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12/24/2008

   Shi smiles as shi winks, hir tail waving playfully as shi collects the money for my lunch. I sit, enjoying the view as shi walks away. There are a few other customers watching hir and we cross gazes.  We exchange smiles and nods of approval. Yes, shi sure knows how to keep the customers coming back for more. 

  I walk towards the main commercial area of the city, it is a bit of a detour from heading straight back to my ship but I feel like exploring a little. This city is not at all like the cities on Terra, there are no huge, tall buildings; everything seems to be made to moderation. There is ample room on the streets for both vehicles and pedestrians, plenty of open space and many opportunities to sit in the shade of a tree.   I’m ready to call this planet “Home” but I want to explore and see what beautiful places it has before I decide where to settle. I look down at my arms, the wounds are still fairly fresh and they still ache, I guess I know what area to stay away from.

  It is late evening by the time to pad up to my ship.  I turn on the comm and check my messages, yes; I have a few. Thunder and Crystal are just asking for news. I sit and think a while, I know I have my answers, I am willing to just be happy with that, but I also know that the event did happen and it should be recorded so that the world may judge for itself. I would be condemning Wildflower to a life of scrutiny by strangers. Hir worst fears would probably come true. 

  I load the voice recording into the comm and forward it to Thunder with a simple note.

  “I have my answers, I’m done now. I plan to stay on Chakona for an extended time.”

   With that sent, I sit and think about my life ahead, no more wondering if there is a conspiracy or some big plot. It was nothing more than falling through the cracks in some horrible way. I am free.

  I look at the comm again and notice a message from Kalki. Hie has written a long message and is very happy and excited that I’m alive and wants to welcome me back into the family. Hie has offered to buy me a ticket back to Terra for a party. There is a long list of relatives who will be at the party and also included is a copy of the “family-tree” showing that I have lots of close relatives here on Chakona. I stare at it a while and then close it without a response. I would rather not leave Chakona now.  

  I bring up some local maps on the computer, Chakona has many hiking trails and wilderness areas close by and I feel the need to get away for a while. I need to regain my focus and decide what I will do now.

  I make a few prints of the mountain trails, rivers nearby and a few pages about the local wildlife. I rummage around in my things and find my backpack and side bags. In the side bags I find something almost forgotten, some moccasins and a leather vest. They instantly bring back memories of Pathmaker. I close my eyes and try my best to focus on my memories of hir but they are mostly just feelings and emotions more than images. I look at the vest, slowly tracing the colorful beads with my fingers. It seems ages ago that I bought them and so carefully kept them a secret. When I gave them to Path, I thought that moment could have lasted a lifetime, but that lifetime ended too soon. I carefully put on the moccasins and pull on the vest, I look at it and hope that with a little wear, the wrinkles will get worked out. I begin packing some essentials into my backpack and side bags, I can’t wait to hit the trails.

  The sun Chakastra rises slowly above the hills, the morning smells damp, cool, and beautiful. My backpack and side bags are full of the essentials for travel and I’m trying to remember if I forgot anything. I see my Comm on the table and I reach for it but stop, I think I’ll be fine without it. My Comm could only bring news that might be distracting. I do have my global positioning with me so I’m sure not to get lost. I hesitate and then pack a hand weapon into my side bag. It is not a powerful weapon and is made more for stunning than killing. I close the ship and power it down, the taxi is waiting and I’m on my way.

  We travel out of the city and then past a few smaller communities, the mountains become very personal as the road caresses and hugs them tightly.  After a little more than an hour on the road, the mountains open up enough for a beautiful little valley, I can see a farming community there with many fields of crops. This is the community of Faunus, and the trailhead for my journey. I have the taxi drop me off in the center of town. I tip the driver well and giver hir a little more to get some breakfast. Shi smiles and thanks me as I get my gear on. 

  The trail I have selected has high ratings for beauty but it also has a high rating for difficulty. I thought it would be a good combination for some soul searching. I load up on fresh food at one of the markets and then start out on the trail.  It is late afternoon before I have crossed the valley and reached the river that will be my guide up into the canyons of the mountain range. The map gives general directions but the trail is mostly just scrambling over rocks and through the dense green ferns and bushes. The destination lies beyond several beautiful valleys and glades, above a few steep waterfalls and on the edge of a mountain top cliff. The view is supposed to go on for hundreds of kilometers on a clear day.  The stars at night are supposed to tempt you to take that one last step to reach them. I can already feel them waiting for me, just a few days away. I begin up the trail.

  The flying foxes are circling overhead, their squeaks draw my attention and I stop to watch. Their bright yellow fuzz glistens on their delicate wings and their fluffy tail whips up and down as they flap. They are not exactly birds, probably closer to large bats but much nicer-looking. They are probably hunting squirrels, which are abundant. The squirrels on Chakona don’t look much like Terran squirrels, but they live the same existence, they are covered with a scaly skin and generally scamper around foraging for fruits and berries. I have heard that the squirrels are fairly tasty and are a common dish in spring, when they have been feeding on the sweet fruits.

 It is getting too dark to safely continue by the time I settle down for the night. I’m not sure how far I have traveled and the forest is too thick to get any clear bearings on my location. I could use the global position unit to check but it is not important. The only sounds I hear are from the nature that has engulfed me. The river flowing near by acts as a blanket for all other sounds to rest upon.

Off in the distance I can hear a mountaindeer calling to its mate. The low growl rising to a shrill squeal echoes up the canyon as several others answer the call. I’m still hoping to catch sight of them, they are supposed to be fairly powerful, low to the ground, and since they are herbivores, they have flat teeth and mostly act defensively. I have heard that they are also tasty, a sweet meat resembling pork. I think the only meat in the forest that is not edible comes from a creature resembling a raccoon. It is apparently equipped with a powerful internal scent gland that makes the meat taste horrible. Nobody has yet discovered a way to prepare the meat in such a way that it does not induce immediate vomiting when eaten.

I flatten out some ferns and lie down with just a thin blanket to keep the dew off. I nibble on some fruit and dried meats as I watch the stars trying to filter through the tree’s canopy. The smells of the damp healthy ground beneath me seem to sedate me and I slowly begin to fully relax.

  I am running fast, dodging trees and jumping over ferns trying to catch a glimpse of hir. Shi ran past me so fast I couldn’t see. I didn’t know I could run so fast, the speed is not enough and I still can’t see hir. I’m running free, full speed, as a turn a corner, shi is there.  Standing in the center of the trail, I stop as quickly as I can.  It is Pathmaker, I think.  My brain struggles to comprehend, I feel like it is Pathmaker but I can’t identify hir markings… 

  I wake up suddenly, hearts racing and wide-awake, I stand up and look around. I can feel the adrenalin as I quickly survey the forest. It is very early in the morning, too early to begin for the day. I lie down, panting, and try to remember Pathmaker. I can say what hir markings were, but to actually remember looking at them is very difficult. It has been a long time since I have had hir in my dreams. I try to breath deeply and convince myself that it was just a dream. The emotions were much more vivid than the images and I wonder if some scent or smell has triggered some long lost memories. I concentrate and scan for any other people close by. I can sense some strange feelings that may or may not belong to me, what ever they are; they don’t seem to be threatening.

 I close my thoughts and try to sleep.

  At the first hints of dawn, I gather my packs and some food to snack on and begin climbing the canyon again. The river sings to me as it flows down a short waterfall and crashed into the rocks, it churns up the smell of fresh wild water.  I lean down to get a drink from a small fountain of water flowing quickly over the edge of a rock, it splashes and gurgles all over my muzzle as I try to keep it out of my nose. It refreshes me in ways I haven’t felt since I was a child, like a long lost friend suddenly bringing back memories of warm summer days lazing in a meadow of wildflowers. As I walk up the trail, I think about what would be considered Instincts within a created being. Do I have natural tendencies to cause me to crave the wilderness and a connection to nature, or are these just personality traits?  Even on Amaethon, I had a feeling for working in the fields. It was a pleasant feeling to know that the plants depend on me to care for them. When I would go hiking in the woods, I felt like the trees were caring for me.

  As I hop over a rock I come across one of the raccoon type creatures. It is not frightened of me, having a self confidence of knowing that nothing in it’s right mind would want to eat it. It looks up at me and I look down at it. It is an odd creature, with its hairless head of blue skin and black skin patches around its eyes. I can see some slight likeness to a raccoon only in the eye patches. Its body is covered in fur resembling that of a gray tabby cat and it has no tail. I lean down to look a little closer and it snaps defensively at my forepaw, I hop back instinctively and carefully step around it before then continue along the trail.

My mind wanders all day and eventually I notice that it is getting dark again. I make the same little bed in the ferns and again call a close on another day. I’m woken by the quiet sounds of something nibbling, I lift my head to get a better bearing on the sound, it is close, but faint. My ears direct me to my backpack and I cautiously look in. I can see something move and I drop the pack and sit up. I pull a small lamp from the side bags and look in the pack again. Mice? Lizards? Okay, I have no idea what they are but they are eating my snacks. I reach in to grab one and it quickly bites my finger. The little teeth are very sharp and my finger bleeds painlessly. I suck on my finger for a moment and the bleeding stops. I reach in quickly and catch one of the little buggers, it squirms in my hand and I toss it hard out into the forest, the same with the other two.  I close my packs tightly and lie down again. At least there are no mosquitoes on Chakona.

  Midmorning on the third day, I have to cross a stream that flows into the main river; I look at the map to check my progress. I am nearly halfway to the peak. As I walk along the smaller stream looking for a place to cross, I can see some paw prints in the mud. They don’t look fresh; it is hard to tell for sure because the mud is thick and firm. I decide to follow the paw prints to find where shi had crossed the stream; maybe shi has done the hike before. As I track the paw prints, I can clearly see many places to safely cross but the prints continue upstream. I stop to check the map again and it shows that this stream continues up into the canyon and eventually dwindles away after several kilometers.  There is nothing of interest shown on the map. I haven’t seen any prints coming down so shi must still be up ahead some place. The forest is still beautiful and I’m not in any hurry to get to the end of the hike so I decide to try to locate this other solitary chakat. Maybe shi knows of some nice places off the main trail.

  I have been tracking these paw prints for a few hours, they are easy to follow and the path is not difficult as it slowly gains altitude. I can hear a waterfall ahead and I decide to take a break when I get there. As I draw close, I begin looking through the trees, trying to see the waterfall. The trees and ferns are so thick that it is well hidden. I catch a glimpse of the waterfall and begin looking for a safe way to get through to it. I look again and I freeze, Shi is there, I instinctively try to move silently as I position my self for a better look. 

  Shi is in the pool near the waterfall, Shi is gray and white, black hair, and looks to be in hir mid 20’s. I can see hir washing hir hair, enjoying the warm day. The noise of the waterfall drowns out all other sounds to hir and I begin climbing down to introduce myself. I sit on a warm rock about 15 meters from hir and wait for hir to notice me. It doesn’t take long. 

 Sheer fright, followed with a startled jump back into the waterfall, slipping into the deep section, scrambling to climb back out, crawling out through some thick reeds and deep mud and finally standing in the sand, dripping mud and shaking.

  I smile and wave,

“Hello, did I catch you at a bad time?”

I wait patiently as shi calms down, I can sense that shi is both angry and embarrassed and I try not to smile too much,

“My name is Artemis, I’m sorry for startling you but the waterfall sings so loudly, I couldn’t say hello until I got close”

Shi glares at me with the greenest eyes I have seen in a long time. I can sense that shi is a little shy but angry, and that shi is trying to decide whether to step back in the waterfall and get cleaned off, or to yell at me for startling hir.

 Shi does both,

“Thank you for giving me a heart attack!  I just got all cleaned off and now I am much dirtier then when I began. Next time try shouting from a distance, I’m not used to finding any others here and I would like to be prepared so I don’t fall in the mud and embarrass my self.” 

  Shi walks over to the waterfall and begins rinsing the mud out of hir fur. I look around for hir packs but I only see a towel and a small bag. Again, I wait patiently for hir to finish. Shi walks over and gets hir towel and bag and begins up a narrow path, I follow hir a short distance until the waterfall is behind us enough to talk.

“I am sorry for startling you, I did not mean to catch you washing, it was just good timing… Ummm... Make that bad timing…  Anyway, My name is Artemis and I’m just out here exploring.  I was not expecting to see any one here, but then again, I didn’t know exactly what to expect. I am new on Chakona.”

I can sense hir feeling better now and shi seems to be fairly empathic, Shi has felt that I’m not dangerous and is now feeling a little modest. Shi finishes drying hir hair and then wraps the towel around hir chest and tucks it in so it will stay.
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“ My name is Tealeaf, there is an old hunting cabin close by, we can talk there if you like.” 

  I smile and nod as shi turns and begins walking, I can’t help but look at hir wet body, hir fur still slightly matted and hir tail drooping near the ground. I would offer to help dry hir off, but I get the feeling that shi would refuse. We hike up the path silently, I am trying to sense hir emotions, and I can sense hir doing the same, I try not to block hir out and I can tell shi feels better. The trail turns abruptly around some rocks and the hunting cabin is just ahead. It is set right on the edge of a steep cliff and is made from logs and rough-cut planks. The windows have no glass but have shutters to close out the bad weather. The roof is made of soil-covered planks and is coated with a thick layer of mosses and grass. The door has no hinges and is simply lifted into place when needed. 

 Tealeaf walks right in and selects a top from hir bags. Shi takes off the towel with hir back towards me and puts on the top before turning around. I smile at the modesty and then look around the single room a little closer. The floor is made from moderately smooth wood planks and there is a large diameter slice of a log for a table in the center of the room.  Some smaller log slices here and there for utility tables or stools for the bipeds. 

  The main window takes up most of the western wall and I walk over to look at the view. I step back for a moment when I first look down, the window is on the edge of the cliff and it’s 25 meters down to the bottom. I look again out to the horizon, the view of the treetops and glint of the water in the river all come together with the beautiful smells and scents of the cabin. I sit and look for several minutes with the fresh wind gently blowing against my face. I close my eyes and cast out trying to sense the forest as a whole, it is alive in so many ways that I only sense life.

 Tealeaf walks over and smiles,

“That was how I felt the first time I came here with my parents, many years ago. We used to come here camping for a couple weeks every year, back when I was young.”

Reality and time and space come crashing back into focus and I turn to face Tealeaf,

“On my planet, I used to have a special place I would hike to when I needed to get away for a while, it was so beautiful to me, but it will never be the same now, I have seen this place.”

Tealeaf smiles again and looks out the window,

“You are from Terra? “

“No, I grew up on a small agricultural planet rather far from Terra, it is called Amaethon.  My family has a large Bladskard fruit plantation there.”

“Oh I see, I’ve never heard of that planet, and I only recently ever tasted Bladskard fruit.”

“Did you like the fruit?”

“It was good, I guess… However it was not good on a trestian meat sandwich with cheese on Rye bread…”

“Okay, I’ll have to remember that…”

Tealeaf looks at my packs and then looks around the room quickly,

“It’s getting a little late to go, you are welcome to stay here tonight if you like. I’ll make you some tea.”

“That would be great, thank you.”  I begin taking off my packs and placing them in the far corner of the room. A quick scan of the cabin shows only one sleeping mat. 

  Tealeaf walks over with bottle of fresh tea and I rummage through my bags looking for a cup, even though I don’t remember packing one. I turn up with a half full can of dried meat and I quickly empty the contents onto the table, 

“Care for any jerky?  It’s real beef from Terra?”

Tealeaf smiles and nods but looks in my can questioningly, 

“Do you want to rinse out the little bits of meat before I add the tea?”

I look in the can and then shake my head,

“Umm, I can handle it, just pour it in.”

Tealeaf pours in some tea and I taste it quickly. I savor the flavor slowly and then sip a little more. I put on my best poker face,

“Ah, this is a very mild and sweet tea, but it needs more meat…”

Tealeaf frowns a little and then grabs some jerky off the table and drops it in the can, Shi smiles playfully,

“Is that enough, or should I put it all back in the can?”

  I laugh and sip my stew, chewing occasionally as we walk back outside to find a place to sit and watch the sun setting. 

  We sit and talk as the sun sets, we talk as the stars become brighter and we turn around to watch the moon, Ka`turna, slowly rise over the horizon. We are still talking and laughing a couple hours later then the moon, Cha`turna slowly rises. 

  Tealeaf is working on hir degree in psychology but decided to take some time off to reflect on hir future. Shi always loved this place and decided to rediscover it since shi hadn’t been here for a few years. Shi had seen my scars and asked about them and I have told hir that I used to be in law enforcement but retired early after an injury. Shi is very empathic and I can sense that shi feels that there is more to the story, but shi doesn’t press for more details. I mention that I arrived on Chakona along with a fresh shipment of Bladskard fruit. Shi smiles and nods, but again I can sense that shi is reading my thoughts too well and suspects more to the story. I can sense that even though Tealeaf is a little shy, I feel that shi is happy that I have found hir and that shi appreciates my closeness to nature. 

  The morning sun reminds us that we talked all night and we walk back into the cabin to compare breakfast ideas. We pool some supplies and make a large breakfast since we neglected to eat dinner. With food in our bellies, we begin to feel the costs of staying up all night and a mid-morning nap is unavoidable. Tealeaf offers some space on hir mat but I offer hir some flattened out ferns in the shade of a large tree near the stream. Shi smiles and grabs a light blanket and we head for the stream.

  It has been a very long time since I had another chakat to snuggle up with and feeling hir warmth against me brings back many memories. I can’t help but think about Pathmaker as I fall asleep and my dreams are both powerful and sad. I wake up alone, feeling restless and depressed, I look around and find Tealeaf sitting nearby. I smile in relief; I would hate to be abandoned like that.

Shi looks a little worried but smiles after I do. I sit up and look at hir,

“I’m sorry if I did anything to you in my sleep, Believe me, I would rather be awake if I did.” I smile playfully and Tealeaf giggles softly but hir smiles fades quickly, 

“You were crying on me, I could feel your pain, I can’t even begin to describe it… but, I guess I don’t have to, you already know.”

Hir bluntness hits me a little unprepared and I sit silently for a moment.

“I’m sorry. 

I was dreaming about my mate Pathmaker...

Shi was killed a long time ago.

Usually I don’t think about hir much any more, but being in this forest has helped me to open up a little.

I’m sorry if I kept you awake. 

You might sleep better in the cabin.”

Tealeaf crawls closer and sits across from me. Shi lies down on the ferns and motions me down next to hir. I roll onto my side and lie down. Shi reaches around and hugs me tightly with hir handpaws and arms. I slowly let myself relax into hir embrace. Hir warmth and hir soft purrs calm me to sleep. I wake up once or twice and find myself still in hir embrace as shi sleeps. I gently wrap my tail around hirs and then rejoin my pleasant dreams.

 Late afternoon finds us hungry again and we rummage through our provisions. 

The cabin has several large old pots and a simple cooking surface embedded into a fireplace.  The food in our packs is not too inviting compared to our hunger. 

 “So Tealeaf, what do you usually eat when you are out here in the cabin for weeks?”

Shi smiles coyly,

“Oh there is all kinds of things to eat in the forest, let me show you, come on.”

I follow hir out and shi walks over to the closest old fallen log and rolls it over. The diversity of life living under the log surprises me but shi reaches down and catches a large pink insect. It has long stringy legs attached to a plump and meaty body.

“ These are actually very good, they can be eaten raw or fried up and added to any other foods. The trick is to take the legs off first.”

Shi offers it to me and I make no motions to accept it. Shi smiles and rolls the insect between the palms of hir hands, the legs fall off easily and shi pops it onto hir muzzle.  I’m not aware of my jaw dropping opened in horror until shi playfully closes it for me. Shi reaches down and digs up another one. Shi hands it to me after rolling the legs off and I slowly accept,

“You know what Tealeaf, the food in my pack looks really good right now…”

Shi laughs for a moment and giggles, 

“Just put it in your muzzle, it isn’t that bad.”

  I can sense hir playfulness and the humor of the situation so I put it slowly into my muzzle and take a cautious bite down on it. I can feel the resistance of its body against my teeth give way and explode a thick pasty meat onto my tongue, kind of like biting a firm grape. The flavor is not horrible but not good either.  I try to swallow but it sticks to my mouth like peanut butter and I have to run to the stream for a drink. Tealeaf follows laughing loudly and giggling uncontrollably,

“ You aren’t supposed to bite them unless they are cooked. You have to just swallow them when they are raw.”

“ You did that to me intentionally! You could have said that first!”

Shi laughs and I can see tears running down hir cheeks,

“I am sorry, but that is the first thing that every cub leans on their first trip into the forest... And they all learn it the same way!”

“I’m NOT going to ask you what else you eat in the forest…”

“ Oh come on, there is some Riverfruits just a little bit upstream, they are really good, Trust me!”

“Trust you!?   HA!”

Tealeaf takes my hand and halfway drags me along with hir. We come to a part in the stream where it widens and becomes slow and shallow with a sandy bed. 

“ Look over there, see the colored fruits under the water?  Those are Riverfruits; most people call them Sand Apples. Each color tastes different, I like the blue ones best but they are all good.”

 Tealeaf wades out and reaches down into the water and grabs a blue one and an orange one,

“These grow all year long, you can never go hungry in the forest”

Shi takes a bite out of the blue one and chews it happily, shi offers it to me and I cautiously take a nibble. It has the texture of an apple and is pleasantly sweet but has a taste all its own. I smile to Tealeaf and continue eating. 

  We return to the cabin with arms full of Sand Apples. I’m not exactly hungry but I would like something, I can imagine myself sitting at the table eating a big sandwich as the waitress walks up to flirt,

“Ummm, Tealeaf?”

“Yes?  And you can call me Tea…”

“Ah, Ummm Tea, is there any good game near, something that we could cook up and sink our teeth into?”

“Well, this is a Hunting cabin… The mountaindeer have the best tasting meat in this area. We could try to track one down. I have a great recipe for mountaindeer stew and mountaindeer steaks and mountaindeer ribs. I am a very good cook, I’m sure I could make something good with what we have to work with here. All we need is a mountaindeer.”

“Are they hard to catch?”

“They are not too smart, they usually don’t run away until they actually see you coming towards them. You can get very close if you walk towards them backwards, if they can’t see your face, they don’t get scared. My mother pounced on one once and was able to wrestle it to the ground, it fought and kicked and shi got fairly bruised before shi killed it with a knife.”

 I walk over to my packs and locate my weapon, 

“ How large are they?”

“They weigh about the same as a chakat, but they are lower to the ground and bulky, I don’t know if that will easily kill one.”

“Well as long as it confuses it enough, we can kill it with a knife.”

“True, we shouldn’t have any trouble getting in range.”

I begin taking off my moccasins and my vest and Tea looks a little surprised; I can feel hir modesty at seeing me undress,

“Excuse me, but I don’t want to get blood on these, it would ruin them.”

“True” Tea turns and locates hir knife, shi spends a few moments sharpening it and smiles when shi is done,

“ We don’t have too much time to find one, luckily they are everywhere.”

I check the charge on the weapon and it is ready,

“Wait here, I’m going to go out side and try to find one close by, I’ll call you when I am ready.”

Tea looks a little confused but stands near the door as I walk out into the forest.

It takes a few minutes to clear my mind as I begin casting for any mental impressions. I haven’t practiced in quite a while and I keep losing my focus by sensing Tealeaf, eventually I get a recurring impression that a few somethings are a couple hundred yards northeast. I wave to Tea and shi comes over. 

  I point and whisper,

“I think there is something a few hundred yards that direction.” Tea nods and we begin stalking our prey. Slowly, silently, we look over a boulder and down into a ravine. There is a herd of mountaindeer scattered about, grazing on the ferns.  Tea looks a little puzzled, 

“How did you know they were here?”

“Ask me later, after dinner.”

  They are in range of my weapon and I take aim at a medium sized one. I signal Tea to get ready and I fire two shots hitting the animal both times. It screams piercingly as it falls over and begins to struggle back to its hooves. Tea pounces down onto it and grips it with hir handpaw claws as I follow close behind hir. The beast lifts Tea off the ground as it gains it’s footing and I grab its forelegs and knock it back over. Tea is on hir side, halfway under it, holding on tightly, trying to get the knife in position under its neck. One powerful slash with hir knife hits home and the creature struggles more powerfully, rolling over towards Tea. Tea is bathed in the hot blood as we hold down the fading animal. Tea slowly releases the deer and struggles to push it off of hir. I help roll it away onto the ferns as the bleeding slows. 

  Tealeaf stands up tiredly and looks at hirself. Shi is more or less completely covered in blood and it drips thickly from hir arms. I look at myself and shake off a little blood from my forearms,

“That wasn’t so bad!”

  Tea looks at me and growls, shi scoops off some blood from hir arms and slaps it on my face,

“Wasn’t so BAD?  Next time you can have the knife and I’ll stand back and shoot it until it’s all pissed off. Lets see you wrestle with it, get a face full of hot blood…   Grrrr... Wasn’t so bad?... BAH!”

  We put the best meat in the pots, grab our soap, and immediately head down to the waterfall to wash off. The blood has begun to dry and coagulate and it is not easy to wash out.  I help Tea scrub it out of hir hair and have to use my finger claws to scrape it off of hir back fur. Hir blouse is glued onto hir body and I help hir to gently peel it off. I begin washing hir lower body as shi scrubs hir face and arms. The sun is setting by the time we both feel clean enough to stop scrubbing, the soap has long since been used up and we were resorting to using sand to scrub with. Tea walks over to hir towel and begins to dry off hir hair. I take my towel and drape it over hir lower body, and begin to dry hir off.

Tea looks tired and I smile to cheer hir up a bit. Shi smiles and we head back to the cabin.

 The cabin feels wonderfully warm as the firelight flickers off the walls. The smell of perfectly simmered meat and wood smoke, we have eaten as much as we cared to and there is plenty more left.  We are lounging on the mat talking and joking about what good hunters we are. Tea is feeling proud of hir kill and even more proud about hir dinner. Shi is a good cook. Tea looks a little confused for a moment,

“So, how did you know where to find them?”

“I had special empathic training way back when I was working on Terra, it was my specialty.”

“So you can just feel them out there? What is your range?

I smile playfully,

“It’s classified”

Tea smiles and giggles, but then feels that there is a hint of truth, 

“So you are a spy?”

“NO, I am not a spy, I am just not supposed to talk about all my specialized training. I will just say, that back when I was still active, I was very good.”

Tea pokes me playfully with a finger claw,

“You aren’t too bad even now.”

  I notice a little bit of blood on hir cheek that didn’t get washed off, I lean close and gently begin to lick it off, I can feel hir hearts beating faster and I slowly lick my way around hir muzzle and kiss hir tenderly. Shi holds me close and nuzzles my neck, nibbling hir way around and softly kisses me in return. I can sense hir emotions very clearly and I know shi can sense mine, I look into hir green eyes, they sparkle with the firelight. Shi pulls me close and kisses me again. We never notice the fire burning out. 
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