
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The war is lost. The electronics of our past are infected by a virus that renders them useless and man is number one on the food list. But a new mutation introduced by the aliens just might be the answer to our survival.

	 

	 

	Dealing with the everyday difficulty of living in a post war world is easier since the Event seven years ago when Terra and an army of friends and warriors traveled across the war-torn ruins of Earth where she stormed the gates of heaven to dethrone the imposter and recover the child. The thankful deity closed the portals used by the aliens and destroyed the giant ships responsible for releasing a plague of genetically altered dinosaurs to replace humans.

	She is deeply in love with Wolf, who rode at her side. Together they have helped build Phoenix, a compound offering security to her extended family and any seeking shelter. The removal of genetic barriers between humans, ‘saurians and angel has produced a race bearing both telekinetic and other talents.

	Since the Event the attacks by the ‘saurs and alien Hunter ships are few but a resurgence of genetically mutated saurians has everyone on guard. The evidence leads them to one of the giant mother ships and the emergence of one of mankind’s ancient godheads and a self-proclaimed priest and sorcerer that is causing widespread panic.

	Terra’s mission is to stop this sorcerer but this is a difficult time for her. Unable to conceive a child by Wolf, the only man she has ever loved, she is left behind in the compound when he storms off after a big fight. Feeling alone and desperate, she becomes prey to the stranger that has arrived in Wolf’s absence. Heartbroken, she fears that her and Wolf’s high percentage of Angel blood is the source of their discord. Her despondent mood has drawn this stranger’s attention.
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Prologue

	 

	 

	Dealing with the everyday difficulty of living in a post war world has become easier for Terra and her extended family since the Event seven years ago. Driven by the betrayal of those mankind had believed to be their gods and saviors, a small army of friends and warriors joined forces and traveled across the war-torn ruins of Earth on a mission to rescue her five-year-old cousin, Megan.

	Overpowered and outnumbered, Terra and the White Wolf were forced to resort to the use of their recessive Angel genes to gain access to the Gates of Heaven where they challenged and defeated the imposter sitting on the throne of Heaven to recover the child. Most of the renegades were killed, the others scattered. The thankful deity returned to her throne has closed the portals used by the aliens and destroyed many of the giant ships belonging to the race of aliens known to mankind only as the Travelers. In retaliation for their defeat, the Travelers have released viruses that have destroyed all electronic mechanisms worldwide as well as releasing a plague that has removed the genetic barriers between species with the intent of allowing the crossbreeding of genetically altered dinosaurs to replace humans.

	Small fleets of the Travelers’ Hunting ships remain, always on the prowl, searching for prey, animal and human alike, to fill the cargo holds of the few remaining motherships hiding on earth, waiting for their masters to re-open the gateways. But none of this has stopped the efforts of the survivors. They have learned to use and develop the recessive genes they have inadvertently been given by the interference of the rogue angels and the alien travelers. Using their psi talent, they have learned to erect barriers around their compounds and even hunt and track their persecutors.

	The children of these survivors are exhibiting more and stronger talents every year. Megan has proven to carry strong telekinetic talents as do many of her young friends. Only time will tell what other talents the new generations will reveal.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	The early dawn sky was painted in shades of pink, blue, and lavender while crisp and sharp springtime air filled his senses. The herd Jason had been guarding quietly grazed on a lush green plain that stretched beneath the low cliff he’d spent the night on. The cliff almost seemed to touch the skirts of the low-hanging clouds on the horizon. The whole landscape had been so calm and peaceful that it was hard to stay awake but his watch was nearly done and his replacement would be along to take over soon. He sighed and yawned as his eyelids fluttered sleepily.

	He was on his feet, every nerve in his body vibrating, his skin shivering from the assault of the high-frequency shrieks of fear ripping across his consciousness. Frantically, he tracked the sounds to the far side of the plain and the terrified pack ‘saurs trudging towards his cliff. It took only seconds for his eyes to lock onto the shifting camouflage of the predator stalking through the neck high grass and underbrush.

	With long tail curved and swinging above its back in excitement, it sped through the flanks of the herd, its head snaking out to snatch the fat, slower-moving pack ‘saur he was focused on. And yes, the thought flashed through Jason’s mind, the bright orange and red pattern of spots and stripes along its back declared the hunter as a male of this species. The Herrasaurs frequently ran in packs but this one appeared to be a lone male.

	Clearing his head of these details, Jason shrieked another warning and telepathic call for help to the compound. Powerless to take down a ‘saur of this size and viciousness by himself, he could only watch the animals churning in terror to escape the lean predator. Hefting his spear, he moved to the edge of the shelf and took aim, prepared to take a shot if it presented itself when he became aware of a second sound, nearly musical in its high-pitched intensity—and sooo much more deadly.

	“Hunters!” he shrieked both aloud and telepathically. He ducked into cover to keep from being spotted by an enemy much more lethal than anything bearing teeth as a pair of fast gray aircraft burst from the cloud-cover and darted after the Herrasaur. The green fluorescent bursts of their weapons streaked across the sky as the small ships banked sharply, closing in on the small dinosaur.

	Ignoring the stampeding herd, the ships turned in tandem and returned for their prey. It took barely seconds before their long grappling hooks were firmly embedded in the unfortunate ‘saur. As confused as the terrified herd, Jason could only watch in shock as the two gray hunters disappeared into the clouds with their prey.

	In what was only minutes but felt like hours, a small squadron of blue-tinted ships were crisscrossing the air space over the open range.

	“Are you all right?” Jason immediately recognized the voice as that of his commander.

	“Y-yes, Sir,” he stuttered as the man’s heavy hand came down on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Commander Jud, I swear I was wide awake and paying attention, but they just dropped out of the clouds and started hunting,” he said as he hung his head in embarrassment.

	“Don’t let it bother you, son,” Jud reassured. “No one else could have seen them any sooner. There’s not much we can do about the Travelers but if we have a pack of Herrasaurs lurking about the neighborhood then we need to bring all the livestock within the barrier at night from now on. We really can’t waste them feeding the local predators. Or the aliens.”

	“Yes, Sir,” he agreed. “It’s been such a long time since they dared strike so close to the settlement that I guess we’ve all gotten a little lax on our security.”

	Most of the larger predators steered clear of the human settlements but the alien race commonly referred to as Travelers were unpredictable. They were rarely seen this close to one of the scattered settlements since the Event that had brought the wrath of the new God down on them. As reward to the those who had aided her warriors, both human and mutant, she had sealed the Gateways the aliens had been using to transport their cargos of ‘saurian and human flesh to their home world and destroyed the biggest and most obvious ships but she had left the fate of the smaller and less aggressive ships to the survivors.

	Jud’s face was etched with deep lines of concern when he mounted the horse he had at his side. “Why don’t you join the team and see if there’s enough of a trail to track the ‘saur back to his lair?” he instructed.

	Jason was still staring out at the churning herd.

	“They’ll probably need a hand in collecting those animals as well.”

	“Y-yes, Sir, I’ll do that,” he stammered as he turned to the horse hobbled in the nearby brush. Only last night he’d complained to his buddies about the boredom of guard duty. Guess he didn’t have anything to complain about now.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“Shshsh,” Megan whispered as she stroked her hand over the warm outer-shell of the young Hunter to be sure she knew who was touching her. Startling the AI would be a serious mistake. Like her more mature brethren, she was fully equipped with enough alarms to wake the whole compound. That was not something she wanted.

	Meg felt the soft quiver of the adolescent ship’s silken outer-skin under her hand as her systems slowly woke. Meg’s trainer, Thrasher, she chuckled to herself. What a name Right? He’d told her that the young ships would retain this slightly resilient feel to their outer-hulls for the first year. She was going to miss this intimacy when the outer-skin of her baby ship hardened. When mature, her exterior hull would be harder than steel just like the other alien Hunting ships the recovery crew had been gradually growing and awakening over the last seven years.

	“You have to be quiet, Ali, or you’ll alert the whole fleet with all your noise,” she warned when the ship’s internal drive kicked into full wake-mode and the small vents located on each of her sides vented a small puff of air. She knew that as an adult the Hunter would be able to control the sounds her internal mechanisms currently produced but for now, well, she would just have to deal. Her cousin, Terra, had smirked when she told her she’d named her ship Ali, short for Alice, like the character in her favorite story book, Alice In Wonderland. She didn’t care what anyone thought, she knew the ships were not supposed to have a sexual designation but it was also well known that they tended to take on an aspect of their pilot’s personality. To her, this sweet little Hunter felt like a girl.

	And she’d been waiting just about forever before she was finally allowed to choose one. And then it took a whole six months for the baby Hunter to grow big enough that they would allow her to begin training it. She had spent hours and hours every day grooming the AI’s outer shell and speaking into its uninitiated mind so that it would bond with her. She’d loved every single minute.

	She’d once asked Roger, who was also her unofficial science instructor, what the difference was between the ships and the pre-war cybernetic machines known as AIs. He just laughed at first but then he got serious and his face was real sad like he didn’t like the things her question had made him remember.

	“Before the alien virus infected our machines, man had access to a nearly unlimited array of computer and other cybernetic systems. Their components were one hundred-percent artificial.” He’d paused in his narrative and a look like he was trying hard to not get sick to his stomach washed over his face. “On the rare occasion that we were lucky enough to find a system that had been sealed away somewhere, it takes only minutes of exposure to the air before the virus infects and destroys them.” He had taken a deep breath before he could go on. “The Hunter ships are something we don’t fully understand yet. They are neither animal nor machine. They are a natural creature. We believe that the ones the aliens fly were born but the ones we found in the lab are cloned. They function in much the same way as a computer but are actual sentient, thinking beings, that prefer to blend on a telepathic level with humanoid creatures.” He shook his head in puzzlement. “We’ve never been able to take control of a ship that the aliens have operated first but, the fact is that the ones we’ve woken respond to us more enthusiastically than those the aliens are bonded with. They’ve exhibited absolutely no resistance when our own pilots have been introduced to the young ships.”

	“If they’re not machines then why do we call them AIs?” she’d quizzed while he was still in a talking mood.

	He’d just shaken his head, “Mostly for lack of a better designation. We call them AIs but they are not artificial—they’re, well, something else.” He laughed when he thought about what he’d just said and then sent her off to do chores. As usual.

	Where are we going? It is barely dawn and I know my pilot prefers to sleep in until the sun is fully up, Ali quizzed in a soft, almost childish voice that had only a hint of an artificial accent.

	“I want to see it,” Meg declared in a low voice. “And the team is already enroute. Everyone in the compound has been whispering about this new ‘saur they’ve spotted out in the badlands. They said it has wings—and it’s just not fair! Terra and Grandpa keep telling me I’m too young to go on missions. But I am not!” Impatiently, Megan tugged at her mane of unruly red hair and began braiding it into a thick rope that she tied with a small loop of leather to keep it out of Ali’s vents. At this age, the young Hunters could still be infected by a stray virus carried in on clothing and even hair. Her AI meant way too much to her to take a chance.

	Perhaps they fear for your safety, Ali answered in a calm reasoning voice.

	Meg left the side of her Hunter just long enough to retrieve the small backpack she’d brought with her. Clutching it in one hand, she reached for the edge of the front shield to pull up on the shallow steps that had appeared in its side. She completely ignored the reference to her age as she resumed chatting on in a low voice. “Besides, we’re just going to sneak in and get a quick peak and we’ll pop back home before anyone even knows we were there.”

	Of course, the biggest obstacle to getting where she wanted to be had been figuring a way to follow the team. She shook her head and grumbled, “And, it really isn’t fair. Terra and Wolf will be traveling on the beasts and Uncle Josh and Dancer will be flying their Hunter, so will the rest of the team.” She’d considered using her connection to Merlin to track them. She and the griffin were, well, friends, which meant she could feel his aura even when he was out of sight. She thoughtfully stroked the control console in front of her and shook her head in resignation. “Course if he knows I’m up to something and he doesn’t want me to follow him he can mask his scent.” She snickered under her breath. “That’s why I tagged the forest beast. Smelly thing is just barely sentient and not too smart.” Her cousin, Terra, usually rode the griffin when they were hunting something big and bad and her partner, the White Wolf, almost always used the green forest beast, Belladonna, as his mount. “I don’t know why they don’t take their Hunters,” she chattered on softly. “Only Dancer and Uncle Josh have given theirs a cool name like I gave you.” She leaned into the console to give Ali a quick hug.

	Yes, but if the forest beast thinks you are messing with her you will be sorry. She’s meaner than a crocasaur, Ali reminded her.

	“I know, but Bella was the only one I could get to.” She’d heard the rumors buzzing through the ranks and she knew the team would be leaving in the morning. She’d tried every argument she had but Terra had flat out told her no, so, when no one was watching, she’d stolen a piece of raw chicken out of the cooler.

	You should not antagonize the beast, Ali whispered. Just the thought made the skin of her console shiver under Meg’s hand. The green forest beast didn’t tolerate anyone but her companion, Wolf. She could be seriously intimidating. She tended to snarl and snap at pretty much everybody and her bite was poisonous.

	“Don’t worry, you know Bella can’t resist a hunk of raw meat—and I was really quick. She never even felt me put the tracking beetle under her halter. You know I wouldn’t have risked it but it was the only way.” Sighing in resignation, she tugged at the strap of the small pack she’d dragged along behind her only to have it slip its buckle and tumble to the tarmac floor. “Rats.” Grumbling, she leaned out the hatchway and reached with one hand, wiggling her fingers. “Come, darn it,” she ordered the slithering piece of leather. Slowly, but surely, it rose to tangle about her waiting fingers. Gathering the loose strap about the pack, she half-turned in her seat and jammed it into a small cubby space behind the pilot’s seat. Her grandmother had admonished her for depending on her talents so much but it had become something she did on reflex, without thinking about it. There were not very many human children in any of the compounds that she was aware of but many of them had begun displaying similar traits. It really wasn’t such a big deal. She’d heard Grandpa discussing this turn in the evolution of humanoids. He was of the opinion that it had to do with the Great War, figured it was the Angels and the way they had been prone to taking advantage of their human followers for so very long. He believed that it would have emerged sooner if they had not been doing stuff to smoother mankind’s natural talents since the Beginning.

	She took a moment to scan the area around her ship. From the outside, the shield was opaque—from the inside, it provided an unobstructed view of everything to the front and both sides of the ship. Ali wasn’t full-grown yet. An adult would never have fit into the pilot’s compartment but Megan was small, even for a twelve-year-old, her slender form fit in behind the controls with ease. As she wiggled into place, the inner compartment gently closed around her until she felt as if she were wearing it. Now she and the sentient ship were as close, physically, and mentally, to being one entity as possible.

	“Okay, let’s just ease on out of here now,” Meg said softly.

	You do remember that I am quite able to hear your thoughts and commands without speaking, Ali reminded her.

	“Yes, of course,” she replied, aloud. “You know I just like the sound of my own voice.”

	Ali slowly rose and floated from the stall she was parked in. A dozen more ships occupied the other stalls filling the large warehouse-type building where the young Hunters were stabled during this stage of their growth and training. Megan’s mind wandered as she waited to clear the building. Sometimes she couldn’t help but marvel at how far they’d come in the last seven years. She had an excellent memory and she remembered very well the insecurity of the small enclave of huts and caves she and her family had lived in when she was younger. Their lives had been spent hiding from the determined attempts by alien raiders, Heavenly soldiers, and the giant ‘saurs as well as the bands of rogue humans that inhabited their world. Humans had been number one on their hit list.

	Since the confrontation with the Watchmen of God that had led to the reinstatement of the rightful heir of Heaven, things had been much better. The various factions of Heaven were forbidden by their god to interfere with the progress of the humans and the route the alien Travelers had been using to travel between earth and their world had been closed.

	With the discovery of the underground maze of labs and rooms filled with paper books and written records in this old pre-war military base, the talented men and women of their group had been able to develop weapons to protect them from the ‘saurs that roamed their world. Of course, nothing was perfect. There were still the occasional skirmishes with mutes and bands of fanatics. She spared a thought for that. It seemed to her that the number of encounters had been on the rise over the last six months. Seemed that the more desperate some humans got the weirder they got! Heck, there were even rumors going ‘round that the magic of the ancient Earth gods had awakened. “That would be really cool, wouldn’t it?” she whispered to Ali. “I read some stories about magic and it would be really fun to make things appear or happen with just a snap of the fingers,” she chuckled. “Course, those were just old fairy tales and stuff. There isn’t any real reason for magic to work or anything—the teleporting and other stuff me and so many of the other kids have been doing is just some new thing with our brains. No big deal. Fact is what I’ve learned about the old technology and other tech stuff that the aliens destroyed sounds even more illogical and impossible to me.”

	Megan let her mind wander, thinking about the compound where she and her family lived. It had been constructed above the caverns and tunnels that were all that remained of the old military base that had been the place of the confrontation with the Watchmen of God who had abducted her when she was only five. She smirked. It really was because of her that so many things had changed. If her cousin Terra and the people who had helped her had not been led to this location, they might not have ever discovered the wealth of information stored in the archives within the labyrinth of labs. Now Wolf, Jaz and dozens of other self-taught scientists had been using the newly discovered info to awaken the infant ships that had been stored within those labs. The computers and other tech deteriorated nearly as fast as they were accessed so it had been a real boon to discover that the alien ships were living organic entities. Wolf and Jaz insisted that, if their government scientists had been able to learn how to access the living brains of the AIs in time, that mankind might have been able to win the war. “I don’t agree,” she confided to Ali. “I think they would have lost no matter what.”

	Meg was shaken out of her reverie by a soft thump when Ali grazed a small stack of wooden boxes stored at the side of one of the empty stalls. “Easy now little girl,” she warned the young ship as she stroked the console in front of her. Meg knew that it was unlikely that there would be any other humans up and about at this hour but, just in case, she returned her attention to piloting her ship. Ali really was a very young vessel and, like a young child, she needed a little more supervision.

	At the back of her mind, Meg could hear the soft hum of startled AI minds waking and listening. There was little doubt that they were aware of the unusual activity but they had no reason to sound an alarm. It was perfectly normal for the young pilot-in-training to come and go at odd hours.

	As soon as they were clear of the hanger and floating above the compound, Megan tapped the beetle she’d been carrying in her shirt pocket against the console in front of her. Someone had discovered, purely by accident, she was sure, that the little striped beetles they’d found in the woods existed always in pairs and when separated they would emit a soft hum that increased as it grew closer to its twin. Handy when you wanted to follow someone or thing. “Okay, this is it,” she whispered excitedly as she closed her eyes and tried to envision a picture of the giant Green Forest Beast.

	Ali wagged her fins once—and disappeared.

	 

	The trouble with tracking Bella was you never knew where you might find yourself. Like now.

	Meg felt the sharp shift of the dimensions around her as Ali popped into existence—and nearly doubled-over, gulping air to keep the contents of her stomach where they belonged. Out of the corner of her eye she caught a flash of green when the forest beast swooped past them, her right wing grazing the Hunter’s side.

	“Where’s Merlin?” she murmured as she leaned closer to the shield—and jerked back when a spray of thick red blood washed over Ali’s side.

	Ali bleeped in surprise and made a sharp turn away from whatever had hit them.

	“Oh crap!” cussed Megan as she got a good look at what was happening.
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