PART 11

10-23-2006

The trip to Terra is not a very fast one; the large cargo ships have to trade slower speed for lower operating costs to keep their profits as high as possible. The rooms are comfortable but not overly luxurious, luckily they have an exercise room. A week out from Terra I received a message from Kalki. Hie was very concerned that the body of a very young chakat was not among the bodies returned. It was tough for me to reply that the ship had been thoroughly inspected and cleaned and that I was certain that all bodies had been returned. This is not a lie, all bodies had been returned, but I feel like crap for not telling the whole truth. 

Terra has a distinctive smell. It is kind of a “lived in” smell. After being on Amaethon for any amount of time, it is easy to notice the difference. It is also a heavenly smell, after being stuck in a transport ship for a long slow trip. My senses will need some time to recover. 

I have been here in the Rocky Mountains for a few weeks already and have been busy getting caught up on my training. It has been a few years since I was active on the Team and I have so much to catch up on. I have relinquished my nickname of Bluestripe and go mostly by Artemis. Almost everyone who knew me as Bluestripe has transferred away and I don’t wear the blue stripes anymore.

Nokomis is still here and on hir Team. Shi and Sanura are Lifemates now and I have visited them several times lately. 

The two weeks I spent at Crystal’s and Thunder’s house was very relaxing. I swam in the ocean often to try to get in better condition for the return to the Service. Sunny and Leona showed me their house and they have two kitts now. I can stand back and look at myself. I feel that my life has been wasted for some mystery that will probably never be solved. Pathmaker was my first real love and I had visions of spending my life with hir. We had planned to have a family well before now and to be living our dreams. It seems like an impossible dream now.  This place, this career, this base in the mountain; It was all made bearable because I had Path and shi had me. Again I look to the future and blindly stagger forward into uncertainty.

I have been training again in personal offense-defense techniques. I find that I have an ability to focus much better than I had before.  I am usually able to overpower my human opponents very quickly and decisively. Nokomis sometimes spars with me in training but I have not lost to hir once. I can sense that shi is uncomfortable when I am that forceful with hir. I can sense that shi has some real fear. 

 I have a kind of viciousness that impresses my trainers and they have been having some success getting me to use it to an advantage. I don’t really have any sense of where this training is leading but it is a hard workout and I feel much stronger physically now.

 It is our day off and Noko and Sanura invited me to take a trip to New Phoenix with them for a day of shopping and tourist activities. I am looking forward to this since I have never really walked around the city.  

We get there about 9:20 am and walk towards the downtown area. New Phoenix is not actually located where the original city was. That valley is just a deserted wasteland of rubble. It was decided after the war to move the new city closer to a natural water source; the old city was mined for recyclable materials.

I am actually having fun being out with my friends, with chakats, shopping for clothes and things. It is something that I have not done and really enjoyed for years. I am in a happy and somewhat playful mood when we walk past a martial arts store. There are fancy robes and weapons on display in the front glass and I want to go in and look around.

Noko and Sanura are not too interested so I tell them I’ll catch up in the dress shop down the street.

This Store is well stocked with many kinds of supplies and the storekeeper seems to be skilled in all of them. He is friendly and eager to make a sale. I tell him I am just looking around but he is happy to show-and-tell all the hand weapons so I let him demonstrate. Nothing really catches my eye except a beautiful silk robe. I ask him if he has one to fit a chakat, he is very apologetic but he doesn’t. He smiles and says he only has a couple of things that are made just for chakats. He has had them for a long time and is willing to make me a good deal. I am curious and ask to see them. 

Noko smiles as I walk in to the dress shop carrying a bag that is obviously holding a couple small boxes.  

“Oh! What did you get; some throwing stars or a samurai sword?”

“ Naw, just a couple of little toys to play with. It is nothing special, but I had never seen them before and wanted to try them.”

“Oh, well you’ll have to let us see when we get back to the base, I am curious now”

“Ok sure, though they are not “that” kind of toys…”

(Smirks).

We continue shopping though I feel a little alone when they start looking at lingerie and frilly things and getting all giggly with each other. I remember shopping for those things with Path and it makes me think of hir now. They hold them up to me and giggle playfully,

“I’ll bet this would fit you, it might make you a little easier to conquer.” They giggle and I smile and wink. 

Back at the base, it was a long day and I have a few bags of things I have bought. Noko and Sanura and I had a fun trip and we plan to do it again soon. They have gone back to their place to play with their frilly things and I am at my flat now too. 

I lie down on the bed and open my little boxes from the martial arts store.

 These are very interesting…

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​______________________________________________________

 Everyone in the small crowded room can hear the commander cursing and cussing down the hall before he bursts through the doors. 

“Someone tell me what the hell happened tonight! Someone tell me now!”  He walks up to Nokomis and shouts in hir face, “You shot hir!? What the hell happened!  What is the god-damned body count!”

Nokomis is near tears and Sanura tries to speak,

“Well…  Sir… Shi was really out of control; we could sense hir as our shuttle was landing. We hurried over as quickly as was safe but it was too late. We had to shoot… we could sense hir… There was nobody home to reason with... Shi was like a wild animal… Shi was armed with claws, I think shi got them last month when we went to New Phoenix”

Nokomis chokes a little,  “Two dead, sir… the others were caught some distance away in the woods.”

The commander seems to get even more red-faced as he looks at the Team members, 

“Some one tell me what happened… From the start! ... And don’t leave out anything!”

Chuko speaks up quietly, 

“Sir, shi was with me, as copilot in the first Recon shuttle. We set down about 5 clicks south from the target encampment and deployed the Reconnaissance Team. Shi went out to watch the perimeter and that was the last I saw until it hit the fan.”

The commander walks up close to Chuko and seems only slightly calmer.

“Did shi have THOSE when you saw hir leave the ship?”

“ Sir, I was in the cockpit the whole time, as required, I did not see hir physically leave the ship.”

“OK, WHO can tell me what happened!?

Lisa speaks up from the rear of the group,

“Sir, we had received our landing coordinates from Recon-4 and were following the approach to the target when Sanura advised me of a potential problem on the ground. Shi said that there was an active encounter happening now at the target. I made a hot approach and the tactical team deployed as soon as we were on the ground. “

 The commander looks to Sanura with a piercing look,

Sanura holds Nokomis and quietly begins;

“Sir, as you know, Artemis is a high level empath, and so am I. Shi was in a complete rage and what could only be described as an instinctive killing spree. I could feel hir anger. Shi was not in a receptive condition to send to. Nokomis and I informed the Team of what we were sensing and I advised the pilot. We all set our weapons to heavy-stun setting and prepared for the worst.

The Recon Team began tracking several suspects running frantically into the woods and they informed us that the trouble in the camp was most likely centered in the main building.”

The commander looks around the room and most people nodded to him in agreement with the story.

Sanura quietly continues;

“We entered the camp as quickly as was safe. We could all hear the terrible sounds coming from the main building, it was the sound of rage unleashed and the crashing of furniture and as we made entry to the building we could hear the distinctive snap of bones being ripped apart. We entered what has been determined to be the communications room and immediately saw Artemis in the process of disemboweling one of the suspects. Shi was naked, soaked in blood and we thought unarmed.  There was another suspect… already strewn around the room… Artemis noticed us and seemed to instinctively become hostile towards us. Nokomis and I could sense hir intent and we quickly fired 3 shots, hitting Artemis and knocking hir unconscious.

We noticed shi was wearing the ceramic claw caps; shi was wearing them on hir hands and handpaws. We secured hir hands, handpaws, and muzzle and transported hir to the medical unit. The Recon Team had little trouble catching the rest of the fleeing suspects.

The Commander looks around the room and seems somewhat deflated. He runs his hands through his hair and turns away for a few seconds. He slowly turns around to face the room and closes his eyes. He speaks slowly, as if he was forcing each word out of his mouth.

“Okay, and about the mission in general, were the people in question captured?”

Nokomis nods slowly and speaks quietly,

“Sir all living suspects were captured and the computers were taken in operational order with the data intact. They didn’t have time to destroy them.”

He nods slowly and seems to be forcing himself to maintain control.

“Everyone will file a full and complete statement... on PAPER… and deliver it personally into my hands by tomorrow afternoon… And you will not talk about this to ANYONE until I have told you otherwise. If you do not understand this completely, talk to me now.”

Everyone nods compliantly and the meeting disbands.
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Restless, I feel completely restless as I begin to notice I am waking.  My body aches as I try to stretch; I feel resistance and look slowly towards my hands. They are secured tightly to the bed, as are my handpaws and hindpaws. I can see the dried blood covering most of my body and I can smell the foulness of torn bowels. My body aches with a growing urgency to stretch and move my sore muscles but I can’t. I am alone and a prisoner in the base hospital. I move my fingers; they still have the ceramic claws that I bought at the martial-arts store. I slowly run the razor-sharpened edges together, not a nick or chip anywhere. I look down to my handpaws. One of the ceramic claws is missing, but it is because my claw is broken where it attached. I feel that my money was well spent as I lie back on the bed.

  I remember everything though I no longer feel the rage. I lie quietly for a while, reliving the attack, I can see the rage and even the thoughts I felt radiating from the men before I burst in and attacked. I feel vindicated. I feel that I have handed out justice to these men who had killed chakats before. I could see them doing it in their memories. They enjoyed it. They laughed about it over dinner. They planned to kill again. I stopped them quickly and decisively. 

Is satisfaction a normal emotion after spreading the entrails of two people around a room? It must be. Their fear and pain fueled me. The satisfaction I felt as bones yielded and split away. My hearts pounding with one intent, my muscles straining, my focus on a singular target; to kill.

Somewhere deep within my thickly crusted, blood soaked body; I feel that Pathmaker has been avenged. I am at peace and I feel relieved. Come what may, I feel no regrets. 

 I remember them showing me a news story back then. It was a simple story, full of hype and lacking details.  I thought it was kind of funny actually. The title read, “ Two killed, one injured during round up at terrorist camp”.  The rest of the story had no real details due to “Continuing Investigation”. That was the only mention of the event… Ever.

 Now I just think back and feel it was a complete waste of life.  I am sorry I killed the men. It was wrong. I was wrong to do it. They had useful information that we could have used. It was not my place to attack. It was not my job to attack. I put many other people in danger by attacking. I know this now. The skunktaurs have been teaching this to me for six months now. They have been showing me my errors. They have been drilling into my mind daily. I can see their point of view now and they have seen mine. They know more about my life than I do.

 They have spent hundreds of hours mapping my thoughts and emotions, gently massaging them into the correct shape. They have finally forgiven me. They have told me that I will be free to leave very soon. I am repaired; I only have 3 small round burn patches in my fur to remind me of my mistake and they match up well with my older scars. 

 ThunderCloud and CrystalMoon are waiting in the lobby when I am escorted from my room. They look happy to see me. It has been over half a year since I have talked to them much. They don’t know what happened to me and I am not allowed to tell anyone about the attack. It has been sealed upon my release and it is in the past. I am not even sure what Thunder and Crystal were told about me but my emotions have been thoroughly massaged and I feel like a new person.  

I hug them tightly and hold them for a long while. I can sense their concern but they are really happy to see me.   As we leave the institution up here on a hill, I look out the window at New Angles.

I wish I had been closer to the mountains. I would love to run through a meadow and swim now. I can sense Thunder and Crystal tying to feel my emotions, I shut them out.  They can sense that they have been shut out and Crystal turns to look at me.

“ Blue? Are you aright?  Please tell me what’s wrong.”

I look at Crystal and Thunder and I feel like a stranger. I have lost my closeness to them. I don’t know why, I seemed to have lost all strong emotions for anything. I can remember the love I have for them but I can’t feel it. 

“ I am not sure, I must just be tired and restless to get away from here. I will feel better when I can go swimming again.”

Crystal nods but I can sense that shi is not convinced.

Thunder looks back and smiles,

“ You must have had a very important mission to be away for so long. They said that your injuries were not serious but to be here for 2 months means something.”

I look up a little surprised and then it sinks in, 

“Oh, well yes, 2 months?  I had to be debriefed for a while after I had healed and it was then that I decided to leave the force for good. They offered me a very good retirement plan due to my… injuries.  The force takes very good care of their own.”

Crystal and Thunder smile and nod.

We arrive at the airport, a few thousand kilometers of small talk and then the flight finally lands. Summer and Leona are waiting and seem to have enough energy between them to lighten up half the city. They practically mob me as we are walking in from the luggage pick up. I have to smile with that kind of greeting but I feel like they are strangers.

I have been staying with Crystal and Thunder for several weeks but I still can’t warm up to them, I am worried that the skunktaurs may have tried to make me think like one of them. Maybe they just tried to take away all my extreme emotions, including love and friendship. I can function well with people but in a cool, business type fashion. It is certainly out of character for me and everyone who knew me before is suspicious that something terrible must have happened.
I have decided to go back to Amaethon and work on my ship more. I am hoping that being there will jumpstart my emotions or at least give me something to feel excited about. Crystal and Thunder have noticed the change in me and Summer has even gotten frustrated with me once when I was in my heat cycle and still kept my distance. 

I am not blind to the changes in me but I don’t know what to do about them. I am exactly what they spent six months trying to make me… A normal citizen, not a bloodthirsty murderer. I wish I was back to being something in the middle. My empathic abilities are still strongly in tact and I miss being able to connect with people on so many different levels. Crystal has spent a few nights talking with me, trying to understand what has happened to me. I can tell hir how I feel but I can’t tell hir the details of my therapy. Shi can see that I have been badly injured and reassembled emotionally and shi feels cheated that it would steal me away from hir family. I can only offer hope that I will find myself again in Amaethon. 

 Another long and boring trip on a freighter back to Amaethon has finally finished. I can see my Ship still parked where I left it well over a year ago. I feel relieved and happy that “My” ship is still waiting for me. I load my belongings into my saddle packs and carry another bag in my arms and walk the short distance to my ship. 

As I get closer I can see all the farm dust has been building up and then getting washed off by the rain, and then building up again. The ship will take days just to clean.

 I turn on the shore power and enter the door code and stand back as the cargo door slowly folds open. I stand there looking into the ship with a pride of ownership that only ship owners can feel. All my bad and sad emotions are muted and I can only feel the good and happy ones now. I guess it has been said that only the “Town Idiot” is truly happy, but then he has never had six months of therapy from a dozen skunktaurs. Something inside me has clicked and I feel happy. It is a very strong emotion and it makes me even happier that I can really feel happy, if that makes any sense. I just drop my bags and run into the ship, I hit the lights and run around to every single room.  Somewhere in my subconscious I am thinking that this is not really normal but I am too happy to worry about it. I feel like a kitten in a new playground and I have to do everything at the same time. 

 Eventually I come back to what is commonly called “Reality” and just walk around smiling the rest of the day. I go to my parents’ farm for dinner and I am still smiling. Nobody has a clue that anything bad has ever happened to me. I am just the happy Chakat who is excited to be back home.

I sleep at the farm and in the morning I borrow my favorite old truck, pack some food and start driving towards the mountains. These mountains have been my own kind of therapy for most of my life on Amaethon. I am eager to look up my old favorite meadows and streams. I can feel them calling to me, as I get closer. 

I park the truck and grab my hiking packs and start up the mountain. The trail is long gone but I know the way in my sleep,  a few hours of tough hiking and I am rewarded with the first of the many beautiful places on the mountain. The day is warm and I have been sweating hard and the deep pool is just what I need. I hardly have time to drop everything before I am in the pool swimming down to the bottom. The rocks here are all polished smooth and the stream keeps the water clear and clean. I wish there was fish here but on Amaethon, they are only in a few places where the settlers seeded them. 

The day turns to night and I am still hiking higher up into the mountains. I know of a cave but it will be well after midnight before I get there. The stars are lighting the way tonight and the smells of the night are working their magic on my senses. I can imagine Pathmaker hiking next to me but those memories of hir have faded into the haze. I can wish shi was here, but I have forgotten the feeling of having hir near. Maybe that is just another skunktaur trick on my emotions.

 I press my way through the green bushes and locate the cave. I need my light to see inside since the cave is several meters deep. 

I walk in and look around. My excitement jumps as I see the pile of folded blankets stacked neatly in the back of the cave, “My” blankets from my childhood. I hurry over and gently begin unfolding them and shaking them out. Amaethon has no natural animal life and nothing has been inside the cave to disturb them. The imported deer and rabbits have not found them in all these years. Folded up neatly in the bottom blanket I find my old journal.

It is well preserved and I look through it quickly. I started the journal when I was about 9 years old and used to hike up here to spend the weekend. I wrap up in the wonderfully musty smelling blankets and begin reading the old journal.  I was picked-on by some kids when I was growing up and I wrote some details in the journal. Here it says that Toby pulled my tail real hard and called me a “Big Pussy!” I was angry because I was told not to bite him anymore so I just clawed him a little. After that I was told not to claw anybody either, they bleed too easily. I remember that, I had to resort to scaring people because I was not allowed to hurt them any, even if they did say “Moo Moo” and pretend to milk me like a cow.

 I thumb through the journal to the older years and find the time when Mr. Peterson got all over me for “seeing” his daughter. I didn’t understand what the issue was, at least “I” couldn’t get her pregnant.  Which was exactly what Marky did to her a few months later.

Many of these pages were written in pain but now they make me smile.

I finally fall asleep and don’t wake up until the sun is shining in the cave opening. I spend an hour writing an entry into the journal and then fold it up in the blankets and leave it like I found it.

 I hike up a little higher and then out into one of the most beautiful meadows I have ever found.  I lie down in the soft fresh grass and drift off into thoughts. My mind wanders freely all over before landing on the thoughts of “what to do next” with my life.

I think of my freedom from any commitments and my freedom to do what ever I want or even do nothing if I want. My “medical” retirement from the Force gives me enough money to live well enough, though I am certainly not rich. I lie and wonder about love and life and then think about the ship.

My ship is just sitting there, calling me out to travel. I have been all over the local space here while stationed at Utgard. I should travel somewhere else, maybe Chakona, I have been there once while I was a transport pilot. I liked it there. It had a very welcoming atmosphere and many if the local chakats seemed truly happy. Unfortunately I never left Amistad since I needed to be near while they were loading the freighter. 

 I think I will take the ship out for a test flight. It has been certified flight worthy but I have never flown it since it was repaired. I have plenty of fuel counting the containers of fuel in the cargo hold. That’s what I’ll do when I get back, I’ll go for a test flight.

I soak up the sun for a while and then start heading back down the mountain. I jog most of the way down hill and make good time back to the truck. Sun has just set as I push out of the brush and climb into the truck. The drive back to the farm is a little slow in the dark and the road is more of a trail than a road. I arrive at the farm and everyone is asleep so I just sleep in one of the equipment barns.

The smell of the cook making breakfast awakens me. What a wonderful wake up call. I freshen up a little and then follow my nose to get some breakfast. The cook sees me coming and almost instinctively tosses more meat onto the grill, this doesn’t escape my notice and I smile and nod appreciatively to him.

The farmhands begin showing up and talking about what fields they need to tend today. It is almost the peak of the season for the Bladskard fruit and they need to keep an eye on them. The seasonal workers will be arriving from Dagda any day and they will do the bulk of the harvesting. Handheld scanners can check the fruit for the proper sugar content as well as the other factors that predict when the fruit is perfectly ripe and ready for picking. The fields will usually be “picked” at least 5 times in the harvest season. The automatic picking machines have the scanners attached and only pick the ripe fruit leaving the rest to ripen and be picked on a subsequent harvest days, usually one week apart. For the truly premium fruits, they are hand selected, hand washed, and packed into protective and decorative containers. These are the fruits that are often given to people for special occasions or as gifts. I wander around the farm a while before catching a ride to town. I walk over to the spaceport and find the maintenance shack. I offer a little money and soon have a few people heading over to hose off the ship. I walk over and begin to prep the ship for a little flight.

 I power up the computer and then have the ship brought to standby status. All the old logs and information are still loaded in the computer drives, they have just been unlocked. I open up the navigation screens and look through the local star maps. I should pick some place to go that is not too far and not too close. I can’t decide until I look in the flight history screen. I see the planet “Stm-73-20056”; this was the destination of the ship when it was attacked. It is not too far away but still a few days in warp to get there. I look up the information about the planet in the ships logs and find that it is a very uninteresting planet. It has a compatible atmosphere, liquid water in some sections and a few outcroppings of the crystals the crew was looking for, nothing else listed other than basic geographical mass and orbital specs.

I sit in the Captains seat and do a few pretests as I wait for the wash to be completed.

 I get a quick thought and make a call to my father. I offer him a weeks vacation sitting in a little cargo ship, heading to a dreary little planet and back. I am sure that he will not accept because the harvest is so close.  I am completely surprised when he excitedly jumps at the idea. I tell him to grab some clothes and get to the ship; we’ll leave as soon as he gets here. It has been a very long time since I spent any real time with him.
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