Chapter Nineteen: The Anger of Poge

A dark blue emptiness fell over the southwestern reaches of the Corban Wall and along its summit a small pheebee crept stealthily, gazed out to where the sun had set moments before. The evening breeze picked up out of the south and brought with it a slight chill while dark cottony cloud clusters bordered in bright red, painted the sky.

The phoebe’s tiny lizard–like claws were silent and its black fur blended with the dark shadows, making it invisible on the sentry walkway. As the little pheebee conducted its nightly hunt, it became aware of a darker cloud rolling up from the desert in the distance and decided it was of no interest.  He froze in his tracks as the eye’s at the sides of its head locked on a target skittering across the pathway. Then a tiny brown spider-like creature dashed for the other side and the phoebe’s long tongue shot out with the skill of a true marksman, snatching it up before it reached the middle of the walkway.

It chewed the little scrap, sniffing the air for its next prey. Then it smelled something different, something frightening. The little pheebee turned about, sniffing, trying to locate the dreadful smell. Then it located it. It was coming from the desert, very alarming, very vivid.

The pheebee was distracted by the intensity of this odor, not noticing the Hiron sentry strolling quietly down the pathway. The sentry kicked the little pheebee and it raced down the side of the wall, petrified. The Hiron sentry waved his hand after the pheebee and offered a Hiron apology. “Boonass beeto baaly,” he said waving.

Then the sentry sensed something. He cast a glance over to where the humans had arranged temporary living places just inside the Corban Wall. Lurid smells emanated from the human encampment on a regular basis. This was nothing unusual. However, as odd as human smell can be, this smell was not human. Stronger now, the scent became and it began to alarm him. Now he could see the growing black cloud from the southeast, a thunderhead… boiling up from the desert like a violent storm.

At the same moment the smell clicked in his brain, he knew what the cloud was… Chubb-Zantium! The sentry quickly snatched his homing stick from his belt, pulled out a filler hole and gave it a strong toss along the wall to the south. It whistled loudly, arched and returned. Two more sentries heard the alarm and in turn tossed their homing sticks. In no time the entire section of the wall was alerted.

In the shuttlecraft, Lieutenant Doric Hayes was settling down to a cup of imitation coffee and a brown hunk of wabin shroon. She broke the shroon open like a loaf of bread and placed a chunk in her mouth. Although the chewy little Hiron delicacy had grown on her, she was thinking about beef. Yes beef, charred to a black crust on the outside and pink and juicy on the inside. At that delicious moment someone thumped loud on her cabin door.

“Lieutenant, sir! Emergency!” came a voice.

The Lieutenant shot up from the table and said, “This better be good.”

“Yes Sir! You gotta see this, come quick.”

The Lieutenant put on her navy jacket and followed the officer out the door. As the Lieutenant reached the top of the wall, the stench was now evident, even to humans. She looked out across the forest to the desert where there came a sound like thunder. The wind began to whip small leaves and branches into the air. A young Hiron sentry on duty gave Lieutenant Hayes a frightened look.

“Elecore tesmonu, Chubb-Zantium,” he said.

Hayes did not need a translator.

She glanced up and down the walls. Sentries were stationed every ten yards or so and more were pulling together below the wall where there were yet more Hiron sentries vining about, taking positions in the tops of the trees, positioning for targets underneath. She hadn’t seen this much Hiron military action since the Battle in the Zantium.

The Lieutenant grabbed her vox and called out to her men, “Red alert, red alert. Man your posts.”

Then the armies came. The trees began splintering and debris frothed up from the forest floor. The largest tree trunks appeared as if swimming in the deluge of a Chubb-Zantium sea, the rest, fell to the oncoming hordes, their great feet thrumming the ground in a thunderous uproar. Weapons clashed and horrid shrieks of battle-lust rang out as the Chubb hordes attacked the Corban Wall with a vengeance, shredding, mashing, and screeching. Hirons at their posts sang the greenery into battle, the vines whipped into action and mungus flew like menacing saucers.

Lieutenant Hayes summoned the human military, “All weapons and personnel to the wall NOW!”

“Lieutenant,” screamed a voice over the vox. “All we have is a few blasters and communicators! The batteries haven’t...” 

“You’ll have less than that if you don’t grab everything you got and get your butt to the wall, NOW!” interrupted the Lieutenant. She unsnapped her blaster and took ammunition inventory. She had only six power packs. She looked at the Chubb army and then let her head sink to her chest with a sigh. Then she straitened herself up again and began pacing the length of the wall. “Shoot to kill, blasters on lethal. Repeat!... SHOOT TO KILL!” she shouted.

From the great height of the Corban Wall to the very bottom of the forest the Hirons sang open mouthed to the vegetation. Vines whipped and pulled and greenery blockades went up. Mounds of churning vegetation frothed into great walls in front of the Chubb-Zantium army, but the army was great. 

In the midst of the multitude, The Sharr, Zipenbowmesser himself was amid the charge, gleeful and greedy, seething with revenge. Assurance of outsmarting the reeking little Hirons and Humans both surged in his intoxicated veins. He had done what was not expected. He had sent a token army to Zantmas to intercept the Human efforts, but he had saved the best for himself. He amassed this army from every distant tribe. And now he would finally rid the planet of the pasty sweet smelling little irritants.

Though the barricades of greenery were enormous and powerful, they were no match for the sheer number of Chubbs, who went ripping and renting the vines to pieces. It was simply too much for the Hirons to keep up with. The Chubbs surrounded the great pell trees, bashing at the trunks, crazy with rage. The Hirons hurled every kind of vegetation within command range but because of the tremendous noise, confusion was in the air and the plant life was slow to respond. The Hirons were forced to abandon some of their posts. Some could not make it back to the safety of the wall.

The Chubbs charged in waves, utterly devoted to destruction. They were wound up so tight, so insane, they beat anyone or thing in their path to smithereens. And when they could not find anything else to beat, they beat on themselves with their massive armored fists.

Lieutenant Hayes watched as many of the marooned marshals were shaken from the giant trees and dashed under the fury of Chubb feet. The Lieutenant tried to calm herself and make a conscious effort to use her power packs wisely. She told herself to shoot at what appeared to be the leaders first but there didn’t seem to be any leaders. They did not have a plan or a strategy. They were simply a singularity of unbridled destruction. No, there was nothing sane about this day.




------------------------------------

The moons, Biss and Feegis cast a ghostly light down into the crater at Zantmas, illuminating the ashes on Ajak’s field-coat. He stood out against the backdrop of the crater as he moved in the dark like a fanciful ghost, back and forth over the charcoal covered wall healing as he went. He hummed various soft healing songs and growth songs. He coiled his field vine and fastened it to his belt wishing that there was life in it. A fresh vine could have offered him better service, maneuvering around these walls of burnt wood. Like a slow-motion dance, he moved slowly through the limbs and roots, changing his pitch ever so slightly, singing and healing.

Katy sat with her legs crossed, sometimes watching him and sometimes amusing herself with a small patch of grass. She would hum at it and watch as the grass waved back at her, little blades waving vigorously in the moonlight.

Ajak had been repairing the ShastiKiver for much of the night. Though he was growing weary, he felt compassion for the ShastiKiver. There was so much damage. All these years he had been wounded and no one could help him. If he had come to the Hirons, they may have been able to help. But the fear of loneliness was a powerful poison for him and so, he suffered the pain. Ajak contemplate these things as he moved slowly and deftly over the field of roots, humming and repairing, so much damage, so much pain.

The ShastiKiver had been still all night. He lay in quiet repose at the base of the once grand old tree, hollowed out by fire. Its few remaining stark, thick branches pointed out to nowhere, frozen in time. There the ShastiKiver stood like a kin, a relative in morning, occasionally groaning, as Ajak passed over sensitive areas. 

“Uuuugg,” he groaned.

Katy stopped wiggling the grass. “He hurts bad doesn’t he Ajak,” said Katy.

“Yes, the ShastiKiver hurts bad,” answered Ajak.

“Can you teach me to do that too?”

“Yes, I can teach you.”

“Do you think you can teach me to ride the vines too, Ajak?”

Ajak stopped in his tracks. “Yes, you learn fast.”

“Could you talk to the plants on Earth?” she asked.

Ajak stopped to think. He remembered the plants on the Go Forth. How slow and detached they were and a worrisome thought presented itself. What if all Earth plants were like that? He wondered if he could live on a planet with no tools. How would he move around? How could he protect himself? How could he survive? “I don’t know Katy. I don’t think they like it much,” he answered.

Katy whispered, “Ajak.”

She raised her hand to summon him over and Ajak joined her by the mound of grass.

“Do you see the bubble?” asked Katy and pointed to the silvery sheen around them. 

He nodded. “Yes, it is easier to see in the day but I see,” he answered looking up through the bubble to the stars.

The ShastiKiver had extended the force field to allow Ajak greater mobility and freedom for healing the wounds. The moons showed through the force field, milky and rippling like reflections on water.

Katy glanced over to the ShastiKiver, still as a rock. Ajak too examined the ShastiKiver. He seemed somewhat dormant or sleepy, yet the bubble was still active. Ajak wondered how long he intended to keep them.

“I know how to shut it off,” she said.

“Shut it off?”

She leaned in to him and said, “Yes, shut off the bubble.”

”How?”

“Just… lift him up.”

Ajak looked slightly confused.

Katy gave him a disgusted look and repeated, “Lift him up, remember? The bubble is electromagnetic energy. If you cut the current, it will go away.”

Ajak still had no idea what that meant.

Katy drew a small stick figure in the dust with her finger. “That’s him,” she pointed to the stick figure and then drew a large circle around the stick figure. “This is the bubble. And this is the ground,” she said, drawing a flat line under the stick figure. “You have to use something dead, but if you lift the ShastiKiver off the ground.” She wiped the strait line away. “The electro-magnetic current is shut off.”

Ajak, strained to understand. He moved closer to look at the illustration in the moons light, then looked again at Katy. 

Katy whispered, “Lift him off the ground… the bubble will go away,” and she wiped out the circle all around the stick figure. 

Ajak Finally understood.

Katy reinforced, “But you have to use something dead, it’s very important,” she said gravely.

He mulled this over in his mind. Lift him with something dead, and his energy will disappear. Then he looked back at Katy with understanding. “How did you get so smart, Katy?” asked Ajak.

She blushed.

“Listen,” he whispered, “If I figure out how to lift him, you be ready to run for the gates and whatever happens, don’t look back, just run. Do you understand?”

Katy’s face grew serious and she shook her head. 

Ajak returned to where he had left off and resumed humming and thinking. There were very few vines and mungus in the crater. None of which he felt he could use against the ShastiKiver. If he employed their energies against him, Ajak was sure that the ShastiKiver could mute any commands. The mungus, the vines, the trees, they were ALL the ShastiKiver. Katy had said he had to use something dead. If vines and mungus and trees were out of the question then, what else was there? Then it struck him. His field-vine! His field-vine was dead fibers and certainly had no life left. He could use his field-vine to lift the ShastiKiver off the ground.

He slapped his hand on the field-vine checking again. It was definitely dead. It had been a long time since he had cut it from the tree. He gave Katy a look and indicated to her to be ready. Then he cautiously hummed his way over to the ShastiKiver. Footstep by footstep he drew closer, healing as he moved. The ShastiKiver was motionless, just a lump of dark green bark under his distant dead relative, the tree. Yes! The dead tree… that was it.


Katy raised herself slowly from the ground still humming to the little grasses, as she was before but prepared to run. Ajak closed the distance between himself and the back of the dead tree where the ShastiKiver lay. Ever so slowly he crept forward, healing.


Then, Ajak slowly unfastened his field-vine and formed a loop at one end. Closer still he crept. He tossed the vine up over one large dead tree limb and it whipped lightly over the top and down again. Then in one motion, Ajak cast the looped end over the ShastiKiver’s ruddy body and pulled with all his weight.

The ShastiKiver left the ground, little legs and arms protruded and writhed violently, extending outward, nearly grasping Ajak, while the ShastiKiver screamed in a horrid sandy voice. NO!... NO!... They will leave me. You tricked ShastiKiver. NO!... NO!... NO!...Don’t leave me ALONE!!!!!!


His shrieks were ear-splitting. Ajak and Katy bolted for the top of the crater their eyes crossing from the brain numbing screams. The ShastiKiver was powerless, hanging from the dead vine, screeching like an animal in a trap. Ajak and Katy bolted for freedom.

“Don’t look back, go!” shouted Ajak.

On they raced in the moonlight, stumbling over debris and kicking up ashes. They reached the top of the crater and then Ajak stopped. He looked back into the darkness below. The ShastiKiver’s dusty voice cried a constant curdling shriek of fear while Ajak sensed the terror in his voice.

Katy pulled on Ajak’s arm. “Come on!” she shouted. “We got to get outa hear now! You said don’t look back!”

She pulled him off balance, dragging him toward the battered gates of Zantmas.




-------------------------------

High above the desert, Captain Daniels raised his voice above the wind and shouted over his shoulder. “There it is up ahead, there’s Zantmas.”

Doctor Moscow woke from his dreaming, blinking his eyes and peering into the moonlit landscape. Up from the sandy plains rose the ghostly city of Zantmas. Its towers once tall and powerful now lay broken, bleak silhouettes against dark silvery clouds.

The Doctor spoke in an exhausted daze. “I wonder if the kids are still alive?”

“I sure hope so,”

“Give me your input,” asked the Doctor. “What’s our escape plan if we set this thing on the ground?”

“Well, even if we find Ajak he can’t launch feulies by himself. We’ll have to go back on foot,” said the Captain. 

“Doesn’t sound like much of an option does it?”

“But if we don’t set down, I could probably find enough thermals around the Zantmas hills to glide around for a good long while.”

“Sure, but I don’t see how we’d be any use to the kids that way. Why don’t you just drop me off Jake, and go back for help?” posed Doctor Moscow.

“Ok, lets see, I fly close and you just jump out and break your legs on the rocks, yeah that’s a good plan.”

“No not in the rocks, in the sand. It’ll work Jake. Just drop me off in the sand. I’ll find the kids and at least we’ll have one of us on the ground and one of us in the air when the Chubbs get here. You gotta see the logic in that.”

The Captain looked off into the south at the advancing cloud of Chubbs that would eventually be on them. He hesitated and then gave in. “Well at least, without you I could get a decent elevation and give you cover for a while. Hell, I may be able to decoy them effectively till my wind runs out.”

“It could happen,” said Doctor Moscow wearily. “From there we might try getting a hold of the Lieutenant and see if the stinking batteries are charged and they could send us a shuttle out here. Maybe there’s a place to hide out in these hills till somebody makes it out this way.”

“The Captain snorted, “Yeah and maybe monkeys are flying out my butt.”

Just then the vox bleeped. Doctor Moscow lifted the device to his ear and listened. “No! No! No!” he screamed.

“No what?” demanded the Captain. “What’s going on?”

Doctor Moscow spoke in the Captains right ear with a hoarse whisper relaying the message one line at a time as he heard it.

“It’s Lieutenant Hayes, the Chubbs... they’re overrunning the Corban Wall... the whole army... there everywhere. They’re breaching the wall and heading for Pellifore.”

“Get weapon status from Lieutenant Hayes,” ordered the Captain.

“Lieutenant Hayes, the Captain wants to know about weapons.”

He waited for a response while a faint hissing was heard but no voices.

“Lieutenant Hayes!” he shouted.

At that point the silence was very loud for the two humans in the feulie high over the Zantium desert. The Captain let experlatives fly. “Those raunchy stinking flea bitten... that does it, we’re setting you down now! Find the boys. Just try to get ‘em to the hills up there and keep them alive. I’m going after Chubb meat.”

The Doctor lowered the vox and said nothing.

The Captain pulled the nose hard to the right and came in low toward a sandy patch just inside an alcove beneath where the Zantium Mountains rose up from the flat desert.





----------------------------------


Ajak and Katy raced through the rubble at the front gates of Zantmas and out to the edge of the desert. The two moons were bright and at opposite ends of the sky, casting two definite shadows. They seemed even brighter now in the absence of the ShastiKiver’s bubble. Katy stared at the rolling desert dunes stretching out like a silvery black ocean before them.


“I wonder where Dad is?” asked Katy.

“We’ll find him,” answered Ajak.

Ajak turned back toward Zantmas. The ShastiKiver’s faint muffled screams resonated from the confines of his blackened prison.


“How far is Pellifore from here?” she asked with a hopeless air. 


“I’m not sure,” answered Ajak as he checked the stars and his provisions. 

He still had his knife, one pungy, his homing stick but his vine was gone. “You can not drink a knife and a homing stick,” he said, and let out a dismal sigh. It wasn’t much security for a trip over the Zantium. He began to scour the hillside for katalak plants, the mobile mungus that grew in the desert. He found none. It didn’t look like katalak terrain either. Just then they heard a light rushing of wind. Then above he saw it. It was a feulie. They both began yelling and waving their arms wildly.

“Here, over here, we’re over Here,” they shouted.


Doctor Moscow cried out. “We hear you! Hah hah!” and shook the Captains shoulder.


Although Captain Daniels understood the principals of flight extraordinarily well, negotiating the feulie had been tricky business for him even if he had the benefit of daylight, which he didn’t. Here at Zantmas the wind currents among the sharp rising rock walls were deceptive and violent. He came in as slow as he could without loosing lift and when he reached the smooth sandy alcove out in front of the Zantmas gates he took that window of opportunity, pulling back the wings a little and slowing the feulie. But he could immediately see that it was too much, they dropped like a stone. He let the feulie leaf-wings out again and gained speed.

“You’re coming in too fast Jake pull it back!” said the Doctor.


“You got to jump now Doc,” yelled the Captain. “I don’t know if I can do this again. Jump!”

And he took his boot and kicked out some of the jagged broken brambles to clear the Doctors path.


Doctor Moscow scooted to the side of the feulie pitching it off balance. The Captain struggled to compensate. The Doctor threw his legs over the side and hesitated.

 
“NOW DOC!” shouted the Captain.

Doctor Moscow jumped from the side of the feulie spinning around in the air and came down backwards. He franticly waved his arms trying to right himself and come down on his feet, which he did, for the most part. He landed on his feet and then his shoulders and then his head and then his feet again. He tumbled over and over across the sandy alcove and up into the rocky terrain banging elbows and knees on hard surfaces, finally coming to rest, battered but not broken.


He looked up into the sky to see Captain Daniels giving him the thumbs up sign as he drifted up a thermal right in front of the Zantmas gates.


Ajak and Katy ran over to the bruised Doctor shouting, “Dad, Dad, Daddy Jim, Daddy Jim, are you OK!?” They brushed him off and inspected him for damage.


“Ajak, Katy!” shouted Doctor Moscow and hugged both his children. Together they watched the Captain reached the top of the thermal and peel off into the southern sky.

“Well,” said the Captain, sarcastically. “I’m glad somebody found somebody,” he said and winced from his bruises. 

The Doctor looked his kids over. “How did you get loose? Where’s the ShastiKiver?”

“It’s long story,” said Katy.

Ajak was looking back to Zantmas again. He could not stop thinking about the ShastiKiver’s dark fate. Then he turned his attention to matters at hand.

The Doctor ordered, “Listen carefully, we gotta move. There’s an army of Chubb-Zantium warriors bearing down on us right now. We have to get up to the hills. We’ve got to find a defense point NOW! Come on lets move.”

They gathered themselves up and headed for the hills. As they began the uphill trek, Ajak stopped and again turned back to the hollow echoes of the ShastiKiver. 

Doctor Moscow noticed him and studied his face. “What is it, son?”

Ajak looked into his father’s eyes. “The ShastiKiver is alone, Daddy Jim.”

“Yes, Ajak,” he agreed. “The ShastiKiver has always been alone.”

Ajak pondered this as the Doctor and Katy continued climbing. His father sensed a great concern in Ajak something troubled him greatly and he turned again to offer comfort… but Ajak was gone. Then he saw his faint shadow hopping down the hill at top speed.

The Doctor shouted out, “Ajak! Where are you going? You can’t do anything about the ShastiKiver, not now!” and he watched Ajak disappear between the two disheveled Zantmas gates. The Doctor grumbled as he turned and headed for the gates after him with Katy in tow.

