile to the back of his throat. Peri’il the Hero? Hardly. Peri’il the unmitigated fool. Peri’il the arrogant and insufferable. He cautioned himself to hold his thoughts lest his tongue or face betray his true feelings. Shumak steeled himself and nodded to his second in command, Liss’atl. “You have your orders!” he barked. 

The big golden body in front of him shimmered as the reptilian snapped to attention. Shumak placed the dart carefully, almost reverently inside a skin sheath. Placed it as if his life depended upon it. Which it did. 

“Take this and the body to Peri’ackt. Give the counsel as we discussed and return here with orders!” 

Liss’atl slapped his golden scaled and massively muscled forearm over his hearts in a grave salute, his voice deep and gravelly, “Yes, Commander! Look for my return in five turns of the sun.” The subordinate looked his Commander directly in his golden-brown eyes and deep dark reptilian pupils. An unprecedented and dangerous move for an inferior, considered an insult or challenge, yet in this case it meant something far different. It meant agreement and understanding. “I will not fail!” 

Shumak knew he would not, for Shumak’s chance was Liss’atl’s. They would live or roast together. All of them would. The life of every warrior under his command would be forfeited if the actual truth be told. 

Shumak contemplated the cost. How much he would owe this Under-Captain when this deed was done. It was a personal point of honor with Shumak that he not be indebted to anyone, and it would be even worse with the possibility of blackmail. Shumak may have to kill Liss’atl in the near future, a thought that bothered him not at all. But that was a ridge that must be crossed much later. For now, Shumak sat and watched as the procession wound its way up the flank of a hill, his eyes never leaving it until it was lost in the trees upslope. 

A golden escort followed the body of the dead son of Peri’ackt, which was mounted upright on its thalk as if he still lived. An honor befitting a Royal. To further his cause, Shumak rolled a large piece of hide from the Hydral and mounted it as a trophy behind Peri’il. The lizard-like body of the thalk practically disappearing under a load of dead warrior, animal skin, and many the weapons gathered from dead Aranu. Far, far more than Peri’il deserved. Far more than Shumak cared to give, but little enough when balanced against one Wilderness Commanders precious life. 

Shumak smiled for the first time in days, exposing purple gums from which burst a dual row of pointed teeth. The gods gave little and cared less, so Shumak had cast the dice, but of course, only after weighing them carefully in his favor. Now the cast was done, the dice were rolling, and it would be days until he saw how they settled. 

Shumak cast these unpleasant thoughts from his mind and turned his attention to a more immediate problem. That of capturing these strange new beings held in a prison for which he held no key and for the first time he wondered. If the lowly clansmen could tread where all feared go, possibly Shumak could follow. 
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MAC DRIFTED SOMEWHERE between reality and the first dreams of sleep while laying on a mat of soft leaves, smelling their bruised skin. A most pleasant aroma, mingling with moldering earth and the damp detritus left under the small tree where the lay. His ears heard too much as he tried to ignore the nervous movements and breathing of others around him. The soft rush of the breeze. The songs of alien birds. Mac tried his best to ignore it all and concentrate on only one thing. Saber. 

Saber! he called repeatedly. Nothing. Concentrating harder, Saber. Nothing. He pictured the cat in his mind and called again. Saber! Nothing. Mac sighed and tried again, and again, and came close to despair as still nothing happened. He felt the cat. Felt him out there somewhere but he couldn’t bridge the gap. Did not know how. From a distance, he felt impatience flowing from Demitri and Sue in waves. Felt Jehkal’s stare as if it burned. Felt it all and tried to ignore it. Wanted to tell them to go away and leave him be but could not. They had to witness this. Had to believe. He sighed and tried once more, Saber! 

Suddenly, his perception shifted. The turmoil behind his eyes calmed and changed into a single picture. Sound ceased and Mac knew he was seeing as did the cat. Though he could not know the image was being translated into a vision his mind could understand by the tiny robots. A vision of dense forest with incredibly large trees and ferns of varying type filled his view. A dead and half eaten animal lay on the ground before him and the coppery taste of blood stained his tongue. Saber, he called, Take me to Rebecca! The vision swung as, without question, the cat abandoned his meal and moved quickly through the undergrowth. Mac felt a moment’s vertigo as the world swung and the vision blurred, very nearly breaking his concentration, but instead he prevailed further sealing the bond. 

Briefly, he thought about this incredible connection as Saber ran down the trail. Thought it odd he could taste as Saber tasted yet could hear nothing of the cat’s world. Vision was in black and white, and there was absolutely no tactile sense other than what was in the cat’s mouth. Out of body was a description that fit, but he felt there could be so much more. If only he could learn. 

His drifting thoughts were interrupted by a vision which nearly stopped his heart. There before him sat Rebecca. Disheveled, teary eyed and weary, yet alive and well. Tentatively, she reached toward him/Saber. She mouthed a word he couldn’t make out, then he could taste the musky salt of her skin when Saber licked her hand. Again, she mouthed a single word question, and this time he knew it, Mac? 

He knew it was a question by the look on her face, and he was so surprised he shook, and like a slap the connection was gone. His current world rushed back with all the sounds and smells, and the itchy feelings of a filthy body. Gone was Saber and gone was Rebecca. His eyes snapped open and he croaked a whisper, “They’re ok!”

A cold camp greeted her as she awoke. Awoke to the feeling of eyes upon her, then catching the look Niloc tried to hide as he quickly glanced away. She sighed inward. It was a look most men cast at an attractive woman. Some sly. Some shy. Some surreptitious, and some blatant. Something all women experienced to some degree, and either glowed in the admiration, tolerated, or hated, depending on whim, circumstance, attitude or a million and one other factors unknown and unknowable by those who cast them. But she would never enjoy it when she was filthy, cold, hungry, and many days without a bath. Then again, she didn’t know how she should feel, given the admirer was an alien born on a planet hundreds of light years from her own. She’d seen the looks Cam gave her. She longed for the looks Mac gave her. But sometimes she flushed warmly at a single look from Niloc. In many ways he was a dream. Tall and dark. Masculine in every way. Chivalrous and polite to a fault, yet a true savage, ready to kill without hesitation. She sighed again, putting the thoughts away for another time. 

Cam smiled as she stood to stretch out the kinks left over from the night. He handed her a large leaf plate filled with roots and nuts, “Grubs for m-lady?” 

She rolled her eyes. Cam could find humor anywhere and loved to poke fun at her being what he called, “Proper British.” Most times she would have played along. Now, the loss of Mac and the others hurt too much. She gave him a wan smile, “Thank you.” 

“Welcome.” She knew by the sudden change in look and demeanor there was something else coming. “You know, I’ve been thinking more about this, Rebecca.” 

She didn’t have to ask what he was talking about. It’s the same thing they’d talked about last night, and much of the day yesterday. She was so very weary of it. She merely looked at him and his good humor evaporated. 

He pushed on anyway, “We’ve shaken the Aranu pursuit. We need to circle back like I suggested yesterday. If Macs’ really safe behind those skulls, we need to be there too. We’d be safe as well.”

She sighed, not yet ready to fight this battle. It was too early, and she was just too beat and weary to think clearly. “I don’t know, Cam.” She didn’t... literally. Though it was her paramount desire to be back with Mac, other confederations weighed heavily upon her. Niloc insisted they go as well, but not to Mac, to the clans. He was positive Mac and the others were safe, and that ‘this’ was how it was supposed to be. She didn’t at all believe in Niloc’s prophecy bullshit, and she was torn, unable to make a decision. She certainly didn’t want to bring more attention or harm to any of them, and marching back into the People’s territory seemed foolish. But that way lay Mac. “I just don’t know. Niloc...”

“Screw Niloc!” His voice was loud, and even though Niloc and Den’al couldn’t understand his English, they understood the subject of the debate. Both just sat there; Den’al with his Paliece braided hair drooping past his face and staring at his leather boots like a kid ignoring bickering parents, and Niloc politely looking just slightly away, no doubt re-formulating his own arguments. 

Cam pushed on with a dark glance at the Sar-too. “We know his position. I’ll leave him behind if we have to. Hell! I’ll leave you if I have too!” 

She looked at him, horrified. “Don’t say that Cam. Don’t you ever say that!” She didn’t scream, but it was close. “We must stay together. We’re all we have left.” 

Cam was torn between grabbing her in a big reassuring bear hug and slapping some sense into her. Doesn’t she realize what was at stake here? Yet the rational side of him knew she fully understood, even more so than he himself. The tears growing in her eyes as much as anything else shut him up and he looked down in frustration, formulating another approach. An approach which lay stillborn when Rebecca suddenly stiffened and stared. “What is it?” he asked.

She gave no answer, but he looked where she did, seeing Saber moving through the undergrowth. There was a change in the cat that was unmistakable. He was making a beeline towards her; fresh blood still staining his muzzle as if he’d just dropped a kill. There was no cat-like circling. No drifting eyes or sniffing the air. No slinking tail. Just an intent stare right into her eyes, and for a brief moment Cam wondered if Saber was going to attack. He reached for his sword and grasped the hilt just as the cat stopped, folded his back legs, and sat. Still staring at her, but unquestionably non-threatening. 

Rebecca knew in an instant. Knew it in her soul. “Mac?” she questioned softly, gently reaching out a palm. Saber continued to stare but grazed her skin with his tongue. 

“Mac?” she asked again. 

Like a switch being flipped, the connection dropped and Mac was gone. Saber went back to being a cat. He dropped his eyes and slunk off, probably to finish whatever he was doing prior to being interrupted. 

Rebecca burst out in a sob, reaching for him as he left, “Saber, come back! It was Mac. He was there. Saber!”  But the cat neither acknowledged nor turned and was out of sight in moments. 

“Cam. You saw it! Mac was there?” Her last plea was a search for confirmation.

He stared at the brush where Saber ghosted away, a single fern gently waving the only evidence the cat had ever been here. “I’m not sure what I saw, Rebecca.” No lie, he wasn’t, but he saw a way to use this to his advantage. In a stronger voice, “But I think you’re right! I think he was reaching out, trying to contact us.” Her face lit up with this declaration, and he cursed himself for the asshole he was, “Yes! I think so, and I’m not sure why, but...”

“But what?” She needed an answer. Emotionally drained, she needed something. 

He stood and moved over to her, taking the hand Saber had just licked, “But I think this proves what I’ve been saying. We need to go back!” 

Her face lightened, but she was saved having to answer by Niloc who interrupted speaking in the clan language, “It is as I told you, Drakil-Alt-sul.” This was the proper address for the woman of the Drakil. “The Drakil and the Kraagen are becoming one. He has sent Saber to watch us over us upon our journey.” 

In that moment, Cam’s temper got the best of him. He’d listened to Niloc preach on and on about his prophecy and his precious Drakil. Listened and argued the many hours after they’d abandoned Mac. Cam was ready to go back, and die if he needed to, trying to reach his Commander and friend, and the only thing that had stopped him was Rebecca’s pleading. That and the Aranu who chased them. He’d talked until he was blue in the face, and now, when he had Rebecca leaning his way, Niloc butts his alien ass back into it. And because he was emotionally on the edge and feeling great guilt at having fled in the face of danger, he broke. 

Cam reached for his sword and drew it in a blinding flash, swinging in an arc towards the alien’s torso. Cam didn’t mean to harm, just wanted to drive Niloc back, but the stroke flew with deadly intent anyway. Yet quicker that any human and quicker than Cam could imagine, Niloc’s own blade was there, parrying the blow, the contact shocking his arm hard enough to numb. The sound of metal on metal echoed loudly in the small clearing. Slowly it died away, leaving the two blades locked and leaving the two staring at each other from just a breath away, yet across a huge gulf now separating two friends. 

On Cam’s face was a combination of shock and dissipating anger now bordering on fear. On Niloc’s, shame and sorrow. Shame that he’d rose in anger at one of the Drakil’s house, even if in self-defense. Better if he had let the blade sink home. Sorrow for himself and for Cam who had been brothers in battle, together shoulder to shoulder in a great cause that had destroyed their enemies. Had Cam been a warrior of the clans, one of them would now die. In that moment, Niloc considered how best to disengage; to bow out without blood being shed. He was saved that duty by a scream from Rebecca. 

“Stop! My God! Stop!” Everyone froze, even Den’al who’d drawn his sword but stood well away from the combatants, not sure where his loyalty should lie. Rebecca was shaking and staring up at them, a pleading on her face. “Is this what’s to become of us. We strike out at each other?” The tension bled out of Cam first, and with his release Niloc stepped back. 

“I’m sorry Niloc.” Cam said. “I just...” His apology or whatever it was to become, died with the low cough from the bushes. Saber’s warning followed quickly by a horn sounding in the distance. Someone else had heard the ring of steel or Rebecca’s shout, and it was Den’al who recognized the call.

“The People have found us!” He turned to the distant noise, trying to do the impossible. See through the forest. “Do we stand or flee.” By his tone, it was clear he wished to stand and fight. His brother had been killed by the Aranu just a few days before, and he’d been alternating between consuming grief and the verge of berserker rage. It was not to be.

“We flee!” Rebecca barked the order with steel in her voice. Her mind was made up. For now at least, they would continue the race, fleeing before their pursuers. She would believe in Mac and Saber, and she would allow Niloc his belief as well. Allow it to take and guide them, at least for now. Without thinking she’d just taken command of their little group.
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A GENTLE HILL COVERED in tall grass burned brown and stiff by frost and late fall sun overlooked the village. Early morning light left the bottom of the valley in shadow, brightly lit treetops contrasting with deep almost black shadows beneath their limbs. A single long hall, thatched in grass harvested from that same hill, belched blue smoke from its top and the occasional inhabitant from the entrance. Log corrals held large animals, and snarls and fighting emanated from a pit, though what caused the noise was unknown. 

Downwind the smell of the place was horrid. Burnt meat and rotted meat competed with the midden for dominance of the breeze. Just outside the hall, a lone sentry drowsed beneath the limbs of a tree that only partially concealed him. Twelve warriors, fifteen females and seven young rounded out the total inside, while three more warriors had left the village prior to daylight traveling towards the east. 

On the hill the grass moved slightly and unnaturally as the observer watched the unwary observed, his long spear lying beside him. Fifty-nine of his brothers stood just over the lip of the hill, awaiting his report. Satisfied with the scene below, he whistled softly twice. A sound which should have alerted the sentry, as it was the call of a bird never seen on this side of the great mountains. The sentry did not stir and continued his bored stance. Had he looked up the hillside he may have seen the tall grass wave. Might have given some warning. Instead, the war party reached within a stone’s throw before one of the corralled animals gave a single surprised snort. By then it was far too late.

Sixty warriors rose as one and silently charged forward. The sentry, his reptilian eyes going wide in horrific disbelief, barely managed a strangled cry before three spears pinned him permanently to the tree, unlucky to be the very first of the People to die at the hand of a new invader. Only then did the eerie silence erupt into the chaos of battle. The bird calls changed to throaty yells and gnashing teeth as the full weight of a Chalgu battle group fell upon the hapless outpost. Religious fervor drove them and mercy was not a word they knew. 

The fight was quick and brutal; all in their path speared and hacked to death, including the thalk. The Parth in their pit were left alive to feed upon themselves until the last one starved. Such was the way of the True Leader. An army was a hungry beast and it demanded meat. Great hunks of bloody fodder was harvested from this battle, but not of Thalk or Parth. Only one kind of meat was fit to feed a Chalgu army on the march and it was stripped from the bodies of the enemy dead, and the better that enemy fought, the better the food. Sixty warriors attacked the hall, and forty-seven walked away; the People were a worthy opponent indeed!

A single hour later, Altil himself, True Leader of the Chalgu, entered the village. He cast his gaze across the charnel ground and pronounced it conquered, then sat himself in the center of the wreaked hall, where his warriors brought him the heads of the vanquished. One by one, he split them with a crushing blow from his ceremonial ax and pulled forth the halves of bloody brain. Each he searched with all his senses. He sniffed the gray mass. He searched the patterns and swirls of the frontal lobe. He listened to the slow drip of blood as it splashed at his feet, and he tasted the essence of each. A single bite before pronouncing it clean, then passing it to his warriors. Meat could be roasted, but the brain must be consumed raw. 

The True Leader sighed in disappointment. The one he sought was not here, Altil could not be sure The One was even of this race. The search must continue and The One must die. It was the mantra that carried them over the mountains. Only that event, the death of The One and the ritual consuming of his brain, could make right what was wrong. Could bring back the True Moon and the God within. The army followed the True Leader, and the True Leader followed a streak in the sky. One witnessed soon after the night his god was lost, and one that burned in his mind like a branding. The legends foretold it. He began the ritual chant and was quickly joined by the members of this small part of his host. Each hearing Altil’s mind and responding in kind. The One has come. The One must be found. The One must die! 

Mac crawled up the small rise pausing just at the top, lifting his eyes just enough to see the killing field from the day before. Much of it was etched upon the paths of his grey matter, and much of it was only vaguely remembered. The mad flight from the Aranu and bursting from the forest into the trap laid by the People was vividly clear. He worked through each step. Their sudden plunge from trees and into the clearing, desperately trying to outpace the screams and spears of their pursuers. The shock at seeing the humanoid reptilian People for the first time, and realizing they were as much or more the enemy than the hideous hide covered Aranu. Mac traced their mad race across the field to where his mount had died on its feet after having been wounded by an Aranu spear, throwing him and Jehkal to the ground just short of safety. Then the attack of a small troop of reptile warriors that had split from the main battle. It was a near thing as they shot and killed one and the others of the group inexplicably halted their attack, surrounding and protecting the one who’d fallen. Someone of consequence? Probably, he decided. His mind placed the bodies where he remembered them. Crushed grass was all that remained, but these things he remembered with vivid clarity. Then the behemoth had entered the fray, continuing its stalk of Mac himself. From there the details got really fuzzy. 

The beast that stalked him was a terror whose weapon was a mental sting, not unlike a stingray. It had stunned him with a glance, knocking him senseless. Of all the beings battling on the field that day, only him. Only he was affected by that malevolent gaze. Why? Some relation to Saber? He could not know. After that, the battle continued without him, and without Sue, Demitri and Jehkal, because they all had been able to escape into the Rayattl. But continue it had and the proof lay below, just as Demitri described it. 

In the field, the reptiles slowly rendered the huge carcass of the beast, carving it down to manageable pieces; he assumed for food. The head, hard for him to look at even now without a shudder of revulsion, decorated the line of skulls along with the rest of the dead. What motivated these beings? Savage and superstitious. None of the reptile warriors came near the line of skulls, though many watched it. 

His world, the modern world of Earth, couldn’t prepare them for this kind of superstition. The savagery he could understand. He’d seen it and even participated in it. War was hell, and undeclared wars, the kind he’d fought in a former life, were even worse. But understand his enemy he must. That was the task which brought him here, and the more he watched, the further from that knowledge he got. He watched the reptiles march back and forth in front of the line of the Rayattl, never coming near except to add a new skull, and that with what could only be described as a ritual warding of evil. 

Jehkal was little help. He couldn’t, or wouldn’t, tell them why the Rayattl was bad, just that they must avoid it at all costs. Yet here they were, in the poisoned ground where everyone feared to tread. Let the People watch the line, he thought. Let them watch till they rotted. Mac would find another way out. 

Today they would begin exploring the ruins behind the security of the skulls. They would see for themselves whether the city held death or, as Mac suspected, only the bones of the dead. It was time to discover the many clues to the history of this place, this city, and this planet. He also suspected they would find their means of escape. With a last look and sigh of disgust, he pulled back from the hill. 

Mac turned toward the city and looked at Demitri. “You think Jehkal’s heart can take this?” 

The big man laughed, “We carried him over the line. I will carry him to the city if I have to!” 

Mac looked at him, at once serious. “Maybe we should just knock him senseless up front and have done with it!” 

Demitri stared at him curiously, still not able to read Mac’s humor. Then his dark beard shook with a new rattle of mirth. Mac smiled also, destroying his look of gravity, then slowly he walked away muttering, “The damn Ruski thinks I’m joking.”  

Niloc held up the quartet on a small rise overlooking a clearing through which they’d just fled. If possible, he wanted to lay eyes on their pursuer or pursuers and see exactly what they faced. The Sar-too knew little about the People, his clan living farther away from the lowlands than Jehkal’s. He did know their skeel could easily outrun the reptilian thalk that the People rode. At least in the short run. But a thalk could lope at a steady and fast pace all day long. If it came to battle of stamina, the People would win. 

He and the humans had been chased for miles by the Aranu. Niloc alone had been chased by them for turns on end after the destruction of his clan, so they knew of that hunt and what to expect. This would be different. They needed either to elude the pursuit quickly or do battle. What he saw in the next few moments would determine which. The four of them sat upon three skeel, Cam and Rebecca rode together. Den’al sat his own, and Niloc rode Shorn, the steed he’d raised from the time the colt had dropped from his mother to the cold uncaring ground. If the other two skeel had names, he didn’t know them. 
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