Part 16

   I am sitting on the balcony, looking out across the forest. In the distance I can see some of the buildings in the city. In places, the forest opens up enough to see parts of the dirt road that leads to the house. The sky is a deep blue and the few clouds are low as they pass just over the tops of the mountains behind the house. It has been nearly eight months since my reunification back into my family. I remember the large hall that they had rented for the party, it was like some fancy government function, now when I think of it, I do have some family that are active in the local government. 

Crystal and Thunder were there as well as Summer, Leona had stayed at home to care for the children. I had spent some time with Kalki and hie had helped me with a few personal issues.

  I can hear Tealeaf down stairs rustling in the closet; shi calls up asking where hir green luggage bags are,

“I think they are out in the storage room in the garage.”

Shi thanks me and I can hear hir going to the garage. 

 I gaze out across the forest again, my thoughts wandering randomly. I think about Wildflower, hir life has been troubled lately. The facts about hir dealings on that planet so far away have come home and were made public in an anonymous news leak. My senses make me suspect it was one of my cousins.  Wildflower was called into a formal inquisition and even though hir actions made military sense in the rawest details, shi was raked over the coals and called a baby killer by activists, mostly humans with some alternate agenda. Shi received much support from hir family and the community, and no formal charges were pressed. The questions about the cover up of hir actions and the deletion of official records are still filtering through the proper government channels and will probably be consumed by them.

 Somehow the information about my attack on the terrorists and my treatment by the skunktaurs was brought out and there was a debate in the news about all that.  I refused to comment but they continued to question if a simple act of rage validated a complete personality adjustment by skunktaur agents. The practice has now been brought out into the light and come under review by the proper government agency.  There were many people, mostly chakats, who considered my actions acceptable in the first place. They prefer strong actions against terrorists.

Tealeaf calls up to me, “Should I bring my camping gear?”

“I’m bringing mine.” I call down to hir.

“Okay, I’ll bring mine too”

  I smile as I remember the last camping trip we went on, Clover tagged along and we did a little hunting. Clover had tracked one of the raccoon creatures and had pounced and killed it with hir knife, Shi was so excited at hir kill that shi prepared to cook some of it. Tealeaf and I were silent until Clover was ready for hir first bite of the meat. We stopped hir and offered hir some of our Mountaindeer instead. We all took the smallest of nibbles on the raccoon meat and it was very unpleasant, at least we all gained a little knowledge that night.

  I turn and walk into the room; I look around and think how lucky we were to buy this house. I had some funds saved up but Tealeaf, being a college student was a little low. When we found this house, we knew we had to have it. The house is multileveled, set into a gentile slope on the side of a small hill. The rooms are large like most chakat homes. They extend into the mountainside several meters so as to not hang too far above the ground; this makes it safer for small children. The house is situated near the end of a long canyon that opens towards the city. The tall mountains on either side of the property feed several streams that flow all year long. There is a small but diverse grove of imported fruit trees just down the slope from the front of the house. I can see the apples maturing on the nearest trees and the fragrances of the mixed blossoms lofts up into the house when the wind is not too strong. The property is fairly large and is backed up to a forest preserve. It takes about 40 minutes in a PTV to drive to the city since most of the roads are not paved in this area. The closest neighbors are about four kilometers away, a short jog.

  Kalki knew how much we wanted the house. Hie arranged a loan from family members with very good terms. I should not have any problems repaying the loan with the money from my ship.

 I have leased it to one of the large academies in Amistad. They will use it for their space travels classes. They already had a few shuttles to work with, but this ship is by far, the largest and the only one capable of true long-distance travel. They plan to man it with instructors and final-year cadets and make cargo trips to help fund the program. They will also be making trips for the other programs at the academy. The ship’s upgraded sensors, outdated as they are, will be a great asset to the science programs there. I did include a requirement to make at least one trip a year to Amaethon during the peak of the harvest season, to bring a shipment of Bladskard fruit back to Chakona.

  That trip starts tonight and we are riding along so that Tealeaf may meet my human family. This will be hir second time in space. Hir first time was a couple months ago, I took Tealeaf for a little trip around the local area. We made a close orbit around Ka`turna and watched Chakona rise over the horizon several times. The view was truly inspiring; Tealeaf hardly noticed when I first asked hir to be my mate.

  I pad down stairs to see if Tea needs any help packing. The trip will be about a month long. We will spend about 10 days on Amaethon it will give everyone a little time to explore, I am sure that none of the others on the ship have ever been there before. I suspect that by the end of 10 days, they will be thoroughly bored of the place. 

  Tea is packing some hiking foods into hir backpack before putting it into hir luggage. I look over at my bags and try to think if I am forgetting anything. I have already loaded a few crates of gifts for my parents into the ship. Clover and a few of hir friends will be staying at the house while we are gone. I hope the walls are still standing when we return.  Tea and I make a final look through the house to be sure we haven’t forgotten anything. 

 We arrive at the spaceport and drive over to the ship; the academy is making preparations for a big send off. This will be their first trip out of the solar system by their cadets. I look at the ship; it is clean and freshly painted with the academy’s logo. I feel a deep satisfaction that they are breathing new life into the old ship. The shirts that the staff are wearing all have a picture of the ship on them and there are banners showing the ship hanging from the light poles. The news crews are setting up a few extra lights for the evening ceremony, I wave to my cousin who is working on the camera equipment. Shi smiles and waves back.

  The ship’s cargo doors are still opened, showing off the cargo, it is packed with a shipment of various items that are going to Amaethon. I had contacted my father and told him that if they need any supplies on Amaethon, they may want to order them from Chakona and arrange shipping on my ship, it would cut down the costs to the academy by not having to fly an empty ship there to pick up the fruit. It all worked out well, and the cargo holds are nearly at capacity.

  Two hours till departure, Tealeaf prefers to stay in the ship as I go out to mingle with the academy folk. They are all excited and the cadet crew is a little nervous. I am quickly handed a shirt and I pull it on in the shadows. I plan to stay in the background but I am called out for a quick scene in front of the cameras to accept a gesture of gratitude for leasing the ship so affordably.  I quickly fade into the background again and circle around behind the camera near my cousin. I playfully tug hir tail while shi is trying to record the event. I am sure nobody noticed the camera jostling for a moment as shi quickly turned and smacked my rump as I tried to hop out of reach.

  Time for departure, Tea is in our room, which we share with two cadets, a biped fox vixen and a cheetah patterned chakat.  I am standing in the back of the bridge as the instructors and cadets prepare to take off, they have flown around the area in the ship several times so I am confident they will have no problems.

 They go through the launch sequence by the book and soon we are on our way flawlessly.  I broadcast out a little empathic gratitude and express confidence. I can sense the others responding cheerfully.

  As the trip draws on, Tea and I, well mostly me, spend our time watching the crew go over their duties and learn from the instructors, I have picked up a few new bits of knowledge about this ship just by listening carefully. Tea told me that shi has grown tired of being nervous of space travel and now just calmly accepts the fact that shi will probably die in space. I just laugh and kiss hir reassuringly. I joke and tell hir that I have already died in space and came back alive years later. Shi is a little too nervous still to see the humor.

  We have spent many hours talking with the crew; they feel honored to have us on their first real trek across the stars. I have been asked to tell the story of me vs. the terrorists more than a few times and I usually give a watered down version, lacking any real sense of fury or emotion, I feel compelled to say that I can not condone killing humans. I was cornered by a few cadets who insisted that I answer the question of whether or not I felt satisfied after killing the terrorists. I hesitantly said that I was very satisfied at the time. They cheered and patted me on the back. I could sense their satisfaction in my answer; I was like a real hero to them.

 I still refuse to talk about the incident when Pathmaker was killed, I only point to my scars and say that these were easy to heal, other injuries last a lifetime.

 Tea and I are reading the news in the room when I receive a message from Thunder, Shi informs me that a well known media company has requested hir to help film a documentary on the events of my life. They want to be as accurate as possible in the information and processes leading to the discovery of the government cover-up and the techniques used to find the lost ship. 

Shi insists that they will not directly explore my personal issues and will stick to the technical and logistical problems that we had encountered while “Cracking the case”.  Most of this information has already been written but they wanted to make a film putting all the pieces together in a timeline. Thunder tells me that the film will be produced with or without our cooperation. Shi says that shi would like to assist them and be sure that they treat me properly in the film. Tealeaf thinks that it would most likely be a good idea for us to cooperate and I agree. We send Thunder our blessings and mention the names of the people who assisted me along the way; I certainly didn’t do this all alone.

  We have dropped out of the FTL drive and are nearing Amaethon when the Captain comes on over the intercom; shi begins with the destination time, date and ship condition, local weather patterns and basic information about the planet.  I smile to Tealeaf and pull hir close, 

“This is my home planet, more or less.”

Shi kisses me happily as the Captain continues with an old warning about having mates at every spaceport and proper precautions and general safety concerns dealing with being in a strange place for a short length of time. I start giggling and most people in the area can hear me. As the captain continues with standard personal protection suggestions and never walking around alone if it can be avoided, I am laughing and leaning on a bulkhead trying to catch my breath.  Tea and a few others are watching nearby, they are a little amused by the speech, but not like I am. Tea pokes me with handpaw claw,

 “What’s so funny?”

“Oh Tea, this planet has such a small population that almost everyone is genetically related to everyone else, and most of them are Hermaphobes or country bumpkins who would just as likely cook you up on a barbeque as they would invite you out on a hunting trip. I really don’t think that this place would qualify as a place to have a mate at every spaceport.”

Tea looks at me sternly and points hir finger at me,

“Oh you are exaggerating, it is not that bad or you would have been barbequed long time ago…”

“Okay, I admit it isn’t quite that bad, but I will be very surprised and amazed if any of these fine cadets finds a companion on this planet. If one does, I will bow down to hir in admiration.”

Everyone in earshot giggles and someone says,

“That sounds like a challenge if I ever heard one, lets just see how bad it is down there.”

Tealeaf punches me in the arm and growls.

“Damn it Artemis! Now look what you did!”

I rub my arm silently; I can see in hir eyes that shi is trying to hold back a smile and I can sense that shi is amused.

 The arrival and landing at Amaethon was pure perfection, the cadets did everything by the book and did it flawlessly. The ship is directed to Customs and as it taxis into the hangar, we can see that a welcome party has been arranged. It looks like just about everyone in the small city is here. I can see that the local college must be out for the day to meet us.  Most cadets on the ship have never seen such a large gathering of humans in their lives and most of the humans have never seen so many chakats and morphs in one place either.

 I am happy to see all the students greeted warmly with hugs and cheers, people are holding out slices of fresh Bladskard fruit to us as we wade through the crowd.

 My parents are here and knowing how much a chakat likes well-prepared meat, their cook has quite a barbeque going on over to the side of the hangar. I can sense the jubilance in everyone here, as the cadets are out numbered by about thirty-to-one. I make my way over to my parents with Tealeaf close to my side. We hug eachother tightly, I can sense that my father is very happy to see me, but my mother is looking forward to meeting Tealeaf. I introduce my mother to Tealeaf and she hugs hir very tightly and gives hir a cheek pinch,”

 “Oh you are so beautiful! How did Artemis ever find you? I’ll bet that shi must have had to fight all the other suitors in order to win you. Shi always did like to fight. I know just how moody Artemis can be too! I remember when shi was just a kitten; shi would go around being grumpy all day and fight with the other kids. Oh I’ll tell you, you must be very firm with hir or shi will never obey you!

   OH! Your children will be so adorable! When are you planning to have children? I was so happy when Artemis left to Terra; I knew shi would never have children if shi stayed here! I can’t wait to see your new house, I hear it has plenty of rooms for children and house guests?”

  I look to my father and he looks to me, we both just walk over to the barbeque,

“I guess Mom forgets that I can have children too.”

“Well, she does usually use the masculine terms when she isn’t thinking, and the way some of the girls used to adore you when you were in school, she just called them your girlfriends. Most of the boys felt threatened by you too, so I don’t even bother to correct her any more.”

“Yeah, I guess it was hard to date the boys, when your penis is larger than theirs.”

My father looks a little surprised but then chuckles.

   I can sense Tealeaf calling for help but I let hir suffer a little longer, I can also sense how excited my mother is. I load up a plate with enough food to last me a while and then call out to everyone that the food is very good. The cadets are offered first access to the food and the crowd soon devours everything that they have left behind. Tealeaf had made hir escape from my mother long enough to pile up a plate of food. Shi and comes to sit with us on a shady spot of grass near the customs office. 

   I sit watching the crowd, the crew of the ship are all young, in their prime, dressed up in class A uniform and very happy to be out in the fresh air. They are radiating happiness and pleasure. I can sense that I may have been wrong about some of the people in this city, the young adults mostly. They are talking to the young cadets, their body language doing most of the talking and they probably don’t realize just how empathic most chakats are. I think I will have to do plenty of bowing in admiration on the trip home. 

  I am called over for a very short speech.  I address everyone informally and thank my parents for the great food, I thank the town for the support in getting the ship filled up with cargo and finally I ask for suggestions on opening up a more regular shipping route to Chakona. I leave the podium for the ship captain and sit back with my family.

  Tea and I are last to be processed by the customs agent, we waited for everyone else to go first, we help clean up the barbeque then my parents drive Tea and I over to the farm, The scents, difference in the gravity, and the air density are a surprise to Tealeaf, it is hir first time on a different planet and shi is beginning to tune into every little change. I ask my father to stop and let us out of the truck about two kilometers from the main compound, I want to take Tealeaf for a walk through the vineyard. We hop off the back of the truck and wave as we prepare to head out into the field. 

  Tea looks around slowly; shi has never been out in the center of such a large and flat plain. Off in the hazy distance we can faintly make out the mountain range where I used to hike. The warm weather and large moist fields cause the haze to form and there is very little wind today to blow it away. 

  Tea holds my hand, “This is just strange, I was used to not sensing many people on the ship, but to be on a planet with so few people, my empathy, my emotions are just free from clutter. This is like a silence that I have never felt before. Even in the deepest forest of Chakona, I can still feel the planet full of people off in the distance, but here, it is like… Well, it is refreshing.”

  I hug Tea and kiss hir, then we walk out into the vineyard. The plants are heavy with fruit and their scent; combined with the damp soil, make a sweet earthy fragrance that touches a place deep within my memory. The years I spent working out here, constantly having stained fur in the harvest season, I will have to show Tea some of the old photos of the farm. I pull a few weeds with my handpaw as we slowly walk. Tea smiles,  “So, do you want to work off all that food by pulling weeds in the fields?”

 “No, not really, though if I had to, it would not bother me. There was a time when these fields, combined with hard work, were my best friends. I could come out here and work until I felt better, or felt nothing. I never had other chakats to be with when I was growing up and the people here never really understood the problems I had as I matured. Hard work and exhaustion worked when nothing else would. I was not shy, but I quickly learned the people I could talk to and the people who I should stay quiet to. Adolescent humans are insane. It seems that most of them are too busy imploding or exploding to be good friends. The ones who do seem to be reasonable also seem to have the parents who are not. In the end, none of them had the strength to be my friend for long. They would fold to the pressure of being teased for spending time with me. 

  I couldn’t fight all of the jerks, it was usually “Who is the pet and who is the master” or some other stupid insult. My sister would get teased for bringing her pet to school. She could handle it most of the time. The times when it got to her too much, I would have to step in and bite, claw or otherwise make things better for her. She moved away to Terra the first chance she got. This planet does have a very hard time keeping any of the children. As soon as they grow up, most of them leave. I don’t know what will happen to my parents’ farm, when they eventually die, I would not want to live here again, and Zephyrus, well I don’t know, maybe her husband would want to come back if there was enough money in it.”

  Tea has been silently nodding mostly; I can sense that shi does not want to live here. We walk out of the fields and out into the main compound. We walk around to the rear of the house and I show hir where we can wash our paws.  My parents have prepared one of the rooms for us and it is very comfortable. We all stay up very late talking and going through the old family pictures with Tealeaf.

  My parents remember stories and events that I have long forgotten and I feel that maybe, just a little, Tea can understand what I went through as I grew up here. I smile to Tealeaf for I can sense that shi feels just how welcome shi is here. Shi relaxes just a little more but I think shi will always be a little uncomfortable around strangers. 

  A knock on the door wakes us up and I look out the window. Tea and I have slept in fairly late and my father is eager to go to the spaceport and get his shipment. By the time we are ready and head out to the trucks, some of the farm hands are beginning to show up for lunch. My father sees me looking towards the kitchen and I can sense that he is anxious to leave. I softly sigh towards Tealeaf and we climb into one of the trucks. I soon find out just how crowded it is to try to have two chakats in the cab of the truck. We have to twist and contort a few minutes before we fit and are somewhat comfortable. My father and a couple of his farmhands drive the other trucks as we all head out to the spaceport. 

   There is a full complement of cadets on hand to help with the cargo and the trucks are quickly loaded. Many of the other farmers have already picked up their shipments earlier in the morning, so by arriving later, we avoided the rush. One of the cadets comes over and asks what there is to do locally, most have a few days leave and a few have not found a local ambassador to show them around.

We have a quick discussion and decide that I will guide a few people for a hike in the mountains. I offer to drive back and pick up everyone who wants to go with us. 

 The next morning I arrive at the spaceport and find 4 geared up chakats waiting for the hike. They all have well prepared packs and side bags. I gesture them to all pile in the back of the truck and we head back to the farm for final preparations.

  It is late afternoon before we are on the trail. The truck ride is quite bumpy and slow, and there are not any comforts out on the back of it. The dust was thick and we all had a meal of it. The fresh air of the trail soon cleans our lungs and the temperature drops to a comfortable level as we gain altitude. There is more talk about how quite the planet is and the senses seem to sharpen between us. We arrive in a green grassy meadow as the sun is setting. The stream flows quietly nearby and the temperature will not be too cold tonight. We set out our gear and compare equipment as we eat. All of the cadets are experienced hikers on Chakona and we spend some of the evening sharing stories of places we have been. It has been a long time since I was in a sleeping group of chakats. We are a tangled pile of arms, legs, tails, and bodies, all gathered close together for warmth and security. I can sense the closeness of the group and try to open myself up to enjoy it but the dark areas in my past seem to keep up a bit of a shield. My empathic training is ingrained with the paranoia that someone may try to enter my thoughts.

  Some time in the night, someone got up to take care of business, I am aware of the movement but don’t bother to open my eyes. Shi comes back and snuggles back down into the pile next to me. I don’t try to figure out who it is as shi snuggles down and drapes hir arm and handpaw across me, I just snuggle back warmly and fall back to sleep.

   I am not the first to wake up in the morning, or the last, the tabby chakat next to me is still snoring quietly as I carefully untangle myself from hir. Tealeaf is a short distance away smiling and preparing breakfast with a couple others. I stretch and look out across the meadow. The dew is light on the grass, our body temperature had kept us dry but my legs get damp as I walk out to do my business. The sun is still hidden behind the mountains and it will be a couple more hours before it climbs into this meadow, by then we should be well on our way higher up the trail. 

  It has been a long day as we hike into the upper meadow near my secret little cave. The forest opens up before us and the stream sings us a quiet welcome. I look around at the old familiarity; I remember each of the trees, rocks and bushes.  Yes this was my back yard and I love it, but it is much less of a forest than on Chakona. 

   I point out where the waterfalls are and where we should make camp. We off load our packs and head out to the closest waterfall to refill our water bags. I point over to where my little cave is and tell them how I used to camp in there when I was young. This is as far as we will go on this hike, if we go much more, we will be above the tree line and there is very little to do.

  We set up camp and break out all our gear, a couple of the cadets want to try a bit of hunting, they have been looking at the deer most of the day while we were hiking. They wander off together as the rest of us prepare a campfire. 

  I can smell them before they are visible, then the sound of their heavy footsteps in the grass, I can sense their satisfaction, the hunters return. They are smiling and holding up large chunks of skinned meat. We spread out a small tarp for them and feed the fire. The rest of the evening is filed with cooking meat on the open fire and happy talk of past and present hunts. It is very late in the night when we pull out some blankets and prepare our well-fed selves for sleep. It is equally late in the morning when we begin to think about waking. 

  We stay camped here for another day. I take Tea into the little cave and show hir my little notebook, shi spends quite a while reading through it, snuggling me from time to time. We both make a short entry and then carefully back it back in the old blankets. Back at the campfire, we make preparations to leave early morning for the long trek back down to the truck. We arrive back at the ranch after dark on the fourth day of the hike. I drop off Tea and then drive the others back into the city. We are all exhausted, dusty, dirty and happy. A few cadets meet us at the ship and look a little envious at our condition. I get back to the ranch very late and Tea is already sleeping, shi is clean and dry and smells slightly smoky. I take a hot shower then collapse in bed next to Tea. 

  Nobody dares to wake us and we sleep late into the afternoon. I slowly wake up as Tea is kissing me and gently pulling my arm, 

“Come on, get up or we will miss dinner.”

My mind is a little foggy but eventually it processes the word “dinner” and then realizes that there was no breakfast or lunch before it, confusion is the final result.

“Dinner?  What time is it?”

“It is actually past dinner time, the cook wants to clean up everything but is waiting for us first. You don’t want me to miss dinner! Really, you don’t!”

“Okay, just a minute, help me up.” 

My muscles ache as I stretch and walk out to the dinner hall. Everyone we see is smiling as I practically limp over towards the food. 

Tea smiles and pretends to help me walk,

 “Come on you old gray-muzzled long-tail.”

I playfully goose Tea with my tail tip, 

“What was that you were saying about my long tail?”

Tea smiles silently.

  Too soon, our time on Amaethon has ended. My parents are sad but looking forward to our next visit. My mother has been excited since Tea told her we were planning for a family fairly soon. We have invited them to come and visit us on Chakona any time they like. Kalki and Surefire are looking forward to meeting them too. 

  The whole city seems to be out at the spaceport again to send us off. I can see several of the cadets receiving a personal send off from teary-eyed residents. Most everyone is smiling though and the mood is festive. Final hugs for my parents and then Tea and I grab our packs and head out to the ship. 

  The smell of the fruit is strong in the ship, even though the crates are sealed tightly. One of the cadets walks up and smilingly gestures for me to bow down. I hand hir my heavy packs and bow down, 

 “All hail ye great conqueror of the innocence of several fair maidens!”

 Shi giggles until the Captain walks up behind hir and drops a heavy hand on hir shoulder, 

“I can see we need a refresher on how the dish washer works on this ship, come with me.”

  I stand and take my packs back as the Captain leads hir away. I can sense that the Captain is amused.

 Tea growls softly at me, 

“Now look what you did!”   

 I just walk into our cabin smiling.

