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1


Kindred


Across the desolate landscape the dusty silhouette of a small army became visible. From a distance only their glowing blue eyes could be detected. Through the dust, perhaps one hundred men hove into view. At their head, a dark-robed man, his attire unique. Unlike the other, armoured, soldiers, his robes were finely stitched from a glistening black fabric. He was accompanied at his right hand by a tall, strongly built sentry, modified for optimum fighting capacity, from whom a cold, blue light radiated in the gaps between the sophisticated armoured plates. Over his armour hung a heavy, jet-black, hooded cloak. He had two sheathed swords by his sides which lifted and fell in step with his mount as he rode, as if they had little weight to them.


They travelled on tall, hoofed, lizards, also jet-black in colour, whose scales glittered in the stark light of the nebula stars, their flat faces twisted into a permanent grimace.


* * *


A single shooting star sailed across the dark sky as Ugoki, a young Rhajok’Don, a race native to Stygia, lay on his back, relaxing on a cliff-side ledge; one of many chiselled from the natural rock formations. Wood-smoke from a small fire puffed towards the constellations as if light grey clouds had gathered above, quickly dissipating to reveal the glittering, jewelled firmament once more. The velvet night was dominated by an interstellar nebula; a vast cloud of dust radiating a bright orangey-red, expanding out to a coral mist on the edges. Big, bright stars shone through the dramatic gases.


His workday finished, as usual, Ugoki retreated to the high cave openings. These were his most treasured moments, listening to the flames crackle and the splashing from below as young Rhajok’Don children played in the geothermal mud spring. The peaceful surroundings and the sweet smell of sugar wood allowed him to drift in and out of a relaxing nap.


* * *


The loveliest voice he had ever had the pleasure to hear awoke Ugoki from his snooze. As he sat up the dried mud cracked away from his thick, grey skin. He looked out over the edge at the fire-lit village and saw his betrothed, Kinoko, out in the bramble fields, a basket, made from grass and mud, full of kernels, and another empty basket by her side. He smiled, content to watch her from afar and to let the wind carry her low tones to his ears.


A second Rhajok’Don female made her way out to Kinoko. Brushing the shrubs aside, she collected the full basket, carrying it back to the village. Walking past the children in the large, warm, mud bath, she disappeared into the huge, clay, communal house: a half dome, connected to the side of the cliff, it was also the large lobby for the cave network.


Kinoko was still working industriously, filling the remaining basket with more of the plump, juicy berries; a short, light-purple bramble and the staple diet for the herbivorous Rhajok’Don.


Ugoki climbed to his feet, he was of a heavy stature, even for a Rhajok’Don and was wearing the common attire for a male of his race; a simple loin cloth, made from tough grass strands, kneaded together with rubber, then allowed to dry and cut to shape. He dusted the remaining dried mud from his massive, muscular body before retreating into the cave tunnels. The underground passages were lit with sugar wood torchlights, permeating the caves with honey sweet incense.


As he entered the large communal mud-house, he saw a circle of females sat under the cone ceiling. Splashing about at their feet were younglings, including the most recent addition to the Rhajok’Don village; Ugoki’s niece, a tiny, squealing calf, who had found her wet nurse’s nipple and was now suckling happily.


The males of the tribe sat in the centre of the straw floor, ringing a mountain of seeds; grinding the grains using jagged rocks with which to crush the kernels in stone bowls. A few others were ripping strands from a hard, tubular grass that grew close to the surrounding forest.


That day Ugoki had done some maintenance on the house as a small water hole had pushed through the mud walls. He had reinforced it with grass and held it together with sap from the local rubber tree. As he walked past his patchwork he checked it and saw that the interlaced finger indents had dried and left a secure fix. Just as Ugoki was about to smooth the wall with a rough stone, Osok, the chieftain, walked through the entrance. Osok also wore a loincloth, an unusually modest adornment for a tribal chief. He was only distinguished by his embellished horns, jutting from his chin, long, sharp and filed into ridges.


“Ugoki, nice work again,” he said, commending Ugoki on his suitable craftsmanship. Rhajok’Don weren’t the most dexterous of races; their crafts were crude, yet practical, and usually revolved around hand kneading.


Ugoki bowed his head respectfully, acknowledging the compliment with quiet pride. He began sanding the wall and when he was satisfied it was smooth enough, he sat down next to the seed pile and began grinding grain with the other males. Staring out to the mud pools, Ugoki appreciated the life that flourished there. The geothermal springs were highly fertile parts of Stygia and many types of mosses grew around the edges, spreading outwards towards the cliffs, and in the other direction, towards the adjoining agricultural fields.


A child ducked his head under the surface of the mud, then came up spluttering and wiping his eyes. “I made room for you!” he called, projecting his voice towards the communal dwelling.


“Oh, I’ve bathed today!” Ugoki replied.


The boy pulled himself out of the sticky mud bath and covered in wet mud ran over, throwing himself at Ugoki and giving him a big hug. Public shows of affection were common amongst the Rhajok’Don.


Ugoki, caught unawares by this sudden exuberance, knocked the bowl, toppling grain onto the floor. He chuckled, warmly cuddling the boy before setting him on his feet. “I’m busy, go play with your friends,” he told him.


“I just wanted to hug you,” Nis’Ka said before running off excitedly, leaving muddy trails on the flourishing mossy ground.


An hour later, and a much reduced seed pile, Ugoki decided it was time to find his partner-to-be.


* * *


His large toes sank into the moss and moisture oozed out, leaving water marks on his oversized nails. As he neared the bramble fields he could see Kinoko working hard. She was wearing only a simple tunic but she needed nothing to enhance her natural beauty. For a moment, Ugoki recalled again the wonder and joy that had swept over him when, having shyly revealed his feelings for her, he had found them reciprocated. Kinoko completed his life in a way he could never once have imagined.


“Want some help?” he offered on reaching her.


Kinoko glanced up at Ugoki, a smile washing away her focused concentration on her task. “Please. There’s plenty of room.” Her rough, gruff voice, similar to all females, was slightly higher in pitch than that of a male.


Ugoki dropped down to sit beside her. Grabbing the basket, he held it up to catch the kernels as she rustled them off their stalks.


Kinoko’s eyes caught his and another smile lit her face. Her black pupils hid a gentle soul behind them. She raised her head, brushing her small chin horns against his in traditional greeting. Kinoko knew that the caring Ugoki would make a perfect life partner for her. She snuggled her head onto his shoulder, cherishing the feeling of belonging that doing so gave her. Her gaze took in the cliff bottom greenery, thriving on down flowing nutrients, so uncommon in Stygia. Ugoki put down the basket, pulling Kinoko closer and stared up at his cliff-side retreat. From there the view over the landscape, lit with the warm undertones of the sun below the horizon would be glorious. Stygia was the Land of Eternal Stars, where the sun never rose.


“I think we have enough now.” Ugoki got to his feet, basket in one hand, tugging Kinoko up with him with the other. Arms around each other, the two slowly made their way back to the village. Scattered fires on the cliff ledges, above the community dome, filled Ugoki with tranquillity as well as that sense of well-being that comes in the secure comfort of home.


A few last stragglers still lingered in the mud pool. “Children – inside now,” Ugoki called as they passed. “It’s sleeping time.” They waited as the youngsters climbed from the pool and ran, laughing, inside, before following them in.


* * *


The familiar squeal of the flying, feathered, tree lizards signalled a new day in the village. The first awake was Ugoki’s nephew, Nis’Ka, who poked at his father amongst the sleeping, snuggled pile of Rhajok’Don. Reluctantly Osok shed his rest and pulled himself from the sleeping villagers, his efforts slowly waking the rest of the tribe.


Ugoki was snuggled close to Kinoko, hugging her from behind. “Tomorrow! Just one more day – I can hardly wait,” he whispered, his broad lips close to her upright, tubular ear. He nudged his blunt horn against her cheek.


A slow smile spread over Kinoko’s face as she opened her eyes. “Let’s spend today in the forest,” she murmured.


Ugoki pressed his face into her silky, black hair. “That, my love, would be perfect.”


Kinoko turned in his arms, butting her face against his cheek. “Doing anything with you is a perfect way to spend the day.”


Ugoki tightened his hold on her. “I love you, Kinoko. You have no idea how much,” he said. Then he grinned, launching a tickling attack.


Kinoko giggled, darting to her feet. “Come on, lazy bones. The forest awaits.” They made their way to the breakfast hall and collected stone bowls filled with a runny, light-purple, porridge, and a round of the hard bread made from soaked bark. They spooned the porridge up using the bread, grinding the food easily with their strong teeth.


* * *


Breakfast finished, they made their leisurely way towards the south-westerly side of the uniquely adapted tai-qay tree forest. The tai-qay, the most common tree in Stygia, which grew slanting sideways, adapted to a world with no sunrise. Its large sheeted leaves were oval, smooth and a very deep teal in colour. The forest expanded for about a mile to the northwest, with the younger trees always at the edges.


Ugoki and Kinoko went deep into the woods, where the trees were so immensely large they had fallen to their own greed for sunlight; the limited life cycle evident by the rotting barks. Ugoki stopped under one of the curved, towering trunks and tore off a moist strip of bark, passing it to Kinoko.


Kinoko took the offering, smiled her thanks and popped the tasty wood, a staple part of the Rhajok’Don diet, into her mouth.


They continued through the fallen leaves and luminescent mushrooms until they reached an almost straight passageway between the trees, with just a few fallen branches lying across it.


“Let’s charge together,” Kinoko suggested. A common pastime for Rhajok’Don was to race each other through the forest on all fours. She leant forward, placing her hands into the leafy undergrowth. Her fingers clenched inwards against her palm, allowing her padded knuckles to cushion her hands. Ugoki followed suit and he too leant forward onto all fours.


“Ready?” he asked, and before he had finished, Kinoko had already charged ahead and was leaping over the first branch. “Hey!” Ugoki laughed, charging after her.


Quickly catching up, he pounced on her and they rolled in some fresh mud. “Tomorrow, we’ll be life partners,” he told her, holding her gaze with his own, his love for her written across his face. He rubbed his cheek against hers, one side, then the other. Nudging her neck with his horn, he softly gave a quick outward breath, almost like a short snort from his flat nose.


A sudden rustle from the canopy of the highest trees alerted Ugoki and he lifted his head to track a flock of featherless birds, which, disturbed, flew quickly into the sky. A few moments later Ugoki’s nephew came bounding towards them. Coming to a halt, he used his short horns to rustle some leaves over them before charging off into the forest again. Ugoki fondly watched him go, smiling as Nis’Ka once more ceased his run a short distance from them and strengthened his rear kick by clopping his feet against a small tree, which bore the marks of having been salvaged for bark. Moments later, he ran deeper into the forest and Ugoki turned his complete attention on Kinoko again.


* * *


An hour had passed when a deep bellowing, honking noise sounded from the village. It was the alarm call of a watchman sat on the highest ledge.


“That’s the alarm,” Ugoki said, shooting Kinoko a surprised glance. “I wonder what it could be?”


Kinoko nodded. “Come, we need to get to the caves.”


“Nis’Ka!” Ugoki called. He waited but there was no reply.


“He should be back at the village by now,” Kinoko reassured him. “You know we don’t let them play too far away from home.”


Ugoki was far from happy but since there was little he could do, he put aside his concerns and the two Rhajok’Don charged towards the forest cave entrance leading to the tunnel network behind the dome. As they bolted through the wide, chiselled channels, the honking echoed off the walls.


“Retreat to the caves.” The voice of the chieftain bellowed over the alarm.


They caught up to the rest of the clan and quickly arrived at the inner dome; a retreat into safety.


“Eshaki, What is it?” Ugoki shouted, spotting his sister, the ranking matriarch. “A herd of males?”


“We don’t know. The watchman saw a mounted group of men, not Rhajok’Don, foreigners we’ve never seen before. They were riding unusual beasts, heading towards us, beyond the south eastern mud pools.”


Ugoki could see the fear in her eyes and in the way she was breathing in short, almost panting breaths.


He struggled to control his own anxiety. “Not Rhajok’Don? How many?”


“Maybe one hundred.”


The watchman hurried down from the high cave and joined the rest of the Rhajok’Don in the inner retreat. “They can’t get through the mud pools; they’re chopping their way through the forest.”


Eshaki squeezed herself through the milling, bewildered clan. “Nis’Ka. Was he with you?” she asked, scanning the assembled Rhajok’Don frantically.


“The last I saw of him, he was in the forest,” Ugoki said hesitantly. “I called for him when I heard the alarm.” He shook his head. “When he didn’t answer, I thought he must have gone home already.”


“He’s not inside,” Eshaki’s voice cracked.


Ugoki saw tears swimming in her eyes. “Let’s check the dome,” he said, charging towards the communal house with Osok and Eshaki following close behind, their feet scuffing the dry mud as they ran.


At the dome, Osok immediately rushed to the door, calling for Nis’Ka. When the boy failed to appear, Osok grasped Eshaki’s hand in his own meaty fist, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll stand watch,” he told her. “Don’t worry. You know Nis’Ka. He’s probably in here somewhere, completely unaware that we might be worried.”


Eshaki managed a small smile but it was plain to all that she wasn’t convinced. “I think I’ll wait here with you,” she told Osok.”


“He’ll turn up soon,” Ugoki added, although, truth to tell, he was also far from sure.


Osok dipped his head, acknowledging his support. Ugoki had the feeling that Eshaki barely even registered what he had said.


Eshaki watched as the mounted men came into view, chopping at the undergrowth as they rode. As the distance between them closed, she bravely stepped forward in the hope of a peaceful interaction. But her heart fell as she took in the heavily armoured men. These, she realized, were not peaceful emissaries. The Rhajok’Don had no knowledge of weapons. Their play fighting traditionally involved only hands, feet and horns. These invaders, with their armour and weaponry, were alien to her.


As they rode to a stop, another, smaller group, appeared from within the trees. Eshaki estimated there were about eighty men. Cold fingers of fear stroked down her spine. Her people! How could she save her people!


A high-pitched squealing reached her ears from within the army mass. It was a sound that froze her heart. A single soldier came forward, Nis’Ka dangling in his grasp; chained by a collar and held at length on a metal stick.


“Nis’Ka!” Osok bravely ran out of the dome towards the army. Eshaki, having immediately recognised her son’s call, and with a mother’s urgent reaction, was already running towards the enemy.


“No!” Ugoki tried to grab her but he was too late. Desperately, he followed after her.


The Commander’s eyes radiated a fluorescent blue from under his hood. He pointed at Osok. “He’s useless,” he told his guard flatly. “Dispose of him.”


Pulling one of his swords free, the sentry raised it, aiming the point at Osok. The sword pulsed blue and a bolt of blue gel shot from the blade. Osok watched helplessly as his death flew through the air towards him. Horror filled his eyes and every nerve strained, urging him to run, even though instinct told him running would do no good. He would die with honour, he decided, standing his ground.


The substance splashed onto Osok like a contagion, spreading evenly over his body. Gradually, the blue was replaced by saturating red as the stuff consumed his flesh.


A thin, keening wail erupted from Eshaki as she slumped to the ground, her terrified gaze locked on Osok as the goo, quickly encapsulating him, began breaking down his organic material. Slowly he dissolved into a pool of thick, red organic matter.


Stunned, Ugoki force himself to spring to life. He was not going to stand by and let his sister die next. Lunging towards her, he grabbed her under her armpits, dragging her back towards the cave. “We need to retreat into the caves,” he panted. “Whoever these men are, we can’t fight them.”


Eshaki’s head fell to one side. Ugoki realized his sister was unconscious.


From the shadows of the cliff-side caves, the Rhajok’Don villagers watched as ten of the mounted army, led by the sentry who’s weapon had so cruelly ended Osok’s life, embarked towards the dome. The hooded men withdrew their swords and began hacking at the hard mud casing of the dome-shaped house. The dwelling fell, crumbling away beneath the blades to reveal the large cave entrance beneath.


The Commander ordered his men to dismount, signalling for two of them to go inside. Without hesitation, the soldiers entered the pitch-black cave. They were greeted by two, large, Rhajok’Don males, who charged the soldiers, driving their horns deep into the men’s torsos, causing lethal internal damage. The enemy posed little opposition in the confined space against such colossal Rhajok’Don. The bodies were thrown from the cave and they slumped lifelessly on top of each other.


“Smoke them out!” The Commander shouted.


As ordered, the soldiers lit blue, sludge soaked torches, throwing them into the cave entrance. The dense purple smoke, both toxic and blinding, swiftly made its way through the network of tunnels, choking the Rhajok’Don inside, causing a stampede for the openings carved into the rock. Smoke now billowed from torches at numerous openings, spilling outwards and drifting upwards into the dark atmosphere. Those few who could not get to the cave openings collapsed in the tunnels. Even the blaze of the many home fires was choked by the density of the smoke. Ugoki was grateful that fate had smiled on them and that the attacking army’s plan had not worked out quite so well as they might have hoped, as most of the Rhajok’Don were able to draw clean air through the cliff openings. Pulling in a deep breath and holding it, he poked his head through the smoke and glanced left. The far forest exit was not smoking yet. Quickly he ran back into the caves, checking the other openings until he spotted Kinoko. “Find the females and young ones,” he broke off, overcome by a coughing fit. “Take them to the forest exit. Once you reach the forest, run east and do not stop. Hurry!”


Kinoko wasted no time on words, giving him a sharp nod, she began rounding up the women and children.


“We seem to have a problem!” The leader’s voice called up to the hiding Rhajok’Don. “You’re more resilient than I thought.” He pointed to the guard holding Nis’Ka captive. “It seems I’m in need of a little persuasion to get you to come out.”


The clan were unable to make sense of the invader’s language, but his tone was all they needed to understand.


The guard pushed the crying boy forward. Nis’Ka shuffled his small toes through the lichen, falling to his knees. But the guard kept on pushing him to move whilst lifting the neck chain, forcing Nis’Ka up onto his toes in an effort to release some of the pressure on his throat.


Ugoki stared, horrified, grateful that at least his sister was spared this savagery so soon after being forced to witness the terrible death of her partner. He breathed a silent prayer to the powers that be that, even though he stood, helpless, unable to stop the violation of his nephew, the women and children were escaping to freedom through the far caves.


The Commander snatched the metal cane from his subordinate, forcibly pushing Nis’Ka to his knees. The poor boy staggered forward, the chains rasping against his hands. He fell onto his face and lay, a small, broken figure, allowing the ground to soak up his tears. “Mamma,” he mumbled.


A sudden jerk on his chain brought him into a kneeling position. Nis’Ka offered no resistance, beaten and defeated as he dangled on the end of the pole.


The Commander shortened his hold, coming closer to the trapped boy. He grasped his black hair, still feathery with youth, and with pointed fingers, he scratched the boy’s scalp, pulling his head back. Nis’Ka looked up at the glittering stars in silent appeal. Watching him, Ugoki saw that he appeared to phase in and out of consciousness; a defence mechanism of sorts, he supposed. His crying stuttered, tears running from his inky eyes, loosening mud from his face as they tracked down his cheeks.


“Ahh!” Nis’Ka writhed in pain, a scream of excruciating agony ripping from his throat as, abruptly, the Commander lunged. Sharpness pierced his eye, the pain exploding into his head. His torment eased fractionally, numbed by an adrenalin overload. His head was tugged to the left. Opening his eyes, he realized he only had vision remaining in the right one. And then terror seized him, locking him within its grip, as what he saw with his remaining sight was the ghastly image of his left eye being pulled from his skull. That image was what he carried with him into the merciful arms of oblivion. His tormentor malevolently chuckled as he pulled Nis’Ka’s eye free from its cord. He held it up in front of him like a trophy. Letting go of the chain, he allowed Nis’Ka’s frail, inert body to collapse into the dirt. Parading in front of the caves, he held his prize aloft. Suddenly he stopped, raising his claw to his mouth, he bit into the raw flesh as if it were a succulent delicacy.


Ugoki’s stomach heaved. Never had he felt so paralysed and so useless. Nis’Ka, the boy’s suffering was a knife in his guts. His two hearts pounded, anger blazing behind his eyes like an out of control brush fire. Slowly, he came to his feet. Squaring his shoulders he emerged from the cave opening. Letting his head fall back, he gave out a deep, fierce, howling roar. Behind him, a low murmur ran through the villagers; this was a sound no Rhajok’Don had ever before heard. Ugoki turned to his kin. “We’ll charge them,” he growled. “On my signal.” He started to pound his hands on the stone ground, as he did so, he began a low, deep, rhythmic grunting. Other male voices quickly joined him and the chant rapidly increased in volume.


The enhanced sentry raised his swords above his head and they began to pulse a fluorescent blue. He gestured toward the mounted troops, calling something in his strange language, and Ugoki saw eight more men dismount. He pointed his swords forward, signalling to the soldiers to position themselves in a semi-circular formation, one next to another, their swords touching.


“But – can we charge them, are we strong enough?” A male Rhajok’Don asked shakily.


Ugoki drew himself up, instinctively taking command. “You saw what they did to Nis’Ka. There is no other option. Fight, and maybe some of us die. Or – do nothing and we all die.” He swung around to face the exit. “Our families need this distraction,” he added and charged.


The entire male population of the village followed him, storming from the caves. Some jumped down from the lower openings, forming a stronghold at the bottom of the cliff. Lining up to face their enemy, they dropped to all fours. Again, that strange cry issued forth from Ugoki as he and his kin thundered into the barrier of soldiers.


Immediately two Rhajok’Don were taken down by the powerful sentry, the fearsome soldier gutting them with his evil weapon with no more effort than Ugoki would have expended on slicing some slushy bark. So fast his movement was just a blur of motion, their opponent brought his swords up, crossing them in front of himself. Blue goo shot from them, forming a deflective field in front of him. The oncoming Rhajok’Don, dazed by the shield when they charged into it, made easy pickings.


“Ignore the blue one!” Ugoki roared at the top of his voice. “Go for the leader!”


The stampede swerved, charging directly at the Commander who was, belatedly, realizing his army of one hundred men was not equal to the ferocity of a few dozen Rhajok’Don. He spurred his lizard into action, retreating from the front-line as the tribe stormed the next line of defence. The Rhajok’Don rolled over the army, giving no quarter as the enemy went down like a line of grass at harvest time. Two soldiers who had escaped the first wave of ferocity drove their swords home into the belly of a Rhajok’Don who fell mid-leap to a lifeless heap on the dusty ground.


Ugoki drew to a halt. Lifting himself onto two feet, he gazed towards the far cave, where purple smoke was rising above the trees, hoping desperately that Kinoko and the women and children had managed to get to safety.


From the corner of his eye, he saw the soldier he most feared had pulled back with a few men of his own and was leading them to a flanking position at the rear of the Rhajok’Don. He roared trying to alert his kin, but it was too late, the attack was already under way. The enemy slashed at the feet of the Rhajok’Don, crippling them and sending them plunging to the ground, where they made short work of despatching them. Ugoki could see a dozen already felled and more dropping as he watched.


He roared again, “Rear kick!” To the complete surprise of the soldiers, his brothers at war stopped dead, lashing out with their strong legs and feet. Soft grunts and painful yelps drifted to Ugoki’s ears as the Rhajok’Don savagely struck the oncoming enemy, their powerful limbs connecting with armoured faces, knocking them to the ground instantly. His gaze found the deadly, blue-glowing sentry who was rapidly firing the pestilent goo from his swords, disintegrating another dozen Rhajok’Don in a matter of minutes. A terrible fear lodged in Ugoki’s chest. Half of his tribe were gone and he was running out of ideas.


“All charge the blue one!” Ugoki knew it might be the last order he ever issued, but they had to try. If it worked, they would take out the most lethal and deadliest soldier.


Holding his breath, he watched as the remaining Rhajok’Don smashed into the sentry with staggering force. His desperation increased as some of his kin went down immediately on impact with the killing shield. More fell to the pestilence as the sentry fired his swords at them, the blue infection spreading to further Rhajok’Don as they ran to help their fallen colleagues and they too putrefied into the soil.


Thankfully, the shield did not protect the fighter on all sides, leaving him vulnerable to attack from behind and, at considerable cost of lives, he was overwhelmed and toppled forwards. The Rhajok’Don immediately set to, trampling his fallen body but, as hard as they pounded him, nothing breached the alien armour. Finally, a Rhajok’Don struck his fist to the soldier’s throat and, mercifully, the sentry ceased to glow. Ugoki let his breath out in a long, slow hiss. Thank the powers that be for that one weak spot. Behind him, he could hear the Commander ordering his remaining soldiers to retreat and swiftly they galloped off in the opposite direction.


“We did it!” One young Rhajok’Don rejoiced and began chanting, “Ugoki!” He powered his arm into the air with each chant. “Ugoki!” Two more joined in and the chanting grew faster. More voices rang out. “Ugoki! Ugoki! Ugoki!”


Relieved and happy though he was, Ugoki’s thoughts were all for the woman and the children. He left his clan to their chanting and scrambled into the still smoking caves.


Holding his breath, he ran through the tunnels to his usual retreat. He scanned east, to the far cave, hoping to see some sign that his kin were still free and running to safety as he had instructed. To his dismay, what he saw was something very different.


Moving away south was another army, meandering through the sparse greenery at a slow pace. Behind them stretched a mournful tail of chained Rhajok’Don women and children.


“No!” Ugoki howled, his face slack with crushing disbelief. “No!” His scream of anger echoed across the plane.


Bowed down by her heavy neck chain, bruised and battered by her rough handling, her face stained by the tracks of her tears, Kinoko heard Ugoki’s anguished cry. Glancing back towards her decimated home, the one thought that kept her on her feet and moving was that Ugoki was still alive. While the breath of life still flowed, she told herself, a spark of hope remained.


* * *


The ground was cold, flat and murky. The Rhajok’Don struggled along, sunk in despair. Some of the children had fallen and now found themselves dragged through the mud, helpless to regain their feet. Their mothers tried to help them but at each attempt they were thrust savagely aside and threatened at the point of the soldier’s swords.


The industrial landscape of Kraag’Blitz rose up before their tired eyes in its full unremitting bleakness. Glancing around, to their horror, they saw many armies gathered, all with Rhajok’Don trailing behind them.


Kinoko’s numbness was apparent even in her thoughts as she looked around, wondered where she had been brought to and why? After marching for hours, she was so weary her legs folded under her and she slumped into the soot-ridden mud. She had no more reserves: no energy left to get back up on her feet and allowed herself to be tugged jerkily past the tall factories all around her. Silent tears chased their way down her cheeks to mix with the dirt. Finally, she closed her blurry eyes, unwilling to face the brutal reality of her surrounds for a moment longer.


When she opened her eyes again, she was strapped to a large chunk of metal that jutted upwards. Her back faced outwards and her clothes had been removed. All around her were her chained and caged kin. Some naked, some weeping, others just stared down at their hands and feet and a few more clutching their bodies as a way to feel comfort.


“You were unconscious when you arrived. You will be punished.” The unknown voice of an oppressor addressed her.


She didn’t understand the words. But she understood the intent as she heard the sound of a whip crack against the ground. Fearfully she turned her head to see a segmented black whip, blue sections, shining with an unnatural light, lay between the pieces. Kinoko inhaled deeply, squeezing her eyes closed. The first searing stroke was the worst. “Aarrgh!” The scream tore from her throat. The second felt as if it had melted into her skin. She screamed again, shuddering violently, scalding tears chasing each other down her face. She endured the third lash, closing her mouth and tensing as much as she could. The pain was insufferable. With the fourth blow, her limbs grew heavy and she distanced herself mentally from her body, as if it wasn’t hers anymore. She stared up at the clear, inked sky, her eyes wide, flooded with tears, her brow furrowed as she pleaded with the stars to save her. But no salvation came from those cold, distant orbs. She hung her head; she was defeated. And so were the Rhajok’Don.
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Resistance


From the cliff ledge, Ugoki looked down at the destruction of his village. The communal house was nothing but a pile of dirt with a few grass stalks sticking upwards. Rhajok’Don bodies lay on the mossy ground, some sinking into the mud bath which was now coloured red with blood. His eyes scoured the scene, searching for Nis’Ka’s body but the smoke and darkness made finding anything nigh on impossible. Had his young nephew also been taken? Ugoki’s thoughts ran round and around in his head, as if looking for a place to hide. He sighed heavily, hoping the young Rhajok’Don had survived his ordeal. Steeling himself, Ugoki raced through the tunnels, jumping over bodies where they lay; he had to know – one way or the other – he had to at least try to find out. Reaching the place where Nis’Ka had fallen, Ugoki halted his frantic rush, staring blankly at the earth. There was no sign of the boy, all that remained was a rapidly congealing pool of blood.


Trembling with exhaustion, his spirit aching with grief, he let himself slump onto the blood soaked lichen as his kinsmen, like silent ghosts, drifted to his side to sit with him.


Finally, Ugoki roused himself. “We can’t stay here.” He shook his head slowly from side to side. “They’ll be back.”


One of his kinsmen, Masuka, tugged at his arm to gain his attention. “Where do we go?”


“We’ll travel west, through the forest, try to find another tribe. Hopefully they’ll give us shelter.” Try though he might to disguise it, he could hear the lack of conviction in his voice. Holding back the urge to just get to his feet and run, run as fast and as far as he was able, he marshalled his thoughts. If he didn’t find some answers, and quickly, the remainder of his tribe would die. He met Masuka’s frightened gaze. “Go, quickly, and search for any survivors.” His eyes flickered over the rest of the small group. “Split into pairs and cover as much ground as you can thoroughly search. We meet back here.


Thirty minutes later, the survivors reassembled.


“Nothing… there’s… no one out there left alive.” Masuka, the eldest kinsman’s voice trembled with shock.


Ugoki kept his head bowed, unwilling to witness his tribesmen’s pain. “Gather all the food stuffs and necessary items you can carry. Be swift. The longer we stay, the more chance there is of those murderers returning.


Within the hour, the small band of Rhajok’Don set off, wearily towing their scant provisions, moving silently towards the furthest edges of the forest.


* * *


As they tramped through the woodland, the trees gradually grew bigger and the foliage became denser and as they approached the centre, the ground turned to muddy decomposing bark and leaves. This was a tree graveyard; a place where the tallest trees had fallen, leaving an opening, allowing for the ground to fertilize and reseed. Once the opening was large enough, the saplings could take advantage of the limited, hazy sunlight once more and the forest life cycle would start over again.


Shortly after entering the dead space, Ugoki became aware of a scuffling to the south. Quietly motioning his men to wait, he went to investigate.


Concealing himself in the undergrowth, he peered gingerly towards where the noise was coming from… to see a middle-aged man appear from behind a tree, carrying a basket and stick. Ugoki recognised the man’s build, it was similar to those who had attacked his village, yet, this man looked harmless. The events of the past few days, however, had taught him not to take any chances. He threw himself forward on all fours, making himself as fierce as possible.


The slender man jerked around as he heard a branch crack behind him, stumbling backwards into the blossoming brambles. “Please! Don’t… don’t hurt me! I’m a friend.”


To Ugoki’s surprise, the man spoke Rhajok’Don. Slowly, he relaxed his posture and stood up. “You know my language.”


“Yes.” The man pushed himself to his feet, ripping the sleeve of his olive tunic in the process. “I’m Connor,” he said. “I’m part of a Resistance group. We’re on your side. We fight the Zygeth as best we can with our small force.”


Ugoki stared at him. “My tribe was attacked by mounted men. They destroyed my village and took all the women and children. They were these Zygeth?”


The stranger nodded hurriedly. “Yes, that’s what they’ve been doing for many, many years. They allow you to re-populate, then they take you away to slavery.” Connor stretched his hand towards Ugoki in a gesture of peace. His heavy-lidded, subdued, but friendly, grey eyes swept over Ugoki. “We want to help your people.”


Ugoki imitated Connor, stretching out his hand also. Suddenly the sound of four Rhajok’Don, charging through the undergrowth as they raced towards them, reached Ugoki’s ears.


“Wait!” he called and the Rhajok’Don stopped immediately.


Masuka stepped forward. “You were gone for so long, we grew concerned.”


“I’m fine,” Ugoki hastened to reassure his kin. “You’ll never believe…” He pointed to the man they had stumbled across. “He speaks Rhajok’Don.”


Connor casually walked over to greet the new arrivals. “Hello,” he said, managing a nervous smile.


“How do you understand our language?” Masuka asked.


“Your language was originally known by the founders of our group. We go on teaching it because in order to help the Rhajok’Don, we must be able to communicate with you,” Connor explained.


“How many of us have you known?” Ugoki asked.


“We’ve fought beside a number of tribes – we’ve even succeeded in preventing one village from being taken. Since then our numbers have dwindled, and the Rhajok’Don moved on. A few stayed with us.” Connor shrugged. “But they’ve all gone now.”


An idea came to Ugoki – maybe he could join the group; strike back at these brutal invaders – revenge the massacre of his village?


“Come, Ugoki, we must go,” Masuka said, beckoning him.


For a long moment Ugoki stood, undecided. Then he gave himself a mental shake. He could not abandon his tribesmen now, nor could he force them to go along with him, into a dangerous situation. Reluctantly, he turned to the stranger who so quickly had come to feel like a friend. “Connor, I honour you, but I must go with my kin now.” He held out his hand and Connor shook it this time.


“Stay safe.” Connor nodded as the Rhajok’Don departed.


* * *


Another day passed before they reached the forest’s edge. As they emerged, in the distance, purple smoke could be seen drifting from a number of locations. More villages had been destroyed. The sight tore at Ugoki’s heart and gnawed at his gut. Increasingly, he was becoming convinced that he could not simply stand by and let this go on happening.


Picking their way through a recently demolished Rhajok’Don village, their eyes met with total devastation. All that remained of the buildings were piles of rubble with trails of smoke issuing here and there through the debris. The dead males lay in haphazard piles around which a dark cloud of buzzing insects hovered, biting at the mangled bodies and amputated limbs. A few scavenger birds feasted on the fresh meat. The five refugees gazed emptily at the scene of atrocity. Ugoki looked away feeling helpless. A hatred such as he had never known burned in his breast.


Grimly, they set about cremating the bodies: the funeral pyres burning long into the night. Finally, as the fires burned down to ash, they assembled a small camp and numbly and in virtual silence shared a small meal before settling down. As his kinsmen crowded together seeking sleep, Ugoki sat staring up at the stars, dulled tonight by the smoke. His thoughts were all of Kinoko. How, he asked himself over and over, could he find a way to help her? If he did nothing she would be lost to him forever and the idea of life without her was something he could barely stand to contemplate. No matter which way he looked at it, only one solution presented itself. His only chance of finding and helping Kinoko was to join the Resistance. Ugoki scrubbed his hands across his face. He had men who relied on him. But Kinoko also relied on him. He sighed out loud; his kin would manage without him. They had handled themselves well in battle – they could take care of themselves. Come morning, he would retrace his steps and seek the Resistance. Having made his decision, he lay down next to his kin and drifted into an uneasy sleep.


* * *


The next day, he was first to be up and as he paced around the camp he struggled with what words he would use to tell his kin that he was leaving. Taking a small sack of crushed oats from one of the packs, Ugoki tipped some into a pot and added water. He stirred the sludgy porridge until it was ready, then shook the huddled Rhajok’Don awake.


“Here.” He handed round stone bowls from which steam curled into the air. “Breakfast.” The tribesmen awoke quickly and were soon making short work of their food.


Ugoki cleared his throat. He glanced at his men. Somehow, although he knew exactly what he wanted to say, the words would not form themselves. “I want to go back,” he blurted. “I can’t hide and pretend this isn’t happening. I’m going to join the Resistance and fight. Masuka stopped eating, his mouth hanging open, disbelief painting his face. “What? We need you!”


Ugoki put down his bowl and got to his feet. He was silent a moment; slowly, he shook his head. “As the eldest you have authority,” he told Masuka. “You have enough experience to lead this tribe and rebuild it.” He placed a hand on Masuka’s shoulder.


“Ugoki! I believe we’ll better ensure our survival if we all stay together.”


“I will not leave Kinoko to those monsters!” Ugoki said sharply.


Masuka put down his bowl and lowered his head. “I understand and I respect your decision.”


“Then this is where we part ways, my brothers.” Even as he spoke, the conviction was growing in Ugoki that he had made the right decision.


Resuming his seat, he picked up his porridge bowl once more, refusing to acknowledge the awkward silence that now hung in the air. Once in a while, one or other of the Rhajok’Don would glance at him before quickly looking away. Ugoki resisted the urge to make small talk. The sooner they accepted the idea of him leaving, the better.


After breakfast, Masuka knelt down before Ugoki, with the others following suite. “You’ll be remembered as the hero who fought our enemies with great force,” he said, his mouth twisting into a tight smile. “But more than that, you’ll be missed by your brothers. Go! Follow your destiny. Go with our blessings and revenge the great wrong done to our race.”


Ugoki ushered the small band to stand before solemnly knocking horns with each of them. “Goodbye, my friends. Spirit willing, we may yet meet again,” he told them. Turning, he headed away from his kinsmen, back in the direction they had come.


* * *


A hard day’s walking brought Ugoki to the same place he had first seen Connor. Having now arrived, he realized he had no way of finding the man unless he happened to come back to the same spot. As he was pondering what to do next, he heard a rustling of leaves and the distinct crackle of someone walking over dried sticks. Darting to his feet, Ugoki swept his eyes around the area. Cautiously, he moved towards the noise. Peering through the foliage, he spotted Connor, his basket half-full of plump, ripe berries.


Becoming aware of another presence, Connor glanced up. “You’ve returned.” He peered over Ugoki’s shoulder. “I see you’re alone?”


Ugoki nodded. “Yes. I want to fight; I want to stop what’s happening to the Rhajok’Don. You and your group offer me that opportunity.”


“The others? They don’t share your conviction?”


Ugoki paused. He shook his head. “I think they’re still in shock. And, afraid. They just want to put distance between them and what happened.”


Connor’s expression turned grim. “Yes. I understand that. But running won’t stop it happening again. What we need are warriors, like you. There is only one thing which will stop the Zygeth – and that’s making them realize that the price of continuing is too high.” He slapped Ugoki on the shoulder, a big smile washing his face. “You’ve made the right decision.” He stretched out his hand in greeting. “Come, I’ll show you around?”


Ugoki nodded slowly.


* * *


He followed Connor along a trail littered with dried, fallen leaves. Beneath the leaves, Ugoki knew, the forest floor teemed with insects, hidden under the sludgy, decomposing bark and the parasitic, surprisingly moist, bio-luminescent fungi.


Five minutes south of their position, Connor came to a halt and started to move aside some of the undergrowth, revealing a door. The heavily bolted, circular entry lay horizontal and was camouflaged by sticks which projected out beyond the edges, allowing it to remain concealed once closed. Compost covered the sticks for added protection. Three sturdy handles poked through the sludge, one at the top, one at the right, and one at the bottom. The greenish-black oxidation showed how much the metal had corroded but despite that, the handles retained their strength. Connor unlocked the door before grabbing two of the curved bars, bolted at either end. He heaved the door upwards as Ugoki quickly grabbed the third handle to help, although he could see that Connor was capable of lifting the door on his own.


There was a hissing noise as the locks released and the bronze hatch opened, bursts of whitish-grey steam ejecting from the once concealed edge of the foot-thick door. A damp, earthy smell was the first thing that Ugoki noticed as he peered down the crudely lit descending tunnel. A single electrical lamp was buzzing at the bottom of steep, steel ladders: an eerie invitation into a derelict looking dwelling. Connor balanced himself on the muddy ladder before he began his descent down the hastily manufactured steps, quickly disappearing into the flickering shadows. Ugoki climbed after him, steadying himself against the wall, feeling the coarse, crumbling texture. Fleeting light glistened against the moist cracks and pale, lime-green moss clung sparingly to the curved architecture. The sound of Connor’s heavy footsteps echoed around them and small drips of moist mud periodically detached themselves from the sides and dropped into the depths. Ugoki pulled the heavy door downwards and it thundered shut above them, the whole tunnel shook, rattling the casing of the lonely lamp. The damp earth squelched under Ugoki’s feet as he stepped off the ladder. In the dim light, he spotted an adjacent tunnel through which a path ran, terminating at another large, metal door, looming through the dull, yellowish light. Connor removed a second bulky key from his belt and inserted it into the lock; again, Ugoki heard a hiss as it opened outwards. Connor had to turn his head as warm steam gushed into the tunnel. Stepping through the arched doorway, Ugoki found himself in a warmly lit, maze-like entrance chamber, actually, he realized, it was more like a large, oblong room. Curved stone walls sloped upwards to a smooth, arched ceiling. Moulded into the damaged walls were protruding weight-bearing reinforcements, crusted with flaking metal. They held the arches in place, and they periodically partitioned the room.


Ugoki looked around in amazement. “Tunnels – like home, only better.”


“This way, I’ll show you to the barracks.” Connor guided him through under the partitions, his shadow split into four from the overhanging lamps.


The barracks, a semi-circular chamber housing at least two hundred beds, had plastered walls and narrow, individual sleeping places where some men lay resting.


“We always have men on missions who come back exhausted,” Connor told him. “These barracks are rarely vacant.” He pointed towards one of the narrow cots. “You can have this bed. Please, rest. I’ll fetch you some food from the mess hall.”


“Thank you.” Ugoki lowered himself down onto the thin mattress. The bed was a little small for him but he didn’t mind; it was strangely soft when compared to the forest floor but he found it quite comfortable. Relaxing, he stretched out on his back. Abruptly, he was overwhelmed by loneliness. For the first time in his life there was no warm crowd of Rhajok’Don bodies to huddle up with. Worse still, his Kinoko was in some place he didn’t dare to think about. Tears slipped from under his closed lids, chasing each other down his face. Ugoki ignored them, tonight, he thought, was going to be a long one. No sooner had he formed the thought than exhaustion pulled him into a deep, dreamless pit.
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