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  In the week that I have been visiting with Tealeaf, we have explored some of the area closest to the cabin. Shi has been introducing me to more of the wildlife that seems to be everywhere in the forest. We have caught and tasted a few of the smaller animals and even fried up some of the larger insects. I have noticed that shi has been growing more and more affectionate towards me.  I like hir very much and we have had no personality conflicts, I enjoy being with hir very much. The feelings of deep love just seem to be vacant within me; maybe it will come with time.  

  On my tenth day of visiting with Tealeaf, we have planned to continue the hike that I had originally set out on. Tealeaf has hiked there in the past and shi volunteered to be my guide. We have packed for a few nights on the trail and brought plenty of the meat that we had prepared. The trail begins by hiking down stream till we reach the main river, then following that upstream for one to two days. We will then have to ascend to the peaks to the south of the river.

 Tealeaf smiles to me and I smile back as we make our way through the forest. I can sense that shi is happy to have me close and I feel the same for hir.  The first few hours, Tea is pointing out all the little interesting things that Nature presents to us but as the trail wears on, I can sense that shi is getting tired. I can feel the trail as well and my legs have reached a balance between fatigue and pain that is at least tolerable. Tealeaf is pushing hirself much harder than I am, shi doesn’t want to appear weak to me, I can feel it and see it in hir expression. We pass over a small stream that feeds into the river that we are following, I point to some shady, moss covered clearings between the trees, 

  “ How about a little snack before we get to the steep parts?”

 Tea pauses and looks where I am pointing, 

“We can stop here if you like but I think we should continue. I feel that those clouds are going to bring rain.”

I look up beyond the tree canopy and see some clouds off to the west. They are coming towards our canyon fairly slowly but they look like they may be thick enough to bring rain at our altitude.

“I see, is there any better cover up ahead if it starts raining?”

Tea looks forward and is silent for a moment,

“Well, lets keep going until we find a place that might be better…”

I nod and continue following Tealeaf up the canyon.

  It is late afternoon when we feel the first hints of rain, the sun has been hidden behind the clouds for a while and the scents from the forest have turned from a warm, sunny day scent into a cool, earthy, and lush scent. 

The trees rustle as the wind picks up as if they are applauding the arrival of the rain. Tea and I begin looking for a good place to ride out the storm, Shi says that the rain usually come in fairly fast and then leave the same way, and at this altitude there is no chance for snow. I have been thinking about my packs and what I did and didn’t bring along. I do have a light waterproof shell and a warm blanket and a thin sweater, but nothing for bad weather. 

 The rain begins light at first, but we can hear the heavy rain approaching as it wades through the forest towards us. We still have no shelter other than standing under a tree, so we continue walking and looking. The heavy rain envelops us and we stop for a moment to adjust our packs, we are drenched in no time even though we are under some trees. Luckily the rain is not too cold and even though we are very wet we are still fairly warm as long as we continue walking.

  The rain beats down loudly on my folded ears but it can’t drown out the music of the forest. The sounds of the rain in the trees and the river flowing nearby, the small streams flowing down the tree trunks and the ferns and grasses wetly caressing my legs as I walk, my paws sloshing through the soft mud and wet moss. All of this awakens my senses. The rain running down my back and draining off my belly, the large drops thumping on my rump and splashing on my packs, my body and my soul are soaking it all in, I feel in my heart, that I am home. 

  I am lost in my thoughts and emotions when Tea stops and turns to me, shi has a wet and soggy smile, the rain running down hir face, dripping off hir muzzle,

  “I think that you are enjoying this way too much. You are projecting your happiness very clearly. Maybe if I push you in the river for a swim, you will feel even happier?”

Tea giggles and gives me a little shove towards the river, I smile wetly back to hir and playfully poke hir soggy rear with a finger claw,

 “Maybe you aren’t enjoying this enough, I hope it snows!”

Tea pokes hir tongue out at me and turns to continue up the trail. I grab hir tail and shake it playfully; shi pokes me with hir tail tip. I begin to notice that the sky is getting darker and it is not just the rain clouds, 

“Tea, maybe we should look for a place to settle for the night, it will be dark soon.”

 “I have been looking but this is just forest, trees and bushes, I don’t know the area too well, it has been a long time since I came this way.”

  We keep trudging until we come to a tree that has fallen across a small boulder, there is not much of a dry area beneath, but at least the rain is partially shielded by the log. We collect a few bushes and pile them for a small windbreak and we take off our packs. Tea takes a small lightweight tarp and ties it to the log, then drapes it down to the ground, holding it in place with a few rocks, making a lean-to. The moss and ferns under the log are wet but clean; we trample them down a little and then snuggle against eachother for warmth. We both get our blankets and wrap up as best as we can. The rain continues. We eat some of the meat that we had prepared and munch on a few snacks. I pull tealeaf close and hold hir, purring softly. We look out from our little shelter, warm and happy at each other’s company. 

  Some time in the night, the rain stops, the morning sun brings warmth as a light mist rises from the forest. I wake up snuggled tightly against Tealeaf, our bodies warm and damp. I watch the forest silently, the mist slowly swirling in the air, the forest, alive, beginning a new day. Tealeaf opens hir eyes and snugs me tightly, I kiss hir muzzle softly. We are happy.

  It is shortly after noon, we are turning away from the river and beginning the hike up to the peak, the weather has been mostly clear and warm, just a few clouds dragging shadows across the forest. We have had our blankets draped across our backs to dry them and it worked out well, we should be warm and dry tonight. 

  This part of the trail is visible since there is only one good way to get to the summit. My tourist guide had mentioned that there is a small windbreak very near the top and we are planning to camp there tonight. We are a little behind schedule and may not have time before the sun sets to reach the area. Tea and I will try our best to get there before dark.

  The trail is steep in places and has sections of loose scree that many times slips when you step on it. I half wish that I had brought my moccasins instead of leaving them in the cabin, though, this hike probably would have ruined them. My paws are getting sore and scraped from the jagged rocks and Tea has pinched hir toes between rocks a few times too. I am trying not to complain, but I can sense that the fun factor has temporarily been lost in this hike. 

  We cross over a little saddle in the mountain and from here we can see the summit, it is very close. We can also see the sun setting behind the next mountain range to the west. We stop for a few minutes to enjoy the sunset and share a kiss. The trail is much better here and we jog towards the summit. The trees are scattered much farther apart up here and the ferns and moss are noticeably smaller, but the area still has a beauty of it’s own. 

  We come to the area that we had planned to make camp and we offload our packs. We grab a few snacks and our lights and blankets, and continue to the summit. Dusk is quickly fading into night when we reach the large flat rock that is the summit. We stand in awe at the view and hold hands, Tea wraps hir tail around mine and I smile to hir.

  We cuddle together in our blankets, looking up at the stars, the atmosphere is very clear and the closeness of some of the stars to this solar system makes them very bright and large. Their differences in color make them easy to identify, if you had studied such things. Tealeaf begins telling me the names of some of them, but shi soon runs out of names, shi hasn’t study them too much lately. We just stare up at them all glassy-eyed, holding hands and snuggling. We eat some snacks while the moon Ka`turna slowly rises, and after the moon Cha`turna rises, there is enough light to safely travel back to our camp.

  The sun touches our camp fairly early and we decide to go back to the summit to watch the morning evolve. My muscles are fairly sore at first, but they loosen up after a few stretches. Tea unpacks hir camera and begins taking a few pictures, shi sets the camera on a rock and aims it at me, shi pads over next to me and presses the remote, the camera beeps as it takes the shot. Tea takes a few more pictures of us together and we playfully change poses. 

  The air is very clear and we can see off into the distance, places that neither of us have ever been.  The beauty of the forest below, the glimmer of the sun reflecting off some bodies of water far in the distance, we can see aircraft and skyliners flying to their destinations, vapor trails to civilization. I have a feeling that I have not held so deeply in a very long time, a feeling of freedom, the whole universe is out before me and nothing is holding me back,

  “Do you feel it? The feeling that you have your whole life in your hands, the feeling that you can accomplish anything and everything? More than anything I feel that I can finally let it rest.”

  Tea looks at me and smiles,

“I think you are just up too high in the thin air.  If you tell me that you can fly, I will have to drag you down the mountain till you get more oxygen and come to your senses.”

“Oh Tea, I guess I wouldn’t expect you to understand, I can feel you in my thoughts, I know you can feel what I mean, it is just that, I have not been truly free to explore my future until recently.  I have always had work, and duty and now I am actually free to become what I want. I have no responsibilities any more. My senses are awakened.”

  Tealeaf holds my hand and smiles questioningly; I just smile back to hir.

After a couple hours of enjoying the scenery from our mountaintop, we head back to pack up and begin the journey back down the mountain, We will have plenty of time to get to the river before the sun goes down, but we plan to go very slow on steep, slippery places.

  We make it to the river safely and decide to stop when we get to the log that we had slept under in the rain. The next evening we arrive at the cabin.

We unload our packs and spread everything out to release any dampness within.  We look through our food supplies and manage to put together a small feast, we have been eating lightly on the trail and now we plan to sit and enjoy our food. I build a fire as Tea prepares the food. 

________________________________________________________-

  The food was good, the cabin is warm and the bed is comfortable, Tea and I snuggle up and fall asleep quickly. We sleep deeply and the sun is high when I wake up, Tea has already begun preparing breakfast.

  “I see you have finally woken up, I was making breakfast for you, but I think I’ll call it lunch for me.”

Shi winks playfully and comes to pull me up from the bed. I stand reluctantly and my muscles again demand attention. I have to stretch a few minutes before I can walk without a limp.  Tea looks at me and smiles,

“Oh, look at you, should I start treating you like an old longtail?”

I playfully mumble something about my short tail and let it fade silently.

After we eat, Tea collects hir towel and invites me to a shower in the waterfall, I smile and grab my towel.

 We walk hand in hand until the trail narrows. Tea is leading and I hold hir tail, which shi wraps around my hand. The waterfall is flowing a little more than the last time we were here and we are careful not to get fully under the flow, which would be painful. We wash eachother slowly and share a few kisses before we walk out to dry off. I have noticed that my feelings for Tea have been growing lately, I try not to hide it and Tea has easily sensed my affection for hir. I can sense that Tea enjoys the affection and shi has encouraged me.

  After drying off, Tea suggests a hike upstream tomorrow morning to collect some sand apples and see if we can find any nuts that may have fallen in the little rainstorm. Usually the squirrels pick them up fairly quickly. I nod in approval and we just relax the rest of the day, lounging in the sun and dozing in each other’s embrace.

 We start out at first light, our packs empty in hopes of finding nuts to fill them, or sand apples if not nuts.

 Our hike is productive and we head back in late afternoon. As we approach the cabin, our side packs full of nuts and fruit. We are nearly in sight of the cabin when I get an impression, I stop suddenly and I take tea’s hand. Shi senses my apprehension and stands silently. I focus my thoughts and slowly move forward,

“Some one is at the cabin, wait here a moment.” 

  Tea nods and I walk forward to greet who ever it is.  The orange tabby chakat walks out of the cabin as I come into view. I stop and signal Tea to come along. Tea comes up quickly and we both walk over to Clover. 

  “Hey Clover, I find it hard to believe that this is a coincidence, meeting you here?”

Clover has an expression of relief on hir face and smiles happily,

“Yeah, go figure…”

“Tealeaf, This is Clover…  We met a couple times back in town.”

Tealeaf smiles and nods to Clover, 

“What brings you all the way up here?

Clover makes an exhausting expression and points to me,

“Artemis…”

I look a little surprised and shrug, 

“What did I do now, and how did you find me?”

  Clover motions us over to some soft ferns in the shade of a large tree and flops down tiredly. Tea and I take off our packs and sit together, across from Clover. Shi sits for a moment and looks tiredly at us,

“You are quite the celebrity lately, people have been looking for you all week, posting your picture on the news, leaving messages on your ship, tracking your comm back to the table in your ship… Yes… Quite the celebrity.  You should know that you can’t hide on this planet.”

I look at Tea questioningly and shi looks back towards me the same. We both look back at Clover,

“Okay, you are making me nervous… Why is everyone looking for me and did someone break into my ship?”

“Well, after you talked to Wildflower, shi gathered us all together and went over the incident that you had talked to hir about. It was not easy for any of us but we all worked through it and we are a little stronger now because of it.”

I look at Clover a little Suspiciously,

“So you looked all over for me, just to come and tell me that everything is better now? Did someone break into my ship??”

“Well, not exactly. We were contacted by some of your family members here and they wanted to know if we had any information on your whereabouts. Your grandmother Kalki has a large extended family here and when they found out that you were on Chakona, they set out to locate you. It turns out that you and I are cousins in some odd way. Your sire Starduster was my sire’s first cousin. So that makes us related… some how. Umm… and the spaceport unlocked your ship for agricultural inspection or something… Did you know that you have cousins that work at the spaceport?”

“So much for privacy on this planet…”

 Tea looks a little confused,

“So why is everyone in such a big hurry to find Artemis?”

Clover smiles playfully,

“Because shi isn’t dead!” 

Tealeaf looks a little shocked and turns to me,

“You were dead?”

I shrug a little and nod,

“I guess I was dead until last week, my birth name is Hunter, shi was killed in a…  Well, it’s a long story… But I am not really dead… Just misplaced for a while.”

Tea still looks shocked and annoyed, 

“And you have been telling me about yourself for the last two weeks or so and never mentioned that you were dead?”

I nod awkwardly,

“Well, I was going to get around to it eventually, if I had to.”

Tea crosses hir arms and stares silently at me for a moment.

Clover giggles quietly and nods to Tealeaf,

“And that is not even half of it, Shi is a hero!”

“OH I AM NOT!  Who says I am a hero?  I am certainly NOT a hero.”

Clover winks to Tealeaf,

“Oh yes, Artemis “Bluestripe” has received a special medal of valor and a few other ones too while shi was on Terra.”

I look at Clover for a moment, trying to think of something to say but my mind goes blank;

“How do you know so much about my past?”

 Clover continues talking towards Tealeaf,

“Oh it was all on the news for a couple days, they were telling all about that explosion several years ago, I remember seeing it back then, they played it again and had circles and arrows showing you flying through the air. They had pictures of you growing up and how you looked when you were dyed all black. You are like some long lost hero returning from war… They even talked about how you grew up a farmer and brought all the Bladskard fruit here.”

 Tealeaf looks all wide-eyed at me,

“THAT WAS YOU! That was you in that explosion?  And you never told me any of that?”

 I kind of shrug a little,

“Yes, well it is not exactly something I want to remember, and just because I was injured in the line of duty… And because I didn’t die, they are calling me a hero? I don’t buy into that. I think the news is just hard up for something to report.”

 I can sense that Tealeaf is not happy that I have been keeping so many secrets from hir. Shi doesn’t understand that they are sad memories and that I would rather not wear those memories like a badge of honor, like a proud member of the Dead Chakats Society.

 Clover is still smiling and giggles frequently,

“Well, maybe the news IS a little biased, you have cousins working there too.”

“Gawd! Figures…”

  I can sense lots of mixed emotions boiling within Tealeaf and I decide not to even try to explore them. I have no doubt that shi will discuss them with me eventually. I just sit and let Clover continue, I can sense that shi has not even begun to slow down.

  Clover gets a little wide eyed as shi starts off again,

“Oh! And your search for answers… And how you found your parents bodies on the frozen ship!  I think they want to make a movie about it, do you know that you have family in the movie production business?”

 “UGH… Great…Sure!!!  Lets all make a movie of my dead parents floating in space for 30 years!” 

 I hold my head in my hands. I have no idea what’s next. 

 “Well, when you put it like that… ummm… Anyway, they were showing pictures of your ship and pointing out the damaged areas where the pirates attacked. They interviewed the mechanics on your little farming planet who fixed the ship... What is that planet called again? Axiom or something? Oh well… I think everyone on this side of the planet must know who you are by now!”

Tea looks even more upset, 

“You have your own spaceship?”

I sit in quiet disbelief. I should have NEVER let Thunder send a copy of my life to Kalki…

 Clover slows down just a bit, hir smile still broadly showing hir teeth as shi talks,

“Well anyway, when the word got out that your family was trying to locate you, we had no trouble finding out where you have been. The waitress at the little café near my house, shi was interviewed, shi was saying how you are the strong, silent type. People have been calling the news station to find out if you are mated to anyone.”

“…GAWD!” I just look helplessly towards Tealeaf.

 “The clerk at the Shade Tree where you had a room, they interviewed hir too. Shi was saying how you were very polite and made the bed and left the room very clean when you checked out.”

“What? Who cares if I made my bed or not? You are making this up! You must be …”

Clover smiles happily and shakes hir head,

“Nope! The big break was the taxi driver. I think shi is a cousin too, from your grandmothers’ mates side or something, actually I think most people are claiming to be related to you some how. Anyway, they interviewed hir on the news, Shi remembered how nice you were and how you bought hir breakfast. So, We decided that I would come up here and find you, since I had already met you before. Luckily I saw your paw prints in the fresh mud heading up here instead of the main trail.”

I sigh deeply,

“Yes, that was lucky, wasn’t it…”

Tealeaf is still in a state of shock, but has filtered through hir emotions enough to sense how dreadful I feel. Shi is not happy with me, but tries to sympathize,

“Maybe I can see why you didn’t want to talk about it, I do remember how you felt the other day.”

Clover has finally stopped long enough to sense that I am not as happy as shi is about being discovered and having my life become the talk of the town. Shi finally gets a clue that maybe I didn’t want to be exposed. Hir voice is keyed down as shi continues,

“Well, I am supposed to call in for a shuttle if I find you, there is a big family party planned and your cousin on the news crew wants an interview with you after that. Your grandmother Kalki and some of your friends from Terra arrived here last night, I am sure that they are all waiting to hear from me. 

I nod slowly and stand up. I take my packs and walk in to the cabin; Tea follows a few minutes later as Clover digs out hir comm.

I sit on the sleeping pad and look up to Tea,

“Well, I guess I do have a bit of baggage, though I thought I was careful not to pack any of it as I began my hike. Tea sits close and hugs me, 

“I am sorry, I can feel you didn’t want any of this, but I think we will have to have a long talk very soon. You never even told my that you have your own spaceship?”

Tea pokes me gently and smiles, I can feel hir attempt to be funny but it is consumed by my poor mood.

Clover comes in and smiles, 

“They are heading to the shuttle now, they should be here in a while. They told me not to let you out of my sight, not even for an instant.”

I stand up and begin walking out to the forest, Clover tags along close and looks questioningly towards me,

“Umm, Where are you going?”

“I am going into the forest to take care of a little business. I don’t think I need an audience either.”

  Clover looks a little uneasy as shi slowly drops back and stops following. The thick forest fills in behind me and soon the cabin is well out of sight.

I have a feeling that this will be the last of my privacy for some time to come.

 Tealeaf is giggling playfully and I can see a trace of tears on hir cheek as I walk back to the cabin. Clover is kneeled near the side of the stream washing out hir muzzle. I can’t help but laugh as I hug Tea playfully. Clover sees me and stands up, hir tongue still trying to remove the taste of the insect as shi walks over. I smile to hir playfully,

“Those pink bugs don’t taste too good, do they?”

“Pink bugs?  Shi gave me a black one!”

Tealeaf shrugs innocently and then giggles loudly,

“You can eat the black ones, but you better be starving first.”

I toss a sand apple to Clover as we enter the cabin. Shi looks at it questioningly. I smile and nod assuredly to hir before shi takes a cautious bite. I begin to pack up my bags and place everything in a pile. Tea just stands watching. I can sense that shi is confused,

“Tea, you aren’t packing?  Don’t you want to come along?”

“Well, I don’t know, I don’t see that I have been invited yet.”

I walk over to Tea and hug hir tightly,

 “I am not going to get on that shuttle without you.”

“Well, what if I don’t want to come?”

“Humm… How many people do you think we can fit in this cabin?”

Tea Pauses for a moment, and looks around the cabin,

“Ok, I’ll come, I wouldn’t want all your rowdy relatives to knock down my little cabin.”

 We pack up everything and prepare the cabin for our departure. Tea and I wait under a tree, we both have a feeling that our lives are going to change very much, very soon. I hold hir hand tightly and try to smile.

Clover Calls out,

“I can see the shuttle! Here they come!

I hear the shuttle and I can’t stop my self from shaking. Tea holds me tightly,

“It will be ok, just flow with it for now.” 

  The shuttle circles the cabin and then moves upstream a short distance to land in a small clearing. I can sense a shuttle packed full of excited people. Tea holds me tightly as we hear a herd of galloping taurs running through the forest towards us. A variety of skunktaurs and chakats burst into view after a split second of indecision, they see us and come running. Clover looks a little nervous and cautiously backs away from us. I am tempted to stand and brace my self, but Tea holds me down and we sit as they approach. I can see Thunder and Crystal in the mob as well as Summer. 

 The group slows and stops in front of us and I slowly stand and try to smile. A skunktaur is the first to hug me tightly. I can sense hys emotions very clearly, a mixture of joy and jubilation, relief and gratitude. Hy stands back a single step; as a dark tabby colored chakat is next to hug.  Everyone is talking and nobody is listening as I am handed off from one hug to the next. Introductions swirl in my head while people are crying, laughing, sniffling and purring. I try to catch a glimpse of Tealeaf but shi has cautiously stepped back to stand near Clover. It is several minutes before I notice the chakat with the video camera standing back a little. I stand as quietly as I can, smiling and only responding with the bare minimum of repartee to the jubilant mob. Kalki and hys mate Surefire who are my Grandparents are holding eachother tightly and looking proudly at me. I can see that they have begun to notice my obvious scars. Now that I think about it, most people I have seen on this planet are completely without scars of any kind, I must look like a freak.

 ThunderCloud, CrystalMoon, and SummerBreeze, and a whole gaggle of cackling “cousins” are standing close and talking excitedly together. I finally get a moment to introduce Tealeaf, who has drifted farther away from the crowd. Shi walks closer and waves to everyone; I laugh a little as the mob engulfs hir next. I walk close to Thunder and punch hir in the arm firmly.  Thunder looks surprised and rubs hir arm,

“What was that for?”

“That was for talking me into giving Kalki my whole life story!”

 Crystal and Summer giggle softly but Thunder senses my annoyance and is quiet. After an awkward moment I lean in and hug Thunder tightly and kiss hir cheek, shi can tell that I forgive hir.
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