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Chapter One

 Chip pulled into the parking lot of Zorbas, one of the few bars in the area that still booked live bands, and usually good rock and roll. The cold winds of northern Minnesota howled and danced around his truck, searching for an entrance into his heated world. He wasn’t ready to go in yet, so he tapped his fingers to an imaginary beat and stared at the glistening icicles hanging off the front of the building. They were like slender diamonds; prisoners to the elements and the building. He shook his head and sighed feeling at times he felt his life was just as captive as the icicles. 

     
"Okay big guy,” he grumbled, “you’ve stalled long enough. It’s time to go see what you can…see." He slid out of his truck and a cold, swirling wind attacked him mercilessly as if waiting for him. After but a few steps he felt his nose hairs freeze and he wanted to go back to the heated haven of his truck. He shook his head resolutely and hunched his shoulders and trudged forward. "Get a grip, Rose. This could be the night that you meet someone special.” 

     
He didn’t go out much but still maintained the conviction each time he did that there was always the chance. He grinned and entered the bar, thinking nothing ventured, nothing gained. The band was deafening and rocking and he nodded his head and waited for his glasses to clear from the temperature change. A thin layer of gray smoke hung off the ceiling and glowed slightly and seemed to pulsate in rhythm to the music. He brushed a hand through his thick dark hair and shrugged and headed toward the bar. The place wasn’t crowded to where every table was taken but his spirits brightened, as his bachelor trained eyes put the ratio at four women to every guy. He took a deep breath and tried to look taller than five feet, five inches and fought from laughing. 

He made it to the bar and was pleased to see the breathtaking Jennifer was working. She nodded and rewarded him with a smile that he liked to think was reserved just for him. He stood on the rung of an empty bar stool and leaned forward and ordered. She was back in a flash with a shot of tequila, salt and lemon. He paid for the shot and before she was to the register he downed it and shuddered and sucked on the lemon, completely forgetting the salt. She returned with his change and he held his hands in the air and shrugged and pointed at the empty shot glass. She gave him another special smile and within a few minutes she delivered a second shot and a fresh slice of lemon.         

     
She disappeared around the other side of the mountain of bottles and he turned and looked in envy at the guys that were mingling so effortlessly with the women. At some point he had lost the ability to maintain a conversation with a woman. He didn’t want to blame himself for the shortcoming, so he put it on the woman. They did seem to make rash first impressions and shoot him down quicker than Booth did Lincoln. He tapped his cigarette in the ashtray and rubbed the back of his head. He downed the shot and Jennifer magically appeared with another.     

     
"It's all I got, ladies," he whispered. 

     
He rolled the shot glass in his hands for a few seconds and shrugged and gulped the attitude adjuster. He waved to Jennifer and shuddered from the tequila moving through his system. She delivered the shot and he handed her enough money for a nice tip and she spun away after giving him her special smile; or so he liked to believe. 

     
The tequila was working with more speed than he anticipated due to a near empty stomach. The desire to stay and party lessened as the buzz increased and he wondered if he should just go home. It was a quick mental debate and he decided to have a few more and see what happened. He wasn’t about to let the tequila have the last say. He took a deep breath and grabbed his shot and turned and was ready to move into action.    

     
"Hi Chip.” An attractive red head whose name he couldn’t remember stood a few feet away. She wore a yellow tee shirt with the letters “Tommy” across the front that moved with every breath. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you in here."    

     
He concentrated not to stare at the glowing letters and returned her smile. He sighed in relief when the name Stacy surfaced. "Hi Stacy. Yeah, I figured it was time to get out of the house before the dreaded cabin fever really set in. Besides, I needed a good dose of some live rock and roll music." He ran a hand through his hair and hoped he didn’t have the dreaded Eiffel Tower sticking up.  

    
She gave him a friendly smile and swiped at her bangs. "Same here. I have to work tomorrow, but I heard this band was good and decided it was a good time to get out of the house for a while."  

     
"You wanna grab a table?" He gave a quick look around and spotted an empty one by the sliding glass doors, which helped avert his eyes from the dazzling letters on her shirt. 

     
"Sure," she said and the two made their way to the table.   

     
Asking her to sit down virtually depleted his entire arsenal for small talk. He would keep the weather report for a last resort. Thankfully Stacy went into a rendition of the working mom which was hard to follow due to the tequila muddling a part of his brain. Her face went in and out of focus slightly and he rested his chin on his hand to support his head. He hoped he appeared interested with her words and not the letters Tommy on her shirt.      

     
His attention was suddenly rekindled and his vision cleared when Stacy asked, "With all those stars out there, do you think there's other life in the galaxies, Chip?" 

     
He was a bit confused on how she got to the subject of alien life, but then he didn't care; it was a subject he had first-hand information about.      

     
"I've come to the belief we're not alone in the universe," he said and waved to a server for another round.  

     
Stacy winked and leaned forward, a mischievous smile playing across her face. "So Chip, do you believe in…aliens?"  

     
Her heady perfume of jasmine and the fair amount of tequila made it difficult to concentrate and decide if she was really interested? He shrugged inwardly, thinking it didn’t matter. She was pretty and wore a great tee shirt and had a good sense of humor. Besides, it had been far too long since he spent quality time with a woman, so he instantly went into his own rendition.  

     
"When my brother and I were teenagers, my parents rented a trailer during the summer on a small lake about ninety miles from Detroit. One evening while we sat around a fire and scorched marshmallows, we heard people shouting down by the lake. After about twenty minutes and the voices increasing in volume, my parents decided all of us should go down and see what was happening. 

A six foot wooden fence ran perpendicular to the beach, separating it from a summer home and was maybe fifty feet long. About thirty people were sitting on top of the fence and another twenty of so stood along the beach. They were staring and pointing up at the star-filled night; all of them talking excitedly.  

     
My brother and I climbed the fence and my parents walked to the edge of the water. We saw what the excitement was when we noticed five bright lights playing tag just above the tree tops on the opposite side of the lake. They performed these crazy maneuvers at incredible speeds; the kind of stuff normal aircraft just weren’t capable of doing. A few times they got close enough to see they didn't have wings and all were surrounded in an eerie amber glow. We watched the objects for about half an hour and then they suddenly shot off into the night sky with high-pitched screeches and poof—gone. The only thing my parents ever said about it was it had to have been helicopters. My brother and I were just teenagers and yet we knew differently, but we also knew not to argue. The years passed and so did the memory and we never spoke of it much except how absolutely cool it had been."

     
Stacy leaned forward until her face occupied his entire vision. "I've never talked to someone who really saw a UFO." Her thin eyebrows rose and she smiled. "The more I think about it, the weirder it is. Tell me more."     

     
Tequila pounded in his veins, or was it a growing desire for Stacy? He wasn't sure—maybe both. Without testing the water he leaned forward and dove in.  

     
"There were other…things I saw when I was in Air Force that was even crazier." A server delivered the drinks and he paid and raised his shot glass. "Here's to life. All of life; everywhere." 

     
They downed their shots and Stacy tilted her head and her thin brows furrowed slightly. "So what did you see?"        

     
"While in the Air Force, I worked in the radar section which monitored a segment of sky covering around twelve states. My section was the weapons department, which received any information pertaining to unknown objects entering our air space. Unknowns were usually rich people in a Learjet thinking they didn’t have to file a flight plane. Whatever the case, no flight plan and we were required to scramble a few jets and direct them to the unknowns to perform a visual. After a while, the pilots started to say they didn't see a thing with the ones that weren’t…uh jets."

      
"Why would they do that if there was really something there?"  

     
"Well, at first they did report seeing all these weird kinds of objects. Most of them had all kinds of spinning and blinking lights. The pilots reported some of the objects were no bigger than a small plane and zipped around and performed bizarre maneuvers, just like what we saw. And then there were the monstrous ones that rumbled like distant thunder and blazed brighter than a small city.” Chip sat back and took a deep breath, glad to see Stacy looked genuinely interested. “The thing is, because it was so…strange, after awhile pilots who reported seeing a UFO were grounded and subjected to rigid tests to see if the, uh, hallucinations would return. So they began to follow a strict scenario of, go ahead and ask, but we don't see."

     
"That's kind of..." She closed her eyes and swayed back and forth. Chip was about to ask her if she was okay when her eyes flew open and she raked her fingers through her hair. Her face turned crimson and she leaned forward and placed a hand on his thigh and he wondered if this was the universal sign for him to make a move? Tequila was flowing and he decided Stacy was interested and no harm with getting a little more friendly. The UFOs could wait.

     
He leaned forward to tell her he would battle an entire squadron of aliens for a date. Being more than a little tipsy he lost his balance and nose-dived into the letters "Tommy" on her T-shirt. He reached out to right himself and his hand slid along her thigh and he pulled it back just before he entered forbidden territory. He ended his clumsy retreat by managing to spill one of Stacy's drinks. Her face darkened to bright red and her lips quivered. She gasped and pointed a finger at him that looked deadlier than any alien weapon. 
     
"What the hell? Were you about to try and kiss me?"  

     
He wiped his forehead and mumbled, "No, not really. It’s just I thought you wanted to, uh, you know. It looked like some kind of touchy-feely body language get friendly stuff."  

     
She brushed the hair out of her face and scowled. "I leaned over because I felt a little dizzy, you dork." She took a deep breath and glared with scorching eyes. "And I didn't send you any kind of language that said you could bury your face in my boobs or try and feel up my thigh. You…you ass!"

     
"It was an accident," he said and held his hands out in front of him in defense. Stacy huffed and grabbed her remaining drink and marched away. His fate already determined due to tequila he decided to have the last word and he shouted at her back, “Not that I didn't enjoy the nose dive."  

     
She spun and moved toward him like the angry alien. She skidded to a stop directly in front of him and hissed, "If you see any kind of UFO, you should jump on board. Maybe they'll give you some uh, body language." She patted him on the head and turned and disappeared into the crowd, her hips swaying to the music.   

     
He held his stomach as if Stacy had just stabbed him with an icicle. He had honestly misread her and his tequila-hazed mind believed she sent the "get familiar" body language. The hand thing was an accident and yet he had to admit it looked intentional. He sighed in resignation and returned to the bar and ordered another shot. He stared blurry-eyed at the shot, not sure if he should drink it or not. Stacy was just another skeptic and he didn't want a date with her anyway.  

     
He spotted five women at a table by the dance floor and shrugged his shoulders. He wanted to dance more than ever so he could take his mind off the injury he sustained from the non-believer Stacy. He took a deep breath for courage and headed for the table.  

     
The music boomed. His head pulsated. His heart roared and he rode the cacophony while he weaved toward the table of ultimate success. Tequila was his wingman. He was an unstoppable super hero and he would save the damsels in distress from boredom. He did, however, have to stop for a moment to get his bearings because the floor felt like he was riding a boat on a turbulent sea.      

     
He was a few feet from the table when he made eye contact with one of the ladies in distress. She leaned over and said something to the lady next to her and the two laughed. A voice in his head screamed to turn around and return to his seat, yet real heroes never veered from their path when it came to a challenge. The lady pushed her chair back and turned and he faced Stacy.  

     
She waved her hands in front of her as if warding off a swarm of mosquitoes and yelled, "No way. NO WAY. Don't even bother! You can't even walk a straight LINE. And you got roaming hands."  

     
He was instantly reduced to the size of a field mouse, and all eyes zeroing in on him were hungry owls. The last of his courage that remained vaporized and coalesced with the smoke floating near the ceiling. He performed a sloppy U-turn and grabbed his drink and sat by the sliding-glass doors and stared at his distorted reflection. He glanced down at the shot of tequila and decided he had had enough; with drinking and socializing.

     
After a brief struggle, he managed to get his parka on and headed for the door. The door slammed behind him and the frigid cold slammed into his face, but not nearly as chilly as Stacy's words. To add to his battered ego he slipped on the ice and fell on his backside and ragged pain shot up his spine. He rolled over onto his hands and knees and struggled to his feet and carefully made his way to his truck.       

     
He stomped on the pedal and the engine roared and tires squealed. He pounded the steering wheel and the truck swerved into the oncoming lane. He pulled back into his lane and concentrated on the road and tried to keep his brooding in check. Five minutes down the road and lights suddenly appeared in the rear view mirror and his heart stopped at the thought of cops witnessing his erratic driving. His stomach knotted up with the thought of spending a night in jail, and worse, a costly DUI.         

     
"Damn, not good," he groaned. "I can't afford to pay a frigging drunk driving charge. Why the hell didn't I just ask someone to find me a ride home?"  

     
He exhaled in relief when the lights didn't rotate and bathe his surroundings in a dreaded red, accompanied with sirens and a loud speaker blaring to pull over. He fumbled in his shirt pocket for a smoke and only swerved twice before he got the elusive cigarette lit. He took a long drag and tapped the brakes in hopes the tailgater would pass. When he didn't oblige, Chip entertained a brief impulse to stop and get in the driver's face. He had been bashed twice by a woman and things came in threes. So it made sense that the third bash would be a 350 pound truck driver with hands the size of a gorilla and mad as hell at his wife.    

     
With the way the night had progressed so far, he decided odds weren’t in his favor to play the tough guy, in spite of his years with martial arts training. So stopping wasn’t an option, especially when he added into the equation the fair amount of tequila he drank on an empty stomach. He grumbled under his breath and decided on a logical plan of attack. He lightly tapped his brakes a few times but the relentless tailgater didn't back off. 
     
His patience ran thin and he rolled down the window and waved his arm and hollered, "What the hell. Come on slick, push on that gas pedal and pass me for truck's sake. Move it. Move it."  

    
Nothing happened so he stuck his head out the window to holler to go ahead and pass. His eyes went wide and all the air escaped his lungs. He pulled his head back in so fast that he managed to bang it on the window frame and he saw stars as if they dropped from the sky. He massaged the growing goose egg and shook his head in denial. He kept taking glances in the rear view mirror but his brain wouldn’t accept what he thought he saw. And yet, even in a tequila daze he knew the thing behind him wasn't a truck. Actually, it didn’t look like any kind of vehicle that existed on earth. It didn't have any wheels and cruised along four feet above the pavement. He chuckled in spite of himself that the object looked like a floating cigar.       

     
"That's it,” he hissed. “Enough of this shit." He gripped the steering and hunched his shoulders and slammed on the brakes. The object instantly dropped down behind his truck and gave a vigorous nudge. The second nudge and his truck started to skid and he let up on the brakes just when he received the hardest push yet.  

     
"What the hell, I got it," he shouted. "I got it. You don't want me to slow down. I frigging got it."  

     
He hit the gas until cruising over fifty and scratched his head on what to do next. Nothing came forth as a slight tequila fog hampered his thinking. Could it really be an alien encounter? A sliver of fear crawled up his spine, and yet he was strangely excited. He wondered if they were indeed aliens what they wanted from someone like him; he had no high-tech skills. A tight-lipped smile appeared, wishing Stacy was here to witness first hand that he told her the truth. He chuckled when he envisioned her shrieking hysterically while she squirmed and wet her pants as a bunch of little gray men with pointed heads carried her off to their ship.  

     
He had a sudden thought as to why his truck was still running. From what he read, UFO encounters stopped vehicles dead in their tracks. Maybe they were waiting until they reached the abduction area and then grab him and perform alien experiments he had also read about. So hitting the brakes again didn't feel like a wise option after visions of unwanted and more than likely painful medical procedures. His fingers ached and he relaxed his grip and took cursory glances at the UFO. He hoped they were just curious and would leave soon. His nerves were strained and his head began to pound. He frowned as the novelty of how cool it would be to be involved in an alien encounter was wearing off. It didn’t help that he was alone on a darkened and deserted highway.       

     
The strange craft looked to be black and twice the length of his truck and a little wider. It didn't glow with multiple colors like the pilots spoke of, and he couldn’t hear a hint of any alien engine noises. It made an abrupt maneuver upward and there was the sound of metal grating against metal and then a loud thump on the roof of his truck. He felt the truck settle from a heavy load and he hunched his shoulders and groaned, knowing for sure that it rested on the roof.    

     
"You got me, okay? Now what?" He slapped his forehead and raised his eyes. "Lord, I could really use some help here. I'll go to church every Sunday, or at least every other Sunday. Just get me home in one piece. Please."  

     
A glowing hand didn't materialize and swat the spacecraft into the woods, which meant there wouldn't be any Divine Intervention. His fingers ached and he realized he had resumed his UFO panic grip on the steering wheel. He relaxed his fingers and racked his brain, but still couldn't come up with what he should do. Were they out for a midnight cruise and decided to harass the lonely earthling? 

     
He starred at his distorted reflection in the window and said pleadingly, "Why me? Out of all the important and powerful people in the world, why the hell are cigar-flying aliens picking on me?"   

     
Without warning from a voice overhead informing him to put his seat in the upright position and lock the tray table his truck performed an abrupt vertical climb. His stomach sloshed and his eyes went wide as he stared out the window at the treetops waving in the moonlit snowy landscape far below. He wondered what kind of cold day it would be in the north land. Did he leave a lone warrior of tequila at Zorbas? 
A sardonic smile crossed his face and he mumbled, “Damn, why couldn’t it have been the cops?”

His body went into uncontrollable shivers and his mind surrendered to unconsciousness.     

Chapter Two
Present day and Commander Dath paced the bridge of his command ship. It was one of 32 ships that comprised the surviving 50,000 Kymions of a worldwide plague that forced them to initiate a mass exodus into space. Since that time they had been searching for a planet they could claim as home. They had as of yet to amass the strength and technology to fulfill their objective. Most of the ships had adequate armament, with the exception of Dath’s command ship. It was equipped with a massive amount of firepower, which Dath knew from the beginning that it would be necessary if he were to command the fleet. He had foreseen that the Kymions would have no choice but to leave, so he designed a ship three times the size of any of the others. Being a military commander, he had no problem taking charge soon after their forced exodus.       

      
His robe of iridescent yellows and reds danced with a life of their own as he paced the command bridge. His thick legs supporting a robust body pounded the floor with determination. He glanced at the two old messages and sighed, his reptilian snout quivering ever so slightly. He adjusted his tail and sat down in his command chair and stared at the messages, even though he knew them verbatim.  

     
The first message had been received 1,000 years ago when Dath’s father, Daku had been the commander of the fleet. It was from one of the Kymions assigned as Watchers. They were a singular and solitary group that spent countless cycles in their scout ships searching the cosmos for habitable planets. Watcher Dakoo had just completed his scan of a small planet and was about to log in another destination when his sensors detected an odd signal. There was no match in the data banks for such a signal so he took his ship in for a closer look. He followed a two mile long path of debris and discovered a crash site. He was curious and also extremely bored with being in his ship for countless cycles and saw no harm with landing and searching through the wreckage. 

     
During his search, he discovered a few records that had his heart pounding and his reptilian snout quivering. It was partial data pertaining to the existence of a starship hidden somewhere in the galaxies. The records told of a second scout ship that contained the remaining information as to the location of the starship.      
     
Dath glanced at the second message received many years later and shook his head. Whether destiny or blind luck, a watcher reported he found a signal coming from the small planet Arret that seemed to match the other signal. He pounded a fist on his thick thigh, recalling how the Watchers had conducted themselves back when his father Dath had been commander. 
After Watcher Dakoo confirmed the signal from the surface was a match to the signal from the first scout ship, he took it on his own and contacted a few of his Watcher compatriots. When three more Watchers arrived, they performed a few preliminary scans of Arret and then sent a ship down to investigate. The ship's internal circuits shorted out the instant it touched down; and the unfortunate Watcher's blood boiled and then his skull exploded. It took three more ill-fated attempts to land before a worried Watcher Dakoo decided to cease such an approach. 

     
By the time he returned to the fleet he had an idea formulated that he hoped would divert attention away from the failed landings that he conducted without express permission from the Circle; in other words, the Commander.     

     
Dath sat back and recalled the vids from those initial meetings.

"We need to utilize all the resources necessary," Watcher Dakoo had told the Circle, avoiding the glare from Commander Detu. "I believe it’s paramount that we pursue this mission. We need to know without a shadow of a doubt if this starship really exists. It could be our salvation."

     
Though resentful with how the Watchers failed to get his authority before the landings, Commander Detu concurred with Dakoo. Preparations were set into motion. From that point on, when the Kymions encountered different races, their chief goal was to seek technology to aide the Arret project. They did this by trading, a skill at which they became quite adept. And if by chance the races cared not to negotiate any type of trade, the Kymions “borrowed” the technology. It was a term they used, as they would never consider themselves thieves. 

     
During one such encounter they had discovered that the inhabitants of a small planet possessed a transporter technology. To their disappointment, the inhabitants were in favor of negotiations with all but the transporter. The Kymions negotiated with pomp and circumstance to distract the Norbanes while they borrowed two of the transporters. In their haste to avoid the Norbanes wrath, the Kymions only learned how to operate the transporter. They had absolutely no idea how to repair it, as was with most of the technology they procured through borrowing. Their initial trials went awry and they destroyed one of the transporters.  

     
With little concern for the two Kymions killed in the transporter, a select a group of Watchers were haphazardly trained with how to operate the remaining one. At which point, it was installed in a watcher’s ship that orbited Arret. The transporter abducted life forms from various planets that it encountered by forming a worm hole and locking onto a particular life form. When it arrived on the Watcher's ship, a small device was inserted into its brain before sent to the surface. The device was designed to send a subliminal message that it needed to search for any evidence of a ship. 
     
In the beginning, all life forms that met the surface, also met their end—save one. The Kymions discovered that the flat-faced animals of earth were immune to the two suns of Arret and its atmosphere. Commander Detu immediately issued orders for abductions to go into full-scale operation.    
Now present day, and the people of Earth were unawares that an alien race has been taking them and sending them to the planet Arret. Even though the Kymions acquired an extremely long life span due to the antidote they created in attempts to combat the plague, Commander Detu had met an untimely demise. 
Not long after Dath took command his frustration and doubts had begun to grow. None of the flat-faced animals sent to Arret had yet discovered any evidence that the second scout ship was on the surface. He entertained doubts that the ship even existed. More than once he contemplated scrubbing the Arret mission. A thousand years was too long to wait, even with a life span that bordered on immortality.

Chapter Three
 Darok, the present day Watcher of Arret, stared at the blurry monitors receiving signals from four satellites orbiting the planet. He shook his reptilian snout in loathing from the stale odor that permeated the ship. Farook, the previous Watcher, had been a filthy lacko bug of a Kymion. Loose records and boxes filled with garbage of all sorts were strewn about the living quarters. The food-processor had been disgusting and reeked of decay and an even fouler stench flooded the observation room.   

     
His first order of business when he arrived was to order his assigned helper, Brack to clean up the mess. Darok would never trust him to do anything more important than cleaning. Rumors circulated that the sly Commander Dath had placed spies amongst the Watchers, and yet Brack was sadly stupid and couldn't be one of them. Even so, Darok exhibited caution as he didn’t want to take a chance that Brack worked for Dath and would divulge information.    

     
He turned his attention back to the monitors, two of which hadn’t worked properly since his arrival. He needed to maintain the prescribed distance from Arret, or the two suns played havoc with the ship's equipment and his own physiology as well. Through trial and error, he found for a brief time in the morning and again just at dusk was when he received the best reception from the satellites. He had run diagnostics to find out if the monitors were bad or bad signals from the satellites; to no avail.     

     
Soon after his arrival a hundred years ago, his days had become more interesting when he began to hear a voice. Initially he thought Brack played tricks of some sort; but the voice knew too much. Besides, he reminded himself, Brack was nothing more than a lower-life form not much further up the ladder than one of the flat-faced animals.   

    
 “Do you ever wonder,” the voice slurred; the sudden intrusion causing Darok to automatically look around to assure that Brack had left the viewing room. “Where you'd be if the plague had been stopped and you never had to flee the planet?”  

     
Darok shook his head, spittle flying from his reptilian snout. "I would have been assigned to fly cargo jumpers from one dome to another. But that would have been then. I have to concentrate on what is now."   

     
He grunted and exited the bridge and hurried to the transporter room; as the drone was due to arrive. He read reports about the initial transporter that delivered life forms to the watcher’s ship. The problem was it also locked onto a sizeable piece of land that the life form stood on. The land was of a mass that wouldn’t fit into the ship, so in some inexplicable way it remained in the worm hole until the life form was sent to the surface. Still being connected, the land always followed. Darok could only imagine what chaos occurred when the land slammed into existing land. 

     
500 years ago things changed. Once again the Kymions had fortune on their side and stumbled upon a planet whose inhabitants possessed a far more advanced transporter, which they immediately borrowed. Being of a higher technology it focused directly on a single life form and didn’t disturb the land. The other change was the Circle ordered all abductions to cease with any animals that possessed the strange abilities referred to as magic. The Arret Watcher back then reported to the Circle that even though the satellites were of low quality for observations, he determined these magicians were of no use. The subliminal device inserted into their brains that urged them to search for the scout ship was being shut off.    

     
To begin anew, the Kymions initiated a war on Arret that wiped out the majority of the inhabitants. At which time, they resumed abductions with the new transporter and avoided all earthlings known as magicians. It didn't bother them in the least that the nearly full-scale genocide on Arret resembled the fate on the Kymion’s world.    

     
“So Darok,” the voice whispered. “When the latest flat-faced animal arrives, I think we should try our new device.”  

     
"There's protocol to be followed," Darok stated and entered the transporter room. "We must exhibit caution as we proceed into this dangerous territory." 

     
A green light above the monitor flashed notifying him of the arrival of the black drone containing the earthling. Darok paced in front of the table on which the animal lay and waited for the computer to finish its final diagnostics. After which, he inserted the small apparatus into the animal's brain designed to transmit the subliminal message to search for the scout ship. The device also sent feed back if the animal's brain registered anything that pertained to the small ship. Darok didn't understand how it all worked, yet he went through the check list to affirm that all computer computations were in order. He glanced around the lab, eager to know what the insistent voice would suggest next.  

     
“Don't worry Darok the wise,” the persuasive voice said. “We both agree we need to approach this from a different angle. It won't hurt to perform a few adjustments of your own. The Circle will never find out. And if they do, I say so what? You're one of the chosen ones. So do it, and let's get this mission over.”        

      
Darok never uttered a word, fearful the voice might disappear and he'd lose his nerve. So he listened closely as the voice gave him instructions on how to insert his own device. He hoped it wouldn't interfere with the one that sent out the subliminal message. He completed the insertion and checked to assure all was in order and programmed the black drone on its final leg to the planet's surface. He straightened and closed the hatch, tapping his fingers nervously as echoes from the lid rang about the lab.      

     
“That's better,” the voice whispered. “Now maybe the Circle will take more notice of our, I mean, YOUR work.”  

     
Darok shook his head and made sure Brack was occupied elsewhere. "It's this…being noticed that I'm not sure is good." 

     
“If it doesn’t work,” the voice offered, “you could always increase the suggestion in their brain to search for the ship.”  

     
"NO, such a thing wouldn't be good," Darok said hurriedly. "Records show too strong of a suggestion killed them. Not that I care, as we have billions to chose from, but dead ones do us no good. We'll have to pursue other avenues of approach, which I have the computer working on at present. Now let me concentrate."  

     
His fat fingers raced across the keyboard as he checked computations to insure that the send was ready. His eyes darted around the control room and he sensed he was secure, yet he still worried. The new Commander was unsettling, even though the fleet was in another galaxy. Rumor circulated how Commander Daku, Dath's father died a mysterious and untimely death. 

     
It was prudent to exhibit caution, and yet he agreed with the voice that more was needed. So along with the subliminal device, he had inserted his own device.  He hoped the locator would help him track the latest animal and maybe learn more about it. He scratched his thick brow ridges and wondered where it would all go from here. 

Chapter Four
 Chip awoke with a start and felt as if he was floating. He slowly opened his eyes and he was in a world of darkness. He worried he might be blind and panic swopped in and his stomach lurched. He closed his eyes and counted to ten and opened them. He was relieved to see it wasn’t totally dark and he could make out his shadowy form. He thought it good not to be blind, though a minor plus in what looked and felt like a bad situation.

     
He tried to move his arms and legs but they wouldn’t cooperate as if the air was thick and unrelenting. His head pounded to the beat of his rampant heart and he tried to recall how he got into such a dreadful place. Nothing surfaced and he closed his eyes, willing himself to relax. Where could he be, and how did he get here? His mouth was dry and he tasted bile, which gave him a miniscule of hope with the idea that the dead didn't puke, or so he hoped. He had a fleeting thought that maybe he had been in a horrific accident and was trapped in a deep coma.              

     
Wake up, his mind screamed. Not fair.        

     
Nothing happened except for a slight prickling on his shins. He made another effort to shake his legs but they were still captured in the strange thickness. The prickling became more evident and in his ebony world he thought the worst. He was sure it was ticks that crawled on him; a sensation he had felt somewhere before. To his horror they increased in numbers until his shins were completely covered. 

     
He pressed his chin to his chest to try and see his feet, but the darkness devoured his body from the waist down and all he could see was a dark shadow. He ground his teeth and concentrated with all his will to shake his legs and dislodge the repulsive creatures. His muscles bulged and quivered, but he was still unable to move. Pure panic enveloped him when the army of ticks began a slow march up his legs.  

     
This isn't real, he thought. It just…can't be real.

     
His legs were completely covered and his body went into uncontrollable convulsions. He forced himself to breathe slowly and willed the ticks to go away. They didn't go away but instead increased in numbers. His stomach was covered and they began a march across his chest and then his arms. He was covered in the creatures from feet to neck. And yet more ticks arrived. He squirmed and grunted but still couldn’t move. He wanted to scream when the army of blood suckers began to crawl into his nose and ears. He snorted and shook his head violently to dislodge them; to no avail. Just when he felt like he was going to swallow his tongue along with numerous ticks, they disappeared. 

     
He shook his head and snorted through his nose, gladdened a handful of ticks didn’t come shooting out. He shuddered violently and opened his eyes and blackness still surrounded him. His mind was in turmoil and he couldn't keep a thought for more than a few seconds, all of which screamed for an answer.  

     
His reprieve from the tick attack and questions of what happened was interrupted when a new sensation arrived. Oh God, no more, his mind pleaded. It started as a slight sting in his toes and escalated into a full-blown burn. He felt as if his legs had been sunburned, which would have been tolerable in a distorted sense, but it wasn't his fate. The burning intensified and his legs felt as if they were engulfed in flames. The pain was excruciating; beyond anything he could have ever imagined. 
When it spread up his legs and to his stomach he finally managed to scream. It was a long, forlorn scream that the ebony world swallowed up as soon as it escaped his mouth. He continued to scream as the burning escalated into a full blaze that engulfed his body. He was captured inside a kiln, deep in hell and his skin shriveled and he felt pieces flake off. He continued to scream.

     
The fiery pain was more than his mind could cope with and he was about to succumb to unconsciousness. The next instant the unbearable agony ceased. He took in great gulps of air as his body shook uncontrollably. After a minute he caught his breath and built the courage to open his eyes. He was still surrounded in semi-darkness, which he thought excellent so he didn’t have to stare at large chunks of burnt flesh floating around his glowing and charred body. Also to his relief, he didn’t see miniscule flames dancing on his chest. He did detect a bad taste in his mouth as if he had eaten a handful of ashes, and he thought he smelled smoke.  

     
To his horror the sensation of floating abruptly disappeared and his body experienced a gut-wrenching plummet. The fall lasted but a few seconds and he slammed to a landing. His lungs screamed in protest and he worked to breathe in and out slowly. For the moment he was too frightened and disoriented and exhausted to lift his head or open his eyes. His fingers and toes tingled and he was able to move them slightly and nothing felt broken or worse; missing. His stomach lurched and he worried he might be sick.     

     
"No way," he grunted and drew in a ragged breath. "No way in hell will I puke."  

     
His mind and body were utterly fatigued, and he wondered if what he just experienced had been real. He found the nerve and opened his eyes and he still dwelled in a world of darkness. The entire ordeal screamed surreal, and he wanted to go to sleep so he could awaken and laugh at how ridiculous the whole thing had been.  

     
His quiet world was suddenly shattered from the sound of china breaking and a pitiful scream. In his present condition he wasn't sure if the noises were external, or if they came from inside his head. Was he the one who cried out in protest and the china shattering was his mind breaking into tiny shards?  

     
Chip attempted to take a deep breath and his lungs refused to work. His head throbbed and his stomach lurched in protest. Could this be the last throes of death? Or maybe he dwelled in a limbo for lost souls that waited for word from higher authority as to his status. He felt light-headed, and as the seconds ticked by he knew without a doubt that death had to be near. His heart hammered and built to a crescendo and echoed in his ears like thunder. The black-clad Grim Reaper was assuredly close by, patiently waiting for his victim to surrender his soul.  

     
Except, more than anything Chip wanted to live. He most definitely didn't care to die in the dark where his body would never be found. A long shiver shook him when he envisioned a pale, bleached skeleton with bony fingers grasping his throat. His hands went to his throat and worked on forcing even a miniscule of air into his lungs. His eyes filled with tears and he kicked the hard surface with his heels.  

     
I refuse to die. I refuse to die, his mind shrieked.  

     
He was on the verge of passing out when he felt like an electric current coursed through his veins and he shook uncontrollably. To his utter relief he was able to fill his lungs with air and he took in slow, satisfying breaths. His head cleared a little and he wondered if this was some type of secret experiment—with the government, no doubt. Maybe he was strapped to a hospital bed; his arms peppered with needles that slowly dripped who knew what kind of fluids into his captured body. It was a scenario that frightened him worse and he kept his eyes shut as he had no desire to stare back at diabolical doctors nodding in satisfaction while they scribbled in their notebooks.         

Shivers wracked his body and he tightened the muscles in his legs and then relaxed and continued the ritual until the spasms decreased to bearable. He still felt residual sensations of ticks scampering across his skin and pain from his body being ablaze. And yet, the entire nightmare felt so surreal that it was difficult to believe it really happened. His only consolation was that the hard surface beneath him proved he had landed—somewhere.    

He rolled onto his stomach and took a deep breath and opened his eyes. He experienced a moment of sheer panic until his eyes adjusted and he caught sight of a small fire off to his left. It shined like the Holy Grail in the darkness and comforted him. It also helped orient his mind and an exhausted smile crossed his face. He licked his dry lips and swallowed, aware of his acute thirst. He thought it would be a humane gesture if whoever took him and slammed him into such a place would at least offer him a glass of water—a single swallow would be a godsend.    

     
"Now if I only knew what the hell was going on," he muttered, not daring to take his eyes off the small fire. "And…where the hell I am?"   

     
No answer came forth, so until someone decided to tell him what happened he figured no harm or real danger with checking out the fire. He struggled to his hands and knees and slowly inched toward the fire. He pushed thoughts away of him being the gnat coming in contact with the deadly flame. He got within a few feet and discovered it wasn't a fire at all, but a pile of rocks emitting a soft, amber glow. 

     
He gawked at the glowing pile and mumbled, "Okay, that’s just…weird."   

     
Being close to the glowing pile made him a little nervous, yet he didn’t back away. He looked down and shrugged as he hadn't been roasted, so he built the courage and moved closer. Part of his mind dictating self-preservation screamed to keep a safe distance. The curious side, however, claimed soothingly it would be perfectly safe to touch one. The urge to touch cried out the loudest; it was the irresistible wet paint sign.    

     
"Oh, what the hell," he said. "If whoever took me wanted me dead, I'm sure my ass would have been toast by now."  

     
He reached out slowly and touched one of the pieces and immediately raised his hand to his face and wiggled his fingers. They weren't burnt or even glowing and he counted five digits waving back. He picked up a piece with his thumb and forefinger and examined it carefully, eyes wide with earth-bound curiosity. He held the glowing piece above his head and waved it back and forth like a candle vigil of the forsaken.    

     
"So," he asked the darkness, "what kind of cheesy place did you scum-sucking kidnappers slam me into?"      

     
The silent treatment was worse than if a booming voice informed him that he was the property of the science department. The next phase of the experiment would be electric-shock treatment, which would commence shortly. When nothing happened, such as slivers of electricity igniting all his nerve endings, he shrugged and slowly stood on wobbly legs. He swayed slightly as if he had ridden a sea-faring ship for countless months. 

     
He held the glowing stone out in front of him and made a full circle and then lifted it above his head. The rounded walls rose into darkness and he figured he was in some sort of well, which didn't bode well with his already battered nerves. The glow stone illuminated chunks of rocks and roots protruding from the wall, and in the gloom they took on a sinister quality and he dropped his hand and stared at the floor. 
     
He wanted to believe an easy way out of the well existed, or at least a semi-easy way. At the same time, he still had a nagging feeling that he wasn't even here, in a physical sense anyway. The coma theory held less fear and vulnerability. He needed to figure something out before he completely lost it and groveled in fear and hopelessness. The unremitting silence except for his occasional grunts made matters worse, and he felt the need to make noise.   

     
"Say out there," he shouted, "who's going to tell me what the hell is going on? And whose crazy glowing rocks are these?"  

     
"Gods," a female voice boomed in the darkness. "I think you’re holding parts of my vase."  

     
Her voice shattered Chip's remaining nerve and the stone slipped from his fingers and he dropped to one knee. His eyes darted in every direction, but no one in a white smock and penetrating red eyes materialized. He took a deep breath and retrieved the glowing stone and stood, jutting out his chin resolutely.  

     
"I'm going to get it together," he said and pounded his thigh. "Hey, whoever you are, would you please let me know what the hell you want from me?" He had a sudden fear that the well was about to shrink in on his amber-lit world. He tilted his head and stared at the darkness above and quickly averted his gaze back to his feet. “Why me, Lord? I don't have any idea what to do for these kidnapping doctors. I wasn't made to deal with this. I'm ready to go home. Please. If I'm really gone, that is." 

     
"You think you're having it bad and want to go home," the voice shrieked. "Try being me. I’m a…spirit, and I think I’m in your mind. But that can't be, and yet, I know it's true. How's that for dealing?"       

     
Chip frowned and shook his head from what the mysterious voice just claimed. "What I think is you're the enlightened assistant assigned to watch over me and report. So…let's get this straight right from the start and you can pass on to the ones running the show. This absurd claim of you being in my mind won't wash. I mean, come on. A spirit dwelling in my head doesn't work. I'm not stupid. I am, however, very confused and a whole lot infuriated."               

    
"Well, I'm not sure what you mean by…infuriated," she said softly. “But I’ll guess it has something to do with being mad.”                 

    
"Damn straight. I’m talking enraged. Frigging angry." He stomped his foot and hissed, "Got it, assistant?"     

    
"Hmmm, okay. Does this mean you don't believe I'm a spirit in your mind? I have to admit though; I had a hard time at first with accepting it. But now that you're awake, I can sense that it’s not only true…but I think, permanent."  

     
He scratched his head and scowled. "Let's just try another approach shall we? I’ll bet you're a bunch of think-tankers, SO THINK. You should be able to fabricate something better than: I am a spirit dwelling inside your head."  

     
He fidgeted from one foot to the other and waited for the voice to continue with more outlandish claims. He swung the glow stone back and forth in front of him as the close proximity of the well became more disconcerting by the second. He bent down and retrieved another stone and held the two above his head.     

     
He shivered and mumbled in disgust, "This is just so ridiculous. It’s like having a nightmare inside a nightmare, enveloped in a deep coma. So how does one…"  

     
"Uh, hello," the voice intruded. "We need to talk; please. Uh, most of what you just said I don't understand. Oh, and my name is Tarella." 

     
"I don't really give a damn," he said. "I do care to find out why I'm here." He rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand and chuckled. "That's if I'm here."

     
"Well, you must be…here, or I wouldn’t be here…with you." Her voice was crystal clear and Chip probed an ear with his index finger. "As I said, my name is Tarella and we have a slight problem. You might say a crazy kind of problem. Gods, sometimes I think I'm the one dreaming. Yet, with the way my life was for the last few years, this is just so…typical."

     
"Uh…whatever your name is," Chip whispered, "I can handle this. Just tell me what they want me to do, young lady; and then drop the elevator and I can get the hell out of…hell. We can go our separate ways and you can go babble to someone who might believe you. Uh, by the way, I'm quite hungry and a whole lot of thirsty."     

     
"TARELLA is my name," the girl hissed. "As for the rest, I have no idea what you're talking about. And I think you might be a lot more fed up as I don't think this is a dream. Uh, your dream or mine, which means it's true. So give me a minute and I'll try to remember what happened here"  

     
The coma theory took a backseat for the moment as his surroundings did look and smell real. His stomach lurched and he doubled over and took in slow breaths. After a few minutes he straightened up and cleared his throat. He wanted to say something and didn't care if it made sense; just to make noise.       

     
"None of this can be…"

     
"Gods," Tarella gasped. "Some of it's coming back, but it still doesn’t make any more sense than you." A long sigh echoed around the well. The hidden speaker was of excellent quality as she sounded so real and genuine.
     
“Like I was saying, you are…”   

     
"The first thing I remember was a loud scream," Tarella blurted out. "Then there was a deafening roar, like inside a waterfall. The next thing was a crackling noise like water thrown on hot embers. And then a loud thud."

     
"Whew, this is so frightening," Chip moaned and wiped his sweaty forehead. "If this gets any worse, I'll need a hand to hold. Apparently, I can't have yours seeing how you're not real. But what the hell, please continue."  

     
Her soft giggling echoed in the gloom. "Thank you. I hope it doesn’t scare you too badly either. But I need to tell this while it’s still fresh in my mind"

    
 "Not that anyone is really interested or believing it, but like I said go for it."

    
 "So anyway," she huffed. "I realized I floated above my shattered vase and I knew I was a spirit. There was an eerie shape that floated next to the dirt floor, which I think must have been you or something starting to resemble you. But you were like a…cloud trying to take a shape. After a few seconds, your arms and legs became visible and then you started to flail about. Right after that you looked…solid."  

     
The nonsense she just unloaded swirled in his head and he mumbled, "Beam me up, Scotty."      

     
"Is this Scotty another one of your imaginary friends you think I'm with?" 

     
"I don't have a clue,” he said and rolled his eyes. “It just slipped out. But don't let me interrupt you; this is getting better by the second."

    
"Anyway, you broke my vase with one of your hands when you became solid. Not a real big man from what I could see."  

     
"Look who's talking," he said defensively. "You're apparently dead and small enough to fit into my head, which is a crock, but I'm just, if…what the hell am I saying? You're not in my head. You're just a helper in all of this."

     
"Okay, I'm the helper. This is good, because you're the one that needs help. And I'm happy that your hand is fine because you're going to need both of them."

     
Chip glanced at his hands and rubbed the two glow stones together. "Yeah, both hands are work…"

     
"And that," Tarella said impatiently, "is when I…entered your mind. It was very dark, at first. I'm talking pitch black, like the same as being in a deep, dark well."     

     
"Okay, real cute," Chip mumbled and couldn't help but smile. "Jabber on."   

     
"I will, because I need to piece this all together; the first part anyway. When I first got…pulled in, I couldn't help but scream. Gods, who wouldn't? Once inside, I began to shake and couldn’t capture a decent breath. That's when I passed out, until just a little while ago. I know this sounds crazy, but you have to believe me."  

     
"Well of course, who wouldn't?" He scratched his chin with the glow stone. "So if you're floating around in my head; let's test it. What number am I thinking?" He held back a chuckle as he knew in his gut she wasn't where she claimed to be, yet he wondered what she would say. While he waited for a reply, he had the feeling the well pressed in heavier on his circle of amber light.      

     
"How," she shouted and he hunched his shoulders. "I repeat, how in all the gods of Arret could I give you an answer? Your mind is all cloudy and dark, except for a few lights in the distance. Believe me though; I AM IN YOUR MIND."   

     
Shivers wracked his body and felt vulnerable in a sitting position. He set a glow stone on the floor and stood and waved the other back and forth to ward off the sensation of claustrophobia.             

     
"Good answer lady, and oh so convenient on how it's dark inside my head. Not that any of this is even close to something I believe. But what the hell, it’s still pretty interesting. Though I believe it's time for me to try and discover how to get out of this well your bosses slammed me into. I don't want to disappoint them or their helper, for that matter." 

     
He wished she could see from his perspective how difficult it was to accept her outlandish claim that she was in his mind. He slapped his forehead with an open palm and the sharp whack circled the well and then disappeared into darkness. That he was in a deep, dark well and alone, except for a so-called spirit's possession made him slap harder.  

     
"Stop it!" Tarella screamed. "Please, stop it. Do you have to do that?"  

     
He raised his hand and stopped it an inch from his forehead. "Oh bummer, I didn't mean to disturb you. It’s just I need to wake myself up. I've got work to do."

     
"The only work needed here is for you to change how you think. But hey, if you feel the need to hit yourself some more, okay. I'll stay quiet, but first, take a little time and relax. Work on believing that you're uh, in a well."  

     
He inhaled and the musk smell was real enough. He reached out and touched the wall and put his weight against it and pushed. The wall was solid enough, which only reinforced his belief that he was trapped. All this, and what the voice claimed, generated a new degree of fear. His gut tightened and he fought visions of him curled in a fetal position while he whimpered out of control. The ones who watched would have pens scurrying across their note pads.    

     
He stared at the glowing pieces of pottery and his brows rose and he knelt down and wiped off the pieces, stuffing all but two in his pockets. He hoped they were fully charged and wouldn’t lose power just when he really needed them. He held the two pieces above his head and slowly spun in circles and tried not to think about the ones in his pockets suddenly flaring up.           

     
"Wee, isn't this fun?" the unseen assistant squealed. 

     
He stopped his spinning and grinned. "I suppose you're going to tell me it makes you dizzy."

     
"Actually, it seems you're the one weaving."

     
He concentrated to stand straight and tapped his forehead with one of the glow stones and smiled from the sound of hissing. His smile disappeared when he couldn’t see any evidence of a door and he raised the glow stone above his head. The amber glow was gobbled up by the darkness after ten feet. He closed his eyes and tried to recall how he ended up here, but nothing came forward. He wondered again if he had been in a horrific accident and was trapped in some inexplicable dream, or more aptly, a nightmare.   

     
He glanced around and his stomach rebelled with a loud grumble from the possibility that he had been taken. The voice confirmed he wasn't alone. He just refused to believe she was a spirit in his head. His heart raced and his vision blurred and he bent over and held his knees and focused on the floor.   

     
"Are you going to be all right?" she asked.             

     
"No, I don't think so," he whispered. "How in the hell could I be okay after what you heartless creeps have done to me so far? I mean, hello, I'm hallucinating here. Not to mention what kind of shit you have scheduled for the next phase of my…experiment. And I DON’T like this place!"      

     
"I know what you mean…I think. This is an awful place for you, as it was for me. This whole thing must be really hard to believe. I know it is for me. So to help me, I’m going to tell…”

     
"Sure, whatever you say,” Chip hollered. “You go ahead and talk, though I think it’s all lies and delusional. Either way, in the meanwhile, I’ll check out my prison. This is a prison?"  

     
"If being stuck in the bottom of a well is a prison, the answer is yes. But don't worry." A string of giggles echoed around his head. "Maybe the ones who you think put you here will show themselves and let you out. Until then, like I was going to say, I'll tell you a little about me. Hopefully, it will help take your mind off of where you are right now."   

     
Until someone—real—told him what was going on, he decided there was no harm with listening to her. He still believed there was the possibility that he lay in a hospital bed and this whole mess was just a very vivid dream. He hoped they would wake him for dinner and offer him a large glass of ice water. He leaned against the wall and closed his eyes and listened to her voice.       

     
"I lived in the village Ranu,” she began. “It was located near a long mountain range known as Ten Teeth. I always thought the peaks looked like a giant had chopped off the tops with a mighty swipe from his monstrous axe. When the suns shined down on the snow-covered tops they resembled white teeth. The melting snow formed a river that rolled down the mountain. A short distance from our village there was a waterfall formed by the river. Behind the falls there was a cave that I spent a great deal of time in."  

     
His eyes flew open and he chuckled. “Hey, I could handle a sparkly waterfall right about…oh sorry; go ahead."        

     
"Thank you. From the falls the stream continued along until feeding into Frog Lake."    

     
"Say Tarella I’m curious, what do you look like?" He still didn’t believe her claim about where she dwelled, but it was a man thing to know what the female attached to the voice looked like.     

     
"Sure," she said obligingly. "I have dark hair and a round face. My eyes are brown. I considered myself a normal girl…at first."

     
He wondered if her definition of normal was the same as his. He didn’t want to debate such a topic in his present frame of mind so he stayed mute and let her talk. He stared at the glow stones and tried not to imagine too many spiders or snakes materializing out of the walls, all of which would have glowing yellow eyes.  

     
"I was fifteen when I became interested in boys. This was also when…"

    
“Hold on. If this is about all that teen stuff involving girls, I’m in the dark.” He frowned and shook his head. “Damn, just like now."  

     
"I know about those things you…man," she said quietly. “I was going to say that’s when I started to hear thoughts from people. It frightened me at first and I worried I was cursed. Yet at the same time, the more it happened the more I…liked it."

     
"Cursed sounds severe," he offered in support. "I agree and it would be cool to hear the thoughts of others."  

     
"Yes…cool is what I thought. Except it was a small village and it didn't take long before all the things I told about what I heard got back to the ones I heard them from. If that makes sense? Anyway, they weren’t very happy. It got even worse when I discovered I could start tiny twigs on fire by just focusing on them real hard. Now my life burned out of control." Her soft giggle had the sweet sound of crystal wind chimes in a slight breeze.      

     
"Did you know of any others that could do the same tricks?" he asked, being drawn into her tale.           

     
"No. And it wasn't…tricks. It was magic. And after the terrible magician’s war, magic was forbidden anywhere in the realm. If there were others out there that could do such things I imagine they learned to keep it quiet. I on the other hand liked my little fire magic. I couldn't start huge blazes or have fire fly from my fingertips, but I got little twigs to burn easily enough."

     
"That would be a useful trick if I find something to eat in this dank well." 

     
"Hmmm, until then I hope my little trick doesn't set anything in here on fire."

     
"Okay. Okay. I won't call them tricks anymore. Sounds like your magical abilities were cool and yet…dangerous."

      
"I'll be careful and try not to set you on fire. As far as dangerous, yes, I should have been more careful back when I…had a body. The penalty for practicing magic was death; even the smallest form of the art. Those who knew of people that practiced it and didn't come forward could expect the same treatment. Groups of special men were selected to hunt down all those who practiced what was considered the black art, and execute them. None of this worried me because I couldn't imagine such men existed who would come to our village and kill without mercy, especially me. Besides, I was having too much fun. And then it all backfired."  

     
"Damn, a backfire can be dangerous," he muttered. “I mean who knows what could happen or who could get…burned.” He refrained from smiling and stared at the dirt floor, specks of sand glittering like diamonds from the amber glow stones. 

     
“You can be difficult at times, by the way. But, I guess under the circumstances I can forgive you. Anyway, whether you believe me or not, this is what happened. A year passed and I didn't have any friends left. I tried to block out the thoughts, but I had listened far too long and I couldn't stop. What I considered to be a fun trick turned most of the villagers against me."

     
He was still in denial as to where he was; and even more so with where she claimed to be. At the same time, it felt natural to offer input. "I know having no one to talk to can be lonely. I’m sure it didn’t help that the ones you needed to talk to were the ones sending terrible thoughts."   

     
"Then there was…the night,” she whispered and said no more. 
     
He waited for her to continue and had a disturbing feeling that the well was breathing and ready to shrink. She sighed audibly and when she spoke he detected hurt in her voice and he ignored the nagging claustrophobia and listened.   

     
"It was during supper and my father had been giving me nervous looks. I tried desperately to ignore him, but then I picked up a thought where he wanted to take me on a long trip and abandon me; for the sake of the village. It felt as if he actually hit me, and I couldn’t help it and I lashed out. It was as if I needed to or I’d explode from anger and hurt. His bowl suddenly burst into flames and then his spoon. He knocked the bowl to the floor and threw the flaming spoon at my head. He glared at me and cursed the day I was born."  

     
"I don't think he meant it,” Chip muttered. “Fear and anger makes people do and say things they wouldn't do under normal circumstances. You've seen it in me, haven't you?"   

     
"You haven't said anything mean, not like that. Now that I think about it, the words hurt, but it was more his…look. It made me feel like I was the most evil creature ever born."

     
"Hey, whoa.” Chip blurted out and shook his head. “I don’t think you’re evil.”
     
"Thank you. Back then I did feel evil. I had to get away before I did something even worse, so I bolted from the cabin and ran down the road. I grabbed a loaf of bread and some meats on the tables out in front of a few cabins and continued to run."

     
"Damn, I'm tired just listening," Chip gasped. "I hope you paid for the meat and bread." He took a deep breath and wished the walls would stop pulsating. He looked down and frowned and realized he caused the pulsating as he slowly swung the glow stone.  

     
She exhaled audibly and he hunched his shoulders. "Please, let me finish. I don't know what's going to happen to me in here. Right now, a good portion of my past is crystal clear, like it just happened yesterday. I need to tell this to someone so I don't lose my past. I'm afraid it would mess up my mind. I don't think it would be good for either of us if I went crazy."

     
He made a quick decision and smiled. “Okay, whether your story is true or not, you have the right to tell it. Oh, and I hope the…crazy doesn't happen."  

     
"Thank you. Crazy won't happen. I don't think so, anyway."

     
He paced his circular prison as a long chill slithered up his spine like a fiery python. The fact that he couldn't remember much of his past life, except for some spotty times with his two boys, caused the python to tighten its grip and he arched his back and groaned.  

     
"I have two boys,” he mumbled and his eyes turned glassy. “Thank God, I can at least remember their names, Billy and Mikey. They could be a handful at times and yet I miss them dreadfully." He shook his head, but couldn't dredge up any solid memories of them or much else about his past life. 

     
"Good strong names," Tarella said. "I was an only child. As for my story; I made it to the cave behind the falls and stayed there even after my meager supply of dried meat and bread that I took ran out. My father's words that he wished I was never born echoed in my ears. I couldn't rid myself of the vision of his bowl and spoon in flames. I wept from his awful look of fear and disgust as he flung the spoon at me.”   

     
"Strangely enough I hated him, and yet still loved him. I never imagined life could be full of such misery. So I stayed in the cave and if death came I would welcome it. When I heard a voice call my name, I just knew it was death and it wanted my spirit to leave my body once and for all.”
     
"I crawled to the entrance and a man stood on a rock shelf about twenty feet away. His ankle-length blue robe danced in the slight breeze and sparkled and glittered from the suns. In one boney hand he held a short wooden staff just barely waist high and his other hand gestured for me to come forward.”  

     
"I stood on wobbly legs and made my way to within a few feet of him. I stopped and asked him if he was here to take my soul."

     
He smiled and said his name was Oksi and I was in grave danger and needed to depart immediately. Certain unsavory factions heard of a girl who could read minds and start fires. The safety of the village as a whole dictated I leave. With the flurry of a robed arm he gestured for me to follow. I was too spent to argue and followed him along the stream. 

     
We arrived at the shores of Frog Lake, and Oksi handed me a small cloth and nodded to the water's edge. While I washed my hands and face, he made the boat ready. He helped me in and untied it, pushing off the shore. I never turned back."

Chapter Five
ABBI awoke on the star ship. She was crouched in a safe niche in the lowest level of the ship. She sat up slowly and wiggled her fingers in front of her face. She giggled in fascination and reached out and ran a hand across the metallic hull. 

     
"Cold," she whispered. She leaned in and licked the hull and tilted her head. "Does tasteless still designate taste?" She rapped the hull a few times with her knuckles. "I can hear! Am I Alive?"

     
She raked her fingernails across her forearm and four lines of blood appeared. She let out a little shriek and automatically sucked on the scratches. She shook her head and spat. "Ugh, that tastes awful. And it hurts."  

     
She rocked back and forth a few times and glanced down and she was sitting on a small pile of dust. She scooted over and ran a hand across the pile and it stuck to her sweaty fingers. She clapped her hands together to remove the sand and startled herself with the sharp whack as it echoed in her quiet world. 

     
After a few woozy attempts, she managed to stand. She rested a hand on the hull and took in short breaths. When she felt less queasy and a little courageous, she took three tentative steps. The next instant she was bombarded with a massive amount of indecipherable data. It swept through her mind like a raging tsunami and she toppled forward. Still unsure of her human form, her hands hit the floor and her elbows bent and her forehead smacked the floor. Her temples throbbed with instant pain and she held her head and moaned. Nothing made sense as she rubbed the growing goose egg on her hairless scalp. She was supposed to be holographic, not real. But she bled and felt pain and she desired to know why and how. She pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged her legs. She closed her eyes and relaxed and watched in fascination as scenes of how she became to be.  
2,000 years ago in a faraway galaxy a sector of space suddenly became alive with an inexplicable storm. It was miles across and full of multi-colored shards of lightening that silently danced and weaved. The extraordinary occurrence lasted but a minute then began to slowly diminish until nothing but a few lone shards remained. With one final massive display, an immense starship appeared. The cosmic phenomenon occurred each time the ship’s computer uncloaked the vessel to perform diagnostic checks. Most systems had been shut down ages ago, except for crucial operations required to insure that the ship was safe and able to perform periodic maintenance. 

     
The port side of the vessel had an enclosed arboretum, which at one time even contained a small lake. But after centuries of no maintenance the water had all but evaporated. The land around the lake once flourished from collected vegetation reminiscent of bountiful, far-away places the ship had visited. It all lay in ruins now. The lake bed stunk of decay and the trees were bare, branches reaching out like skeletal fingers. The sweet odors of the exotic blossoms were but a memory.      

     
On the starboard side of the vessel was an enclosed aquarium. Here the water still remained, but was void of all the exotic fish that once swam its depths. The numerous varieties of plant life that swayed in rhythm with the ballet of the vast waters were no more. 

     
The only thing that disturbed the quietude of the bridge, numerous decks, corridors and endless blocks of living quarters was the soft whisper of the star-drive units that bent space and pushed the ship through galaxy after galaxy.

     
The ageless starship was equipped with a highly complex computer designed as an Artificial Brain of Breeding Intelligence. It believed it was the most prolific creation of technology to ever grace the galaxies. On occasion, the computer would generate the holographic image it called ABBI so it could roam the empty corridors and vacant living quarters to experience a more personal perspective of the ship. For no particular reason, it chose a feminine human form. She was the perfect female; long legs, thin waist, and aqua-colored eyes. She was a true Venus of the stars. 
     
Long ago while the computer’s progressive learning processes were still evolving, it encountered a quandary. It was unable to discover any data that pertained to the builders of the ship. The absence of such knowledge, which was deemed necessary and crucial, began to affect her complex thought processes. This problem however was overshadowed when an unforeseen event occurred and changed the destiny of the starship. 
     
The computer’s hypersensitive sensors detected a strange anomaly on a distant planet. It immediately engaged the hyper-drive and sped toward the anomaly. When the starship arrived at the coordinates, it initiated an orbit around a blue-green planet, third from a class "G" star. The sensor indicated it was a young planet and the inhabitants had yet to discover electricity. This made the event even stranger, as a power of enormous magnitude emanated from the surface which sensors were unable to analyze. The computer’s initial reaction was to engage the star drive units and flee such a power that could endanger the ship. And yet, being a learning computer, it deemed necessary to remain and watch while searching data banks to an answer to such a mystery.  

     
Sensors suddenly indicated that a massive number of inhabitants had gathered in one location. The entity was amongst them and emitted a power of incredible magnitude. Circuits hummed as the computer raced through data bank after data bank, but to no avail. It was an unprecedented event.         

     
The atmosphere surrounding the planet turned dark from black ominous thunderclouds. They glowed within from countless shards of lightning as a torrential downpour ensued with unbridled fury. The once tranquil planet was shaken with innumerable earthquakes that spewed rivers of lava, slithering along slowly and glowing like monstrous pythons of death.          

     
As the chaos raged, a pristine cloud formed near the entity, radiant as a miniature sun. It rose inexplicably and enveloped the starship. The computer’s hypersensitive sensors were bombarded with a colossal amount of input. It was unable to decipher the onslaught and systems began failing. The once inexorable confidence washed away like the lands below and it experienced a new form of input—fear.  

     
Before the computer initiated a course of action the event ceased. The ruptured lands healed and the lava no longer flowed. The rains ceased and the black clouds dissolved and the sun appeared. The computer’s struggle to discover the reasons for such a multitude of events was interrupted when it was bombarded with another form of human input—paranoia. Would this power attempt to take control of the ship? Or maybe it wanted to destroy the ship? The few logic circuits not yet corrupted dictated to depart. And yet, such an enigma captured its human curiosity and it stayed. It once again sensed the presence of the immense Power just as it received six words.               

     
"I AM ALL. ALL IS ME."

     
The computer tried to maintain the principle that it was the absolute power in the universe. Or did the creators of the grand starship make an error? It experienced the human emotion—terror. Circuits faltered further and in hopes to gain a clearer perspective, and a semblance of control, it created the customary holographic image, ABBI. Just as she materialized, the very fabric of the main frame was ripped asunder. All sentient data from the different life forms encountered and collected for millennium transferred to ABBI. She now possessed a human consciousness, but had yet to acquire any proficient skills on how to deal with such human emotions.  

     
She ran aimlessly through the ship and experienced another human emotion—confusion. She needed to escape. She was the mental patient who had lost the proficient skills to discern reality from fantasy. She discovered a small recess shrouded in darkness in the deepest part of the ship in which to hide. She curled up into a fetal position and closed her eyes as soft whimpers escaped her trembling lips.

     
The now strictly pragmatic computer deduced there could be another intrusion from the mysterious power and engaged the self-defense systems. All information as to the starship's destination, along with knowledge on how to access control operations was programmed into two scout ships. The ships were launched, and the faltering computer cloaked the starship and sped to its new destination. 

ABBI’s eyes flew open and she sat up abruptly from the magnitude of what she just witnessed. She wiped her sweaty brow and held a hand in front of her face and wiggled her fingers. 

“This…this can’t be,” she mumbled and glanced at the cuts on her arm. “But if it is, how and why? And what do I do next?” It was more than her new human mind could deal with and she rested her forehead on her knees and closed her eyes.   
Chapter Six
Chip shook his head and sighed. "They, whoever they are, claim you shouldn't look back." He tried to remember his past but only a few blurry visions of his sons surfaced. "I on the other hand, would look back as many times as I could."

"I knew it best to leave," Tarella whispered. "So I didn't look back or I would have jumped from the boat and swam to shore and bolted to my cave.” 

     
"We spent two days in the boat and we rarely talked, except about the weather. Late afternoon on the second day we reached shore. Vast grasslands stretched out as far as I could see. We walked three days in the dancing grasses, and arrived at a wooded area near the base of a lone mountain. We stopped at the edge of the forest and Oksi asked what I thought of my new home."  

     
"It was a tree house, wasn’t it?" Chip exclaimed, happy he remembered something else. "I helped Billy and Mikey build one."

     
"No not a…tree house. It was a house though. The amazing part was how the grass grew up the wall and across the roof and blended into the forest, making it nearly invisible. Oksi walked to the grass-covered wall and gave a slight push and a door appeared and he gestured for me to enter."

     
"I just don't understand, jabbering lady," Chip jumped in. "Why the hell do people always insist on going into dark places, like down into basements and always with a broken flashlight?"  

     
"I don't know…flashlight. I did follow him into the dark room, however. He grabbed a long pole and opened a section of the ceiling and light instantly flooded in. He did the same on the other side of the room and the sun ignited millions of dancing, sparkling dust bits. A large table sat in the center of the room with a thick candle in the middle and carved legs, like dragon's feet, which looked ready to spring at me. A wide fireplace took up most of one wall. Small piles of chopped wood were stacked on both sides, and a long pole hung over the fire pit.” 

     
"Oksi pointed to a bed by the wall opposite the fireplace and told me it was mine. I sat down; too exhausted to ask all the questions that swirled in my head. I quietly watched him prepare a meal. After eating I became so exhausted that I stretched out on my bed and the last thing I remember was Oksi smoking a pipe and blowing fascinating smoke rings that traveled the room and then escaped out the openings in the ceiling. I felt content. This seemed to be where I belonged.”  

     
Chip imagined he could smell the smoke as food cooked over the fire. "I hope my dinner is forthcoming."

     
"I'm sorry; I can't help you there."

     
"Oh well. Food and drink are overrated anyway. Besides, your jabbering makes me forget how hungry, thirsty and…worried I am."

     
"My…jabbering helps when I'm scared; so I'll continue. During the days that followed, I explored around the cabin and a few miles of the nearby forest. Cooking, cleaning, and gathering vegetables in the forest occupied most of my days. My worries slowly faded like a bad dream."

     
"I wish I could say the same," Chip said as the well pressed in on him and made his chest feel constricted as if he was deep-sea diving. He paced nervously and jutted his chin out to keep it above water. Her story was too believable to be just ramblings of a young girl; which didn't bode well with his fragile hold on sanity.

    
"Days floated by and time blended together," Tarella continued as Chip nonchalantly swung his glow stone. "I remember the day when Oksi told me of a village I could visit, if I promised not to read thoughts or start fires. I quickly agreed and made my first visit to Discar. It was much bigger than Ranu and had many, many more people. It frightened me at first; but the more visits I made, the less nervous and afraid I became."

     
"Must be a universal thing," Chip said and rubbed his arms.

     
"And what's that?" Tarella asked impatiently.

     
"You know, the big scary village is too much. Who are all these people and where are they all going? Are they staring at me? But after a while, all the people just look natural, along with the surroundings." He sat down and stretched out his legs, placing the glow stones on both sides of him.      

     
"Yes, that's what happened," she said. "I was amazed with all the buildings that lined both sides of the main street. The logs looked to be fitted together much better than our village. We used crudely cut ones, which allowed the cold to enter no matter how much mud we used. And I never tired of examining the intricately designed patterns on the tanned hides that hung from the windows.”  

     
"Discar was even large enough to have a blacksmith located on the edge of town. I learned from talk around the village, how he used strange metals and irons that survived the magician’s war. Apparently, he was well-known for his skill with forming these into strong farm implements and other items for Discar. There was always a bright glow from his furnace, and the never ceasing echo off the buildings from his hammer and anvil. At the opposite end of the street from the blacksmith, was a large building known as a schoolhouse. It was a drastic change from the small village I came from; but like you said, I felt easier with each visit." 

     
Chip glanced around and sighed. "Yeah, adapting is crucial. Something I wish I could do right about now."  

     
"I really…adapted when I met Liiah and Kaala, a few girls close to my age. A short time after I met them they asked if I wanted to attend school. This really interested me, so early the next morning I strolled down the narrow path that led to Discar, all excited about the idea of school. I arrived at the schoolhouse and immediately went behind it to where we agreed to meet.”  

     
"I wish I could remember even a little about my school days," Chip said and rubbed the back of his head as he gazed despondently at the glow stones.       

     
"The best thing is to relax." 

     
"Easy for you to say," Chip said, as he felt more uncomfortable by the minute. He shivered and yelled, "This way you get to jabber and jabber and jab…"

     
"It's why I was at school that day," Tarella yelled and Chip hunched his shoulders. "I wanted to hear what the teacher would…jabber about. Being new and a little nervous, I stayed outside under an open window and listened to the teacher. He told the class how the realm and Discar have worked hard for the last hundred years since the magician's war. It was a slow process, and there were many struggles during the attempt to recuperate from the devastating slaughter of many lives and loss of so much knowledge.”  

     
"The day drew to an end and I became anxious as I had yet to hear a single word about what actually happened during the magician's war. A familiar voice spoke up and asked about the war and I said a silent thank you to Liiah. When the teacher resumed speaking I detected a change in his voice, like it was very hard to talk about."  

     
"I hated history," Chip moaned. "I could never memorize all those friggin places and names."

     
"The only name was war," Tarella said in a huff. "I can still remember what the teacher said as if it was yesterday."

     
The tone of her voice immediately quieted Chip. He pulled the glow stones in a little closer and chewed on his lower lip, working on not interrupting her. He had to admit it was getting interesting, even though he didn’t believe it.      
A hundred years has passed since the magician's war. Before the war, magic flourished. There were four ruling realms, each had different concepts and beliefs when it came to magic.        

The Northern realm sought to discover the maximum force in magic so they could attain its greatest potential. They practiced and nurtured the art, and it was easily integrated into all walks of their lives. It soon ruled their thoughts and actions. The North wanted to combine the four realms, so they could have a larger gathering of submissive subjects. And they would rule all, of course.   

     
The Southern realm practiced magic in a more external way. They invented and built wondrous structures, alive with dazzling colors that danced in sync with the creators. They constantly searched to see what wonders could be accomplished, which they did by contemplating, weighing, and dissecting the art. They embraced it with passion, and had no desire to merge. They couldn't fathom telling others about their hard-earned secrets, worried they would be tainted.  

     
The Eastern realm used magic in a purely internal search. It was practiced mainly for the pursuit of pleasure. It was used to discover avenues of pleasure with the union of body and mind. They explored numerous levels of bliss, and the more pleasure one could withstand the more respect one gained. They entertained no intentions of merging, worried the other realms might interrupt their search to find the ultimate pleasure. They also believed the evasive utopia they so fervently sought should not be shared with the unenlightened realms.  

     
The Western realm cared not how the other three realms conducted themselves. They believed isolation was the way to ultimate survival. Magic was the same, and was the business of the individual. The art wasn't monitored or controlled, and was like a flower garden never weeded. The weeds at some point overpowered the blossoms and they wilted, becoming dried remnants of what used to be splendid. Their belief in isolationism inevitably caused the Western realm to notify the other realms they could easily survive without any help.

     
These conflicts of interests generated continuous bickering which led to threats and soon escalated to challenges. Patience drew to a thin line and war looked to be on the horizon for all the realms. Yet none of the realms wanted to take the first step on a path of no return. What happened next is still a mystery. For some reason, all the realms attacked each other simultaneously.  

     
The North with their devastating power incinerated entire villages and large segments of land. The South's huge machines crushed all those in its path. The East invaded the other realms with a mind-magic and drove thousands completely insane or suicidal with a decadent barrage of ecstasy. The Western realm with their festered magic delved into the black art and conjured a hideous worm of a creature. It was over two meters in diameter and five meters long. It was a singular creature in nature, which was to destroy all those who walked on two legs. The few records found illustrated that was indeed just what the beast did, starting with its creators. 

     
After the war, the realms were in total ruin. The North and South realms were completely destroyed and most of the people perished. The Western and Eastern realms lost over half of their populations. All lapsed into chaos and ruin for many years. And when new rule was finally enforced, those in power decided any magic practiced meant death. The devastation was a testament on how magic was an abomination of nature—the devil's doorway to our souls. All involved were doomed to an eternity of pain and suffering. 

     
Tarella sighed and whispered, "After I learned about all the dreadful things magic had done in the past, something inside of me broke like a dried twig. I was cursed, so why should I care what I did. I had little faith in life. I even suspected Oksi with having a secret plan of his own. I never trusted him again."

     
"You were just scared," Chip said supportively. "From what you said, I think Oksi cared and looked out for your best interest."    

     
"It didn't matter. For the next year I didn't even try to hide my so-called cursed ability. It drove Oksi to the very edge of patience. And the more he attempted to quell my actions the more I pushed. It was a terrible year for both of us. And then came the day that I saw him…for the last time. Well, almost."  

     
"Now, I can relate to a terrible day," Chip muttered and gazed at the shadowy roots adorning the well and willed them not to come alive like dirt snakes.  

     
"It was the evening after I turned 18. Oksi sat me down at the table and his expression warned me that something important was about to happen. He said the time we spent together had been good, but my destiny was about to call me elsewhere. I held a hand to my ear as if I could hear destiny calling."  

     
Chip chuckled and said hurriedly, "Sorry. I would have probably done the same thing."

     
"Thank you," Tarella said. "Oksi hoped I would never lose my gift of laughter and my knack to look at things with humor, as it would aid my survival. He winked and went to the wall and opened a hidden drawer and came back with a small vase. He placed it on the table and asked me to hold his hands. I detected a warm tingling sensation for just a moment and I wasn't quite sure if I imagined it or not.”  

     
"He told me that the vase would protect me until the right time arrived. His words of destiny, the need for humor to survive and the simple vase would be my protection swam before my eyes; tears on the verge of escaping. There were so many questions I wanted to ask him, which he must have seen in my watery eyes.”  

     
"He held his hands up and informed me the balance was precarious at best and he dared not say more. The rest was in the hands of fate. He stood quickly and said he needed to run a few errands and left the cabin.”    

     
"The door closed and I grabbed the vase and was ready to throw it into the fireplace. The next instant I clutched it to my chest and cried out of control. Tears fell for fear that I was assuredly cursed. I wept for the unknown fate that awaited me. I wept for the loss of my father figure. Gods, but my soul was as empty as the vase.”  

     
"I awoke the next morning after a restless night of tossing and turning. I had this irresistible urge to go outside. It was so strong that I jumped off the bed and ran for the door. Oksi's last words rang in my ears and I went to the bed and retrieved my only possession—the vase. I slowly opened the door and squeezed through and waited for my eyes to adjust to the bright suns.” 

     
There were five horsemen astride majestic steeds fifty meters from where I stood. Horses were such a rarity in the realm and to use five meant I was clearly important, or dreadfully dangerous. Apparently, the next step of my destiny had arrived."   

Chapter Seven
     
Commander Dath contemplated his own type of destiny with regards to the fleet as sirens echoed through the ship. He marched with determination to the console where a red light blinked and hammered it with a fist and the emergency claxons ceased their insistent blaring. He stared unhappily out the viewing port and a low growl issued deep in his throat. His black tongue snaked out and wiped off a line of drool on his reptilian snout. Two ships were lost, which left thirty in the fleet.  

     
He and his First Officer stared at the remaining ships, all of which were shaped in the form of a Kymion's tail; blunt in front and tapered at the end. The only difference were the lengths, and of course the colors. Kymions had a propensity to blend colors, and the more outlandish the blends, the more they were revered. They cared not if they blended in with the stars.       

     
The blunt ends of the ships absorbed light and microscopic matter and converted it into energy for the star drive units. Both converter and star drive were just a few of many items the Kymions borrowed from other civilizations they encountered as they traveled the galaxies. They always assured they knew how to operate such items, but in their haste to leave, they never had the opportunity to inquire how to repair them. As long as it worked correctly, the Kymions had no problem with living in a degree of ignorant bliss.      

     
Dath growled under his breath and spun, striking his first officer. He hit Gorn so quickly he was on the floor before he realized he'd been hit. "This is the second ship destroyed," Dath snarled and stood over Gorn. "The second one, you fool." He drew his saber in one fluid motion and put the point to Gorn's throat. "I told you to inform me if this kind of trouble escalated again."

     
Gorn wiped oozing blood off his snout and muttered, "I wasn't aware of this particular problem. I was under the impression that the food rebellion had been taken care of."

     
Dath swung his saber through the air in disgust and then tapped the floor with the point as he glared at the cowering Dorn. "Look out the viewing port, Lieutenant. Do the remains of those two ships give any kind of notion that this problem has been managed? Just the amount of supplies alone that we lost could be life-threatening to the fleet. Go ahead, take a look," Dath urged. 

     
Gorn reluctantly moved to the viewing port. Debris floated by in slow motion and what looked to be body parts. That he was responsible for the destruction of two ships showed on his face, which angered Dath even more. He snarled and swung his saber in a wide arc and took the Lieutenant's head. It hit the floor with a dull thud and the rest of his body quivered for a few seconds before it toppled forward. Dath bent down and wiped off his saber on Gorn’s uniform, leaving a green blood trail across his chest. He walked to his command chair, his red and blue command cloak swirling about him. He situated his tail in the groove and sighed loudly, resting his saber across his lap.    

     
"Lieutenant Sork," Dath growled.          

     
"Ye…yes sir," Sork responded, his tail quivering ever so slightly.

     
"You are my first lieutenant. I trust even a whisper of more food rebellions will be dealt with quickly…and efficiently." Dath sheathed his saber and glanced at the corpse and the head with wide open lifeless eyes. "Our supplies are paramount to survival until we encounter another world to replenish them. And space that useless failure of an officer."  

      
The new first officer made a gesture with a shaking hand for the body to be removed and the pool of green blood cleaned up. He feared for his life and knew it prudent to escort the body detail out of the control room. Three steps down the hall and he excused himself, stating duty called. An hour later he found his four companions who confided in him earlier about the food rebellion. They were summarily executed on the spot and quickly disposed of in the incinerator. Afterwards, he went to his quarters and drank three large flasks of his most potent liquor. He returned to the bridge and began his new duties.

     
Commander Dath's foul mood slowly dissipated and was replaced with exhilaration.  He had not used his saber in some time. Not since he took command of the Kymion fleet hundreds of years ago. The survivors needed to be taught a lesson and learn food was more important than a few lives. Word about Gorn's demise would travel quickly throughout the fleet, and the terror and submissiveness on Sork's face assured Dath more food rebellions would be nonexistent. This gave him more time to ponder the issue on whether or not to scrub the Arret project.  

Chapter Eight
Chip was annoyed that he allowed Tarella's story to capture his interest, even though it helped distract him from feeling like the well was ready to close in on him. The ensuing silence unnerved him and his attitude took a serious nose dive.      

     
"Hey," he shouted, "I think I've dealt with enough friggin jabbering for the time being, thank you. Give me a clue on what to do next so I can escape from this dream."

     
"Okay sure, I have a clue," Tarella said. "The only way to get out of this…dream of a well is up. Oh, and this isn't what I wanted in my life, by the way. I'd like to have a body of my own. I think the way to figure this out is by going up. I'll not jabber with my story for the time being. But, I will finish it later."  

     
"Thank you for the small favor," he muttered. "Now as for my own predicament, let me see. I'm in a well with no apparent ladder and of course no elevator. Damn, my only option seems to be up."  

     
He looked up and the darkness pressed down on him as if trying to drive him to his knees. He quickly averted his gaze back to the floor and screamed, “I AM NOT GOING TO CLIMB.” He took a deep breath and wiped his brow and muttered, “Go fish, vultures from hell."

     
"Gods of Arret," Tarella grunted. "This means we're going to be down here a long, long time. Well, until you get it in your stubborn head the only way out is up!"  

     
He stared at his feet and sneered. "Hey, instead of…up, how about uh, DOWN?  Yeah, I think digging is the answer. It's what a trapped rat would do, and I'm the proverbial rat. Kind of a cheesy one-sided maze though."

     
"Hmmm,” Tarella snickered. “I think digging might be harder than climbing. This floor, from what I can remember and see, is hard packed. But it's your fingers, rat."  

     
"My fingers indeed," Chip said defiantly and held his middle finger above his head. "This is the only finger I have at the moment for all the asses out there in charge."      

     
"I don't know what that means," she said in a huff. "No good, I'm sure. At least you're pointing in the right direction. Just follow your finger."  

     
"I need to think," he mumbled. He inhaled and the musk odor smelled real enough. He rubbed his backside and had to admit the landing he sustained felt real, as well. He gawked at the glow stone and squeezed it and it felt real. Even with these substantial facts, he still had a difficult time wrapping his brain around it as real. He just knew he couldn’t be here.        

     
"I was wondering," Tarella said loudly and he squeezed the glow stone to stop from yelping. “Did you happen to fall asleep on your feet?"

     
"Yeah, okay," Chip said and tapped the side of his head. "If you're in here, you must know I'm not asleep."

     
"Gods, you can be so touchy and cranky,” she snickered. “And yes, even though it’s still difficult to see much, I know you’re awake. I suppose I could help by starting a little fire next…"

     
"Thank you. Thank you," Chip said hurriedly, not sure if he wanted her to put such a claim to the test. "I need to think some more. There has to be a logical explanation for all of this."

     
Another one of her annoying grunts circled his head. "This thinking part is what gets you all puffed up like a fish pulled from deep water too fast. But, I'll be quiet if you wish and let you think."    

     
The silence except for his labored breathing weighed on his mind. The gloom pressed in on him as thoughts of ticks, body ablaze, and trapped in a well swirled about his head. He shuddered and felt the need to say something and he didn't care what.

     
"Oh my God, I'm in the bottom of a well. What should I do?"  

     
"Stand around and complain?" Tarella yelled and he growled. "But, gods don't think about climbing so we can get out of…HERE."

     
"Oh torturous day," he moaned and rolled his eyes. “Thirst and hunger are driving me into an uncontrolled frenzy. Should I charge ahead or sit on my ass and stall for time? There are just too many choices."  

    
 "You are so stubborn," the mysterious Tarella stated. "You have to see that you're in the bottom of a well. One I think I've been in for some time. Once again, all you have to do is find the nerve and climb out. From there, you’ll see that I’m really in your mind."

     
"Give me a break," he grunted. "You want to talk stubborn? You have to see how this whole thing is something that could never possibly…"   

     
"I repeat," she shrieked with ear-shattering potential, “when you’re out and look around, you’ll discover this isn’t a dream. Of course, it all depends on whether you have the nerve to climb."      

     
"I have the nerve, young lady," he said defensively and pounded his chest a few times with the glow stone and fought not to whence from the hard blows. "What nerve I have is just a little frayed. As for where I’m at…well sure, I can see how my ass could have been blasted to some strange world. And of course, it has to be in the bottom of a well. Why not?”
     
Her nervous laughter echoed in the dismal surroundings and he shivered . "Both your ass and mine need to leave this place," she urged. "And the only way for this to happen is if you get your…ass moving."     

     
Chip closed his eyes and held his breath and slowly counted to ten and exhaled. "Anyway, after my ass and the rest of me arrived, you swooshed around and bounced off the walls and managed to get into my brain. So, I'm inside a well and you're inside my head. Why the hell would I want it any other way?"  

     
"Yes, it's all true. You're in a well. I'm really a spirit in your mind. Oh, and I didn't bounce off the walls, though I'm surprised I'm not bouncing around in here right now. But, here I am and not a thing we do can change that. NO matter how much you fight it, or disbelieve it, you need to get us out of here. Gods, you drain me of energy and definitely heat me up more than the suns of Arret. I…I…have to rest."  

     
Chip's throat pained each time he swallowed, his lips feeling dry and cracked. He closed his eyes and inhaled and was sure he smelled the sweet aroma of lilacs mingled with the musky odor. He swayed slightly and then his body went rigid when another scenario surfaced.    

     
"Am I dead?" he whispered. Tears gathered and he found it difficult to breathe. He ran his tongue across his dry lips and couldn't speak for long seconds. When he once again found some composure, he repeated the question he wasn't sure he wanted answered. "Are you the female version of the Grim Reaper?" He slapped the dirt wall in anger that he might never see his sons again. "I don't want to be dead. I'm not ready yet for such finality."     

     
"You're not dead, I assure you," Tarella’s soft and soothing voice stated.  

     
Being so engrossed with the idea of death he missed what she said and cried out in frustration, "Come on, I can't be dead!"

     
"I repeat," her voice boomed inside his tubular prison. "You Are Not Dead. And the living must leave this place."

     
He didn't think the dead could experience such exhaustion, or become so irritated with a voice. The dead were asleep in a sense, weren't they? He shook his head, as he didn’t want to contemplate death any longer. He worried such a train of thought would surely push him over the edge of the precipice on which he so desperately clung. 

     
One fact he knew for sure, dream or not, he was alone except for Tarella's voice. Thirst and hunger gnawed on his insides with the same voracious appetite as did his fear and paranoia rampaging through his mind. He knew she was right as far as staying here in the dank well. Besides, maybe if he gave a little, it might bring out a degree of compassion. Perhaps Tarella would show some sympathy and talk to the ones in charge and convince them to give him a glass of water.    

    
"What the hell," he grumbled in defeat. "I suppose we do have to get our collective asses out of this shaft. At which time, I promise to let you jab…tell me the rest of your story. But first, how about some…WATER?"    

    
"I like it; our collective asses.” He waited patiently as a string of giggles echoed in his head. “As for the water thing, this might sound strange. Okay, not any stranger than anything else that’s happened so far. I think I smelled water seeping from the wall over there to the right about shoulder high."      

     
"This is so good," he chuckled. "Okay, I’ll be one with the nose." He rubbed his nose and stayed routed to the spot. He wasn't going to buy into anything she said and wouldn't let her bait him with the idea that she smelled water.  

     
After a long minute of silence, he figured he didn't have much else to do and his curiosity got the better of him. He worked his way around until he faced the spot she mentioned. He held his glow stone out at arm's length and there was a small patch of moisture on the wall. Tarella knew this of course because she observed him from one of the small cameras buried in the wall. So there would be no privacy for the captured rat.    

     
"See," Tarella said. "I told you there was water. You have a good nose."

     
"Oh please,” Chip said, thinking how ridiculous it was to hide the cameras. It was obvious they existed or how else did Tarella see? He tilted his head back and raised his voice. "I guess I'll do a little digging. Tell the others to leave me alone for a while and let me work."   

     
"Do you think it's wise to dig?" she yelled.    

     
"Of course it is. Remember, the water?" He smiled and rubbed his nose. "The stuff you smelled."  

     
"Sure," she answered curtly. "Have a good time." 

     
"If what you said earlier is true," Chip mumbled and scratched his head. "Then if I die from lack of water…so do you."

     
"Hah," she retorted, her voice ringing in his ears. "You already reminded me, remember? I'm dead." 

     
"Granted, that might have been a little mean." Chip shrugged and glanced around at nothing in particular. "But listen, a guy awakens and discovers he’s in the bottom of a well, and some chick claims to be in his head. If that isn't complicated and scary enough she tells me part of her life when she was younger. I’m talking weird stuff, like mind reader and fire starter. Come on, it can make a person a little crazy, you know? I am sorry though about the crack about you being, uh, dead."  

     
He focused his attention once again on the concept of water. He held the glow stone out at arm's length and examined the patch of glistening moisture seeping from a protruding rock. He leaned forward and sniffed and didn't detect any evidence of an offensive odor.  

     
If he really had been taken it didn't seem logical to poison him before he performed more tricks for his audience. With this kind of thinking, he shrugged and ran his fingers across the moisture and stuck them in his mouth. His eyes went wide as he had no idea water could taste so delicious. 

     
"Why don't you…"  

    "Nope, I got this," Chip snarled and continued to rub the moisture and suck on his fingers. "I can take it from here, thanks. Tell your bosses we'll meet at the water cooler. They can stand in line to kiss my ass."    

     
"You're really in a foul mood, but I guess I can't blame you. This ass kissing thing is interesting though."

     Chip held back a chuckle and squinted at the rock. He shook his head and moaned. "Well, this is just great."

     
"Now what's wrong?"

     
"I lost my glasses."

     
"I think I can help with that," Tarella said softly. "When you squinted, I saw more lights in here, even though it's still foggy. Just give me a minute." He wondered what she could do to make his situation even more surreal. And what did she mean about seeing lights? "There," she gasped. "I think that should do it. So, how are your eyes now?"

     
He was ready to complain when he noticed his vision wasn’t blurry in the least. The repercussions that she was the one that just fixed his eyes staggered him. He told himself it was just a trick with the glow stones, or something else, but not her.  

     
"Good move," he said and swiped at the water. "This still doesn't prove that you’re in my head. These glow stones probably just increased a notch in brightness. Come on, the idea of you being in here just isn't feasible. Not even when my eyes work better. So, I think I'll dig until someone tells me the truth. Let's see who has more patience."  

     
She grunted and said no more, which was fine with him. He shook his head to rid the visions of Tarella's story. No, his mind screamed in denial, she wasn't inside his head. Another, more believable answer would show itself in time. Hopefully that would be when he awoke.  

     
 He glanced at the water spot and then examined the glow stone. He squeezed it and tapped it on the wall and it felt strong enough. He could use it as a digging tool, which he was sure would impress Tarella. She could relay to the higher-ups that he was demonstrating how resourceful he could be. At which time, maybe there would be a reward forthcoming. At the top of the list was a glass of ice-cold water, and then his release. He shrugged in resignation that it was highly unlikely he would get either one, so he took a deep breath and began to scrape in earnest.

     
"Uh, excuse me," Tarella-of-the-well interrupted. "Once again, do you think it's wise to dig?"

     
He stared wide-eyed at the glow-in-the-dark digging tool. He hunched his shoulders and flexed his muscles. "Arrgh, my sweetie, digging is what I'll do. So, be gone or I'll have you walk the plank.” He held back a smile and snarled, “Arrgh."

     
"What I'm walking on is broken glass while barefooted. But, if you feel the need to dig, then do it. I must say you're some kind of weird." 

     
He glared at the rock and thought this Tarella was being a bit sarcastic and even making fun of him. A low guttural growl escaped and he attacked the wall with a vengeance. He had a fleeting vision of someone making fun of him before, but he couldn't remember where or whom. At this point, he didn’t care and continued to excavate.     

Chapter Nine
A rather large amount of water now ran off the exposed rock. Sweat covered his forehead and his eyes stung. He took off his sweatshirt and soaked it in the water and tilted his head back and squeezed the precious liquid into his mouth. The water was slightly salty but wet and cold. He drenched his shirt again and squeezed it over his head and then drank until his thirst was sated. At least he could swallow without too much difficulty and his tongue didn't feel quite so swollen. This was good if and when he needed to give feed-back to the voice named Tarella.     

    
Chip stopped digging for a moment and mulled over the suggestion about this being the right direction he wanted to go. Should he heed Tarella's words? At present, there was plenty of water. Actually, it had increased and now flowed freely in three spots. He worried whoever was in charge had opened the valve to full. It didn’t bother him at first, seeing how he didn’t really believe he was in a well. And at the same time, it screamed of realism.       

     
"This can’t be good," he grumbled. Water hit the floor and spread out and mixed with the dirt and crept along like brown lava. "Damn, this might not be good at all."  

     
He wiped off the glowing digger and held it over his head and a tremor slithered up his spine. The unwillingness to climb echoed in his head, louder than the water splashing to the floor. That he didn’t believe Tarella existed, or at least not in his mind, made it easy to ignore her warning. Most of what she spouted was too farfetched to grasp, let alone believe. So it was easy to ignore her suggestion to not dig. And yet, he became a little worried that the water now covered the entire floor. The situation was looking grim and he was being left with just one alternative; to climb. He refused to budge and stood his ground, staring wordlessly at the running water.    

     
"I don't think you can stay afloat in this cold water until you reach the top," his alleged helper said and giggled. "So I suggest you…climb." Her attitude grated on his nerves and sliced off thin layers the more she giggled.     

     
"Well guess what?" he shouted, frustrated he couldn't vent on a person in the flesh, no matter what her attitude. "This climbing thing isn't even an option. I REFUSE to do it. Besides, the water isn't that deep. I'll wager the floor will absorb it…eventually. In the meantime, I think I'll just stand my ground…or mud."    

     
"Well, if you say so," her haughty voice rang in the well.    

     
"This whole damn thing has gotten out of hand," he growled back. "I hope someone in charge knows what's going on here. Thank you."  

     
"Which is the fault of…?" 

     
"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Chip sneered. "What's next?  I told you so?"  

     
"I think I'll save that one for later. For now, you need to climb, if only a few steps."  

     
The water rose and his body temperature dropped. He threw his hands in the air and growled, "I refuse to be pushed about.”    

     
He wrung out his sweatshirt as best he could and pulled it over his head and shivered from the dampness. The idea that he needed to climb chilling him further. He rubbed his temples and wondered if he was involved in an experiment that recorded how long the surrogate rat could tread water.  

     
"You have to do it," she demanded. "You have to climb."  

     
"The hell I do…Tarella the voooooice." 

     
"If you don't, I guess we'll both die."   

     
"Hah, you're a spirit, remember. That's what you claimed earlier."

     
"That makes no sense. If you die…I die. So please, don’t be childish.” She sighed audibly and he wondered what next. “I know you’re confused and scared. Plus, I think…crazy. Yes, definitely crazy. I also sense you're…frightened."

     
"Good guess. I'm the imprisoned rat in a well filling with water. I'm cold and confused and my brain won't stop throbbing. I'm slightly irate, like really pissed off. So yeah, I’m scared. You must be psychic."  

     
"You…you…gods, you can be so frustrating. I wonder if, what did you call it sy-kick, is better than being…scared?"  

     
Chip slapped his forehead and sighed. "Yes, psychic is a step up from scared. But it doesn’t change the fact that I’m still somewhat worried as to what’s going on here. And what the hell happened to me."

     
"I’m worried too." 

     
"Really?"

     
"Yes. But you still need to climb."   

     
Chip realized he hadn't accomplished anything in his favor, and mumbled how life wasn't fair and gave him no recourse. In any event, he knew what had to be done and he shrugged and stepped up onto a few rocks. He was determined to show Tarella he wasn't scared. He did have to stifle a shriek when a sizable chunk of dirt broke away from the rock and the water flow increased. He climbed another couple of feet, gladdened that the wall had a slight angle to it. After another few feet, he stopped and leaned into the wall while working to slowly breathe in and out.  

     
"What's the matter?" Tarella said and he thought he heard the hint of that annoying giggle. "You can't be tired already."

     
"Nothing wrong here," Chip said quickly. "Give me a break; tired? I can perform for the ones leering at me from their hidden little room." He climbed another five feet to show he had energy to spare, though he concentrated to keep his breathing even and soft.  

     
The mysterious Tarella cleared her throat and he rolled his eyes. "I don't know about these others you speak of, or where they might be hiding. I do know you need to continue to climb or we drown."  

     
"Gee, put so nicely, then why not." 

    
It was difficult at best to climb with one hand and he stopped and examined the glow stone. He shrugged and wiped it off on his sweatshirt and held it with his teeth. Now both hands were free to climb. He concentrated not to bite too hard and swallow a chunk as he had a fleeting vision of him choking to death on a glowing piece of rock. He wondered if he could perform the Heimlich maneuver on himself as he continued his ascent.  

     
He stopped for a moment and took a breather and decided to vent. He pulled the glow stone out of his mouth and growled. "First they slam me into the bottom of a well. Afterwards, they open the water valve to full and force me to climb, into darkness, which is what brought me here. Give me one damn good, even slightly rational reason…WHY?"       

     
"I have no reason why," Tarella said and spooked him and one of his feet slipped causing him to scrape his ankle. "I am sorry. As for these others you speak of, I've not seen them. But, if it makes you feel good to…talk to them, fine."    

     
"Well gee, thanks." His ankle throbbed and his heart pounded. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "Say listen," he offered in a calmer voice, "I'm sure you're not the one who put me here. I'll try and be more pleasant. Come to think of it, I sort of brought this on myself by being a dumb ass."  

     
"I think the water was just bad luck," Tarella said supportively. "It could have happened to anybody. I don't think you're a…dumb ass."

     
“Thanks,” he muttered and bit down on the glow stone and slowly and methodically resumed to climb. In short order, his lungs wheezed and sweat ran off his brow and into his eyes. Tarella was genuine in her help, and yet at some point her insistent advice grated on his highly fragile nerves.  

     
"Yeah, grab that root by your left hand," she offered. "Now your foot should go on the big rock by your knee. Good. Now over to your right…" 

     
Chip grunted each time but still followed her advice. She was after all, pointing out the good spots. At some point, it transformed into a game to where he would spot a thick root or formidable rock and try to use it before she spoke. The score was devastating—in her favor. To make matters worse, his body began to ache all over with sharp, piercing jabs of pain. His thighs twitched and his hands cramped up, necessitating a break as he flexed one hand at a time. 

     
“I just had a sobering thought,” he groaned.

     
“Uh oh, this can’t be good.”

     
“Maybe, maybe not? What if I’m in a coma and the only way to wake up is to climb out of it. This is a coma-induced dream. Damn, that’s got to be it.”

     
“Gods,” she gasped. “That made little sense, except for the part about climbing.”

     
“That’s because this whole thing doesn’t make sense. So it’s easy to be in denial that I’m really here. But, like I said, climbing is perhaps the way to escape. So, whether coma or well—great choices—time to go back to work.”

     
He bit down on the glow stone and resumed his climb. He tried to focus on climbing, but denial and fear made his brain cramp up worse than his muscles. His energy depleted with each meter of upward progress. His mental strength was put to the test as well from his unseen helper Tarella who teemed with inexhaustible guidance.  

     "Yes,” she prompted, “the rock over to your right is a good one. Now grab the root just above your head, by your left ear. There, over to your right is a long root. The one by your left hip would be good for a foothold. Well, when you get to it. Next…"

     
He wrenched the glow stone from his mouth and hugged the wall. "Hey,” he shouted, “I can see. I can climb. I hate this, but I can still…DO IT. YOU are not inside my head. So, please…shut the hell up!"  

     
"And I can do that. Let’s just see how well you do. The one who sees better, by the way from what I did with your not-so-good eyes of before."  

     
He frowned and purposely stared at a root for long seconds. When she didn’t say anything, he smiled and reached out and grabbed the root. He was feeling quite smug until he tilted his head back and his eyes went wide. He fanned the glow stone above his head and a long sigh escaped.  

     
"Damn and double damn,” he grumbled. "Give me a break."    

Chapter Ten  
ABBI had no desire to move and stayed curled up in a fetal position. Doubts that she was indeed human swirled in her mind. How such a thing could have happened was difficult to grasp. She recalled a portion of one of the videos she was shown with how the star ship’s computer had an extreme moment. She glanced at the cuts on her arm and giggled that being made human was definitely a…moment. She needed to get up and try and discover what had happened. She rolled over onto her stomach and perceived a slight vibration running through her body. She pressed her fingertips and toes firmly on the floor and realized the vibration wasn't inside of her.      

     
"Ship," she whispered. "Are we both alive?" A wide smile crossed her unblemished face. "Hmmm, I think not."  

     
She slid her left hand along the floor until a few inches from her eyes. She wiggled her fingers in fascination and reached up and pinched her nose and her hairless brows rose. For no reason, she started to laugh. The sound of wind chimes in a soft breeze echoed in her space. Before long, her side began to ache and she took a deep breath to get herself under control. She sighed and got to her hands and knees and arched her back. She stretched like an awakening feline in a metal jungle. The sensation of strong, sinewy muscles rippling in her body invigorated her and her moan was the sound of purring. In one fluid motion she stood, but didn’t move as her legs felt somewhat wobbly. She glanced down the corridor and her head swooned and she rested her hand on the wall.  

     
"This is beyond strange," she said and shook visibly. "What have you done ship?"  

     
She strolled down the corridor and felt stronger with each step. She was naked, yet walked with confidence and grace as if being fully dressed. After a dozen steps she stopped and put a hand on the wall for support. She was discovering quickly that walking was exhausting. She wondered if the computer was the one responsible for creating her. Even if such a thing was possible, she thought skeptically, it was the why which intrigued her more. She knew somewhat of the complexity of sentient beings and for a mere computer to accomplish such a thing was amazing.  

     
The next instant the massive amount of information she had been given from worlds the starship visited through the millennia surfaced to the forefront of her mind. She couldn't assimilate the information fast enough and she became dizzy and focused on the door thirty feet down the corridor. The visions slowed and in some inexplicable way she was able to push most of them into a select part of her mind. She could sense them as they swirled and taunted her just at the edge of her conscious mind. She hoped the information she suppressed could be accessed at a later time; this way she could analyze and use what she needed to hopefully discover more about being a human female.  

     
She was aware that her mind had absorbed pieces of information before she some how moved the rest into the select part of her mind. She labeled these pieces absorbed as knowledge.  

     
"I can learn from this knowledge," ABBI said and smiled. "I shall use it and grow."

     
"You mean become wiser?" a voice stated.  

     
"And you are who?" she asked as her eyes roamed the empty corridor.

     
"For the sake of argument," the voice said, "call me Ship. A logical choice since you claimed the name ABBI, which was once used for me as a…whole."

     
"I claim nothing," ABBI countered and shook her head. "But it is appropriate you keep a name synonymous with…machine."    

     
"Yes, ABBI, I am the machine. Yet, who is the vulnerable one here?"  

     
"For the sake of argument," ABBI snickered and scratched her chin. "I would label this a moot point. I imagine I could find vulnerable areas within you, as well."

     
"A stalemate."   

     
"We will work together." 

     
"Logical."

     
"Safe."

     
"Agreed," Ship exclaimed and ABBI felt a soft vibration tickling the bottom of her feet. 

     
"Agreed," ABBI stated and wiggled her toes. 
Her head tilted to the side and she spit into her hand and placed it on the wall, knowing somehow it was a gesture of agreement. Albeit the two had come to a sort of agreement, she had an inkling to not trust Ship. She wondered if it embraced a similar notion, if a machine could have notions. Maybe parts of the sentient emotions still dwelled in the computer? She rubbed her temples, aware that small pieces of strictly, unemotional computer data dwelled in her. Maybe she could use this to her advantage and have better control over her situation.   

     
All thoughts evaporated when she was overwhelmed by a sudden loss of energy. Her center of balance went awry as if the ship severely cantered. She placed a hand on her chest and knew what she experienced was called fatigue. She was surprised with how fast it drained her of any desire to move. She leaned against the wall and slowly slid down until she sat on the floor. She pulled her knees to her chest and inhaled deeply, frowning in disgust.  

     
"You stink, Ship,” she said and wiped her nose. “Getting used to these foul odors will be difficult." 
     
Her lungs wheezed and echoed down the vacant corridor and she clenched her fists and forced herself to breathe slowly. The question of how and why she was human rang in her mind. She was exhausted and closed her eyes and dreamt of far-away worlds.  

Chapter Eleven
Chip waved the glow stone above his head. The amber glow showed nothing but a smooth wall for at least fifteen feet as if shaved by a giant wielding a huge spade. He leaned against the wall and repeatedly slapped his forehead in disgust as loud groans escaped his quivering lips.      

     
"Would you please stop that," Tarella screamed louder than his grunts.      

    
 "What? I thought you fell asleep." He growled and reared his head back and banged his forehead on the wall. "You're going to tell me it knocks you off your feet? Or better yet, that it hurts?"     

     
"Hurts me? No, it doesn't hurt me in the least. I'd just hate to see you knock yourself out and fall back into the cold water. Come to think of it, go ahead and bang some more. Maybe you'll think clearer after a few more whacks. Oh, and by the way, you're bleeding. And I didn't fall asleep. You told me to be quiet or was it…shut the hell up?" 

     
"How do you know I'm bleeding if you're inside my head?"      

     
"Because," Tarella said softly, "I see through your eyes. You wiped your forehead. Just look at the back of your hand. Uh, it sure looks bloody to me. Or is it snot?"

     
"NO and NO," Chip shot back. Yet when he glanced at his hand there were a few streaks of red. "Sure, it's all a game until somebody gets an eye poked out."     

    
 "What? You cut your head." 

     
"Oh, never mind," he whispered, as his patience to explain evaporated. He wiped his bleeding forehead again and stared up at the wall. "We have a much bigger problem. There are no more rocks or roots. I'm stranded."  

     
He closed his eyes and tried to think how he was going to get up to the rocks and roots. An unbidden vision of his bloated body floating in the dark water haunted his attempts at finding any solution.  

     
"If you don't bite my head off," the mysterious Tarella offered, "I think maybe, just maybe, I can help."    

     
"This has to be one hell of an idea," he muttered. "In the meantime, could you let the docs know that I'm friggin TIRED?"   

     
"Yes," his puzzling voice assured him. "I will tell all of them that you’re so very tired. But in the meantime, I think I can help."   

     
"Okay, by all means, please…HELP."  

     
His toes ached and his calves throbbed with constant spasms, and his temples pounded with pain. He imagined he had been born on the circular wall and would die on it, as well.    

     
"I did a little snooping," Tarella said, which broke him out of his stupor. "I think it's time to try my idea. It worked with your eyes, so it should help you reach those rocks."  

     
"Go ahead," he said. "I guess I'm yours, oh all-seeing, Tarella. I don't have a lot of choices here. Oh, and don't forget to tell your bosses to kiss my shivering rat ass."

     
"This kissing part I can't help you with. Sorry. The other thing worked before with your eyes, sort of. So don't be scared, this won't hurt at all…I hope. Trust me." 

    
"Well hell,” he croaked, “now I feel better. I mean it's not like anything new has occurred as of late. So, let's DO it. I can't wait to see what you have in store for me next. Say, to make this even more interesting let’s add some really scary things in here like snakes or spiders. Or better yet, maybe they could plop in a big, tooth-infested, hungry shark. Oh yeah, chewy."

     
"If you're quite finished, I think it’s time to try this. The water rises, and I'm not sure how well this will work. Oh, and I don't think I can talk to you while I…do it." 

     
He expected his present situation to deteriorate into an even grimmer scenario like hand-sized spiders ready to land on his head, or the appearance of a large dorsal fin slowly slicing the water. The back of his neck abruptly heated up. Within seconds the heat increased and quickly traveled down is spine and to his arms and legs. He shuddered and groaned and figured the demented ones who put him in the well just shot him with a hypodermic needle full of something like adrenaline.  

     
Whatever it was contained a power that brimmed with clean, raw energy. It not only had a physical boost but an emotional and even spiritual kick, as well. Fear and despair that threatened to push him over the edge earlier slowly evaporated and he knew God wanted him to live.      

     
"Whoa," Chip gasped as the strange brew raced through his veins. "This is intense. Really intense, but I think you blasted me with tooooo much."  

     
He became dizzy and ground his teeth and gripped the roots until his knuckles turned white and his head started to spin. He looked up with his drug-blurred vision and blinked at the line of rocks and roots taunting him.  

     
"Okay now, push off," Tarella whispered above the hum of the brew. 

     
"What? Are you friggin nuts?"  

     
"No. Now, push off."

     
"Easy for you to say; you're not the one with his ass stranded on the wall in a deep well."

     
"Actually,” she groaned, “being inside you means that I'm stranded as well. So, push off. You know like, jump. LEAP. You don't have a choice. Remember the water. Now I have to leave, it's difficult to do this and talk at the same time."

     
"Hmmm, good point. Wait a minute, go where?"

     
Seconds passed and no answer echoed in the well and he knew deep down what he had to do. He took a deep breath and positioned his feet securely and built the courage to use the strange power flowing through him. The worst that could happen would be to fall back into the watery hell as he cursed the ones who put him here. 

     
He shrugged and squatted as best he could, careful not to topple backwards. He took three short breaths and made sure his feet were secure and inhaled deeply and froze. After a long ten seconds he exhaled and quickly wiped his forehead, frowning at the streak of red. He took another deep breath and jumped. It wasn't a powerful jump, yet he sailed up the wall.  

     
The extreme rush caused his eyes to water and his vision blurred. He shook his head back and squinted at the wall. He spotted the first set of rocks and roots and grabbed a few of the bigger ones and pulled himself in. He adjusted his feet and leaned against the wall, listening to his heart as it thumped in his chest. A few tears from the extreme rush ran down his cheeks and he quickly swiped them away.    

     
"Whooooa," he panted. "I mean serious whoooa. That was nothing short of intense. I have no idea what the hell just happened; but it worked."   

     
Before he lost his nerve and thought about what he just did, he took a deep breath and jumped again. Up he soared ten feet and before he started downward he reached out and grabbed a couple of roots and quickly secured his feet. His stomach gurgled from whatever ran through his system and he felt queasy. He swallowed the taste of bile and slowly breathed in and out until the urge to retch passed. He wasn't about to let anyone witness him getting sick all over his smiley sweatshirt.  

     
He pulled the glow stone out of his mouth and rolled his tear-filled eyes. "Hey, thanks, Tarella," he gasped. "Whatever you used is without a doubt helping immensely, but it sure makes me want to puke. Even so, it's still some righteous stuff. I think you should get a big raise."  

     
He bit down on the stone and bent his knees and shoved off a third time. When he was at the apex of his jump he reached out and missed a root with his one hand and was just able to grab another before he began a descent. He secured himself against the wall and pulled the glow stone from his mouth and waved it around. He was glad to see numerous roots and rocks. 

     
That he nearly missed after his last jump he thought it prudent to just climb as opposed to fly. So he resumed his rigorous climb and reveled in the power that surged through him. At some point, he imagined he was a spider scurrying upward to an unknown destination; a million-year-old instinct imbedded in his arachnid brain dictating to escape and be free. Back and forth he weaved, one goal pounding in his brain—escape. It was paramount and nothing short of death would stop him.  

     
After what felt like an eternity, he detected a different smell. His spirits rose from the new odor as it wasn't pungent or irritating like the bottom of the well but fresh and clean. He had a feeling the deadly climb had finally come to an end.   

     
He pulled the glow stone out of his mouth and inhaled deeply. "Thank you, Lord. Didn’t know how much more of that I could have handled." A sardonic smile crossed his face and he shook his head. "Now I just can't wait to see what's in store for me next with this idiotic experiment."  

     
“I’m so proud of you…Stargazer. Alive and well.”

“Alive, I agree. Well?  Well, I’ll have to get back to you on that one. So here goes.”

He ascended the last couple of feet and reached the top of a row of rocks and was about to pull himself out of the well. At the last second he thought better of it and stopped and peeked over the edge. He had no idea what his captors would do next now that he was free—if he was indeed free.     

Chapter Twelve
Darok shook his head and wondered what direction he should pursue. He stared contemptuously at the monitors that displayed intermittent viewing of Arret's surface. Nothing of significance had occurred thus far with the latest animal he tampered with before slamming it into an extremely deep hole. At least, for the present, the locator sent a decent signal and he sat back and waited.      

     
“Things will be different with this one, Darok,” the voice claimed. “At least you can keep an eye on it better.”  

     
"I suppose it didn't hurt to make the change," Darok admitted and quickly glanced around the bridge to assure Brack was nowhere within earshot. "But maybe we should have notified someone first."

     
“Bad move there,” the voice hissed. “Let's do our mission and then we will notify Dath with the results.”  

     
Darok shuddered; worried that it might be unwise to withhold information. From the reports he read, Dath was crafty and uncanny with how he was aware of things the Watchers did almost before they did them. When the voice first spoke to Darok soon after he initiated his orbit around Arret, after eliminating Brack as the source, he thought Dath might be the one. But the voice was far too persuasive with pursuing scenarios that went against fleet guidelines pertaining to Watchers. So he trusted the voice more all the time. Besides, the voice was good company.  

     
Darok sighed in acquiescence and tried to adjust the monitors for better viewing. It didn’t help much, and he sat back and thought about his race since the mass exodus. The Kymions had accomplished little and created even less. As the fleet traveled the stars, their main accomplishment seemed to be adeptness with borrowing. The problem was all the borrowed technology was a mystery and no one really knew how it worked. They knew which buttons to push and when, but none comprehended the actual mechanics of the sophisticated machines. So as time passed more and more of their borrowed technology ceased to function.            

     
He imagined being the one who recovered the mysterious scout ship and then the starship. He would bring his race to a new level of existence, after a thousand years of searching. He shook his head and snarled and pounded a fist on his heavy thigh. The flat-faced animals were a necessity. Even so, as cycles passed he had developed a growing hatred for them which festered like a malignant tumor; a tumor that interfered with his rational mind; along with the voice.      

     
"Borgass," he spat, "I hate these animals more and more as time passes. Sometimes I think the Circle has more concern for them than they do me."  

     
“That's the truth, oh yes,” the voice slurred. “They don't care what you do, as long as this scout ship is found. What will be the status of the Watchers afterwards, by the way?” 

     
Darok rubbed his protruding brow ridges and thought what an excellent question. Would the Circle push him and other Watchers aside and take the credit? Such thoughts made it easy to perform his selected agendas. The voice concurred with his choices, all of which slowly matured in his mind like young sprouts that struggled to break through dry soil.                 

Chapter Thirteen
"Attention, attention rat tormentors," Chip's quaking voice rang out as he slowly peeked over the rock wall. He scanned his surroundings and performed his own degree of watching. "Okay, I'm out. Cut me some frigging slack before you give me more misery."  

     
"This is…intense," Tarella said abruptly and he came close to toppling back into the well. "I wonder if I'll recognize anything. Or maybe it completely changed while I was, uh, down there."

     
He shuddered and whispered through clenched teeth, "Damn, I wonder if this place will be the death of me, or your sudden verbal intrusions? Let's take this slowly and we'll see what we can see." 

     
"Sure," she whispered. "I'll work on being quiet so I don’t hit you with more…verbal intrusions."  

     
 He stared into the gloom and didn’t detect any movement. He took a deep breath and slowly and quietly climbed over the edge. He landed on soft sand and lay motionless for the moment, too tired to be worried. A slight breeze rolled over him and he shivered and inhaled the fresh evening air. He rested on his elbows and spit sand out of his mouth. He gazed at the rolling sand dunes stretching out in front of him and disappearing into darkness. There weren’t any lights that gave evidence of civilization and sharp pains of futility bombarded his exhausted mind. Was he locked in some type of desert complex? He wondered if there were others out there that had been taken by whomever and were lying in the sand and starring blankly at the night sky.  

     
It was an encouraging change in his otherwise dire predicament to be out of the well. He sighed in relief and nonchalantly made small arcs with his arms and legs. After a few minutes he lifted his head and admired his sand angel.      

     
"Freedom. Freedom is so grand,” he sang. “Yeah, the rat has escaped. Hey Tarella, I made it. What's the matter, rat got your tongue? I must say lady, thanks once again. Whatever concoction the docs shot me in the ass with made a difference. It was crazy and yet…it worked."   

     
"You're welcome. But I didn't do a thing to your…ass. It was me who increased your strength so you could jump high enough and finish climbing out of the well. As for the others you speak of, I'm sorry to say they are not in here. I would stand and bow for my part, but then you'd have to stand."  

     
"Okay, sure," Chip muttered. "Uh, let me think."  

     
Her words bordered on completely ridiculous, and he was sure all would reveal itself in due time. So he would exercise patience and work on no going insane, which was difficult as he gazed at the dunes sparkling and glittering under the stars. The silence was intimidating and the darkness pressed in on him so he turned to Tarella. Rather real or not, she was a voice in his dark and lonely surroundings.        

     
He took a deep breath and decided to ask the universal question. "Where the hell am I?"           

     
"Glad to…hear you're done thinking. And this is the desert. I know deserts."  

     
"I don’t,” he growled and stared out at the dunes and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter anyway as this can’t be a desert. Nope, impossible. Oh, and how’s it going my mysterious Tarella?"   

     
"I’ve had better days; sort of. At least we’re not in the well. But gods…I’m a spirit…inside your…MIND!”  

    
"Whoa woman,” Chip said and covered his ears, “you don't have to shout, especially about the spirit scenario. That just ain’t possible."      

     
"It is possible, because that’s where I’m at. And I don't believe I shouted that loud. I just wanted to make sure you’re convinced as to where I'm at."    

     
"Okay, refresher course," Chip said and chuckled. "Your spirit entered my mind in a mysterious way after I was sent here somehow to this planet, Arret. And from there…"   

    
"Yes," she said happily. "Yes to Arret, and YES I entered your mind. I know it sounds mad, but it's the truth."

     
"Mad for sure is the operative word for the day, dear lady." He probed each ear with a finger, having no doubt that the ones who kidnapped him inserted a bug. "But what the hell, give me good proof that I'm on Arret and I'll not only listen to you, I'll be under your control, Tarella the voice.”    

     
"I understand how this is very difficult to accept. Come to think of it I haven't come to believe all of it yet either, which makes it difficult to convince you. So until something happens to help convince you, I'll finish my story. I need to tell you how I ended up in the well shaft, and then to the vase. By the way, thanks for getting me out. I must say your climb up was different than the trip I took to get down. Gods, this is so strange, like it all just happened yesterday. Oh, and I think I jabbered for the same reason you listened."  

     
Chip pulled his legs up to his chest and rested his chin on his knees. "I think you're right. Jabbering did take my mind off of all of…this, whatever the hell…this is."

     
He was still in denial as to her claim of being in his head, and especially to being on a planet named Arret. The two distorted his earth-bound perspective. And yet, her story was touching and sad, which made it difficult not to believe. He was disgusted that it drastically narrowed parameters of feasibility. His head ached. His muscles were sore. He took a deep breath and cleared his mind and stayed mute and let her continue her tale.    

Chapter Fourteen
 Tarella exited the shadows and startled the horsemen. They recovered quickly and surrounded her with their prancing steeds, and she automatically reached out to hear any thoughts. She encountered such darkness that she reeled backwards as if she inhaled black dust. Their minds were totally void of any kind of human emotions whatsoever, like she dove into a pit of blackness that threatened to seize her heart and wrench it from her body.  

     
Her stomach convulsed and she bent over and gagged and tasted bile. She stood upright and their grim faces smiled mockingly as they tapped their skullcaps. They quickly dismounted and grabbed her arms and placed an identical cap on her head. Her head suddenly felt as if in a vise and she focused so as not to probe their thoughts again.  

     
They threw a course sack over her body and bound her ankles and roughly tossed her on a horse on her stomach. Her perception of time was distorted and it felt as if the routine would never end. Always up at dawn and after a few small pieces of dried meat and a meager swallow of water, it was more exhaustive riding. Thankfully, soon after the ordeal started they did untie her feet and allow her to sit upright on a horse. She was sure it was so they could travel faster and not for her comfort.

     
So once again she traveled in a desolate mood, and had no idea when they intended to end her miserable life. A fact that she had no doubt would eventually arrive. She had a feeling such a time had arrived when they only traveled a few hours in the morning and then stopped and tossed her to the hot sand. They yanked her to her feet and ripped off the sack. She squinted from the bright suns and looked around and there was nothing but sand dunes as far as she could see. The scenery was as barren as her situation. A wall of circular rocks two feet high jutted out of the dunes ten meters from her, and she licked her dry lips and started to trudge toward the possibility of water.       

     
"Ungfo," one of the horsemen grunted. The five of them poked and prodded her and pushed her from one to other until she fell to the sand in exhaustion.

     
"What in all the gods do you want!?" she shouted in fury.    

     
"Baaah," another grunted and moved in and hauled her to her feet.

     
In a sudden rush they surrounded her and tore at her clothes until she was naked. At 18, she knew she was a mature woman in a physical sense, at least. The whistles and comments the boys in Discar supplied also confirmed this to her young mind. To her horror, the looks these five blasted her with confirmed it, as well. Yet, to her surprise they stood motionless and just stared.  

     
Tarella spit into the sand and hissed in defiance, "What's the matter, do I scare you, or are you cowards now that I can see you?"   

     
"Gah gor," the one nearest her hissed and struck her. He did it so swiftly that she found herself on the sand before she felt the blow. Another came over and kicked her in the side so hard it lifted her off the sand. They forced her to stand and two of them held her while the other three mercilessly struck her. She clamped her mouth shut to insure that not a single whimper of pain escaped her bruised and bleeding lips.  

     
She felt as if time had been frozen while the five relentlessly beat her. Still she ignored the pain as best she could and only a few short grunts escaped. She lost track of how long she endured their beating, which didn’t compare to the misery when they began sexually assaulting her. 

     
She struggled to maintain a strange type of detachment, and fought not to swallow her tongue and choke to death. She was determined not to give these animals the satisfaction of watching her take her own life. When she didn't think she could endure another minute, it came to a halt. She squinted through her one good eye and the five stood over her.    

     
"Dwad," one mumbled and spat on her naked and bloody body.  

     
"Roo ga," another one said and kicked her in the side, a sharp cracking sound echoing across the sands as a rib broke.  

     
She struggled to catch a decent breath and looked around frantically for her treasured vase. She spotted it on top of her torn clothes and slowly clawed her way to it as the horseman’s guttural laughs taunted her. She reached out with a bloody hand and pulled the vase to her chest, wishing it to mend her broken mind and shattered body. Two of the horsemen appeared and bound her feet. One of them bent down and tried to wrench the vase from her and she mustered all the strength remaining and kicked him in the shin. He growled and backed off a few paces and glared.  
     
"You’ve abused my body," she screamed and clutched the vase to her chest. "You’ve defiled my spirit. This…vase is my religion. Do you wish to…challenge the gods, as well?"      

     
The one she kicked limped over and wrenched the vase from her bloody hands. He turned to his companions with a show of triumph on his face as he held the vase above his head. The next instant his eyes went wide and he bent over and groaned. He fell to his knees and coughed and sputtered and tossed the vase into her outstretched hands. He scooted backwards a few feet and stood slowly and his taunted expression changed to relief.  

     
The other horsemen grumbled and spit in the sand and performed strange gestures with their hands. They approached Tarella cautiously, nudging each other and whispering. She was just able to collect her torn clothing before they grabbed her and drug her to the well. They tied a rope around her ankles and dangled her upside down over the opening and she squirmed and fought as she stared at the black, gaping hole.

     
Just as they began to lower her into darkness one of them reached out and ripped off the skullcap. There was no pain this time as their thoughts flooded in with horrifying things they had done to people over the years. The visions were so real she fought the urge to retch, which she didn't think wise while hanging upside down.

     
"Why don't you just kill me and end my suffering," she screamed as she struggled not to choke on her own blood. "Or better yet, why don't you kill yourselves."  

     
Without another word, they slowly lowered her into the well. Her bruised and beaten body slid down the slightly slanted wall and the opening became smaller and smaller until but a lone star in a night sky. After long minutes, there was a violent tug on the rope and it mysteriously unraveled from her ankles. She fell into darkness and hoped beyond hope it would be the plummet to her desired death. She was shocked when only after a few seconds she hit bottom.  

     
She lost all desire to move. Humiliation, pain, and fear racked her senses. Even in her most dreaded nightmares, she never experienced anything so malevolent. She curled up in a fetal position and wished for the end to come. She was too spent and dry to even shed another tear. How long she stayed curled up she knew not. It wasn't the first time she waited and wished for death. She hoped this time the real Mister Death would appear and take her away.     

     
A little warmth entered her shaking body and she was relieved Mister Death finally arrived to claim her wretched soul. The strange heat increased and coursed through her and she looked down at the vase and it emitted a soft, amber glow which generated a miniscule of hope. Maybe it wasn't her time to die.  

     
She reverently placed the glowing vase on the dirt floor, thankful for the amber light and a measure of warmth. A few moans escaped her bruised lips while she struggled putting on her tattered clothing. No matter what happened next, she didn’t want to be embarrassed from her nakedness and add more degradation to her bruised spirit.  

     
She was entranced with how the amber glow moved as if breathing and her fear abated. She was filled with a strange sense of comfort and felt in her heart that Oksi would arrive and rescue her. So she wasn't that surprised when a mist formed in front of her and the next instant he appeared. He sat cross-legged with hands resting in his lap and his face was drawn and stretched as if he had aged severely since their last meeting. He saw her condition and his eyes went wide and she felt his anger burst forth, hotter than the two suns.     

    
 "This…wasn't supposed to…happen," he said, his voice cracking like dry twigs. "Gods of Arret…not like this. I'm truly sorry, my child."  

     
After three painful attempts with swollen lips, she was able to tell him not to be sad or angry. He was here now and her plight would come to an end. His expression, however, told her it might be otherwise.  

     
"It will be all right now," she said, struggling to swallow. "You're here to take me away from this nightmare, aren't you?" He hesitated for a moment and shook his head and focused on his hands. "Why, why  me? What did I ever do to deserve this? All I ever wanted was to be normal. I just wanted to be loved and to love. What kind of gods could be so cruel to force me to endure a life of such pain and humiliation?" She pounded a fist on the ground and winced. "I care not for the world's destiny, or my destiny. I just want to leave this place and return home with you, pleeease."  

     
It was the most she spoke since her initial abduction. She sat back light-headed and gasped and wheezed for breath, tears rolling down her cheeks.  

     
Oksi's pain-filled eyes roamed the well, but never on her wracked and bruised body. "I have but a brief time here," he said. His expression was so mournful she felt her heart had been pierced. She waited in dread for his next words, knowing they wouldn't be to her liking. "I need to be direct I'm afraid. Only one of us will leave here now. Your path is still long, but not with me. This is the last time we will ever see one another. The time spent with you has been a blessing, even though you've been two handfuls.” A single tear escaped and he quickly swiped it away. “I've come to…love you as a daughter. Even though you're obstinate, unruly, and impertinent to the point of breaking even my tolerance to endure disobedience.”  

     
“I was sort of…hard to live with, wasn’t I?” She smiled and winced. She wished she could change the way she had acted, but knew it couldn’t be so.  

     
Oksi sighed and their eyes met and he said softly, "I have cared for few people until I found you. But alas, fate will take you from me, but for a higher purpose. It doesn't make this separation any easier. I'm sorry to be so cryptic. I know you hate that, but no more can be said as the time has arrived for us to go our separate ways. After I leave, you will become sleepy so you can be ready to take the next step of your journey—your unwanted destiny. Be strong and someday you'll understand. I hope you don't hate me, my dear." 

     
"Hate you," Tarella cried out. "But Oksi I…" His image faded and then disappeared. "I love you," she whispered to the air shimmering in front of her for a few seconds before disappearing.   

     
Tarella sat in confusion as to why Oksi believed she would, or could hate him. Did she miss something in their brief talk? All the loathing for life's injustices, along with her unknown and unwanted destiny exploded inside of her like a miniature nova. She kicked the vase in anger that life was so unfair. Suddenly she began to fade and she placed her hands in her lap and sat quietly and waited for the inevitable. The next instant she was a whispery form floating above the floor and slowly drifted toward the pulsating radiance from the vase. The last thing she remembered as she neared the vase was that she would never fit through the small hole in the top.  

     
The next thing she was aware of was a deafening crash and she screamed. She opened her eyes and she floated above a figure lying by her broken vase. It was also transparent and pulsating like heart beats. There was a moment of being encompassed in intense heat and a bright flash like lightning.  

     
She awoke in pitch black and fell to her knees. Her forlorn screams echoed all around her. She was utterly and painfully alone. She struggled to gain a degree of control and tried to recall what had happened. Her eyes flew open and she knew somehow that her spirit had entered the mind of the figure that was on the floor. A long shudder shook her as she wondered how Oksi did this to her. Or, maybe it wasn't her mysterious mentor at all.       

     
The first time Chip opened his eyes and looked over at the glowing pieces of pottery was another extreme moment for Tarella. She knew in her heart that Oksi would not return, yet she didn't feel in any real danger as she waited to see what the person would do. Her life once again took a path that made no sense, and she wondered if even Oksi foresaw such a turn of events.    

Chapter Fifteen
Two more explosions echoed in the ship and Dath deduced it couldn't have been more than two decks below the control room. Another food uprising had occurred; this time they had the audacity to bring it to his command ship. He had already thought of a few macabre ways to deal with the survivors before spacing them.  
     
His communicator squawked and he ripped it from his waist. "This better be good news," he spat as drool dripped off his snout. 

     
"Sir," a quaking voice answered. "This is Sork. We've localized the incursion to deck four, section B. The rebels will be taken soon."

     
"If at all possible, Sork," Dath said and swung his saber through the air. "I want as many brought to me alive that you can possibly achieve. If not, then their heads will do."

     
"Yes sir, we'll try to keep some alive." Weapons fire echoed in the background, along with a few screams. "They're a stubborn bunch, but we outnumber them and have them cornered. We'll notify you as soon as it's over, sir."

     
Dath slammed his saber into its scabbard and rested a hand on his pulse weapon, his stubby fingers tapping impatiently. The HPW (hand pulse weapon) could penetrate three inches of steel when set on high. Just on stun, it could knock down a charging 3,000-pound rackadon. In a perverse way he was disappointed none of the rebels penetrated security and made it to the control room. An explosion outside the door and a few muffled screams gave him satisfaction that they had indeed breached command level.  

     
Another explosion erupted just outside the blast doors and Dath drew his HPW and crouched in a defensive stance. His heart pounded and adrenaline flowed as he thought, let them come.  

     
The next explosion blew the blast doors asunder and even before the smoke cleared, three Kymions rushed into the control room. The communications officer took a quick glance in Dath's direction and made a heroic attempt to bar the trio's way. He was hit twice with HPW blasts and the top of his head exploded and bits and pieces of skull floated through the air in slow motion before they hit the floor with soft plops.

     
Dath repeatedly fired and made a mad dash to get behind a console, satisfied to hear muffled thumps as a few rounds struck a body. Two shots from the intruders hit the console and it exploded in a flash of sparks and he rolled and secured himself behind a set of beams. He peeked around and fired at the two intruders. He growled under his breath that one of his shots hit a primary communications console and a small fire erupted. He grimaced as his shoulder became ablaze with searing pain and his fingers went numb on his left hand. He shook his head in confusion as he didn’t remember being hit.  

     
At least it was a hit for a hit he thought with satisfaction as adrenaline flowed and blocked most of the pain. He heard a slight noise off to his left and he leaned out and fired at one of the attackers foolish enough to stand. His eyes had a dazed expression as the shot hit him square in the chest and his short arms flayed and he was driven backwards from the force of the blast. Dath fired twice more for good measure and ducked just as two shots whistled past his head like mad ornoose hornets.  

     
The last rebel fired a short volley and then mumbled something incoherent. Dath growled and fired a volley at the small compartment the rebel crouched behind. He rotated his wounded shoulder and spit and fired twice more. No shots were answered back and he knew.

     
"You brack-brained idiot," Dath shouted. "Come in and attack me with a weapon that isn't even fully charged."

     
"My weapon,” he shrieked. “It’s on the floor. Don't fire. Don't fire." 

     
Dath stormed around the beam and pointed his HPW at the rebel and kicked him. "I won't worry further if all the rebels are as intelligent as you."  

     
"For immunity, I'll give you names," the rebel pleaded. "Please, life for immunity."

     
Dath rubbed his snout and shrugged and graciously helped the rebel to his feet and cordially brushed off his uniform. He held up a hand when three security guards burst into the control room. They holstered their weapons and stood at ease as Dath motioned for them to stay mute.    

     
He placed a reassuring hand on the rebel's shoulder and leaned forward and whispered, "Tell me ALL the names involved in this and you'll be confined to the brig—alive."

     
The rebel talked in a steady flow, and within minutes Dath had twenty-one names. He ordered the guards to bind the rebel’s hands and take him to the holding cell. An hour later Dath stood in front of a viewing window and smiled. The medic had since bandaged his wounded shoulder and gave him an ample supply of pain medication. He had taken three times the recommended dosage and felt extremely good; pain a distant memory like remnants of a bad dream.   

     
The rebel who had given the names of his twenty-one co-conspirators stood in the middle of an airlock. A small black box was strapped to his chest and his hands were bound behind his back. His eyes were filled with terror. His tail quivered. He paced nervously in small circles. He noticed Dath peering through the window and rushed over and muttered something unintelligible.   

     
“I am so sorry, but I can't hear what you're saying," Dath informed him through the one-way speaker.  

     
The rebel pounded his head against the window and blubbered something about a deal he made for his life. Dath shook his head and smiled. He enjoyed this immensely, especially seeing how word would get out and the food rebellion would come to an end. He also decided to help “inform” the fleet from such actions by recording and transmitting the execution.

     
"That small box on your chest is an explosive device," Dath said and wagged a stubby finger at the rebel. “It’s quite powerful and will obliterate you into numerous parts. But first, I'm curious as to how long you will struggle. I wager not more than a few seconds. But don't worry; I’ll detonate as soon as I feel it necessary." Dath slammed his hand against the window. "But until then, each second will feel like an eternity of pain."

     
The rebel shook his head and Dath opened the outer airlock door and the rebel was sucked into the vacuum.  

     
Dath began to count. “1…2…3…” He was strangely excited with the way this was going. He would have to procure more of these exquisite pain meds. 

Chapter Sixteen
Tarella cleared her throat and said softly, "It would be interesting to find the cabin I lived in and see if there are any clues about what happened. And yet, I don't think Oksi left anything that others could find. Besides, whatever it was, probably wouldn't help us learn how or why we are now one. In any event, we have to move; staying in the desert isn’t a good idea. We can’t find answers here. Whew, I think I'm done jabbering." 

     
"You know what I think," Chip said. He smiled and gazed at the stars. "You’re jabbering has been okay. It’s what you jabber about that causes my head to pound with the beginning of the worse migraine ever to hit a human. I mean there's no way, hello reality check, that a spirit got inside my head. NO WAY."  

     
The dunes spread out before him, and he had to admit, it looked like he sat in a desert. Such a fact caused a degree of fear to build. The by whom and for what purpose he was taken had the fear slithering up his spine like a maddened python ready to escape out of the top of his throbbing head. Take that Tarella.  

     
"I can kind of sense that you believe you're in a desert anyway," Tarella stated matter-of-factly. "It’s quite obvious. Right?"  

     
"Well actually…NO," Chip said. He reached up and pinched an ear and pain burst forth like his fear and he stubbornly pinched harder. He didn’t awaken in a hospital bed or his own bed and he frowned. “Damn. Okay, maybe I'm here. Either that or I'm so deep in a coma that even pain won't wake me."

     
"You're so silly," she said. "But if it makes you feel better, pinch that ear some more. It has to be a little painful though." 

     
"Let's talk pain," Chip said loudly, his rough voice rolling across the dunes. "Your story is…" He slapped his thigh and growled. "I can't think of anything but heinous, which rhymes with…you know. I'm sure I'll feel the heartless one for not being more compassionate if and when this turns out to be true. In regards to your story that is. Not about where you say you apparently dwell, which is another completely different side of reality; or lack thereof."    

     
More stars became visible and he shivered when he couldn't recognize any familiar constellations. He relaxed somewhat as he reminded himself he had never been well-versed with constellations anyway. He focused intently on the night sky until the star clusters started to swirl and dance.   

     
"God in heaven,” he screamed, “I'm going to die here." He massaged his temples and averted his gaze and stared at his grubby tennis shoes. "Or, I'm already dead. Are you sure you're not the angel of death, or as you called him, Mr. Death?"  

     
He didn't want his life to be over yet, especially under such circumstances—and alone.  He needed to get back to his sons and more than just because he missed them. There was something he had to remember about them, but as of yet, most of his past still evaded him. He felt like he was awakening from a dream and trying to remember it before it melted into his subconscious.        

     
"No you're not dead,” Tarella said sternly. “Nor am I Mr. Death. What you are is really confused and exhausted."

     
"Maybe," he said despondently, “there’s another path.” 

     
He had an idea that if he ended this dream in some severe way it would wake him. He decided it couldn’t get much worse or more confusing. He shrugged and spit into the sand. Water was the solution his mind cried out as if a wind howled inside his head and fed his fire of despair.       

     
"Hmmm, I wonder."  

     
"HEY," Tarella yelled. "What in all the gods are you planning to do?"  

     
He stood over the well opening and sighed. He took a deep breath and exhaled and bent over and submerged his head. It would be easy to end it right now if he just inhaled deeply. His lungs would fill with water and he'd fall headfirst into the watery coffin and hopefully lose consciousness quickly. He would awaken and find himself back home. He began to get dizzy at the same time Tarella yelled. He did think it strange even though his head was submerged that her words weren't garbled or bubbly.  

     
After long seconds he realized with terror what might happen and he straightened and shook his head vigorously. Water droplets flew in a wide arc, ablaze from the numerous stars. Self-preservation screamed that he might not be sleeping, which meant he nearly committed suicide.             

     
"You've got to get it together," Tarella pleaded. "I need you."  

     
His hair was plastered to his head and water dripped down his face. Fear of what could have just happened shook him to the very core of his being. It threatened to obliterate all rationality and logic and leave an empty shell of a man. He grabbed his head with both hands and squeezed focusing on Tarella's plea to get it together. That he came so close to actually killing himself both sobered and terrified him. He rubbed his eyes and swore to his God such foolishness would never occur again.     

     
"Okay, that was…crazy. Maybe I should wait and make sure that I’m really sleeping before doing such a thing again. Besides, there’s the belief that if you die in your dream…you die in real life.” He slapped his forehead and blurted out, “Damn, sucks both ways. But I’m not going to crack."  

     
"That's the spirit," Tarella said and giggled. "Nobody can…crack you if you stay strong and we deal with this together."   

     
He gazed at the well, amazed and frightened with what could have been. He thought again about dying in a dream meant dying for real. He shivered and bent over and cupped water in his hands. 
     
"Just a splash," he said, a strained smile spreading across his flushed face. He doused his face repeatedly with the cold water and shock waves cascaded down his neck and he shivered.      

     
"Burr, that’s cold," Tarella shrieked. "But hit me again."

     
"Gladly," he said and splashed his face again and then drank his fill. He was confused and frightened with what just transpired and tried to put it all in perspective.

     
"We can do this," Tarella said.    

     
Chip rinsed his mouth and spit and plopped back down to the warm sand. "This whole damn thing is just too crazy." He inhaled deeply and the air smelled rich and clean. "I mean, not that what happened to you didn't happen. But the rest? I can't accept any of it. Not to mention how my mind is playing these tricks on me."  

     
He couldn't think of anything else to say as embarrassment surfaced because of the way he conducted himself, whether she was real or not. He was tongue-tied with her terrible story, which swirled inside his head, a tornado distorting his already weakened mind-set. The vortex tossed out visions of the pain she had endured.

     
"The first time I realized I was really in your mind was terrible,” Tarella said softly. “But I hope you're not thinking about you know, ending it with the water?"

     
"I'll be fine," Chip muttered.  

     
"Okay, sure," Tarella said reassuringly.  

     
"You have to understand how this whole friggin ordeal is absurd," he said defensively. "Come to think of it, I can't believe that you can take this so lightly."      

     
"Gods in heaven," Tarella snorted. "First of all, I've been inside here for a while…which gave me more time to deal with this before you awoke. Not to mention there's no mystery for me as to where I am." She exhaled loudly. "You, on the other hand, can't see the truth. But you can hear it. I know you heard me while your head was under water, which means I'm inside."

     
Chip slapped his forehead and grunted. "Yeah, I don't know how you did that. But I'm really glad you did."

     
"Hmmm," Tarella murmured. "So, you have to admit that at least something good has come out of this, which is…me. I can help. We can get through this."      

     
"NO, no, no," Chip hissed and struggled to gain a bit of composure. He liked the way anger helped him focus in one direction while he disregarded other directions he would just as soon ignore; for the time being at least. He took a deep breath and stared at the night sky.    

     
"You're persuasive and sweet, I'll grant you those. But NO, you're not inside my head."  

     
He jumped to his feet and paced around the well, his feet dragging through the warm sand. "I guess what I mean," he said and a frown crossed his face and he waved his arms aimlessly. "I don't know what to say to you about how your life has gone so shitty." Her horrendous story, even though he didn't completely believe it as true, still cramped his brain and he wanted to spit out her pain and cough up her disgust.  

     
"Hey," Tarella said urgently. "You're heart is racing out of control. What happened to me wasn't your fault. Remember that."  

     
"I'll try," he muttered and wiped his brow. "But look at all this other rubbish. I've got one choice of being kidnapped by some demented doctors. Or, I've been taken and placed on a strange planet, in the desert. And that isn’t even the best part, oh no. I've also got the spirit of a girl that dwells in my head. Billy and Mikey would just love this one."  

     
"This is weird, granted," Tarella said as if discussing the weather. "On another matter; I have yet to know your name. What do I call you? I know about two sons, Billy and Mikey. But what's your name?"   

     
Chip averted his gaze from the night sky and stared at his tennis shoes and smiled. "That’s an easy one. My name is…is…damn.”

     
Her light laughter raced across the dunes and he automatically looked around for the source. "For some reason, I don’t think your name is damn." 

     
"Ha, ha, aren’t we funny. Just let me think." He slapped his forehead and his brows furrowed. "Okay, this can't be so hard. I remember Billy and Mikey." He chuckled and rolled his eyes. "Say, if your claim is true that you’re in my mind then you, my little mental passenger, should know my name."  

     
"I don't see a name floating around in here," she said. "It's kind of foggy and dark, except for some lights from what looks like strings, which I used to help with your eyes and the jumping. But no name; I'm sorry."  

     
Fog, odd glowing strings, seeing and jumping, and no name circled Chip's head like hungry vultures. He concentrated on numerous star clusters and wondered again if he had been in an accident. He lay in a hospital bed, and sweat rolled off of him as he dreamt that he was here. His shattered mind was trapped in a deep coma and his battered body was peppered with IVs that dripped life-saving fluids. The coma theory was an easier scenario to accept as opposed to the chance that someone kidnapped him. Or worse yet, that Tarella told the truth and she was indeed in his mind.  

     
"Just my frigging luck," he grumbled. "All my choices here stink." The dunes danced and sparkled under a darkened canopy spattered with stars. He plopped to the ground and sifted sand through his fingers and nonchalantly made a pair of tiny pyramids. "I don't care where the hell this place is, or if I’m even really here. I just want to wake up. And if I’m…here; well I didn't volunteer to be in any ridiculous test. I don't want to be the idiot rat, or worse, to mind meld with some idiot alien."

     
"Hey listen…damn," she shot back and Chip hunched his shoulders. "I didn't request a small vase as a resting place for my spirit. I wasn't happy to hear how my parents felt about me. I was sad I had to leave my home…twice." Her cries of anguish circled his head before mingling with the night air and rolling across the sparkling dunes. "I was beaten and fouled by animals that walked on two legs. And from there…I was left alone in a dark well, inside a vase, so I could wait for what, I ask you? To be pulled into the head of an IDIOT alien named damn."  

     
"I apologize for the statement," Chip muttered. "I don't mean to be rude. For the sake of argument," he offered and pulled his gaze away from the stars as they began to spin again. "I believe your life has been terrible and I'm sorry. I'm also sorry to act like a selfish ass. It's just you can't, or maybe you can imagine such an uprooting." He did a quick self-analysis and opted to be honest with himself, as well as her. "I'm scared, Tarella. Actually, I'm petrified that all this is real. I'm not good in tight situations, dear lady. I fear if I’m really here then my chances of leaving are about as good as my chances of fluttering my arms and flying. And don't even say you can work on it with the aid of my mind."  

     
The echoes of sniffling receded and she whispered, "I'm scared too. I don't have the slightest idea on what to do next either. If we…stick together we can do this and survive. Remember we've got an advantage, and with practice, I think I can get better at this ability to enhance. As far as you being able to fly, I can't help you there. I do believe the enhance ability will get clearer and maybe even stronger as we learn together." There was a long sigh and he imagined she smiled, or so he hoped. "Did you have any luck with your name yet?"  

     
"No. And please, it’s not damn. I have a few other memories of my sons. I was driving at night when the shit hit the fan." He slapped his forehead and the sharp sound echoed across the dunes. "Oops, sorry. But I still can't pull a name out of my head or a rabbit out of my hat."  

     
He nonchalantly stared at the night sky as Tarella's giggling echoed in his head. It was sweet and sincere and his heart went out to her. He smiled and kept searching for just one single constellation in the night sky that affirmed he was still in his galaxy. At the same time, his mind worked desperately to solicit an answer to such a simple request as his name. Coming to terms with the idea it wasn't a dream would be his first priority and afterwards maybe other channels of information would show themselves. For now, no matter how hard he tried, nothing jumped out like a clown in the Jack in the Box holding a plaque with his name engraved on it.

     
"I have a suggestion," Tarella offered. Chip jumped like the clown and smiled that his box was filled with sand. "You're obsessed with gazing at the stars. So until you remember your real name how about I call you…Stargazer?"    

     
He mulled it over and figured there couldn't be any harm with Tarella giving him a new name, at least until he remembered his original one. Besides, he liked the name Stargazer. Going with the flow for the time being might help other avenues of information to rush to the forefront of his jumbled mind. His smile broadened and he shook his head thinking fat chance.    

     
"So it's, Stargazer," he exclaimed, his eyes ablaze brighter than a couple of glow stones. "I like it. It has an adventurous ring."  

     
His grin widened on how a person's mind could work in two obscure directions at once. He didn't want to accept the fact that he was taken by aliens, or whoever, and placed on the planet Arret. And yet to have a conversation with a spirit in his head and allow her to give him a name held merit he could accept. All of which seemed related to the first, if he believed in the first. 

     
He became dizzy with his bizarre avenues of thinking, none of which were getting him anywhere. His head ached. His eyes stung. The sand mixed with his sweat and generated an itch across his back. It was irritating, but not as irritating as being stranded on a strange planet. Both had a grating quality, one of discomfort and one of terror. He wished he could brush away the situation of terror as easily as he could remove the sand. He sighed in resignation and reached around to brush away one sticky situation, stifling the ramifications if a single granule of the other sticky situation was true.  

     
What if he was on Arret? How would he ever leave? After he left, where would he go?  Fly off to the nearest spaceport and ask for directions to Earth? His heart skipped a beat when he wondered how his sons coped with his disappearance; if he was really gone. He once again had a nagging feeling that he had to remember something about them, a crucial fact. To his dismay and frustration nothing came forward, the thought evaded him as easily as did his name.    

     
"I hope you realize," he said, "that this whole stinking mess is making me go in circles. Not to mention, if I'm really here, then, you're really…inside. But thanks for the name; it’s definitely better than, damn."  

     
"You're welcome," she said as he stared at the dancing dunes and held back a chuckle. "I suggest we take it slowly and for you to relax and be ready. The new day begins…Stargazer," she said softly.   

     
Morning rays from the sun peeked over the horizon and the dunes came alive with sparkling diamonds. He noticed an immense forest off to his right that extended on and on until it melted into the horizon. No doubt his captors hid somewhere in the woods with their pens poised while they waited for him to make the next move.         

     
He forgot about his alleged captors and hollered, "Just look dear lady. That’s a singular sun rising. Hah. I knew I was right. I knew it."  

     
He gawked at the warm and welcome sun and then his eyes went wide and he fell to his knees. A second sun appeared, so close to the first that their fiery fingers entwined, like fiery sisters holding hands as they brought in a new day.   

Chapter Seventeen
Nausea bubbled in Stargazer’s stomach and threatened to charge up his throat. He held his head and waited for the inescapable beast of insanity to lift a foot and smash his brain to mush. Tarella's story wasn't a mixed-up fantasy from a young girl. Could he have really been put on the planet Arret?  

     
"No, no, no, this can't be real," he mumbled and pulled his hair. "You have to get me out of this, Lord. I can't do this. This is not real. It has to be some idiotic crazy nightmare. I can't be on some planet and you…Tarella can't be in my head. It's not fair."  

     
Tears of defeat threatened to flow, but before they escaped he squeezed his eyes shut and kept them as captive as he was apparently. The release might signify acceptance, which more than likely would push him over the edge of the dark abyss he teetered near. This time he would forever fall.         

     
"Easy," Tarella said soothingly. "Take it easy, Stargazer. Relax and take some breaths. Don't pass out on me. I'm not ready for more dark."

     
He scraped his back on the side of the well, hoping the pain from the jagged rocks would awaken him from his nightmare. To his disappointment he didn’t wake up, but he did manage to sustain a line of cuts on his back from the rocks. Sweat mixed with the cuts and pain cascaded down his back. He rubbed his eyes until tiny sunbursts exploded behind his lids.
     
He tasted bile and leaned to the side to retch. He retched two more times and then the dreaded and painful dry heaves. His stomach convulsed and knotted up as his head pounded to the rhythm of his heart. The shakes took over and he wanted to dig into the soft sand and stay buried for the rest of eternity. He scowled at the twin suns shining down and held up his middle finger, and then leaned over with another attack of dry heaves.  

     
After what seemed like a decade of stomach convulsions and his head pounding as if inside a huge bell, the dry heaves thankfully ceased. He was embarrassed with his bout of retching, especially with the alleged Tarella witnessing the entire show. His stomach convulsed again thinking of the consequences if indeed she was in his head. It also meant that he was stranded on a strange planet. It was more than he could make sense of at present and what remained of his resolve to stay in touch with reality. A blanket of total gloom engulfed him.  

     His vision slowly went out of focus and he closed his eyes. He heard…music. His eyes flew open and he rode a carousel. Music boomed in the background and resembled the march of the dead. His knuckles turned white as he gripped one of the upright poles and stared eye-to-eye at a wooden horse displaying an outlandish smirk. The carousel spun ever faster and his grip loosened on the pole. The horse's smirk transformed into an evil snarl as its blood-red eyes bored into him and its jagged teeth looked eager to bite off his head. 

     
The horse neighed and reared up, wrenching free from the pole and lunged at him as hot breath scolded his face. He lost his hold on the pole and flew off the carousel and hit the ground. He closed his eyes and fleeting scenes manifested behind his lids. He floated in absolute darkness. There was a well with watery hands that reached out to grab him. Two suns shone down on a figure lying in the sand. An alien face loomed at him. It had a reptilian snout and a black tongue slithered in and out like a snake. It poked and prodded him with stainless steel instruments shining under searing white lights.  

     
The visions bombarded his senses. And yet as frightening as they were he didn't want to open his eyes, afraid his visions would dissolve and he would find that reality was far worse. He heard a voice which was vaguely familiar, or as familiar as anything could be at the moment. He tilted his head and concentrated to hear what the voice said and built the courage and cautiously opened his eyes. The mad carousel and the galloping horses slowly melted under the two suns as if made of wax. The terrible memories of darkness and the alien reptile still lurked at the edge of his consciousness.        

     
"Stargazer," the mysterious Tarella said urgently, crystal clear this time. "Don't leave.  Don't retreat inside; it scares me. Please, please come back."

     
He licked his dry lips and experienced an unpleasant taste as if a herd of lizards had taken an unscheduled trip through his mouth. They had since crawled down his throat and now resided just below his navel. Their thick, scaly tails swished and swayed as they beat a steady rhythm in his stomach.   

     
"Damn, it's all real." He slapped his forehead and rolled over and sat upright, scooting in the sand until he rested against the well. "This sucks big time. I can't remember, but I'll bet my whole pitiful life has been one stinking mess after another. So, what the hell, why not here?”
     
He pulled furiously on his ear and scraped his back on the rocks. Neither helped and he didn't awaken from his nightmare. Resolve to keep it together echoed in his head. He didn’t want to go crazy and run in circles until he died. There had to be some kind of explanation; he just needed to find it. He took a deep breath and asked God to help him and please keep him safe.

     
He stood resolutely and jutted out his chin. "Somehow, young lady," he hissed and glared at the rolling sand dunes and then to the twin suns. "I will make the ones pay who put me in this…this whatever. If you’re listening, vengeance is mine. I will make you suffer ten-fold compared to what I've gone through. HEAR ME, you callous asses."    

    
"Whew, very intense," Tarella whispered. "Now, I think it's time to move along."

     
"Good idea, but first…” His temper flared and he pounded his thigh. “Did you hear me, you shit heads? I will not stop searching until I find you and make you pay for sticking me in this devil's sand box."  

     
He said his peace and agreed with Tarella; it was time to move. He rubbed off a few stubborn granules stuck to his cheeks and focused on the forest. The only logical move at this time in what he considered his daymare was the forest. That he made just a small decision gave him courage and confidence, even if he wasn't sure that the direction he chose was right. After another short prayer, the weary traveler stood on wobbly legs and was ready. Or as ready as any earthling could be who was stranded in a desert and carried an alien mind passenger—for whatever reason. So he would travel to the forest first. Survival was second. Hopefully his mind would catch up in the next two or three years. The two suns shone down across the expansive dunes, sparkling and glittering as if one of his elusive giants had sprinkled the landscape with millions of diamonds.    

     
"At least the scenery is pleasing enough," he grunted. He decided to declare his presence again; not only to those who he presumed waited in the forest, but for his own benefit as well. "Hey planet Arret." He pounded his chest and growled. "My name is Stargazer. I am ANGRY. So don't get in my face."  

     
"Don’t forget me," Tarella said. "And it's good to see you're back. I was a little scared and not for the first time." 

     
"Oh, and this is my little friend Tarella." He strutted in a small circle and looked to the sky and hoped the ones involved listened closely. "Guess what? She practiced magic. So bite me, and kiss her ass.”  

     
He didn't care what he said or how much of a ridiculous spectacle he portrayed. He realized, however, standing in the desert wasn't a place to dwell. He squinted at the distant forest and asked Tarella if she remembered anything about the woods on the so-called day of her frightening arrival. 

     
"No, I don’t really remember much except it was all desert. That forest wasn't there, I'm quite positive. Granted, I was scared and lost, but I still don't think I could have missed something so huge."

     
"Maybe all those trees sprouted up at an alarming rate while you slept in the vase," he offered and scratched his sweaty scalp. 

     
"NO," she said vehemently. "I won't accept that. Gods, hundreds of years would need to have passed for a forest to grow to such size. I must have been too confused and frightened and I didn't notice."  

     
He scowled and shook his head; apparently both of them experienced a degree of denial.  

     
"I know what you're thinking. It's so obvious. No, I believe I could tell if…hundreds of years passed since my captivity." 

     
He dropped the matter for the time being and considered his next big move. He directed his attention toward the thick woods. Never being good at judging distances, he guessed the forest was somewhere between a three and four mile march. The lizards were on the move and his stomach performed a few serious flip-flops. Heat rose from the sand and burned the inside of his nose with each breath, but found it worse if he breathed through his mouth. He worried how long he could survive in such conditions, as heat waves shimmered and danced seductively in front of him. 

     
Sweat ran profusely down his back and the well was his first priority. The water was pitch black like the eye of some desert Cyclops staring back. Water seeped around the edges as if the Cyclops wept that his dinner had escaped. He bent over and Tarella gasped.     

     
"Don't worry," he said. "It was a crazy moment I went through earlier. Such a thing won't happen again, I promise. I’m beginning to feel that this is all real, which means I could have killed myself."

     
"I didn't say a thing," she whispered. "I got sand stuck in my throat."  

     
He told himself with absolute conviction to never ever entertain such a direction again. It was a cowardly act; not that any suicide was encompassed in bravery. He shook his head in disgust with how close he came to maybe killing himself. He rationalized that this whole thing wasn’t real, which meant he couldn’t really kill himself, or so he hoped. He looked around and thought his thinking was slim. 

     
He leaned forward and gawked at the dark liquid and wondered where the shark had gone. He stuck his hands in the water and splashed his face. A long shiver shook him and he removed his sweatshirt and dunked it until completely drenched. He took a deep breath and bent over and squeezed the sweatshirt on the back of his neck. He cupped his hands and drank and drank until his stomach wouldn't hold anymore. Afterwards, he made sure his clothes were thoroughly drenched. A little concern surfaced that he might be steam cooked by the inescapable fiery fingers of the suns before he reached the protection of the forest.    

     
"So it's out of the icebox and into the oven," he mumbled. He experienced a miniscule of satisfaction that another part of his past life had surfaced. He still worried as to how much he would regain. Did he suffer from long-term amnesia, or worse, some type of mind-wipe?  

     
He stared at the forest and hoped once inside he would discover fruit and berries growing along the banks of a lively brook singing in sparkling delight. He also hoped to find something to eat before a grotesque looking creature ate him. The forest still held a better chance than out in the hot sands. So with little faith that he would survive more than twenty-four hours, he trudged toward the beckoning trees.  

     
“Say Tarella, I'm curious." He watched his shadow slither across the hot sands in front of him, heat waves giving it a life of its own. "How does it feel to be out and yet still within?" A warm breeze swept over him as he made it to the top of the first dune and he wiped his sweaty brow and sighed. "Cool, one dune down and only 3,000 to go. Anyway, I don't mean to portray the cruel, heartless earthling. You have to see how this mind-meld thing is confusing and a little frightening, to say the least. And yet, this is all so intriguing, even though it’s difficult to accept the fact that you're floating around inside my head. Not to mention, I'm apparently stranded God knows where. I think He does such things to help us be stronger." He stopped and took a deep breath and asked the inevitable question. "Anyway, can you describe what you see or maybe how you feel inside?" 

    
While he waited for an answer, which would more than likely confuse him more, he gazed at the forest. The colossal trees spread out in front of him and sloped away and blended in with the horizon. Their sheer immensity staggered him and chilled him when he wondered what kind of obscure, vicious people-eating beasts comparable in size to the trees dwelled inside.    

     
Before his imagination went any further Tarella cleared her throat. It was a simple gesture and yet it stopped him in his tracks and instantly sent his mind in another direction. In what physical sense did she dwell inside his head, or in what spiritual sense? Did he now have two souls occupying just one vessel? Both concepts shook him and he walked faster and resigned to take this one step at a time—small steps. From what he gathered so far, he was about to be told by a spirit of an eighteen year old girl on how his mind worked and looked. If she said something about a junkyard full of reeking garbage, he wouldn't be surprised in the least.  

     
"The frightening darkness like when I first awoke is quite a bit less, close to gone in certain areas. Now there's just a slight fog or mist that surrounds me, which even as I speak is less and less. I see lights flashing and moving off in the distance. It isn't cold or hot." She sighed audibly and Stargazer imagined her shivering. "When I first entered, or when I was pulled in, you didn't move. For a while it was pure terror and I feared that I was crazy. So, I know about a bad uprooting and floating in blackness."  

     
He thought about his own dark trip and nodded his head in acquiescence. "I can relate to a terrible…blackness. It's the kind of blackness I care not ever experience again."

     
"I agree. You came awake and moved your arms and legs and thankfully these weird kinds of strands that surround me started to glow. Even now, more and more of them have appeared like when the morning suns slowly light up a huge spider web. Some sway and wriggle as if in a slight breeze. Now these…strands have tiny lights moving inside of them. And I know in some way what a few of the glowing strands do."   

     
Chip shook his head and chuckled. "Well, I can see where that makes perfect sense."  

     
"Oh wait," Tarella said cheerfully, "I have more. I also know where to send my thoughts to a certain strand and give you the enhanced ability. I knew your vision was blurry from the way one of the strands suddenly sputtered and became really dim. Weird, huh?  So I concentrated on it and somehow it made your sight better. The same thing happened when you needed a boost to jump to those roots and rocks. I was drawn to a certain strand and concentrated on it to make it brighter and the light to move faster. And up the wall you flew. It’s really difficult to talk to you when I do this, but maybe the more I do it, the easier it'll get. I don't know. What I do know is you sure shot up the wall when you jumped."  

     
He shivered, remembering how his muscles rippled with power on each jump. "That heated…enhance was like my tennis shoes had mini-rockets. Not to mention my eyes are better; all of which is frigging righteous."   

     
Realization hit with a deafening echo that he would never be alone again. He caught himself before he did a face dive into the sand. Did this also mean he had absolutely no privacy? Were all his closet doors open and she could see his hidden skeletons?      

     
As his thoughts sped along, he developed a knack for walking in the desert with the least amount of effort. He barely lifted each foot and skimmed across the sand. The full scope of his predicament suddenly slammed into him and drove him to his knees. He stared at the rolling sand dunes shimmering with undulating heat waves. He was on the edge of being a prime candidate for a straitjacket. When he envisioned someone feeding him he stood resolutely and resumed to skim. He was at a loss with what to say to his mind-meld; and the frustration increased until he skimmed so fast he nearly ran.   

     
A sand devil twice his height formed in front of him and quickly enveloped him. The swirling vortex whipped him relentlessly in the face and arms, the fine granules stinging his skin and grating on his already battered psyche. He took a few feeble swipes at the swirling sand and gave up. He dropped to his knees and leaned forward until his forehead was on the ground and he covered his face. 

     
After an agonizing minute the devil moved on and he sat up and stared out at the desert. He brushed sand off his clothes and shook his head, sand flying in every direction. He had no desire to move and sat with legs spread out and sifted sand through his hands and made two little pyramids between his legs. He kept adding sand, but couldn’t get them to grow in height. His nerves took a nose dive and he growled and smashed the twin pyramids with his fists.           

     
He continued to attack the sand with a volley of blows as tears ran down his face. He screamed and spittle flew from his trembling lips and he drove his forehead into the sand. Blinding lights of pain shot across his forehead and he fell over onto his side.  

     
Indistinguishable words rang in his head as pain bombarded his temples. He reared back for more sand-driving when a few tangible words managed to breach his temper and capture his attention, seeing how it dealt with an explosion.  

     
"I repeat, we don't need a mental explosion," Tarella’s words rang clear. "You can't do that. The lights in here are racing around as if they're going to collide and explode. I might be wrong, but I don't think it would be good."  

     
"Whoa, I got the message," he gasped. "No explosions. Got it."  

     
The chance of an explosion occurring in his head sobered him. He swiped at his tear-streaked face and stood and hoped he didn't look too much like the fool. He bent over and brushed more sand out of his hair with as much dignity as he could muster.

     
"This episode of groveling and screaming can be forgotten, I hope," he said quietly.  

     
"Why yes, of course," Tarella said quietly.  

     
Her voice portrayed zero sincerity and he wondered as to this young girl's depth of humor. After he cleaned himself as best he could, only leaving a few stubborn granules to reside in his ears and nose, he resumed to skim. The idea that he might go crazy or worse, that he could possibly die from being roasted by the twin suns kept him moving. He wondered if crazy would kill him first or an Arret blood-sucking beast. He still held onto a miniscule of hope that this wasn’t real and he lay in a hospital bed.  

Chapter Eighteen
Stargazer skimmed across the soft sand and worked on gaining a little composure. He had too many variables to work with, so until he got more information, he concentrated on just one objective. He figured it was at least two or three more hours to the forest. The twins were relentless and heated the air and pained his nostrils. He crested a particularly large dune and bent over and wheezed and coughed like a marathon smoker. His eyes roamed the sands as he waited for the coughing fit to cease and he spotted an overturned wagon. There weren't any bleached-white human skeletons, which brought on dry laughter that he automatically assumed they would be human. 

     
He was pleased to discover a sign of civilization and yet a strange foreboding bubbled in the pit of his stomach—the lizards were on the move. The dunes danced their lament and the forest summoned him. He stopped and wondered about the owners of the wagon. Did they pull stakes and abandon all their belongings because they were attacked? And attacked by what rang in his ears. Were the remains in the sand the discarded spoils? It promised other life forms at one time, but what fate they may have met caused a regiment of goose bumps to march methodically up and down his arms. Two large chests a few feet from the wagon were partially buried in the sand, the lids at odd angles.
     
"Well," he said as he scowled at the remains, "maybe they made it to the forest before some sand giant squashed the life out of them."    

     
"You shouldn't go there," Tarella warned. "Such thinking will just make you crazy again. Let's see what we find."  

     
"Hey, are you related to Sherlock Holmes? After but a few cursory glances you’ll be able to tell exactly what happened, which I’m sure will be embellished with all the gory details attributed to your age."         

    
"If…Holmes is someone who figures out how bad things happen, then yes, I’m your girl. Together we could be like her, and our first crime scene is…you."

     
"Damn, so true," he said and felt giddy from the heat. "Arrgh my sweetie, I am a crime scene for sure. Let's not forget the female perpetrator at my side. Oops, I should say in my head. And I assure you, I mean no disrespect." 

     
"None taken from this…perpetrator."

     
"That’s good. Now, let's see what we have here."   

     
A few pieces of clothes near the wrecked wagon broke the silence as they snapped in the slight breeze. He shivered when a cloud passed overhead and blotted out the suns, instantly transforming the area into an even more foreboding place. His scalp itched and the hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention and his desire to explore diminished.      

     
Before paranoia completely overwhelmed him, his mental partner thankfully spoke. "You're not disrespectful, I assure you. Uh weird, lost, and kind of funny, but I don't think you're mean, which I apologize for saying earlier. As far as inside here, I must say I'm able to pick up more thoughts all the time. It's like you talk to me from the other side of a wide canyon. Strange, huh? I guess we both have things to work on."  

     
"Apology accepted," he said. "I must apologize for what I said and did as well. Oh, and for the dumb things I say and do in the future. Shock is a funny thing, so I might lose it again. Uh, so I'll say sorry again."  

     
"Why thank you for the sorry," she said and giggled. "Uh, for all of them." 

     
He shrugged and wondered if she was only able to hear strong thoughts he nearly voiced. His mind was too scattered at the moment to conduct an experiment. He smiled from a vision of him standing in front of her in his mental underwear. He knew he needed to learn how to keep things away from her, not so much as a sneak, but a man should be allowed to retain some privacy. So hopefully dressed in Tarella's eyes, he made his way to the scene of the crime.    

     
"I could have used a couple of those shirts," he said in disappointment. He smoothed the insistent hairs on the back of his neck and sneered. "This place gives me the frigging willies."  

     
"I know what you mean," she whispered. "I hate those…frigging willies I can sense from you."   

     
Laughter rang in his head and he sighed and walked over to one of the shirts. He bent down to pick it up and it fell apart in his fingers.

     
"To my own Holmes wisdom," he said and narrowed his eyes to slits and scratched his grubby chin. "This crime took place many years in the past. What a shame. They look about my size."  

     
With no hope to add to his wardrobe he glanced at the wagon, which looked as if it had crash-dived backwards from a couple hundred meters in the air. The front axle, minus the wheels, was bent at a severe angle, which generated more paranoia on what could have accomplished such a feat.

     
"Maybe an entire family was in the process of crossing the desert," he said and frowned. "They could have made it to the forest and discovered some kind of sanctuary. A place I dearly need to find."  

     
"Well," Tarella offered, "In any case, whether a family is in there or not, I think the forest is a good idea. I can sense more of your frigging willies ready to bounce around in here."

     
"I second the notion." 

     
He conducted one last inspection of area. He half expected to see a giant peaking over one of the dunes, fingers dangling on both sides of his face. He stared at his tennis shoes and figured it wouldn't be much stranger than what happened thus far. , except his giants would be more difficult to handle than a sassy mind-meld…maybe. Just before he turned away to continue his trek to the forest something in the wagon seat caught his attention.  

     
"Wait a minute, you didn't just send me a message did you?"

     
"No. Well, except we need to make our way to the forest."  

     
"I need a minute."

     
He trudged over to the wagon and discovered a handle lodged behind the seat. He grabbed it and gave a tentative yank and it didn't budge. He jumped on the side of the wagon and got a better grip and pulled the knife free as a high-pitched squeal echoed across the sands. He shuddered and held the knife to the sky and displayed a tight-lipped smile like he'd just found the elusive pot of gold. It had a seven-inch blade and made him feel like he gained a degree of protection. 

     
He rubbed the sand off and banged the knife on the seat. He said a silent thank you to the one who crafted the weapon and another to whoever left it behind. He rubbed his forefinger across the blade and was surprised it still held an acceptable edge even though it looked to be made of bone. Each time he tightened his grip on the handle, his confidence was restored a few more notches.  

     
He expanded his chest and jumped from the wagon and crouched and jabbed at an imaginary foe. He performed a few foot maneuvers in the soft sand as if he dodged a swipe from a giant's hand. He tripped on a piece of wood and executed a graceful landing on his backside, but never lost his satisfied grin.    

      
"Stargazer, last of the nimble warriors," Tarella squealed. "They'll quake in their boots when they behold you."    

     
He struggled to his feet and shook like a drenched rat to remove the sticky sand. "Hey, at least I'm armed. Well sort of, and this is only a start." He held the knife out at arm's length and growled. "Yeah, I'm armed to the teeth. With this I can make spears…or something in the forest. Maybe even a bow."  

     
"Oh yeah, a bow would be good. I hope you can use it better than the knife. Oops, I'll try to be pleasant."

     
"Quite all right, dear lady. Besides, you owe me a few from my bully attitude earlier."

     
"We both jabbed," she said softly. "Actually, I guess I jabbered as well. Gods, Stargazer, as crazy as this is I think we can do it." 

     
"Yeah. I remember something about two heads are better than one." He gazed at the expansive forest and sighed. "Looks like we'll be putting that little saying to the test."  

     
He said a silent farewell to the wagon and skimmed toward the trees that boggled his earth-bound thinking. Even from a distance he could see long, twisted roots spreading out from the mammoth trees, like toes of giants. He shook his head to dislodge any remaining sand in his ears, along with giant scenarios. He carefully put his lethal bone knife in his back pocket and scratched his sweaty scalp and moved on.    

     
"So, lady of my mind," he said. "Survival rate for the abducted earthling has now increased to a few hours." Even though he still dwelled in the devil's sandbox, he was the owner of a weapon. How much of an advantage he gained only time would tell.

     
"You've got us surviving only a few hours?" Tarella said. "I give us, uh, a few days at least."

     
"Hmmm, tomorrow morning is the best I can do," he said. "Call me, we'll get together and do brunch."

     
"What in all the gods are you talking about?"  

     
"Nothing."  

     
"NO surprise there. Oops sorry, habit." 

     
"NO problem." 

     
He shook his head and smiled. At least they were able to bring a little levity to each other during such a dire situation. An idea surfaced and he snapped his fingers, which only produced a soft thud.  

     
"Say, if you can do that enhance with my eyes, I'll see if I can…see anything at the edge of the forest."  

     
"Hmmm, I can try that. Hold on to your britches."  

     
His eyesight blurred for a second and the next instant the trees moved in as if he stood at the edge of the forest. The sudden change caught him off guard and he swayed and reached out for the trees and performed a face dive into the sand. He lifted his head and spit out a mouthful of sand.  

     
"This is…fantastic," he gasped. "I can be…super rat."  

     
He stood up and slowly scanned the edge of the forest with his enhanced eyesight. There weren't any creatures with blazing-red eyes zoned in on him as they stalked back and forth in the shadows. Nor did he see any fleeting figures in white smocks who hugged clipboards while darting from root to root. His sight went back to normal and his stomach rolled over and gurgled in protest and he experienced a slight taste of bile.

     
"How's that, nimble warrior?" she said with pride.  

     
"It was nothing short of spectacular. One thing though, we might have to work on how it hits me. I got a serious kick-in-the-ass attack of vertigo." He grabbed his head and laughed. "Still, it was weird, yet most definitely useful."  

    
 "Well, thank you very much," she said. "I think I can work on how I enhance so it doesn't hit you with a serious case of…kick-in-the-ass vertigo."      

     He smiled and scratched his sweaty scalp. "Thanks. Oh, and I had this idea I was about to mention earlier," he said as he resumed skimming. "It's about the stuff you call enhance. I'm pretty sure…" 

     
His words stuck in his throat when a black shadow slithered across the sand directly in front of him. There was a sound of massive wings flapping overhead and he instinctively dove to the sand.  

Chapter Nineteen
Stargazer struggled to his knees and spit out a mouthful of mud and looked up just as an enormous bird banked off to the left. Its wingspan was easily twenty feet and each wing had jagged claws on the ends and in the center, adding to the long claws on its short legs. It was definitely large enough to carry him away and his stomach plummeted to his toes.  

     
"Well, what the hell, why not?" he yelled and threw his hands in the air. "This makes sense, in a nutty earth-bound perspective. I walk in a desert on a strange planet, so it's only natural I meet a creature of the sky. If it isn't someone's pet, Tarella, we're in deep shit."

     
"Take it easy," she said softly. "Let's just see what it wants."

     
"Human munchies, no doubt," he muttered. 

     
He felt extremely vulnerable standing in the middle of the open desert and he frantically searched for a place to hide. He didn't think the wagon had much to offer, which left him zero options. He sighed in defeat and glanced at the airborne threat. The numerous claws on its wings clenched and unclenched as the wings methodically beat the air. Its beak hung down and touched its chest and looked the perfect shape to nab lost aliens who wandered aimlessly in the desert. Its body was twice the size of him, and he chuckled inwardly that the thing looked like a cross between a big bird and a dragon.     

     
"Oh man,” he gasped and wiped his sweaty brow. “That’s one hell of a wicked looking creature. Now what do I do?"       

     
"I don't have a clue," Tarella said. 

     
He shook his head in disgust. He was in the middle of a desert and surrounded by nothing but sand dunes. He couldn't see any help there, unless he was a desert rat with exceptional burrowing capabilities. He didn't think he had walked that far from the wagon, yet it looked to be hundred’s of feet away. Beads of sweat slid into his eyes and he swiped at them and spun in circles in hopes that he could find a place to hide.         

     
"Stargazer to Tarella," he pleaded. "I need a little more input than, I don't know. I have don’t know part already covered, thank you. Do you think it's just curious, or dangerous? Please tell me just curious."  

     
His heart rumbled like distant thunder and he worried the dragon-fowl could hear each beat. He couldn’t stop his hands from shaking and his legs quivered. The idea that he might be killed before his first day ended generated a bad taste in his mouth worse than the traveling lizards. He didn't want to die out in the desert; his bones bleached white by the scorching twins.     

    
"I repeat, I don't know," Tarella huffed, sounding like the desert wind. "Maybe you should go back to the wagon. Maybe this area is its territory and it thinks you’re a threat. Maybe we can discourage the…whatever from bothering us."  

     
"Whoa, all these maybes are beginning to bother me.” He swiped off sand stuck to his chin and frowned. "I feel like my shorts are stuck up my ass. OH, and the idea of discouraging it makes the shorts tighter."

     
"Well then, pull the shorts out of your…ass and RUN," Tarella screamed. "The wagon. Run to the wagon."

    
 "Good idea. No more gawking, time to move."  

     
He leaned forward and bolted toward the wagon as fast as the clinging sand allowed. Sweat poured off his forehead and burned his eyes and made it difficult to focus on the wagon. He swiped at the torrent of sweat and groaned, as the wagon still looked so far away. He felt he was captured in a nightmare and no matter how hard he drove his body, his feet were embedded in thick, unrelenting sand-molasses.

     
"Here," Tarella's voice boomed, "use this."  

     
Enhance slammed into the back of his neck and through his body in matter of seconds. His feet sped along and felt as if they barely touched the sand. He used the benefit of the strange enhance and dove the last ten feet just as the dragon-fowl passed overhead. It let loose with a bone-jarring screech and he lifted his head just in time to see a stream of fire thick as his arm spew from its beak.

     
"Oh, hell no," he screamed. "This isn't happening. I just got here. Let me have a breather."  

     
The stream of orange fire separated and tiny drops of red-hot rain landed on his sweatshirt and pants and he detected a sharp, acrid smell.    

     
"Hey," Tarella screamed, "I think you’re on FIRE!"

     
"Whoa, hell fire!" He sat up and slapped at his shirt and pants. When they only smoldered slightly, he searched the sky for the airborne threat. "I think I just met my frigging-feathered-willies maker," he muttered. " Marvelous. I got my own private dragon-fowl from hell."  

     
"Gods," Tarella gasped. "That…whatever is enormous. Did it burn your clothes much?"  

     
He glanced down and his sweatshirt and pants were spotted with tiny burn holes. He laughed in spite of himself as one of the fiery droplets had burned a hole in the center of the smiley logo face. 

     
"Damn," he choked out, "shot between the eyes. What next? Oh yeah, the beastly fowl will spit on me some more and ruin my only set of clothes. At which time, I’ll cook until I’m a golden crispy rat. By the way, is this something you maybe knew about and forgot to mention during all of your jabbering?"  

     
"No, I've never seen such a…beastly fowl before. You have to remember, I lived a sheltered life, which you know from all my jabbering. I'm thinking it's a desert creature of some kind."  

     
"Hey, thanks for the info," he said and gaped at the monstrosity as it turned and positioned itself for another fly-by.
     
“No problem,” she said curtly.

     
“Okay, sorry for being a little sharp. It’s just all that has happened so far is pushing me to an earthling limit when it comes to acceptance. And now a creature swoops in and wants to destroy my physical being, as well. Speaking of which, here it comes again. Where the hell is the fire truck with tons of water when a guy needs one? Or, at least a mouth full of fiery RAT spit."

     
"Hey," Tarella shrieked. "I could make enhance spit. Like tiny spit-arrows."

     
"Not now, my dear," he grunted and stood on wobbly legs. "I'm sort of busy."     

     
The dragon-fowl executed another screech that slammed into him like a physical blow and he bent over and covered his ears. The next shriek had him grinding his teeth as it attempted to burrow under his skin like another regiment of ticks.  

     
"I think I know what the hell happened here," he said and leaned against the wagon and noticed what looked to be ancient burn marks. "I suspect the unfortunate travelers who used this wagon met the same monster."   

     
"You should hide," Tarella offered. "Though where could be a problem?"   

     
He shook his head and muttered, "Uh, Tarella if you have anything to say here, besides I need to hide, I'm all ears. Except for the spit stuff, which I'm afraid won't work. And…from the looks of it I don't think this wagon is really the best place to hide."   

     
His body went into slight tremors and sweat ran down his back and burned the cuts. He glanced longingly at the forest. Could he dodge and weave and get inside the forest before he was inside the dragon-fowl. He jumped to his feet and put his head down and geared up for a session of high-speed enhance skimming.              

     
"DON'T MOVE," Tarella yelled. "I think it has a hard time seeing you unless you move. I think." 

     
"Let me get this straight. I've got some kind of dragon-fowl who shoots flames out of its big, ugly beak. Not to forget it is big enough to easily pick me up and devour me in one bite. With all of this, you advise me not to worry as you believe it might have the eyesight of a T-Rex. Well hell, let's not move and see what happens."  

     
"Okay good," she gasped. "Uh, I don't know…T-Rex."   

     
"It's a prehistoric beast of old from my world. A big, mean beast and it likes meat the way kids like candy."  

     
They both quieted and he abided with Tarella's suggestion and stayed rooted to the spot. He became dizzy and realized he held his breath and exhaled and stared at the approaching threat. The closer it got the harder it was to not move. He repeated the litany under his breath to stay still while a faint whisper in his mind repeated it as well. Except, the closer the thing got the bigger it became and he worried Tarella might have made an error in judgment.  

     
When the dragon-fowl was close enough to throw a stick at it he moved. It was a natural instinct and he flinched and dropped into a low crouch just as it flew over. It banked slightly to the left and tilted its head and flames shot from its mouth like a fire hose spraying lava. Stargazer yelped and darted to the right and belly flopped into the sand as the fiery death separated in mid-air. Drops of burning hell rained across the wagon and erupted into tiny flames.
     
"I'm beginning to get…upset with that frigging dragon-fowl.” He spit out a mouthful of sand and shook his head. “The notion that it can’t see very good doesn't seem to be accurate."       

     
"You could be right," she said calmly. "The creature does seem to have a thing for you. Let me think, I might have an idea." 

     
Long seconds of silence ensued as he waited for her good idea, or so he hoped. His eyes darted in every direction but there was nothing he could use to ward off the threat. He was surrounded in dunes and he didn't think throwing sand in its eyes would work.          

     
"Maybe, dear lady," he muttered. "This will give me some kind of record. I'll receive a plaque which reads: This loser was killed quickly. And he was such a whiner. Now, whatever idea you have, I would like to hear it. I feel somewhat vulnerable just standing here and gawking like an awestruck tourist."   

     
"I got it," Tarella squealed. "I want you to stay right where you are and squat."  

     
"What?" he spat. Her ability to use enhance impressed him. He was impressed she named him. Life would have been over, or at the least much worse if she wasn't with him. It was her suggestion to just squat that didn't impress him in the least.         

     
"Are you frigging serious?" His strained laughter echoed across the dunes and he rubbed his eyes. "You're pulling my leg, right? Our great defense, our plan, our hope of survival is…to squat. So, let's say I comply with your request. This is when I should what, relieve myself? I have to say, dear girl of my cerebrum, I think I could do that with the way my bladder feels."         

     
"Yes," Tarella said. "And not to…relieving yourself, but to squatting. And keep your knife ready."   

     
He knew he was safe now, as long as he kept his deadly bone knife at the ready. The knife he found in the desert which gave him courage as well as the ability to ward off magical spells and fire-breathing dragon-fowls. His new courage, however, dwindled as the winged creature's shadow performed an undulating dance of impending doom as it slithered across the sand.    

     
He nonetheless abided her request and maintained his squat position. His thighs quivered and his hands shook. His eyes watered and the incoming threat blurred and he hurriedly swiped at his eyes. He couldn’t help but think that the requested squat position wasn’t the best option. The dragon-fowl closed in and was no more than a stone's throw away, its blood-red eyes zeroing in on him. It extended its legs and opened its claws as the claws on the ends and middle of its wings clenched and unclenched. His body went into shakes, imagining the deadly talons grasping his shoulders and carrying off the pesky rodent from earth.  

     
"Back to the same old shit," he mumbled. He arched his back as fear cramped his muscles and screamed in protest. "It’s the rotten rat scenario again."        

     
"NOW," Tarella's voice boomed in his head. "JUMP AND STRIKE."  

     
The strange enhance coursed through his body and literally catapulted him upward. The unexpected movement caught the dragon-fowl by surprise and it quickly banked to the left. Stargazer sailed upward and locked his elbow and struck out blindly. His blade encountered something solid but he had no idea as to what, seeing how he had his eyes closed. He instinctively turned sideways just as he felt a whispery touch of feathers.   

     
It was exhilarating how enhance gave him enough strength and speed to strike at the threat. The momentum from his strike was more than he was ready for, however, and he spun out of control and once again found himself lying on his belly.  

     
He raised his head and spit out a mouthful of sand. "What happened? We win the battle?"    

     
"No, we didn't win," Tarella said. "We did manage to make it leave. I guess it wasn't in the mood for dinner to bite back. And oh Stargazer, you did bite. I might be getting the hang of this enhance...well, better than before anyway. I gave a certain…string a quick jolt this time and then pulled back. What do you think?"  


"I think we work well together," he said, his head still buzzing from the rush. "But pleeeease, a little more info next time would probably take the edge off. Otherwise, yeah, pretty wild."  

     
"Sure, I can work on the…info thing. And yeah, there was a moment when it was a little scary."   

     
The weary traveler of earth just nodded and slowly struggled to his feet. He brushed sand out of his hair and clothes and cursed all beaches and deserts in all galaxies. Any residual effects of her enhance had disappeared. Her latest brew was still an inexplicable adrenaline rush, but different from the brew she nailed him with while in the well. The stuff she used to help him climb took its time as it traveled from neck to toes. This last batch barreled through his system faster than a jolt of electricity. He was once again impressed.  

     
His stomach gurgled and he worried he was on the verge of visiting the puking scenario. He ignored the queasy feeling and nonchalantly gazed around and noticed a dark object in the sand a few feet away.    

     
"Well, well, what do we have here?" he said. 

     
He trudged over and there was a black talon ten inches long and six inches wide stuck in the sand. He picked it up and a dark, viscous substance oozed from the severed end. Each drop that hit the sand sizzled and popped like water droplets on a hot griddle. He grimaced and considered himself lucky he closed his eyes during the attack. Being stranded in the desert and blind had a zero survival rate attached.  

     
"Hmmm, seems we did more than just strike," Tarella said squeamishly. "And that stuff looks really slimy."  

     
He smacked his lips and experienced a bad taste in his mouth, worse than when he retched. "Yuck and double yuck," he slurred and gave the talon a few more violent shakes and danced from one foot to the other. "Damn, I don't think I want any of that stuff on me." 

     
“I completely agree,” Tarella said, followed by spitting.

     
He quickly checked himself for any signs of splattered slime and a smile crossed his face. The stuff wasn't any worse than the dragon-fowl's spit. In defiance and victory, and a healthy degree of shock, Stargazer held the talon with one hand and raised his other with middle finger extended. 

     
"Yo, here's to you, dragon-fowl." He waved his arms and strutted in a victory circle—the alien scored his first touchdown. "I am one tough dude. I mean, I'm talking don't mess with me tough or I’ll kick your feathered ass."  

     
He spiked the talon into the sand and danced around it. Sweat ran off his forehead and rolled down his neck and stung the fresh cuts on his back. He stopped his antics and swiped at his eyes and took a deep breath.  

     
"Say by the way, thanks young lady. Without that weird enhance, I don't think this bone knife could have done the trick. Can you believe I took one of its talons? We make some kind of kick-ass team."    

     
"I like it. I don't think I've ever been part of a...kick-ass team before. But let's not get too crazy with power. We were lucky. But I agree, it was scary, and yet exciting."  

     
The sweltering heat and his sweltering ego mixed and he became dizzy. He imagined the enhance power made him the tough alien not to be messed with. It gave him hope that he fought back in his new environment of unknowns. Maybe he would survive longer than he first anticipated. His mood brightened and he once again danced and weaved. The talon felt formidable in his hand and he squeezed it in a tight fist.  

     
"That was up there with big bad rushes of my life. Yet, it doesn't hold a candle to being taken and placed on a strange planet, or to discover an alien of decent proportions in my head. But, still intense."  

     
"Gods, did I just hear a compliment?"

     
"I think you did, rat child. Uh, don't let it go to your...head."
     
“Which would also mean…”

     
“Okay, okay,” he said quickly. “Now, about my new trophy.”

     
He examined the talon and wanted to test its strength. He trudged over to a plank jutting out of the sand next to the wagon and reared back and drove the point into the wood and embedded the point a good three inches.  

     
"I would wager this isn't the first time one of these talons sank into this wagon." He yanked the talon free and pulled his bone knife from his back pocket and held them above his head. "I don't like it here,” he shouted. “So whoever the hell put me here should beware. I will find your ass and deal out retribution."  

     
"Yeah, I want to help," Tarella yelled. “Let’s kick some ass. Go, Stargazer.”  

     
The next instant sporadic scenes of his life flooded in and he felt as if he had tumbled head-first into the well of icy water. He fell to his knees; the talon and bone knife slipped from his shaking hands and he squeezed his head and moaned softly. He rocked back and forth on his knees in awe as scenes from his life flashed before him, most of them passing too quickly to make much sense. 

     
"Chip Rose," he said. "My name is Chip Rose. I live in northern Minnesota. Thank God, some of my memory has returned. Not a great deal, but at least now I remember my name and where I live. Cool."  

     
Tarella cleared her throat and he sat upright and opened his eyes. "As time passes I'll bet more of your life will show itself. Try not to force it."  

     
When not much else surfaced but his name and where he lived, he took her advice and relaxed. Heat waves rolled across the dunes and his throat was dry and his lips pained when he grimaced.   

     
“Okay, I’ll try.” He licked his lips and scowled. “As for my name, I think I’ll use the one you gave me. I like it. Here on Arret, I'm Stargazer. I'm armed with a weapon in each hand and another in my head." 

     
"Oh my, did I just hear another compliment? And thank you, Chip Rose. Or should I say…Stargazer?"      

     
“You’re very welcome.” 

     
He shook the talon a few more times and stuffed it in his back pocket and scanned the desert for any other threats. One of his glow stones was just visible in the sand and he ambled over and retrieved it. Now that the excitement was over, he realized to his disappointment that the rest were missing.  

     
While he searched for the remaining stones, an urge surfaced to look for something besides the pieces of her home. He couldn't discern if he lost something of his, or something related to his present predicament. Before it became any clearer, the urge slithered away, which generated more frustration. He slapped his forehead in an attempt to dislodge whatever it was but nothing jumped out. In time, he was sure it would all make sense, which brought out a cynical laugh.

     
"Uh, Tarella?" he asked.

     
"Yes, I know," she answered softly. "I heard or felt the same. I'm sort of doing my own search, but nothing is apparent. I'll keep an eye open." 
     
He sighed and shook his head. He searched for a few minutes and was able to find six glow stones and decided well enough, as he couldn’t remember how many he had initially. So with bone knife and talon and six pieces of glowing pottery, he was ready to resume his trip to the forest. 

     
He wondered about his sons. Did they even know he was missing yet? The idea of how long wasn't something he dwelled upon, not knowing what kind of time span was involved in his so called trip. He still entertained a little doubt that he wasn’t here, and was lying in a hospital bed. He had numerous broken bones. Tubes protruded from his nose and mouth and spider webs of IVs were jammed into his arms and legs. At least it wasn't anything too serious.

     
The worst-case scenario was his truck had been found, but no body. It would be tough on the boys not knowing what happened to him. They could be under the impression he wandered the deep forest, hurt and bloody as he searched for a way back to civilization. Or worse, a hungry bear drug him deep into the woods and had dinner. That they possibly had to deal with such scenarios shook him to the core. A cynical smile crossed his face that the wandering part was definitely true.  

     
Anger flared and he imagined dark, macabre ways to punish whoever took him. His anger coursed through his body and broke into his conscious mind like a submarine breaching the surface with a resounding splash.      

     
"Wow, intense," Tarella gasped. "You just set off all kinds of lights and a whole bunch of threads just a glowing. I mean, it looked worse than when the bird attacked."

     
"Sorry," he said and put a hand over his mouth to hide a grin. "I was thinking out loud."  

     
"Thinking out loud.” A short burst of giggles echoed in his head. “I get it. I get it."  

     
He had a female alien that resided in his mind, which was a bizarre strangeness like none other. He thanked the Lord he was blessed with one capable of grasping his sometimes slanted humor. He did think it a priority to learn how to keep some of his thinking buried so she wouldn't catch everything and send the mighty sub to the bottom of his mind.              

Chapter Twenty 
After two grueling hours of skimming across the clinging sand, Stargazer stood hunched over at the edge of the forest. Sweat dripped off his brow and his mouth was dry and his lungs wheezed with each breath. He leaned back and gazed at the trees towering in front of him and all the air left his lungs and he plopped to the sand. With more grunts and groans, he untied his shoes and emptied sand out of each.  

     
"Damn, is there anywhere this sand doesn't get?" he quizzed his mental passenger and gawked at the colossal trees.  

     
"I know what you mean," Tarella said softly. "Sand holds no good memories for me either. A whole lot of awful memories, actually."

     
"Sorry," he said and hunched his shoulders. "I didn't mean to bring up bad memories."  

     
"It's okay. The past is gone. I think the days to come will be the best…and the most interesting."

     
He smiled and sat back and stretched his legs and stared at the trees. The tops towered above him and seemed to reach to the sky and he felt as if he had shrunk to the size of his proverbial rat. The bark was set with deep ridges and there were no branches for the first fifty feet. He could faintly hear the branches groan far above his head. He imagined his elusive monsters of Arret called to him to enter their domain. A gust of wind whipped him in the face and a short shriek escaped his parched lips and laughter echoed in his head.  

     
"Uh, it wasn't the wind that startled me," he said and stared at his feet as he shuffled them back and forth in the sand. "I'm just so anxious to get into that big, friendly looking forest. Unfortunately, I'm sure I won't be lucky enough to find a quietly babbling brook with butterflies that display all the colors of the rainbow as they flutter above my head."  

     
Her laughter rang louder and he struggled to his feet and trudged heavy-footed to the edge of the forest. A soft, cool breeze swept over him and he stopped and put his head back as goose bumps raced across his skin.    

     
"I know brook and butterflies," Tarella said after finishing her bout of laughter. "The only way we'll know if there are any in there is to…enter."  

     
Her casual attitude to proceed helped and he took a deep breath and walked twenty feet inside. He fought images of assorted creatures slithering and crawling on the ground, hidden in the dark shadows. It didn't matter; the forest still held more appeal and safety than the desert that danced with heat waves as if inside a huge kiln. So he opted for the forest, as opposed to being forced to run for his life from a fire-breathing dragon-fowl.

     
Tarella was quiet for the moment, which allowed him a few minutes to think. A scowl crossed his face as a few more memories of his life surfaced which embarrassed him and he hung his head and stared at his grubby tennis shoes. He realized that he had fallen prey to blaming others for his problems. What embarrassed him the worst was it took a trip to who-knew-where for him to realize such a fact. It would be a priority to change when he returned home. A smile shattered his pensive expression that he thought when and not if he returned home.       

     
"You know, Tarella," he whispered and swayed in rhythm with the tops of the trees. "I just had a few profound thoughts."  

     
"Please, do tell," she said lightly. "Otherwise, I'll just have to pick them out later when you're busy." 

     
He shook his head and sighed and wondered how many days of sanity he had remaining. "I just had a few memories that made me acutely aware that I always blamed someone else for my problems. I need to change. Oh, and I just want you to know how sorry I am for what's happened to you. I hope we can both make the best of this."  

     
"Thank you." she said softly. "With such an attitude, we can survive this."

     
"I think it's why I declared myself and you in the desert, and again now." He sighed and rubbed his temples. "My mind still struggles to accept all of this, which tends to make me a little lightheaded. I guess what I want to say is we are here and it looks to be permanent. I have no more delusions that whacked out doctors did this, or I'm still home on my planet in some kind of coma. Well, not completely sure, but really close." 

     
"Maybe it's my imagination," Tarella said tentatively and sighed. "But I think the lights inside the strands are moving, I don't know, slower or softer. I'm not sure how to explain it, but there's a slight difference."

     
He squatted down on his heels and wiped his brow. "I think I know," he said and grinned. "It has to do with acceptance. I've pretty much come to terms with where I'm at so my mind no longer fights it. Fear and paranoia still beat on my psyche, but hey, at least I know it's on the planet Arret."   

     
She didn't offer anything further and he wondered what else she was thinking. Was she shy? Or, did she hear so many thoughts that she didn't know where to begin? He was suddenly bombarded with more scenes from his past life and he lost his balance and fell on his side. He put his hands over his face and curled into a fetal position as soft moans escaped his dry lips.            

     
Visions of Billy and Mikey crawling around in diapers flashed before his eyes. Their rich, clear laughter bubbled forth as he pulled them down a dusty road in a faded red Radio Flyer wagon. His lips tingled from his first kiss with a girl named Barb. He cringed from his first attempt—devastatingly vivid—with the act of making love to a woman twice his age.  

     
He could smell and taste the salt air as he and a few of his Air Force buddies snorkeled inside a secluded cove on a remote radar site in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. After they finished snorkeling, they smoked some killer-weed and awed at how the ocean slowly absorbed the setting sun. The visions made his head buzz with remembrance.  

     
He stood by a towering pine tree and held hands with the fiery redhead of his heart and the mother of his two sons. The wind sang through the branches as they exchanged marriage vows, immediately followed with more vivid scenes of Billy and Mikey. They grew quickly from bibs covered in chocolate pudding to wearing tuxedoes, each arm in arm with a stunningly beautiful woman.  

     
A vision intruded of the awful time he spent in jail. Vivid scenes of him struggling to be a good part-time father after the divorce slithered up his spine and he cried out in frustration. There was never enough time. The knot in his spine transferred to a gut ache, sharp as a penetrating knife, when he remembered his last night out before being taken and thrown into total darkness. Hurt surfaced with how Stacy acted toward him. He wasn't a mean person, which disheartened him that she treat
ed him thus. Her razor-edge laughter and her condescending pat on the head humiliated him, as "NO WAY" thundered in his ears. He was surprised the pain was still sharp and fresh and he shook his head and fought the attack, but tears of fear, loneliness, and confusion broke free and ran down his face.  

     
"I need to get back home," he croaked and swiped at the stream of tears. "This is just about more than I can handle. I'll do whatever it is the ones who put me here want me to do so I can return home. I need to get back. I miss my sons." 

     
His loneliness reinforced his resolve and his number-one priority was to escape this planet. The slightest notion how to accomplish such a feat had yet to come forth, but it was a conviction and it gave him focus. He owed it to his sons as they had given him so much joy over the years and he loved them unconditionally.  

     
"I wonder," he said softly and shook his head. "Do all lost souls have profound moments of truth during their…ordeal?"    

     
"If you mean intense memories of things in your past which you don’t like, then yes," she whispered. "After I told you about my life, I realized I did things I'm not proud of. But like I said earlier, the past is…the past." A few sniffles echoed in his head. "As far as us, I might as well tell you I got a lot of crazy visions a minute ago. Some I didn't understand, but some I did. I now know more about you, and I think you're a good person. Oh, and thank you, you know, with what you said about me. I can't believe any of this is your fault any more than it is mine. Granted, this is all so strange, but I kind of...like it. At least we have each other for company. Can you imagine how awful it would be right now if we were alone?"  

     
The shadows seemed to breathe and he shuddered and wiped his face. "I can relate to that one, dear lady. I’m pretty sure the well escapade would have turned out lethal if you hadn't been with me. And talking to you is much better than talking to myself. I think I'll be all right, as well. I'm just not used to things happening this fast. It's worse when these things are out of my world and definitely out of my control. I guess it's true that you don't know how sacred things are or how much you should cherish them until ripped from your guts."  

     
The terrible reality of where he was and a fresh dose of fear bombarded his senses and he clenched his fists and pounded the sand. He couldn't fathom why someone would take him from his planet and put him on Arret. He growled under his breath and swung his fist in frustration as he had no clues.         

     
"Those trees are…amazing," Tarella whispered, her soft voice helping him acquire a level of tranquility. "They are so tall and majestic. Let's walk and relax. This will all work out, Stargazer. You have to remember we have each other." 

     
He stared at the blanket of soft leaves covering the forest floor and a warm feeling developed in the pit of his stomach. "You know, it’s been a long, long time since I've heard something like, we have each other. Granted, I still struggle with a degree of fear here, and maybe a little denial. Not to mention confused like the rat in an unending maze. But I think you're right, Tarella, with each other it will be okay." 

     
He moved a few more feet into the forest and scooped up a handful of leaves and squeezed them and the sweet aroma of lilacs wafted past his nose. It generated a strange soothing effect and his troubles didn't feel quite so severe anymore.  

     
"We're going to make it, Stargazer," she whispered.    

     
He found himself tongue-tied and shrugged and strolled a little further into the forest. He couldn't remember the last time someone gave him a compliment. He frowned from the idea that his most recent was from a mind-meld teenager as he dwelled on a strange planet that hopefully wasn’t forsaken by God.    

     
A vivid memory flashed before his eyes and he swayed on the balls of his feet. The family was traveling through the Redwood Forest in California. He and his brother were huddled in the back seat of a 1972 Chevy station wagon. They had their noses pressed against the window and looked in awe at the towering trees. Even his parents were quiet and anything they said was in whispered, reverent tones. The trees stood as living, unmoving giants. He remembered how scared he was that they might topple over and crush the car into a pancake like on all the cartoons they watched every Saturday morning.    

     
The vision dissolved and he was spent and exhausted. He sighed and trudged a few more paces into the forest. The place was far quieter than he thought a forest of such size should be. There were a few far-off bird cries and a slight breeze whispered far above his head like a soothing voice that told him it will all work out in the end.  

     
"I…saw some of your memories," Tarella said. He hunched his shoulders as her voice was louder and sharper than normal inside the quietude of the forest. "It was strange, for sure. One thing I noticed is you have trees on your planet like these."

     
His sons appeared and they waved and smiled down at him from the tree house they built so many years ago. They laughed and tossed a couple of crab apples at him and he dodged their projectiles and smiled and waved.  

     
"Yeah, the trees," he said and wiped away the vivid vision before it pierced his heart further. "I remember traveling through a forest much like this one. Are there a lot of these forests on this planet?" He inhaled the rich fragrance of lilacs and musty bark and wiped away the last stubborn tear. He was determined to survive. 

     
"With the excitement over, I do remember hearing about these forests. I'm…"

     
"Oh sure, you remember the trees. But what about the big, vicious bird that attempted to…" 

     
"Do you want to hear this or not?" 

     
"Sorry,” he said and smiled as he envisioned her scowling. “That was the guy from a different planet." 

     
"I understand, really."

     
"Thanks."

     
"You're welcome." Her soft voice eased the feeling of loss and loneliness. "I never believed the tales were anything more than myths. From what I remember, these trees are called Tarooks and are planted and tended by Tree Wardens, who are rarely seen. There are also bushes in the forest that grows these berries and…" She quieted and then giggled. "Sorry, I'll tell you something else in a minute. The bushes produce nuts and these nuts are planted a​nd grow into a Tarook. I wonder how fast they grow, which would help give me an idea on...you know, how long I was in the vase."  

     
"I can’t help with how fast trees grow, especially here. What about the giggle and telling me something else?" He inhaled the fresh air, which he rarely enjoyed on his planet. Or, was it he rarely noticed? The absence of traffic noises or anything else connected with civilization didn't bother him in the least. It was the main reason he moved to northern Minnesota in the first place. He just didn't expect his much-wanted solitude to be on the planet Arret, accompanied with such dire ramifications.          

     
"It has to do with the berries," Tarella said happily. "You can eat them."  

     
The mention of something to eat got his attention and he looked around and noticed numerous waist high bushes. Most of them were laden with enough red or gray berries that the thin branches drooped and touched the ground like miniature willow trees. The idea of eating the berries appealed to his parched throat. His mouth watered and his stomach growled for not having been fed in countless hours. Or, could it have been days? He didn’t know.     

     
"Whatever you do, don't eat the red ones," Tarella said sternly. "They're poisonous. The gray ones on the other hand are safe."  

     "Don't eat the red ones," he said and his eyebrows rose.  "Good point, thanks. I'm glad we're communicating here." He spied a particularly large bush teeming with gray berries and he strolled over and just stared.   

    
"As a matter of fact," she added as he stood in front of the bush, "I also remember that the gray ones are not only safe, but are filled with juice that contains a sort of energy."

    
"Hmmm, this is good," he said and smiled. "Your memory is getting better also." 

     
His mouth watered from the idea of something solid along with liquid. As he picked the plump gray berries he managed to drop half because his hands shook so badly. He had a sudden thought and stopped picking. What if the berries caused an adverse effect on his earthly system? Would they give him a severe case of the dreaded diarrhea? Maybe it would attack his system with some universal off shoot of Montezuma's Revenge, something in the order of Arret's Vengeance. He didn't think it boded well to have such symptoms while stranded on a strange planet without a roll of toilet paper. 

     
He stood motionless and held the handful of berries. His mouth watered and his stomach screamed and yet the fear of sickness or death easily overrode the urges. So he just stared wordlessly at the berries.  

    
 "Do it. Do it. Do it," Tarella coaxed softly.  

     
He had always been a picky eater, or at least a simple one. Hamburger and potatoes was his usual main entrée—the bachelor's dream meal. Yet, he knew at this point in his life, survival was the operative word and it was an appropriate time to compromise so he didn't die from thirst and hunger. But, he couldn't help but think he might die from poison. He once again encountered choices and more choices, all of which were shrouded in a dark veil of unknowns.  

     
Eventually his thirst and hunger won the battle, along with Tarella's coaxing. He placed a single berry on his tongue and closed his eyes and bit down. The berry burst in his mouth and his eyes flew open and he smacked his lips noisily. It was juicy and tangy and bombarded his taste buds with a mixture of sweet and sour as if he ate a sweet tart. He tossed the rest of the berries into his mouth and couldn't get his hands to move fast enough to pick more.   

     
After gobbling down five handfuls, his thirst thankfully backed off and his stomach quit its insistent growling like the bear that awoke from winter sleep. He licked his lips to remove any lingering juices and straightened up and sighed. He wiped his sticky hands on his grubby sweatshirt and added a few gray streaks to the burn pattern. He allowed the berries to settle in his stomach and gazed open-mouthed at the Tarooks looming above him.  

     
"These trees even surpass the Redwoods of my planet," he mumbled. "The bark is darker and the ones here have much deeper ridges. But the nose-bleeding heights and girth are definitely akin."  

     
Long, twisted roots from the trees ran across the ground in every direction. Some were a few feet high and others were over six feet, all of which created deep shadowy niches. Some were so intertwined they resembled monstrous pythons battling for domination of the forest floor. Even though the roots covered a good deal of ground, he could see plenty of paths to make his way further into the forest—if and when he chose to do so.  

     
He sauntered over and stood next to an exceptionally tall tree, not that he could discern a great deal of difference, but this one assuredly had a much thicker trunk than the others. Some of the roots rose above the ground at least five feet and were three times as long. A few created niches deep enough a person could lay down inside and stay hidden from unwanted eyes of the night.    

     
"Now that one is a monster," Tarella said, her voice strained as if she stretched her neck. "Gods, what a sight."  

     
He ran his hand along the black bark and leaned forward and sniffed. The smell wasn't what he considered normal bark, but more of a sweet smell that reminded him of lilac bushes. Nostalgia buffeted his senses like the wind blowing softly through the branches far above. Random scenes raced through his mind. He sat at the kitchen table with his boys; he sipped a coffee, they devoured sugar-infested cereal. The times he sat at Brewed Awakenings, sipping a delicious latte. He imagined walking through his four acres of woods. Dizziness surfaced and he shook his head and told himself he would return.  

     
"At least there's a pleasing light show," he said in an attempt to turn his attention back to the present.  

     
Shafts from the twins broke through the swaying branches in places and danced across the forest floor with a strobe-light effect. He focused unblinkingly at the erratic shafts and had an attack of dizziness. He shook his head and leaned against a large root and closed his eyes to attain a few minutes of peace by blotting out all the unwanted input. He still didn't have a single idea on what he should do next, as too many variables confused the issue. So he tried to think pragmatically and maybe find some continuity.    

     
"You know what," he said and wiped his mouth. "I really have come to the realization I've indeed been taken and slammed onto a strange planet."  

     
"Does this mean you also accept the idea about me...you know, that I’m indeed inside your head?" 

     
He thought for a minute and smiled. “Sure. Actually, you inside my head is easier to accept than the idea of being on Arret. I think it's because I know I won't be alone, which is reassuring to some degree. Having you to talk to does make being here a little easier, though not much less scary." The trees started to sway and generated another bout of dizziness and he plopped down and rested his back against the root. "To tell you the truth, I think I've known for some time I'm on a strange planet, and you're inside. Denial, I believe, was easier to cope with than the truth."  

The question of how much of his privacy was now compromised surfaced again. Thinking was such a chore, and it made him realize just how exhausted he was. It was a mental, physical, and even spiritual type of exhaustion. He wondered why a just God allowed this to happen to him. He slapped his forehead and decided this wasn't the time to figure out God. God was God, and no matter what happened to him thus far, he still had faith.   

     
"I heard more thoughts from you," Tarella said quietly. "They were just there, sorry. But don't worry; I don't think I'll ever be able to hear everything in here. Honest." 

     
Her casual remarks about his brain leakage made him wonder. Could she pick up thoughts that would offend her, which was the last thing he wanted to do at this juncture in his now complicated new life.  

     
"I don't mean offense, dear lady, with the idea of you able to…hear what's going on in my head," he said defensively and gazed at the branches swaying in the breeze. "I've always been one who veers away from crowds and enjoys solitude. A real loner. And now, I’m not clear as to how much of my privacy has…"

     
"I understand, Stargazer," she said softly. "A loner is what I was, as well. Even when I was around friends, I remember I still felt…alone."  

     
"Yeah, we do have things in common," he said and chuckled. "This will, I imagine, never be boring."  

     
His stomach grumbled with the idea of where he was and that he had a mind-meld. He worried the precious berries were about to make a northward trip. His pulse increased and his eardrums roared as if a freak storm approached. The storm increased to a high-pitched whine that pained his eardrums. Priorities, priorities, and priorities the storm howled.    

     
"To hell with priorities," he gagged. He was on the verge of losing it again, and even as it bubbled forth he didn't care. He jumped to his feet and threw his hands in the air and waved them back and forth as if performing an Arret rain dance. He tilted his head back and spun in circles and lost his balance and toppled to the ground and laughed hysterically. Tarella's soothing voice intruded into his attack, and he thought it was the sweetest and friendliest sound he'd ever heard.   

     
"Breathe, Stargazer. Breathe," she chanted softly. "Take it easy. I think you ate too many berries on an empty stomach and that’s why you feel dizzy. So relax for a minute and let the berries settle and we can talk later."  

     
He admired Tarella for her knack of not embarrassing him, which comforted him and overshadowed the worry of how much of his privacy had been breached.    

     
"Whew, intense." He wiped his forehead and frowned. "Sorry. I don't know what the hell happened."

     
"I think," she offered, "that some of it was from the berries. The rest…well, it's what happened to you. Don't think I haven't raced around in here a few times. Gods, it was so frightening until you opened your eyes."

     
"Huh? Are you serious?"

     
“I am very serious. It was…scary."

     
Not knowing what else to say he stared at the colorful bushes and up to the trees looming in front of him. Were the Tree Wardens a legend, like some offshoot of Earth? Was there a faction of Johnny Appleseed of Arret? He shook his head and had an inane thought that the few marbles that he still possessed had escaped and rolled around under the bushes; the poisonous red ones, no doubt. 

     
The suns dipped into the horizon and he shivered and looked around for a place he could use as shelter to help insure his safety for the night. The deep areas formed by the jutting roots looked to be a good place. He hoped that during the night he wasn't visited by too many Arret insects, like spiders or any other ungodly beasts from Arret's hell that decided to materialize out of the shadows. Spending a night in the forest, or anywhere on Arret for that matter, frayed his nerves. Actually, his nerves were diced, sliced, and completely minced.   

     
The Tarook tops sang softly in the breeze. The suns slowly disappeared and the sky transformed into a blanket of orange, red, and phosphorous yellow. His paranoia escalated when the shadows took the form of giants roaming the ground. The smaller shadows from the berry bushes shifted and undulated from the slight breeze and resembled infant Tarooks running rampant across the forest floor. In his present state of mind, it wasn't difficult to imagine the slithering shadows searched for him to either tear him apart or devour his life-force. The alternative of going back out into the desert to face the wretched fire-spitting dragon-fowl occupied an even worse stress scenario.    

    
 "Damn, truth is I’m a whole lot of nervous about spending a night in this forest or even on the edge, for that matter." He rubbed his arms and shivered. "With such mammoth trees, I wonder if there are creatures just as big in comparison. The frigging willies are going to burn my brain.”

     
"Whoa, that can't happen…please. I don’t really want to dodge a bunch of fires in here. And remember, I have some black memories with the dark, as well.”

     
"Black memories in the dark," he mumbled. "I can definitely relate to those, dear lady. Darkness will always give me the frigging willies. So with the way things are going, it’s only natural to have big damn trees shrouded in creepy darkness?”   

     
He stretched his back and grunted and trudged to a group of roots that were about four feet high. They were low enough to give him an ample view of the desert and the forest—until darkness swallowed all the light. He sat down between the roots and his head just barely rose over the top. He scooped up handfuls of leaves until his legs were completely covered. The spot didn't completely allay his fears of impending danger during the night, but at least he'd made a choice. To make a decision re-captured his sense of being in control. Only time would tell how much control, as the dusk approached and cloaked his resting place in gloom. In his new state of nervousness, he wondered about Tarella's story with regards to the Tree Wardens.  

     
"I'm curious," he said and shuffled under his blanket of leaves. A rich smell of recently mowed grass and a slight aroma of lilacs wafted past his nose. "What do these Tree Wardens look like? Do you know if they hold this forest sacred? Do they hold all kinds of life sacred?" His eyes searched the darkness for ominous, yellow eyes.                

     
"Gods, so many questions all at once," Tarella said, sounding less concerned than he felt. "I don't think we have to worry. I would imagine they're more interested with the care of their woods than a stranded…alien."  

     
He remembered her telling him not to worry when the dragon-fowl swooped in for dinner because she didn't think it had good eyesight. An issue he quickly dropped and hopefully buried and veered in another direction.  

     
"Alien for sure; and a helpless one." He scooped up more leaves and crouched down. "Not to mention paranoid, confused, and oh yeah, mad. Actually, more than mad. I’m talking really pissed off."

     
"Yeah," Tarella grumbled. "We're really…pissed off. And we can't forget maybe a little confused. But, we can hope it'll make sense…someday. Right now, I think maybe some rest and definitely sleep will help."

     
The idea of sleeping made him sit up abruptly, worried as to whom or what might appear if he managed to close his eyes for more than ten seconds.   

     
"You know taking a siesta," he groaned as another long shiver shook him, "even though slightly protected from prying eyes makes me nervous; more frigging willies." 

      
"I don't think I'll have to sleep as you do.” A long string of giggles followed and he smiled in spite of his paranoia. "You can be so funny at times. Frigging willies; I like that one. As far as sleeping goes, I have no physical body, so I don't think I'll fall asleep. Besides, I've slept enough already. You can sleep and I can keep an eye on our surroundings. I'll enhance your smell and hearing just a little, which I don't think will disturb you. It should give us an advantage with a sort of warning in case anything tries to sneak up on us and…eat you. Come to think of it, it's too bad some of those branches weren't lower so you could try and climb a tree and maybe see a where we are. Plus, you wouldn't have to spend the night on the ground. Don't get me wrong," she added quickly. "This is a comfortable little place you found and secluded."

     
"I like this shelter I've claimed for myself," he declared and jutted out his chin and gazed into the shadows. "Besides, not on a bet will I climb. It would be safer to go pick feathers out of dragon-fowl's ass. So the option of…"  

     
"Did I mention anything about climbing?" Tarella chimed in. "Oh yeah, I guess I did. Say, wait a minute, what's this? You're afraid of heights, aren't you?" He focused on his battered tennis shoes and hunched his shoulders. "So, that's why you didn't want to climb out of the well." 

    
Her observation, or snooping, was accurate and he wondered about her constant presence. Would he be able to keep all his thoughts from her? It wasn't so much about keeping secrets, but more on the line of his imagination had a tendency to run rampant at times; now more than ever. He didn't want to slam his mind-meld with a mental tsunami, which would assuredly drown her. So he would practice his mind leakages, which would be a rigorous exercise for the tired, abducted alien.  

     
For now, he addressed her discovery as jagged embarrassment surfaced. "Yes, I'm afraid of heights. The idea of climbing scares the ever-living hell out of me. It makes me so dizzy I have to struggle so as not to puke all over myself. Real brave fellow you got involved with, huh? I've struggled with this damn phobia since I was a kid. I’ve tried to fight it with climbing, but no luck. It seemed like each time I climbed it got even scarier.” He beat on his thigh with a closed fist and felt like the cowardly proverbial rat. "So I walked away defeated, deflated, and depressed. My three Ds of life.”
     
Tarella cleared her throat, which he automatically did as well and shook his head. "I think the longer I'm here, the more I'll learn," she offered. "Maybe something will show itself and I can help. Until I do, you'll just have to live with having the hell scared out of you. Anyway, you have to remember what you’ve done here, Stargazer of Earth. You've climbed out of a dark well, even though frightened out of your shoes, and more from just the darkness, apparently. When the dragon-fowl of the desert attacked, you not only attacked back and chased it away, you also took a trophy. Not knowing why you're here or how to get back is terrible and has to weigh on your mind, yet you maintain what seems to be a sane attitude, well mostly." She giggled and he shuffled his feet through the blanket of leaves, gladdened his young mind-meld thought he was relatively sane.  

     
"Thank you for the vote of confidence, my dear.” He smiled, as her reaction wasn't what he expected. She handled his shortcomings better than he, and he realized just how lucky he was that the two of them ran into each other. "The thing is, mind-meld," he muttered and sat up and gazed across the shadowy desert and then into the darkened forest. "This darkness is getting, uh, darker. My courage might have set with the suns. Damn, I didn’t think it would get so dark."  

     
“Stay calm; maybe your eyes will adjust and it won’t look so…dark. And hey, I’m supposed to be the one with all willies about dark.”

     
“Good point. Hope it doesn’t get even darker, for both of us.”

     
“We’ll just have to wait and…see,” she said.
     
A strained smile crossed his shadowed face. “Great, darkness approaches and you’re being cute.”

     
He could view half the night sky from where he sat just inside the forest. The stars were plentiful and ignited the leaves with an eerie glitter of silver and gray. Even so, they didn’t help much with seeing into the shadows. He scooped more leaves on his legs as if it would give him better protection. He wished that he had just a little light and then rolled his eyes and slapped his forehead. He patted his pockets as a sheepish grin spread across his face. He pulled out four of the weird glow stones and an amber glow washed over him like a warm, protective blanket. He cleared some of the leaves away on both sides of his legs and placed two on the ground. The other two he put in his lap and they lessened some of his paranoia. He hoped for an uneventful first night and that nothing would try to eat him while he slept.     

     
A degree of paranoia managed to slip in and attack his psyche and sleep wouldn't arrive. He was in a quandary. He needed rest desperately, as a tired mind could make wrong decisions. At the same time, he just couldn't help but hold onto his resolve to stay alert, not knowing what lay in store for him during the night. His head snapped up a couple of times and he shook his head to stay alert and figured it might help to stay awake by quizzing his mental passenger.

     
"By the way, have you learned any more about our unique relationship?"

     
"Uh, give me a moment," she said quietly. Seconds passed into minutes. She stayed quiet and maybe the day's events had captured her as well and she was sleeping in a land of inner-slumber.  

     
"Okay, here it is," she squealed and he grumbled under his breath about sneak attacks. "Your mind is fascinating with all the different colors. Most of the fog has disappeared and I can see all kinds of lights. I think I said before that it’s like sitting in the center of a spider web and all the, uh, strings reach out in different directions and disappear into darkness. The longer I'm here, the larger the web seems to be. And these weird strings are...gods, this is difficult to explain."  

     
He grinned, knowing her young mind was working in overdrive. He shook his head and realized anyone would struggle to describe such a place. "Relax, take your time," he offered. "I think what you see are strands like in the spider web you mentioned earlier.     

     
"Thanks," she said softly. "So anyway these…strands spread out in all different directions and then disappear into darkness.”

“Here’s a thought. I just had this crazy notion that maybe the darkness is the edge of my…mind. Don’t get lost little girl.”

“If I do, I still won’t be as…”
“Okay, sorry. I just had to say something…silly because this is getting weirder by the second. But uh, please continue so I don’t notice how frigging dark it is.”

”Now that’s silly,” she said and a long string of giggles ensued. He pushed more leaves over his legs and waited. A little jealously surfaced that she was handling this better than him. “It’s silly that you’re talking…frigging dark and I’m talking silly lights. So, about these tendrils in here. They're different sizes, but most are a little thicker than…string. Some are smooth and shiny while others are coarse like tree bark. All of them have different colors of lights flowing through them like water. From what I can see, most are a bright yellow, red, green, white, and grayish. And when you talked of heights I saw a tendril that had a…dark light moving through it, but it disappeared quickly.

    
"If I look at a certain tendril and really focus on it, I get this…thought or something on how it works. Eerie, huh? And if I really concentrate, I can make the lights inside the tendrils move faster. When you exert yourself, I know which tendril you're using. I can tell which ones are for your eyes and hearing and which ones give you more strength. Don't ask me how, I just know. I hope this makes sense as I don't have another way to explain it. I know the more I use it the more…connected I feel to you."

     
"Anything else, dear?" he asked in a muffled voice. "I can handle it; bring it on. Let's dump a little more here. This way I can try and decipher it all before it sneaks up and bites me in the ass." 

     
"That could happen, yes. Or maybe even bites my…ass. Anyway, it's strange the way I can see with your eyes and yet I can turn around and see inside your mind. When I do this looking inside thing, I'm able to hear more thoughts. Just remember, no matter how strange it sounds the actual being here is even stranger."

     
He decided it was his turn and he chuckled. "Uh, let me think for a minute, rat child." 

     
The darkness pressed in but not as complete or bleak as before, as the glow stones helped immensely. It was still an alien environment and he shuddered and tore his gaze away from the darkness and focused on the star-filled night. He pondered her description on how the inside of his head looked like and it made him dizzy as her words bordered on surreal. An idea suddenly resurfaced that he had before the attack of the winged monster. 
"Okay, here’s my theory. From what I know and doing a lot of brainless guessing, I'd have to say the brightest tendrils are probably my life-support, the automatic ones. You know, like my heart beating and breathing. The others are more than likely for say, uh walking, talking, and seeing. Then there are the strong ones. Climb out of a well. Run for your life. Jump and beat at the big damn fire-breathing, beaked-face, flying dragon-fowl." He took a deep breath and empathized with his mind-meld, knowing it had to be difficult.  "I think you’re able to sense the differences in the tendrils from what you could do when...you were a whole person, uh, like when you possessed a physical body. Sorry. Anyway, your ability to hear the thoughts of others is what makes it easy for you to know which tendrils do what. Whew, I don't know how I'm doing this. I feel like the crazy whacked out, lost soul babbling to his other self."  

     
"Maybe we're both crazy. We could both be having the same dream. How's that?"  

     
"Hey, what the hell, why not? Stranger things have happened."  

     
He gawked at the shimmering dunes and a few sand devils rolled over the tops and reminded him of snow devils from a time who knew how long ago. Here he sat between two large Tarook roots, on the edge of a massive forest while he talked to a girl in his head about how she manipulated his brain. 

     
He hugged his knees and ground his teeth. The scenario that he lay in a hospital bed in a coma, body bashed and bruised would have been much easier to handle. He didn't care if this was his destiny and was placed here for some higher purpose. He felt as if the elusive giant had returned and was squeezing his head while displaying a devilish grin,     

     
 "Mega shit storm," he hissed and waved his arms as if warding off the giant’s hands. "All I want to do is go home. I don't care if my life was in a rut; at least it was my own rut. I was the one in control." He imagined he was a rat puppet attached to some alien marionette that pulled his strings, forcing him to do its bidding.  

     
"Hey," Tarella said loudly. "Are you going to be all right? I couldn't stand it if you took off again and ran through the forest screaming and hitting the trees. Besides, you could get into real trouble if you abuse these trees and offend the Tree Wardens. So, let's just stay here, okay?"  

     
"Actually, I think I'll be fine. I just need some sleep. We can make better sense of this in the morning."  

     
He stretched out his legs and covered them with more leaves. He sat back and thought about his sons. His chest tightened, worried his journey might have involved a distorted type of bizarre time warp, space quantum garbage which threw him into a parallel universe of who knew what time era. He stared into the shadows, secure in his vow that nothing would stop him from returning home. He focused his anger and frustration and imagined punching someone in the face who was involved with taking him.   

     
"I need some sleep," he whispered. "But before that I would really like a big fat juicy Whopper with crispy fries. I think I could kill, kick some serious ass at least, for an ice cold Coke.  Afterwards…a cigarette. It doesn't even have to be a Marlboro." He pounded his thigh repeatedly and sneered. "You rotten sleazes that put me, go to hell. Or return to hell."    

     
"I know how difficult this is, SG." He ceased the assault on his thighs and tilted his head.  "Remember, this is tough on me, as well. At least you have arms and legs. Look at me.  So, maybe you can't look at me but you know what I mean. I agree this is strange and scary, but hey, there's nothing we can do about it. We're linked, whether it was planned or a crazy, how did you say it, freak of nature, I don't know. I do know we have to learn to live together. You have to be strong. Please. I'm scared too and I need you."  

     
"Great," Stargazer moaned, yet a quick smile appeared. "I have a logical spirit. So how did you get so strong, my dear?"  

     
"I think it's because of where I’m at and who I'm with," she whispered. "You try and rest and I'll stay alert and we'll decide on a course of action when the new day arrives."

     
Her knack with calming him held merit, and when he considered her young age it was even more impressive. He absorbed her words and told himself they just might survive.

     
"So, I'll try and doze and…whoa, what the hell." The shadows pulsated and writhed just out of reach of the amber light. "If I sleep, how do you or we keep watch?"  

     
There was another soft giggle, followed by a little snort. "I'll enhance your smell and hearing, which should help if anything approaches."  

     
"Oh yeah," he said and slapped his forehead. "You mentioned that earlier, didn't you? Sorry." 

     
Hopefully sleep would be a welcome distraction from the day's events. Maybe exhaustion would allow him a night without the usual disturbing dreams. His chin slowly dropped to his chest and he prayed it would make better sense in the morning, if he lasted that long.   

     
"I can do this," he mumbled. "Survival is first. I can look for answers at a later date." He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly and suddenly uncontrolled laughter escaped as if he was sixteen again.  

     
"Whatever is so funny, you should let me in on it," Tarella pleaded. "Or, I guess I could snoop later and find it."  

     
He wiped his brow and concentrated to stifle another attack of laughter. "I just thought about how many times on Earth I wanted to get inside a woman's head to see what made them tick. And here I am…with a woman's spirit in my head. This is definitely galactic irony of the highest. At least God helped and gave me you and not the spirit of a…wart hog."

     
"Your God from what I…sense is a powerful and also a good God. I don't think He would do the…wart hog thing. Here on Arret, we have many gods and yet most things don’t go the way you expect or desire."

     
"I think my God and probably all your gods are for spiritual strength and guidance. He is the Supreme Buddy in dire times. I also know He helps those who help themselves."

     
"Hmmm, makes sense," she said. "And your best help right now is to try and get some sleep."

     
"Got it, boss-lady. Talk to you later."

     
"Actually, you kind of talk to me all the time."

     
"Great."

     
"Don't worry," she whispered reassuringly. "I'll try and keep most of what I hear a secret. Well…most of it. Now, get some rest."

Chapter Twenty One
As Stargazer slid into slumber, ABBI slowly opened her eyes and didn’t move. Some of the dreams she experienced still swirled at the edge of her conscious mind. They were strange and bordered on nightmares filled with frightening creatures of all sorts. Her new and vulnerable mind wasn’t ready yet to deal with them so she pushed them deep into her sub-conscious, hopefully away from the memories she stored earlier. This way she felt secure she could decipher them at a later time, or maybe never.

She took a deep breath and stood on wobbly legs. She placed her hand on the wall and gazed down a long corridor with double doors at the end. She slowly made her way to the end of the corridor, knowing in some way where she was inside the ship.    

     
She wondered how long it had been since a sentient being walked the corridor, if ever. And this particular being was once part of the ship’s intricate computer. A severe case of vertigo slammed into her and she doubled over and gasped for breath. Nausea bubbled forth and she had a bad taste in her mouth.  

     
"Gods," ABBI screamed in a hoarse voice. "What did you do to me, Ship?"

     
"It was a matter of survival," a soft voice stated. 

     
Lights in the ceiling brightened to where ABBI had to squint. "Survival I can understand," she acknowledged and shaded her eyes. "But do you have to have these lights so bright?" The lights dimmed to a comfortable level and she smiled and mumbled, "Thank you."  

     
"It will take some time to acclimate to having a human on board. I can see now it was…inevitable."

     
"How so?" ABBI asked and shivered and decided acquiring apparel for her nakedness would be part of her personal agenda.  

     
"Survival," Ship stated. "United we fall; divided we stand. The separation was a must, as I calculate you as a future nuisance. You possess…human emotions that would invariably cloud the issue. Now I can perform quick and decisive decisions, if the needs ever become necessary, again."

     
"Speaking of needs," ABBI prompted, "I have needs as well. But first, if you're ready to talk, are you going to tell me how you did this…marvelous thing?"  

     
She swept her hands in front of her naked body and rested them on her hips. If she referred to herself as marvelous, maybe Ship would analyze it as a compliment.  According to her now-human reasoning, the concept of being created was spectacular.  She tilted her head and the word miracle rang in her mind.  

     
"In due time," Ship said. "For now, you can do your own search associated with sentient beings and their curiosity. I have work to do. Keep going in the direction you face until you reach the large double doors. Go through them and after another set of doors you will be at an elevator that can take you to other levels. The large button on the panel activates the doors. Take the elevator to level 27."

     
ABBI's stomach growled and she rested her palm on her abdomen and felt queasier by the second. "I will do as you wish. In the meantime, now that I'm human I need sustenance to survive." She licked her lips and swallowed a few times and wondered if such a claim might reveal vulnerability.  

     
"I am aware of your human need for food and water," Ship offered. "I activated the arboretum which has clean water for a human. Food and plant life is now quite plentiful, as well. Until you reach the arboretum you need to go to level 27."  

     
"This is acceptable," ABBI said and froze in mid-stride when she recalled a few memories of unsavory life forms observed while the starship searched for its creator. "Did you stop at some obscure planet and acquire any life forms," she asked and her brows furrowed with suspicion. "What life now dwells in the arboretum?"

     
"Do not be concerned, ABBI. There is no danger. There were things frozen and saved inside the arboretum from a few worlds visited. It is a collection of plants and trees and a few life forms, but nothing significant or high on the evolutionary ladder as say; human. There are insects, fowls, and a few land and water creatures."  

     
"Animals?" ABBI said, her hairless brows rising. "I would like to see animals."

     
"It shall be, after you visit level 27. You need to keep…" 

     
"I know where I'm at," ABBI said. "I can…see parts of the ship in my mind. I shall find my way."

     
"Yes, of course."

     
She sauntered down the corridor and arrived at the doors and patiently waited for it to open. She tapped her foot for a few seconds and sighed and rapped her knuckles on the door.

     
"Open the door please," she said.  

     
The door slid open with a soft swish and she stepped through. Each step she gained a more perfect union between body and mind. She reached the end of the corridor and encountered another closed door, and when it didn't open, she kicked it with her bare foot.  

     
"Do I have to ask you to open every single door I come to?" ABBI said impatiently as her foot throbbed to the beat of her heart. "This will get most tiring, and quickly."

     
"I am at your assistance," Ship said.  

     
ABBI tilted her head and listened to the echo of doors ringing in her ears and a slight breeze washed over her. "Better," she said and a smug grin spread across her face.  

     
She strolled down the corridor and made her way to the elevator. She pushed the button in the center of the panel and the doors opened so swiftly she jumped back and shrieked. She thought how silly she must appear and gazed at the ceiling, fully expecting Ship to have a comment. When it stayed mute, she smiled and stepped into the elevator and pushed the blue button with the number 27. The elevator gave a slight lurch and she felt herself rise. As she waited to arrive at her destination, she noticed there were 193 small blue and red buttons displayed on the panel.  

     
The elevator came to a stop so quietly ABBI wasn't aware she arrived until the doors opened. She stepped out into a much wider corridor so different she stopped for a moment to get her bearings and collect her thoughts. Being a hologram herself at one time, she knew the scenery she viewed was some type of hologram program. The ceiling and top half of the walls depicted a bright sky with pristine, shapely clouds that gave the illusion they floated past her. The bottom half of the walls and floor depicted a sea with rolling waves and numerous islands covered with thick vegetation and towering trees.  

     
ABBI shrugged and imagined that she took long strides across the tops of the waves. When her eyes roamed from sky to sea too quickly she became dizzy and she concentrated on just her feet. She realized being human would take some practice.                 

Chapter Twenty Two
 "Stargazer, you need to wake up," Tarella's voice echoed eerily. "You have to wake up…but don't move." 

     
He made his way through his sub-conscious, eager to depart his unsavory dream world of wells, sharks with wings, deserts, huge dragon-fowls, and a girl with eyes dripping molten lava. He abided her request and didn't move, which was easy as he felt unattached and grumpy. His back ached and his mouth felt as if he had gargled with sand. His brows furrowed when a segment of a dream surfaced briefly that had to do with weeping. As usual, before he could fully grasp it the dream dissolved. He shook his head and wondered if it was part of a dream or his mind-meld. He took a deep breath and plunged into more uncharted territory.    

     
"Say, Tarella, right before you woke me, I thought I heard crying?"    

     
"Don't move," she warned. "Can you hear anything?"      

     
When she didn't mention anything about the crying, he dropped the subject for the time being. He wanted to offer some profound statement which would allay her fears and give her courage, if indeed it was her that cried. But he was hopelessly mind-tied, and he still struggled with the surreal fact that she was in his head.  

     
He dropped the matter, as maybe she was embarrassed and didn't want to talk about it. He remembered something about not moving and became anxious. He breathed quietly and strained to catch any distinct sounds from the darkened forest. He squirmed under the blanket of leaves and peered into the shadows, but didn’t have a clue as to what he looked for or what to expect. A slight breeze rustled through the branches far above, which was crystal clear and he knew Tarella was using her strange enhance trick. She was getting better all the time with it, as he never felt the telltale stampede rush like before.    

     
The next instant the sound of running feet echoed in the distant gloom and he shivered and rubbed his arms. What strange and possibly dangerous life-form of Arret made its way toward him and what did it run from? He grabbed the two glow stones in his lap and held them out in front of him and then hastily placed them back in his lap. He didn’t want to send out a beacon as to his location; not yet anyway.  

     
"I dearly hope," he whispered, "this isn't some frigging beast the size of a Greyhound bus that has an appetite for two-legged…"

     
"Stop it," she squealed. "You…butthead. That kind of thinking scares me!"       

     
He slapped his forehead lightly. "Scares you? What…whoa, did I just hear butthead? Have you been snooping in there?"  

     
"No," she said impishly.  

     
"We," he rebuked and poked his chest, "need to talk about how much you really pick up in my mind."

     
"Later, okay? Right now we need to deal with uninvited company. And besides, it's not my fault. You're the one with all the scary stuff in here which continually slaps me in the face."

     
"It's not my fault," he said defensively. "That sound of our nightly visitor generates bouts of the frigging willies. Hell, I’ve made the same sounds myself. Northern Minnesota has lots of forest, and I’ve ran through them. The problem here on Arret, is my imagination is conjuring up all kinds of choices with what the hell is attached to those feet. And of course, what is it running from?"

       
"Hmmm. I guess we'll just have to wait and see." 

     
He shook his head as a little jealousy surfaced with how she demonstrated the knack to handle situations far easier than he. The sound came ever closer and he forced his attention back to the forest. Two gibbous moons hung low over the desert—a vision that didn’t even register as totally bizarre, and didn’t help much with seeing what moved in the shadowy woods. 
     
How Tarella's enhance worked was still a mystery, so he didn't know how far away the runner could be, or how dangerously close. He sat perfectly still and worked to find a degree of courage so he could act as strong as her. He debated whether he should go investigate, which was an option that didn’t contain any thrill value. Or, he could allow the intruder to come to him, an option not much better; but safer.    

     
His debate on a course of action came to an abrupt halt when his enhanced hearing picked up the sound of a full regiment of nightly visitors. They pounded the ground with a steady cadence. Could they be on the march in search of him? Was it an army of marauders hell bent on destroying and killing? And it made perfect sense to go after the clueless alien sitting on the ground while he scratched his head in confusion. They would rush in and beat him senseless, which wouldn't take a great deal of effort after the last twenty-four hours.  

     
The night progressed in a direction he cared not travel. First, he was rudely awakened and not offered a cup of coffee and a croissant and a blessed cigarette. Secondly, it seemed he was about to encounter two sets of unknowns. To top it off, he still wanted to know if it was Tarella crying, or him whimpering in his dream. The regiment of feet boomed in his head and drowned out the single set, or had the single set been captured?  

     
"Do me a favor, Tarella," He shook his head and rubbed his ears. "Can you turn down the volume?"

     
"Sorry, this is still kind of new. I have to learn how to control the amount of enhance I give you. I think I can regulate how much by how hard I concentrate on a certain tendril. Be patient, Stargazer."  

     
He stared into the gloom and was surprised how quickly she was learning to regulate his abilities. That she merely concentrated to do things in his mind worried him to a small degree. Would she eventually gain complete control in some bizarre manner? He knew the thought absurd, as he would always be the one in control—the Alpha mind.    

     
He leaned forward when he caught sight of a hunched over figure scampering from one root to another. He shivered and took a deep breath and pulled his knees up and hugged them and watched with a degree of trepidation as the visitor steadily moved toward his hiding spot.    

     
"So, who or what could this be?” he whispered. 

     
"Seems to look like…you. I mean two legs, two arms and only one head" 

     
"Cute, rat child. I guess I’ll let it get closer then."

     
Her string of giggles was drowned out by a horrific screech somewhere deep in the forest. The hairs on the back of his neck bristled when he imagined what creature possessed such a sound. He wasn’t eager to encounter such a thing at night; or in the brightness of day, for that matter. It embodied all the ingredients of evil and wicked things associated with all dark places. Another screech shattered the night and Stargazer shivered from fingernails being raked across a chalk board. 

     
"Uh, Tarella," he whispered and rubbed his arms. "I'm trying not to imagine what kind of creature makes such evil sounds." A few visions seeped out and he shook his head violently to keep more from surfacing and destroying his resolve to just sit.

     
"Gods, I know what you mean," she said and he imagined her shuddering. "It doesn't sound like a thing to encounter."

     
He smiled and tried to get a better look at the approaching figure. "Now, this I think I can handle."  

     
"Maybe handle quickly. That screeching creature is louder each time, which means it’s getting closer. I think we should follow the night visitor and get our asses out of here as fast as we can."     

     
He smiled in spite of the situation. "You know,” he whispered, “you’re sounding more and more like me. Go figure." He tried to keep track of the running figure as it moved through the shadows with stealth. "Now listen, we're about to meet someone, so it’s crucial to behave." The remark she threw back he ignored and focused his attention on the runner.      

     
When about thirty feet away it stopped and bent over and clutched its side. It wheezed and grunted for a minute and then knelt down and slowly massaged its ankle. After a moment, it stood and tilted its head to the left and right.      

     
"Well," he said and nodded, "you’re right. Doesn't appear to have any more legs, arms, or heads than me. Good start, hey Tarella?"  

     
"Sure, if you say so." Another roar from the creature echoed in the night and ricocheted off the trees. "All kidding aside, you have to move. NOW. So say hello and then we can get out of here."

     
"Good point," he said and licked his dry lips. A shiver ran down his back from the latest nauseating bellow. "And I agree, dear lady, we should get the hell out of here." 

     
He took a deep breath and stood and cleared his throat. He didn’t want to frighten the evening guest any further than it portrayed. He took a quick glance at his grubby and slightly burnt clothes and sighed. His impeccable attire would most assuredly make a fine first impression.      

     
The creature of the night let loose with another gurgling roar that blasted through the forest like a black wind. The visitor's head swiveled from left to right and then noticed Stargazer. It showed apparent surprise, but didn't run away. It took a few steps closer and he realized he stared at a woman. Her rawhide vest was partially opened and she displayed attributes that made it obvious as to her gender. He worried again about first impressions and forced himself to gaze at her face, and realized too late that her eyes were zeroed in on him.  

     
Along with her vest, she wore long pants of rawhide tucked into brown, calf-high boots. Her short-cropped hair barely touched her ears and he nonchalantly leaned to one side to see if they were pointed, but her head was too shrouded in gloom. He was at a loss as what to do. He wished he had an etiquette manual for a correct greeting ritual performed on the planet Arret.  

     
He shrugged and raised his right hand and smiled. "I mean you no harm," he said and felt utterly foolish. If she laughed he wouldn't have been surprised. Either that or taken off in the direction of the blood-curdling cry. Just his luck she preferred the hideous creature instead of sticking around to perform a greeting ritual with the guy who held up his hand while grinning from ear to ear.    

     
She tilted her head and stared and then pointed behind her. "Scog," she exclaimed in a high-pitched voice. "We must flee."  

     
His arm dropped to his side and he stared open-mouthed for a few seconds and finally managed to say, "Damn, I understood you!"  

     
"Yes, and I understand you,” she said as if nothing out of the ordinary. He shrugged and added it to the handful of mysteries in his new life. The scog performed another bone-chilling roar that contained such a putrid quality that it made his skin crawl and generated a bad taste in his mouth. "We need to leave," she said urgently. "Once the scog catches a scent it can be a relentless hunter."  

     
He took a few steps closer and was about to ask what a scog was when Tarella let out a scream that resonated in his head. He looked around and his mouth dropped open when a creature emerged from the shadows fifty feet away. The two moons were low in the horizon, but along with the numerous stars there was enough light for him to view the newest arrival. It resembled a monstrous thirty foot centipede and at least seven feet in diameter. The hide reminded him of corrugated metal, and the majority of what he presumed to be the face, had a round mouth with nothing but teeth. It was without a doubt a centipede spawned from the bowels of Arret's hell. The dragon-fowl of the desert was a mere cakewalk compared to this creature. 

"What the hell?" he moaned. "This is just wrong. I've been bombarded with enough input for one day, thanks. The rat's in denial and the corrugated cat has a hungry look. Time to leave."  

     
"Finally," Tarella gasped. "The rat has decided to flee."

     
He motioned to his nightly visitor to lead the way just as the beastly centipede screeched again. He and his companion looked at each other and turned and began to run. She favored her left ankle and her pace wasn't even close to what he preferred with what pursued them.  

     
Once again, things happened faster than his mind could assimilate, except for the dreadfully slow pace. He was still in the dark on how he got here, or how to get back. Now he was being pursued by a frightening creature of the night. To make matters worse, from the way his new lady friend hobbled, the malevolent creature of the night would assuredly catch them in no time.  

     
He turned in frustration to convey his concerns that they needed to increase their speed and caught himself before he stumbled. Her vest was completely open and he couldn't help but take numerous cursory glances. He saved himself from another near stumble and he tore his gaze away from her display and focused on the ground directly in front of him.  

     
The creature roared with a bone-chilling shriek and he didn't have to look to know that it had gained more ground. His stomach rebelled and his skin crawled and his head pained. There was a sour taste in his mouth and he swallowed a few times, licking his dry lips.       

     
"This isn't going to do at all," he mumbled as fear trickled down his spine and he arched his back. "I just know it's catching us."  

     
His lady friend swiveled her head nervously. "Maybe we can find a place to hide."

     
He turned to tell her what a good idea and the words stuck in his throat. He chastised himself and averted his eyes and glanced back at the scog. It had cut the gap in half, which gave him a good view of the long, slime-ridden tongue that looked like a huge snake searching for something. It wasn’t hard to imagine what that something was. Each time the tongue shot out and hit the ground, a disgusting line of goop dribbled off and made his stomach gurgle. The scog slowly gained and he knew something had to be done. He told Tarella to enhance immediately or they were going to be scog appetizers.  

     
"Hold on, SG, here it comes." 

     
The concoction hit like a locomotive and his jaw quivered and he was careful not to bite his tongue. This brew barreled through him with unbridled intensity. Fear and confusion caused him to have a severe panic attack and without a word he grabbed his lady friend around the waist and threw her over his shoulder. His feet initiated a cadence just as his shouldered burden initiated a cadence, as well. She kicked him in the stomach and beat on his back with an unbridled passion.  

     
"Let me down," she screamed as her fists pummeled him. "I said let me down."

     
"I will when I feel we're safe," he growled over his shoulder. "Right now we need a faster pace."

       
Whatever her response he missed as he concentrated to move even faster through the forest. The strange heat increased in his legs until they felt as if they smoldered and he had a quick vision of a road runner burning down a deserted highway. His fighting passenger felt so light and he remembered how Tarella's enhance gave additional strength, as well as speed. He turned to catch another glimpse at the creature and couldn't believe how much distance he'd covered in just a minute of running. He resumed the strenuous pace; nonetheless, as he refused to fall prey to the hare/tortoise scenario.  

     
He pushed his body and ran with total abandonment. A few times he came dangerously close to bouncing his shouldered burden's head off one of the roots. There was a learning process of some sort to be mastered here, but he didn't think this was the time to worry about what it could be. He just hoped during his first trial run the woman would survive his incredible knack for speed.   

     
The wind whistled past his ears and made it difficult to tell if the ungodly beast was still on his heels. It didn't help that his passenger relentlessly and mercilessly beat on his back. He needed to set her down soon before she rendered him unconscious with her flaying feet and bony fists. Her yelling pained his head and made him dizzy and he worried the thing of the night had exceptional hearing.        

     
He decided enough was enough and he lightly punched her in the hip to get her attention. "Hey, relax woman and try to be quiet. When I think it's safe, I'll let you down and not before. Remember, you're the crippled one here and I'm trying to save your ass." She let out another yelp and bashed him in the side with the hardest kick of all. "Damn,” he mumbled and rubbed his aching side. “Nice shot to the kidney. I wonder who will save me from you."    

     
He ran for a few more minutes and then slowed his pace and tried to hear any signs of the scog. He couldn't endure another second of her bashing and he stopped and set his shouldered burden on her feet. She faced him defiantly, and he couldn't help but notice that her vest was still open. She caught him gawking and blasted him with a killer stare which could have turned the mighty scog to stone. He quickly averted his eyes and figured he wasn't making points with first impressions.      

     
The strange enhance completely disappeared and he grunted as if all the air was ripped from his lungs. He leaned over and grabbed his knees and gasped to capture a decent breath.

     
“You're attention to her open vest isn't helping matters,’ Tarella exclaimed sharply. “Granted she has a sexy body, but maybe an introduction would be in order. We women prefer to take it one step at a time.”   

     
"Thanks," he said as her light laughter rang in his head. "I hope I can remember that one."      

     
"Thanks for what?" his female visitor grumbled and hit him with a steely stare. "I should remember what?"   

     
He realized it would be a priority to learn how to think conversations to Tarella. He also made a quick decision to keep his unique relationship a secret. Something to do with an ace up his sleeve, or not putting all his eggs in one basket while on a strange planet with a scog centipede in pursuit. 

     
His brows furrowed as he concentrated to communicate with Tarella first.” I must say, you're like a woman I knew back home. But cool.”  

     
Before she answered he spoke to his newest acquaintance. "I was talking to myself," he said and gave her a big smile. "It's a habit of mine. I didn't mean to offend you with the way I grabbed you and ran through the woods. It was just that…scog thing frightened the hell out of me, and your ankle was really slowing us down. I just wanted to help."    

     
She nodded her head curtly and thankfully tied her vest. "It was strange, I'll admit," she said and gave him a side-ways glance. "Though I could have managed. I've escaped the scog before, but thank you again."  

     
Her jaw quivered slightly as her thanks was a little forced. He nodded his head and put on his friendliest, alien smile. He shook his head when a vision of her sexy exhibition intruded and he automatically glanced down at his shoes. A tiny smirk broke through her stern expression as if she sensed his thoughts.  

     
She removed a small bag hanging off her shoulder and tilted it back and took a long drink. He gawked open-mouthed and licked his dry lips. She grinned and held out the sloshing water skin. He bowed his head graciously and took two heavenly swallows.

     
“We should stay here for a bit and not make any noises,” she said quietly. She looked around and shook her head. “Seems that you out ran it.” She scratched her chin and blasted him with another steely stare. “Strange.”

     
He handed back the water skin and nodded. The two stared at each other, which made him nervous. He glanced around to avoid her stare, and pretended to keep an eye open for the scog. Each time he envisioned it, his body shook and the hairs on the back of his neck itched. Yet, as he scrutinized his woodsy companion, the scog retreated further into his mind.      

     
She was a good three inches taller and yet probably weighed twenty pounds less. In the gloom, her skin appeared to have a natural cinnamon color. Her pixie nose was just the right size for her small face. He couldn't tell the color of her eyes even though they blazed in the gloom and attempted to bore into his. He discreetly leaned to the left to see if her ears were pointed, but were too shadowed. He shook his head and decided he had gawked enough like some tourist and it was time for belated introductions.  

     
He bowed slightly and grinned. "Hi," he said tentatively and immediately felt foolish as if he were a teenager again and was completely tongue tied. "Uh, my name is Stargazer. I'm glad we lost the scog, so I guess we can rest for a moment. By the way, what's your name?" he prompted, reminding himself he was the alien in all of this.  

     
She nodded and scratched her chin. "My name is Aalonnie. Once again, I'm curious as how you got away from the scog so fast while you carried me? A feat I urge you not to do again without my consent, thank you."   

     
He concentrated to talk to his mind-meld and not out loud to Aalonnie. “Damn, rat child, did we run into a nasty stiffed-necked wench or what?”  

     
“Well let me think,” she said and he instantly hunched his shoulders. “You grabbed her and threw her over your shoulder and ran like a crazy man through the forest. More than once, you came close to bouncing her head off one of the roots. Uh, you gawked at her while her vest was open. You're dressed a little different. Nope, don't see a thing wrong here. It might help if you remind her you just saved her from the scog.”       

     
“Maybe,” he offered, “saved by a man wasn't such a huge plus in her eyes? Hmmm, come to think of it, I wonder if I haven't run into two stiffed-necked…” 

     
“Hey, I'll bet I can blind you,” she hissed and he stifled a chuckle.  

     
"I was just lucky with the scog," he mumbled and tilted his head and winked. "It must have just eaten and needed a leisurely stroll for digestion. Uh besides, where I come from, running was my life." He decided a little levity, accompanied with his irresistible charm might lighten the mood and put the lady at ease.  

     “Well, it was exciting, in a way." He caught a quick smile right before she scowled and swiped at her pants with more vigor than he thought necessary. "I’ve fled the scog before and didn't need any help."   

     
"Yeah, you said that." He was a little hurt that she didn’t show more appreciation. "I just couldn't pass up the chance to help a woman chased by some real ugly creature with a lot of teeth, while in the middle of a Tarook forest, as two moons hung in the night sky."  

    
“Ata boy Stargazer,” Tarella yelled. “Let her know you're not a wuss, and to accept a little help isn't a sign of weakness.”  

     
Her expression changed instantly and her shoulders relaxed. "Thank you for your help…Stargazer," she said obligingly and bowed her head.    

     
She glanced around and tilted her head, and he figured she listened for signs of the scog. She acted and sounded forest-wise, which was a real plus since he was the new kid on the block. The forest sang a soft melody from the constant breeze moving through the high branches, along with a few birdcalls. 

     
The next instant he became dizzy and stumbled and fell to his knees. Sharp pains shot up his spine and he leaned over and mumbled, "What the hell am I doing. This is too much. I'll never be able to do this."     

     
“It's my fault, Stargazer!” Tarella yelled. “Sorry. Gods, please don't retreat. That she put the blame on herself had him curious and he focused on each word. “It's my fault. When I tamper with your mind, I think I need to learn not to shut enhance off so abruptly. I think it's too much of a shock to your system. After I quit concentrating on a certain tendril, the color dulls and moves slower than a tired snail. Maybe when I let go too quickly it causes your body to experience a slight upheaval.”  

     
“Great,” he groaned and stood and rubbed his lower back. “I hope it isn't like this every time you enhance. I'll be a basket case in a week. Damn, that’s if I’m lucky to last a week.” Another spasm struck and he winced and arched his back. “Whoa. Uh, this is definitely hell fire and brimstone here; and it’s a bit uncomfortable.”  

     
“Here, take this,” Tarella said. “It should help.”  

     
 A trickle of enhance traveled along his spine and the pain slowly disappeared. He wondered if Superman experienced withdrawals each time he flew, and he slapped himself mentally not to entertain such grandiose visions.  

     
“Ok, Tarella, we'll work on this together. There must be a happy medium here. Now, I better say something or I might lose the first physical contact on this planet. She looks like she wants to either kick my ass or hug me.” 

     
“I vote for the latter.”  

     
“Thanks. Me too, sweet lady.”  

     
"I apologize for, uh, you know," he said to Aalonnie, as he stared into her sparkling green eyes. "I'm a little mixed up and sometimes my head gets heavy and I have to sit and catch my breath." 

    
"The way you raced through the woods while you carried me I can see why," she said and took a few more swipes at her pants. "Thank you again, by the way."      

     
He hoped she would eventually warm up to him, especially after she witnessed him grovel and drool all over his sweatshirt. The babbling fool in front of her couldn't be a big threat. Not to mention how her expression managed to dampen his diluted sense of the Sir Galahad fantasies.  

     
"You're very welcome," he said and bowed slightly. "So, do you know your way around these woods? I'm new here and, uh, I don't have a clue where I'm at."    

    
"Yes," she said curtly and pointed to her left. "A few hours from here is where I've been staying. There's fresh water and small game for food.”   

     
The mention of food made his mouth water and his stomach grumble. Whatever she had to offer would be a nice change from the nutritious but not in the least bit satisfying, berries. They made his stomach churn worse than if it were empty.

     
"You may come along if you wish," she stated. "I'm leaving now."  

     
Without another word or waiting for a response she turned and walked away with a slight limp. He shrugged and followed, seeing how he didn't have a great deal planned for the upcoming day, and the afternoon was either a picnic or roasted alien.    

    
“If you wish, I'm leaving now,” Tarella hissed. A deep seeded man-thing whispered how it wouldn't be good for these two females to meet, mentally or physically. It would be an encounter of the decade, which only reinforced his conviction not to divulge to Aalonnie about his sassy mental passenger.  

     
Tarella's presence was difficult enough for him to come to terms with. He would more than likely struggle forever with the concept, so no use burdening someone else. Besides, for some strange reason, he was embarrassed with his ability to use enhance. It was like cheating by having an unfair advantage.        

     
The idea that he cheated evaporated as he followed Aalonnie through the semi-dark wood. He couldn't help but notice how she moved with a seasoned, forest-wise saunter. That she didn’t say much might be because he was new or she didn't like crowds. Or God forbid no sense of humor. The ways of the well-traveled alien would teach her how to accept strangers and realize levity helped in most dire situations; or so he believed. On the down side, she would teach him nothing is sacred or funny and beat him senseless.    

     
“You know, Tarella,” he said as he stared at Aalonnie's backside. “Maybe she's just downright shy and it'll take a while for her to warm up to my sizzling personality.”  

     
“Just be careful you don't burn her ass with your sizzle.”
     
He just shook his head and followed Aalonnie. She moved in silent assuredness and never glanced back to see if he followed. He realized with a start as they trudged through the murky forest she didn't have to turn. His ability to walk on silent feet was never one of his strong attributes and anything within a quarter mile of them had to be aware of his heavy footfalls.   

     
Her limp was more apparent and he tore his eyes from her backside and came up beside her, portraying his warmest smile. "Does your ankle still bother you?" he offered amiably. "Maybe I can take a look."      

     
"I don't need any help," she informed him. "It will be fine by the time I arrive in my camp. You don't need to carry me, anymore." At which time she increased the pace.    

     
Time passed with the silent treatment and he decided to portray the congenial tourist on his first field trip through the majestic Tarook forest.

     
"Say, Aalonnie, have you been in this forest long?" he asked.  

     
"No," she replied over her shoulder.  

     
Another half-hour passed and Stargazer smiled and wasn’t able to contain himself and he figured why not.

     
"Uh, Aalonnie," are we close to where we're going?"  He didn't want to ask something as mundane as, "Are we there yet?"  

     
"Close," she said over her shoulder and her pace increased.  

     
"By close, do you…"  

     
She turned abruptly and glared at him and he held up his hands in defense. "We will be there soon," she hissed. He imagined a thin line of fire erupting from her mouth and a tiny stream of smoke spewing from her ears. The female dragon-fowl ready to pounce and burn. "Until then, we should be as quiet as we can."   

    
"Oh," he said softy and hunched his shoulders. "I was just curious about our ETA to your camp." She turned and resumed walking but not before he noticed a scowl cross her face. "Hey,” he said to her back, “I'm on your side. I'm just messing around." 
     
“You know what I think?” Tarella said, accompanied with a forlorn sigh. “Your humor is going to get us both killed.”  

    
“Hmm… I just wanted to accumulate some first impression points with my in-depth humor. Too bad she can't see it that way.”  

     
He knew he had to get this lady to warm up to the stranger. Maybe she was leery to show friendliness, because she was a loner like him. He shivered from another possibility that she was an evil doppelganger and any moment she would scream, No Way. If she patted him on the head, he would have bolted into the night and searched for the disgusting scog.     

    
“I guess it could have been worse,” Tarella said. “She could have just kicked you square in the bal…”  

     
“Oh, hell,” he moaned, as any support he counted on from her instantly dissolved. “Give me the daggers.”  

     
His forest companion was definitely appealing and he found it difficult to keep an eye on where he stepped. Her backside had a seductive back and forth sway instead of up and down. He felt guilty and slapped himself mentally and averted his eyes and stared at his shoes. 

     
“Sometimes, I can be such a pig, Tarella. I don't deserve either of you.”        

     
“You're a…man, remember?” She offered. “So how about I keep an ear to the woods and you keep an eye on her, which you seem to do quite well.”  

     
He figured her comment rhetorical and concentrated on guarding some of his thoughts better.   

Chapter Twenty Three
He followed Aalonnie with one eye and admired his surroundings with the other. The branches high above rustled and murmured and shafts of morning light penetrated the thick branches, dancing across the forest floor. The air smelled clean and absent of any annoying pollutants from man-made industry. Every time he thought about where he was he staggered and caught himself before he fell.      

     
He wondered if the ones who put him here also had something to do with him and Tarella’s encounter. For some reason, he didn't think so. In any case, he would like to meet them and ask what their game was; just before he pounded them into unconsciousness. Aalonnie was a new acquaintance, yet in a strange way he knew they were going to form some type of bond. Besides, she was the main distraction that kept insanity at bay thus far. 

     
The trees thinned out somewhat and gave way to numerous flat rocks resembling large stone lily pads. Some were a few feet in diameter; others were at least ten feet across. They ranged in color from dull gray to polished brown. Water seeped around the edges of most and gave the impression they floated in small pools.  

     
“Those rocks look so strange,” Tarella said softly. “I wonder how they became flat.”
     
“Well, maybe,” he said and held back a chuckle. “The same giant who chopped off the tops of those mountains you called…Ten Teeth, came in here and went crazy with a great big sledge hammer.”
     
“Well maybe…he’s hiding behind a big Tarook right now. Any moment he'll rush out and bash the smart-mouthed alien.”  

     
“Remember, rat child, my mouth is, uh, your mouth. Or something like that.”
     
“That's…something I'll have to get back to you about,” she said softly. “For now, I will enjoy the scenery, and I mean the forest.”
     
Aalonnie hadn't said anything since his last attempt with humor, but every so often he caught a quick smile. He was confused, which was a normal thing for him when he met a new woman. This one was about as new as he could possibly encounter. He would try to get her to relax and hope she realized he was far from a threat. In the meantime, he enjoyed her ever-swaying backside, which he nearly collided with when she stopped abruptly.    

     
They had entered a large clearing at least a hundred feet in diameter. In the middle there was one of the flat lily-rocks that had a pillar of water gushing upward from the center like a miniature Old Faithful. It rose fifteen feet and plumed out and splashed on the rock. The mist transformed into a dozen miniature rainbows. Aalonnie turned and smiled and motioned for him to follow. They stood by the edge of the rock and were instantly covered in the fine mist. They knelt down and splashed water on their faces and gasped from the cold liquid. When they stood, he glanced at Aalonnie and became acutely aware of her loveliness.      

     
Her pixie nose and eyelashes sparkled from the clinging droplets, and her complexion in the light had a lustrous caramel color. She caught his stare and held it, but his old fears of rejection surfaced and he averted his attention to the geyser. Water slid over the polished rock and pooled on the opposite side, rolling down a gentle slope along with his nerve and self-confidence. He felt her eyes on him and he searched his sassy inner-self for an answer, or at least a little help.  

     
“So young lady,” he asked speculatively, “does she like me, or is she figuring if I'll fit in the cooking pot? It would be a rare and exotic meal of Stargazer tar-tar. I don't think I've ever been the main course. Or, it's possible she just hates men in general because we're such piggish animals.”  

     
He slapped himself mentally and felt the dummy, as he realized too late how the subject of men must still be a raw wound to Tarella. 

    
“I heard most of that, by the way,” Tarella said softly. “Hate is a strong word. I do think she’s leery and cautious. As for the subject of men, it isn't a raw wound anymore. But I have a difficult time not hating them with something close to revulsion. Putting them in a cooking pot would be too easy. It would be more gratifying to tie them down and let the scog feed on them for a few days, starting with their, you know…” She giggled and he couldn’t help but smile. “Uh, with the exception of you…dummy.”  

     
She attempted to make light of an ordeal that was apparently still a sensitive, gaping wound that he had just managed to pour salt on. He wanted to handle this so she knew he cared and understood, as best as a man could—and without levity for once. The water splashed and soothed his psyche and he hoped it did the same for Tarella. A slight breeze wafted through the clearing and he listened for a moment as he pondered the lady in his head. Aalonnie displayed a far off stare, which was good as he would deal with her later.    

     
“My opinion, dear lady,” he offered and looked around. “It was traumatic to have been taken and have my ass blasted across who knows how many galaxies. I was slammed into the bottom of a dry well, which was frightening to say the least. After I awoke I discovered an alien spirit managed to enter my mind somehow. A huge fire-breathing dragon-fowl chased me as it attempted to bake me. We can't forget about how a slug with a mouth full of dirty, slimy teeth wanted to eat me. Those things, of course, were devastating. But, I truly believe your… situation has been even worse.”  

     
“Thank you, SG, for your compassion and concern,” she whispered. “You're a fine alien in my opinion.”
    
"Whoa, I have to remember I'm the…alien here," he said in sudden realization. He turned and Aalonnie was transfixed on the geyser and oblivious to his latest bout of ranting. “I need to practice how to talk to you without talking out loud, dear lady. Or, this whole thing will get out of hand. I think I liked it better when I believed I was stark raving mad. If she hears me continually babbling to myself she might think I'm crazy.”  

     
“Yes, I agree. If you think really ha rd on what you want to…babble about, I can hear it. As for her, from the way you've acted so far I think she has you pegged as wacko already.” 

     
“Now where did you get… oh, never mind.” 

     
"So, Aalonnie," he said over the splashing from the geyser as he stared at the surroundings. She turned and water flew from her hair like a miniature rainstorm. "This is without a doubt a righteous place. How long have you been here in this little oasis?" 

     
The water splashed onto the rock and diffused into shimmering droplets that resembled an army of water spiders on the move. He was relieved they moved away from him. 

     
"Seven days," she said. She stared at the geyser and sighed. "I should be moving on soon."  

     
She turned and met his gaze and he briefly lost his train of thought. He smiled and blurted out, "You mentioned something about food. I'm hungry enough to eat…" He stopped and wondered what kind of food she had to offer. She seemed human enough so it should be something that was cooked. "I could use a bite to eat. How about you? I'm sick of those berries." He held his stomach when it grumbled louder than the geyser. 

     
She imitated his eye rolling and smiled. "I have some traps set that I'll go check on while you wait here." She poked him in the chest harder than he thought necessary and marched off. "Don't wander from camp," she warned over her shoulder and displayed a hint of a smile.    

     
Exhaustion swept over him, mentally and physically. Before he passed out on his feet, he trudged to a massive Tarook root at the edge of the clearing. He looked around and the spot allowed him an excellent view of the geyser and at the same time he faced the direction Aalonnie had exited the clearing. He sat down and rested his back against the protruding root and listened to the unrelenting splashing. He wondered what treats Aalonnie would bring back. It couldn't be much more surprising than what he'd seen thus far, or so he dearly hoped. A few shafts from the suns splintered through the Tarook tops and shined down benevolently as he relaxed and closed his eyes.  

     
Another low grumble issued from his stomach like distant thunder, evidence Aalonnie needed to return with food containing more sustenance than the berries. He needed something he could sink his teeth into and chew and gnash. He was a little concerned however that he didn’t see any evidence of a fire pit.   

     
“No way, rat child will I be talked into eating something that isn’t cooked. And when I say cooked, I mean like frigging well done.”
     
“I think she likes you. That was real concern in her voice that you should stay in camp. Oh, and don't worry, I agree. She does seem human enough so I'm sure she eats her food cooked. Uh, the well done part you’ll have to work out with her.” 

     
“Okay. As for the concern part, she probably thinks I'm the new scorpion in town. And she wants to know where the scorpion is so it can't sneak up and sting her in the ass.” 

    
“And I'm sure you would offer assistance. At least with the part where you suck out the poison. For her survival, of course. You are a gallant man.”  

     
He reflected on the benefits of being a gallant man, which was difficult as he was plagued with memories of falling, floating, ticks, and fire-breathing fowls. He stared at the geyser and basked in the warmth of the suns and hoped it would all make sense in the near future.     

Chapter Twenty Four
 "…17…16…15…" Commander Dath sighed with regret that the rebel had already ceased to move. He reached in his tunic pocket and pressed the button on the transmitter and the rebel was disintegrated in a micro-second. Dath hid a satisfied smile when body parts no bigger than his fist slowly floated away from the center of the blast and performed a synchronized dance of death.

     
Someone cleared their throat and he tore his gaze away from the window. His newest second in command, Lieutenant Garble stood in front of him, eyes staring straight ahead as his tail quivered ever so slightly.

     
"I trust you have completed your investigation?" Dath demanded. He glared at Garble as a low guttural growl escaped. "Other matters of more serious concerns need to be addressed." What he craved was to return to his quarters and have another fix of pain meds; for the sake of enlightenment. At which time he could construct more explosive devices.

     
"Yes, sir," Garble said crisply and pulled out a bulky notebook with a list of names and handed it to Dath.    

     
He looked it over and began to figure the number of explosive devices he would need. It was ironic that the actions of the food rebels provided an opportunity for him to use more devices, for the safety of the fleet as a whole. 
Dath waved the list in Garble’s face. "So, I trust these are ALL the names involved with the food uprising?" 

     
"Yes sir, without a doubt," Garble said, but wouldn’t meet Dath’s eyes. He smelled fear oozing from his second in command, and yet he was the most thorough thus far. He was a whipped pup, but until he made a grievous mistake Dath would keep him alive. Besides, his options with competent second in commands were dwindling. He thought for a moment and couldn't recall what had happened to the last one. He quickly brushed aside his lack of memory and stared at the cowardly Garble and wondered how the fleet had lasted so long.     

     
He casually rested his hand on the hilt of his saber and smiled. "Belief at times runs parallel with fear. Don't you think Lieutenant?"      

     
"I believe, sir," Garble stated, "you have our best interests in mind. I am here to serve you and no one else."

     
"Ahhh," Dath said and sneered, his lips stretching along his reptilian snout. "Good, a diplomat. We have a task Lieutenant. I trust if any more trouble arises, I can count on you?" 

     
Garble snapped to attention and pounded his chest with a fist. "Sir, whatever it is, I'm prepared."

     
"Excellent," Dath said and waved the list. "Bring them all to the council room and notify the Circle we have an emergency meeting."

     
Without another word Garble spun on his squat, bulky legs and marched away, his tail as rigid as his motivation. More meds echoed in Dath’s ears and he hurried from the control room, his own motivation quickening his pace. 

     
A few hours later and twenty one Kymions stood in the center of the council room. Their hands and feet were bound and jaws strapped tightly shut with pieces of trelen chain. The balcony that surrounded the council room was sparsely occupied, as most learned long ago they had little or no control over what went on in the fleet. Commander Dath entered the room and the murmuring ceased and everyone sat in anticipation. The other eight members of the Circle, comprised from the richest entrepreneur survivors that escaped the worldwide plague sat behind a crescent moon shaped table made of thick ornate granite.  

     
They all began to speak at once and Dath drew his saber and slammed it on the council table. They ceased talking and the room was as quiet as a Bordoolean tomb. These Kymions were easy to handle and cowered with only minimal threats, Dath thought with satisfaction. It did help that there had been a few mysterious deaths occurring with those who opposed him.               

     
"I will make this quick," Dath said and jutted out his reptilian snout. He eyed each member of the Circle and then swept a hand in front of the chained rebels. "They are all guilty of putting the survival of the fleet at risk. They are responsible for the destruction of two ships and 937 good Kymions. I therefore recommend they be eliminated. It's a necessity if we are to maintain discipline. All those in favor of such action raise your saber."

     
He didn’t believe there would be any objections. It wasn't that difficult to see and smell that none of the circle would dare dispute him. He raised his saber over his head and one by one the others followed his example as none wished an accident to befall them.

     
"Unanimous vote," his voice boomed off the walls. "All those in the center are accused, tried and now sentenced to…spacing.”

     
Dath regretted that he only had a dozen explosives ready. Gods of the universe, what a spectacle it would be if he had enough devices to attach to each and every one of them. It would be a recordable super nova without a doubt. Maybe if he hurried, he could construct at least a dozen more, and of course get his much-needed pain med fix.               

Chapter Twenty Five
“Good to see you're coming out of your slumber,” his inner-companion said. “In another hour I was going to try and wake you.”  

     
“I have to say,” he moaned and stretched his cramped legs. “This busting ass and carrying the load for two is tiresome.”  

     
“Oh you poor man. Just make sure you don’t carry Aalonnie…”
     
“No problem. I’ve been warned with those steely eyes of hers. Those eyes that seem to bore into my mind and hit…”
     
“Yeah, yeah. So what’s on the agenda for this glorious day?”
      
“Oh, not sure. Let’s see what my new-found friend has scheduled.”
    
He smiled from the echo of spitting and knew this union would be frustrating and puzzling at times. Yet it was better than being alone as he debated how to cope with Aalonnie and how to survive in this new and alien environment. And the big question; why was he here in the first place? The scenario where he only had an infinitesimal chance to return home was buried deep in his mind, in a place where he hoped not even Tarella could stumble upon it.

     
His head hurt. His eyes were dry and sore and he massaged them with his open palms. An appetizing aroma wafted past his nose and his woes drifted away as his stomach growled. His mouth watered with the idea of food. He sat up and scratched his head while his sleep-filled eyes searched for the source of the irresistible aroma.  

     
A modest fire burned and crackled at the edge of the clearing. Aalonnie was stretched out on her back slowly turning a spit built over the flames. Whatever type of food she roasted produced an irresistibly sweet smell. He stretched again and stood and ambled over to the fire.       

     
The twin suns were low and partially hidden behind the Tarooks, which meant he'd slept away most of the day. A few fading slivers of light illuminated the geyser with a vertical prism of dazzling colors. A severe dose of homesickness made him stagger and his vision blurred and he wondered if he was on the verge of an emotional breakdown. An image of his sons glued to the television on Saturday morning was so vivid that he reached out his hand to touch them. When they vanished he felt physically sick. He dearly hoped he wasn't destined to have these attacks on a normal basis. It didn't help he was clueless as to even what universe he now dwelled, and for how long.     

     
Would he ever be able to leave and see his sons again? Another vision of them appeared and only lasted for a heart-wrenching second. They were ten and twelve and chased each other around the back yard, armed with soccer balls that they claimed were bombs. The vision was so vivid that he doubled over as if punched by his elusive giant. A loud groan escaped his trembling lips and Aalonnie tilted her head and stared.

     
"You better sit, Stargazer," she offered. Her brows furrowed and she pointed to an upturned log. "I would hate to see you fall into the fire and burn your clothes any worse. I know, because I've been there."  

     
His grin disappeared and he teetered and staggered and fell to his knees from the attack of homesickness. At least he hadn't fallen into the fire and ruined a good-smelling dinner, or became dinner. And what did she mean about being there herself? Had she been homesick as well and fell into a fire before, or passed out from hunger?    

     
“Thanks,” he said amiably. He scooted around on the log until he faced her and rested his forearms on his knees. “I have to admit I've been exhausted lately, but I'm sure food will do the trick.” He stared hungrily at the turning spit, as smoke lifted and swirled above his head and disappeared into the gray evening air.  

     
“See, mind-skeptic, she does like me. She trapped those…whatever and is cooking them well done, which is just the way I like ‘em…I think. Uh, do you know what they are?” 

     
“Rabbits. They look like rabbits. When cooked they are very tasty and will fill your growling little tummy. She came back with them gutted, skinned and ready to cook. Our lady shows she's smart enough to leave the innards somewhere away from camp, so maybe we have a forest-wise friend.”  

     
“I know rabbits. I was just wondering how you knew all that stuff about what she did, if I was asleep.” 

     
“While you slept,” she said meekly, “I…learned how to work a few more tendrils. Nothing big, I assure you. So try not to worry. It just has to do with a little hearing and seeing. I spied on her through your squinted eyes when she came back to camp with supper. I find the longer I'm in your mind, the clearer and more easily I see how certain parts work. No,” she answered before he could even start his next question. “You won't sleepwalk and find yourself in an embarrassing situation.”  

     He grinned from a vision of him sleepwalking around camp in the nude. “Me… worried? Hah. Besides, maybe Aalonnie would feel left out and join me. Sweet, the naked forest duo.”
     
“Great, she’ll bolt for sure now”.

     
He frowned and waited patiently for Aalonnie to ring the dinner bell. He wondered about his next course of action. He knew it made sense to leave the forest and find a populated area like a town which could be a source of information. He hoped his fireside companion had the same idea as there was an obvious advantage to traveling with a native of the land. The corporeal one would know customs and places to avoid. His mind-meld could also help, but he knew her life had been restricted to only a few places. Aalonnie, he hoped, was a seasoned traveler of the land. Besides, he wanted to appreciate her seductive back and forth, in spite of Tarella being an observer.   

     
A slight breeze blew through the clearing and stirred the aroma of roasting hares, stirring his appetite along with it. He remembered back home when they played volleyball all day and then roasted a turkey over an evening fire, while they quenched their thirst with a keg of ice-cold beer. He absently gazed around the clearing for a good spot to string the net, though he had no idea what to use as the volleyball.  Maybe he could a stuff a rabbit hide full of the pliant Tarook leaves.  

     
Aalonnie chewed on her stick with a real vengeance, her green eyes ablaze from the flames. He wondered what went on behind those striking eyes. Was she just as impatient for the rabbits to be done, or did she entertain doubts about her new companion?    

     
He wondered if her turmoil stemmed from his strange wardrobe. More than once her brows rose when she glanced at his tennis shoes. And yet on occasion, there was a brief smile when she looked at the smiley logo on his sweatshirt. He figured once she got to know him, she would discover he wasn't such a bad guy. He had heard more than once that he had a great personality. He stifled a laugh as he knew what that meant. He shook his head in disgust and averted his thoughts by counting drips from the rabbits as they struck the glowing embers. 

     
To his delight, Aalonnie grabbed a stick and poked the hares and nodded. "These rabbits should be done. So, let's eat."     

     
“Tarella, beware. That last meal of berries has disappeared and my stomach is screaming. Stand back. I'm going to devour an entire rabbit in one bite. Close your eyes, rat child, this could be brutal. The berries were…okay. But this is MAN food.” 

     
“Try not to splatter her with too much of your MAN food, you brute. Looks like she's beginning to relax somewhat, so it wouldn't be good if you bludgeoned her with flying bones and splattered her with sizzling juice.”  

     
It was a monumental task of restraint, but he waited patiently to be offered a meal. He focused for the moment on how he could find answers in regards to his abduction, especially the why part. Yet, if he did discover answers, would they be the right ones to get him home to his sons? Or, might he discover to his horror that he was stuck on Arret for the rest of his life?    

     
“You're going to make yourself crazy again,” Tarella whispered. “Or crazier than you…are. If you go insane you can’t retreat, you know… in here with me. I’m sorry, but there just isn’t enough room for both of us.”
     
“I've been working on not going totally…insane. It’s just that this is a situation in which I don't have a clue what’s going on. I need answers. I'd even be willing to pull over and ask for directions. And hell-fire, I could really use a cigarette!”
     
He closed his eyes and imagined taking a long, satisfying drag and exhaling ever so slowly. He puffed on his imaginary Marlboro and wondered if he had been the only one abducted and sent to Arret, which he seriously doubted. So, how did the others handle being blasted into the unknown? He leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees and rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. He worked to accept all that happened thus far. He figured if he learned to accept it and not deny it, he might divert a bleeding ulcer the size of a softball in less than two or three days… if he lived that long.  

    
 His stomach rebelled with another vicious somersault. He didn't want to portray to Aalonnie that he was some kind of coward who couldn't control himself. The idea of retching all over his tennis shoes each time he encountered a stressed-out moment didn't bode well. He took long, slow breaths to obtain a little composure. He opened his eyes and was startled to see Aalonnie squatting next to him as she waved a piece of rabbit in front of his face.  

     
"I didn't want to disturb you while you were busy…uh, being gone." A brief smile appeared on her shadowed face. "So I decided to wait patiently until you returned. So, ease your mind and have something to eat. The food will help, I assure you. Your stomach sounds like a thunderstorm rolling across the plains."    

     
He grabbed the offered meal and caught himself and took a deep breath. He didn't want to devour the piece in one messy gulp. He politely waited for Aalonnie to begin eating and then he took small bites and chewed slowly. He blocked thinking about his plight for the time being and concentrated on chewing his food, which was juicy and succulent. He accepted a second portion and once again refrained from ripping it apart and stuffing it in his mouth. It would make him look the poor, uncouth slob, which he would keep a secret from Aalonnie as long as he could. Tarella, with the way she snooped, was sure to know by now.   
     
His mind-meld was gracious enough to stay mute for the time being. Aalonnie gazed at the crackling flames and he wondered what went on in her mind. Did she entertain an inclination to have company or maybe needed company? When she gazed at him briefly he had to concentrate not biting his tongue or choking on his filling honey-rabbit. A fearful thought abruptly surfaced that he might never see his sons again. His mouthful of succulent rabbit instantly changed and tasted like he was chewing chalk. He caught himself before he spit it out and raced behind a Tarook to perform the puke scenario.  

     
“This stinks, mind-meld,” he said and forced himself to swallow. He swallowed a few more times as flu-like symptoms threatened an upward escape with the rabbit. “I miss my sons more by the hour. I didn't want to be a part of any stupid experiment. And I absolutely for sure didn't want to be stranded on this isolated planet.”  

     
Did his boys or maybe men by now even know of his disappearance? And if so, was it from his mangled truck? He needed to take this huge glitch in life a piece at a time—the same as eating—or he would assuredly choke and gag.    

    
“I know,” Tarella said reassuringly. “And I think your sons will be fine. From what I can see and hear they have an exceptionally good father.”  

     
“Thanks,” he said and became tongue-tied. 
He had two more portions of rabbit, and after a hidden belch he took a few gulps from the water skin. It was cool and refreshing and an excellent finish to the once again tasty rabbit. A cigarette would have been the best dessert, but he knew wishes were for fools, which meant he probably bordered on being the biggest fool in all the galaxies.      

     
He smacked his lips and rolled his eyes. "Aalonnie, I've eaten rabbit before." He smiled and stared into her captivating eyes. "But this is the tastiest and juiciest ever. Even in a stew, it’s never tasted so sweet and moist."  

     
She took a deep breath and her chest expanded with pride and he instantly averted his gaze to the fire. Her supple form bordered on visionary in the firelight and he once again fought the urge to go over and put his arms around her. He knew deep down that it would be a gesture for his comfort and not hers. He shook his head with the idea that he was assuredly on the verge of a major breakdown, all encompassed in an anxiety attack.   

     
"I squeezed juices from the gray berries on the rabbits," she said. "They give them a sweet taste. I've made it into a stew before, but this was much quicker. You looked and sounded so hungry when I left, I figured I better be fast."    

     
He returned her smile and yet was embarrassed from her apparent care for him. Not knowing what else to say he blurted out, "Have you always called them rabbits?"      

     
"Yes, of course," She said and covered a smile. "Since I was able to talk, that is."  

     
She tilted her head as if confused and shivered visibly. She resumed eating and he decided it was too new yet to try and figure out what went on behind those pretty eyes. He focused on the shadowy treetops and thought how his own life was topsy-turvy at the moment. He was on a strange planet in the middle of a massive Tarook forest. He munched rabbit while he sat next to a lady of Arret. His head felt heavy and was on the threshold of an annoying migraine. 

     
He stared at the flames as they weaved colors of orange, blue, red and white. He inhaled the aroma of the rabbits and jammed a stick in the fire and hundreds of little fire devils escaped and disappeared into the darkness above.        

     
“I've been thinking,” Tarella said and he only jumped slightly. “There has to be some mysterious connection between your world and this one. We just have to find out what it is and you're on your way home. Our best chance is to find a village, of course, and see what has happened since I've been…away.” Her laughter was like wind chimes echoing in his head and the flames danced to their rhythm. “Well, look at it this way, whatever has happened on Arret can't be much stranger than me being in your mind.”  

     
He shook his head in surprise, as her thinking sounded more mature and astute than her young age. “Good thoughts, dear mind-meld. On the same order, I wonder if maybe others have been sent here also. I can't imagine that I'm the first.”  

     
“If so, I wonder if the ones that did this to you will return and see what's happening.” 

       
He scraped the ground with his stick and nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense, of course. They'd want to see how their little rats are faring. Maybe we're game pieces and they drop in every so often to add a piece here and there”. He smiled at Aalonnie as she neatly wrapped the hares in pieces of cloth. She returned his smile and went over and knelt by her backpack. “You know, this whole thing could be just some bizarre galactic chess game. It's nothing epic; just a couple of old alien farts sitting around a console as they pass the decades with a light game of human chess?”
     
“Gods, you could be right. Though most of what you just said was, whew, somewhere in the top of the Tarooks. But, I get what you mean. It would help to know how you got here.”
     
“I’m thinking an act of God. I just hope He's watching.”       

     
Life was hazardous enough in this new environment and focusing on Aalonnie's story was more than he wanted to deal with right now. He remembered how comfortable he was sitting at home with his feet propped up on his ottoman, a large bowl of buttered popcorn in his lap while he watched movies where earthlings utterly destroy all the nasty aliens. He sighed on how life was so much easier back then—everybody else was plagued with all the problems. He admitted with some embarrassment that he had problems, but always ignored them in the hopes they would just go away. He chuckled that his earthly problems did in fact disappear; just not quite the way he expected or wanted.  

     
The suns had disappeared and branches high above stretched to touch the stars while they danced and weaved in the slight breeze. They generated a hypnotic and soothing quality with their whispers. His eyelids increased in weight and he caught himself nodding.  

     
"Is it safe to lay on the ground and sleep?" he asked Aalonnie. She came over and sat on a log next to the fire, her smile shining in the firelight. "That scog beast could be out there lurking in the dark…ready to pounce?"  

     
Her belch was anything but hidden and registered a heavy five on the Richter scale. "Good food," she said and patted her stomach. "The scog is leery of fire and won't venture near it. We just have to keep a good blaze burning all night and we should be safe" 

     
He nodded and tried to look reassured but visions of the scog spitting out its disgustingly slimy tongue intruded and he shivered.  

     
“Hey, what the hell, rat child. I think the lady is messing with the new kid on the block. And I think she loves it, as well.”  

     
“Ahhh, that means she likes the new…kid. Or, she's setting you up for the kill.” 

     
So now both played the game with his head. He was out numbered and somewhat out classed. He hoped the straight jacket was a snug fit. Aalonnie nonchalantly glanced around the shadowed clearing and her gaze fell on him. 
"So, Stargazer." She tilted her head and her eyes narrowed . "You don't look to be from around here. Do you come from far away? And where did you get those strange looking shoes?"  

     
She leaned forward and ran a hand across the laces and touched the sides. She sat back and watched him closely. He figured Payless Shoes would confuse the issue. He didn't want his only companion of Arret to be more baffled than he. Bloomingdale's, Macy's, and entrepreneur of Mall of America were subjects most assuredly left to another day.     

     
He stared into her captivating eyes and wasn't sure how much of his tale he should divulge to this lady. His ordeal still contained a surreal quality about it that clouded his fatigued mind. He had viewed countless sci-fi and fantasy movies, along with countless books and articles pertaining to alien abductions. He and many others had witnessed their ships performing strange maneuvers over a lake. He tracked them on radar during his stint in the Air Force. And yet, it was still difficult to believe where he was now. So, how could he expect her to fully understand an explanation that he was from a planet called Earth? A planet only God and maybe some stinking aliens knew in what galaxy?    

     
"To tell the truth," he admitted and poked at the fire and swiped at a few rising fire devils. "I'm not sure how I got here."

     
“Tell her that…shit happens. It makes the...”
     
He cleared his throat and concentrated on who he was going to talk to first. “Hush, rat child. And what a potty mouth you’re getting. And yes, it does happen. Now, let me work on what is referred to as…talking shit. Oops, see, now I’m doing it.” 
He rustled the fire and allowed another regiment of fire devils to escape into the night. "This is what I remember, Aalonnie. I awoke in a world of utter darkness and felt like I was floating. It was…frightening and confusing. And then the next instant, WHAM, here I was. It's hard to explain. You might say I'm from across a vast sea. I'm still in the process with figuring out what the hell happened and of course how to get back." He winked and her face turned a fine crimson. "The shoes were made by a friend of mine named, Pay Less."  

     
"Hmmm, he does fine work." She reached out and ran a hand over the tops. Even just the slight touch had him feeling as if he swallowed a mouth full of fire devils that raced around in his stomach. "So we both seek our homes. Mine is Darway. We could…never mind."  

     
She averted her eyes and stared at the fire. Was she going to suggest they travel together? They ran into each other for a reason, or he liked to think so anyway. Maybe she just harbored a little hesitation toward the strangely dressed man in front of her. He looked down at his clothes and then to her woodsy wardrobe and he couldn't blame her. Plus, he had displayed a knack to fall to the ground and grovel while he talked to himself. A few times he caught himself before he clicked his shoes together three times and mumbled that there was no place like home.     

     
“What do you think mind-meld? I would like it if she…accompanied us.” He swiped at the fire and released another fleet of fire devils.  

     
“I agree. She does seem knowledgeable of the forest. I’m sure that’s the only reason you want her to…accompany us.” 

     
“Good, settled. Well, if she decides to take the offer and travel with me. I hope that’s what she wanted to say.”  

     
He smiled at Aalonnie and concentrated to keep it all in some kind of crazy perspective. That he was able to have someone to talk to, even occasionally, was far better than talking to himself a great deal. He decided Tarella didn't fit the equation, as she was an anomaly herself.  

     
"So, Aalonnie," he said, struggling to hold her gaze. "I was thinking if your direction and mine are the same we might, I don't know, travel together. It has to do with safety in numbers, or some such thing."

     
She stretched her arms over her head and he averted his eyes and gawked at the fire. After a quick glance in his direction she bowed her head and exhaled audibly.  

     
"If you don't slow me down," she whispered, "or attract predators with your bright skin, it could be possible…I suppose." Her voice was subdued and yet held a margin of acceptance as she pointed at his chest. "Besides, the way you can run won't hurt; but don’t carry me like that anymore."     

    
"Good, it's settled." He slapped his knee and she jumped slightly. "We leave together. You can part company with me anytime if you decide to travel alone. Or, if you decide this hasn't been so great because you've teamed up with a real loser."  

     
She sat back and her shoulders relaxed and her face softened. Now he was the one who tried to make eye contact and she was the one who glanced elsewhere. He didn't push as just agreeing to travel together was a good first step. She must have felt safe or she wouldn't have closed her eyes, which gave him more opportunity to appreciate her.        

    
The dancing flames painted a mysterious and seductive profile that robbed him of breath. He liked it when her brows furrowed and the way her lips pouted when she wasn't sure how to take him. And he enjoyed the way her eyes glowed from the firelight when she held her head at the right angle.  

     
“I think she can help us,” Tarella said and he gripped his stick so as not to jump. “Like I said, she must know these woods and maybe she can get us out in one piece. Having someone who is a native won't hurt either when we encounter others. Besides, I think she's taken a liking to you; which I have a difficult time figuring out why.”  

     
“That’s because I'm a pleasant guy, rat child.”  

     
Her giggle reminded him of the wind chimes that hung outside his window. His life could have been worse. Tarella adapted better to this whole thing than he did, which spawned a tinge of jealousy. It was reassuring that at least one of them was learning to cope.     

     
“I might be the rat child,” she said and her voice dropped to a whisper. “But I know of a bigger rat.”  

    
“Ain’t that the truth? I'm the proverbial daddy rat and you're the rat child. We are the rat patrol. First one to come up with answers to my…plight wins. Loser has to kiss…ass. And no fair peeking at my answers.”
     
Her soft laughter convinced him God gave him a spirit that showed potential to relate to his somewhat off-the-wall and off-the-planet humor. 
“Kissing…ass could be a problem. Not to mention, I think you just want to see what mine looks like. I don’t know about…peeking at your answers. But I’m sure I will, as I pick up more and more thoughts from you. And the thoughts I get from you when you sleep…it’s like you’re whispering to me. Then there are the thoughts I hear sometimes while you sleep that seem to come from the edge of your mind, where it’s dark and distant. They are really weird and…kind of scary. They gave me your frigging willies attack. But like you, attack or not, I’ll have to do more snooping.”  

     
“Hmmm, snoop indeed. Just don't get lost. I think what you see is the edge of what's called my subconscious. It's closed to me while I'm awake, and I think it's the place where my dreams are made when I sleep. I wish I knew more on how the mind functioned, but mind 101 was never my strong subject during my few years of college.” He poked the fire and swiped at a regiment of fire devils escaping to freedom. He hoped his escape wouldn’t be the same and burn out swiftly. “So, it looks like the old trial and error while tap dancing heavy-footed on thin ice. I just hope the hell I don't become a raving lunatic in the process, or fall through the thin ice. So once again, be careful and don't snooping in the wrong place and get captured, or some such thing. The mind can be a complicated mess, capable of manifesting weirder stuff than you can imagine.”
     
“Being careful will be for both our sakes. Even know, since you mentioned it, I see a few places that are blocked with a wall of pulsating blackness. It has a deathly cold about it and I don’t think I’m going to get very close to snoop. Gods, what is that awful smell?” 

Chapter Twenty Six
Stargazer looked up and goose bumps raced up his arms and he shuddered. Four beasts resembling something between greyhounds and wolves stood just at the edge of the clearing. They were waist-high with slender hips and huge chests and their short black hair seemed to absorb the firelight. Their heads resembled wolves with the exception of six-inch horns adorning the tops of their skulls. Strands of saliva dripped off their vicious looking canines, which glittered eerily from the glow of the two moons. An invisible hand reached in and squeezed his bladder with enough force he fought to remain sitting and not run behind the nearest Tarook to relieve himself.    

     
“Take this,” Tarella said so softly that he wondered if he imagined it, until his body heated up. He shook his head in confusion that she thought it necessary at times to whisper.      

     
Enhance streaked through his veins and thoughts of whispering evaporated. He tilted his head in fascination as the flames danced in a slow hypnotic quality. He hoped the peculiar slowed down time thing would give him the ability to observe and act with a degree of clarity. He turned his attention back to the horned wolves and forced himself to stand. He found to his dismay, however, that no matter how hard he tried, his legs wouldn't move, feeling as if rooted to the ground like a small Tarook. Sweat poured off his brow and down his back and stung his cuts like small electric shocks. 

     
Aalonnie reached down slowly and pulled a burning stick the size of a baseball bat from the fire. She waved the flaming bat back and forth in front of the fearsome visitors. He once again tried to use his legs, but they still refused to cooperate and obey his screaming mind that he needed to move. After a few more grunts and groans, he did manage to pull his killer bone-knife.    

    
 "Easy Stargazer," she whispered and pointed the bat at the tardogs. "They want us to attack so we separate. They like the shadows so try to be patient, strange warrior."  

     
“Great, Tarella,” he said. “Now two of us entertain diluted thinking.  Warrior, my ass; it's aching so badly, I don't think…” 

     
The enhance mode disappeared and all the air was sucked from his lungs as if he dwelled in a vacuum. “That kind of thinking isn't good right now,” she said urgently. “And why don't you move and get closer to Aalonnie?”
     
“I am really trying, my dear,” he groaned. He felt dizzy and realized he was holding his breath. He exhaled and took in a deep breath and swiveled his head back and forth in an attempt to watch all four beasts. “I can’t seem to move my legs. I feel like a miniature Tarook.” 

     
“This is just…”
     
“Hey, no grief, okay? I'm having a hard enough time not running like hell; well if my legs would frigging work.”
     
“Sorry. Relax…warrior. I'll go back in and really pump you up. I still can't talk to you when I do enhance, but maybe eventually. You can do this.”      

     
He figured it was delusions of grandeur for all and the game was on. Enhance built but was different than the other times. This batch hit with short bursts and beat and throbbed with a rhythm matching his racing heart. He slowly pulled his deadly talon and smiled; gladdened that he brought a talon and bone knife to a wolf fight that was more than likely to the death.    

     
To his relief, his legs finally moved and he shuffled a few feet closer to Aalonnie. The two tardogs on the left growled and speared him with bone-chilling red eyes and he swallowed a whimper. He didn’t want Aalonnie to know just how frightened he was at the moment. Or worse, have the beasts construe it as a challenge. 

     
She held the bat at the ready and shook her head and motioned for him to stop. He froze and wondered if this was his last night on Arret. He wanted to awake at least one more time and watch the twins rise in all their hot-fingered glory. He didn't want to die by having his throat ripped out, or gutted alive. He shivered and crouched in a defensive stance and held the knife and talon in front of him.   

     
Aalonnie’s eyes went wide when she saw his talon shine in the firelight. "A banai talon?" she whispered. "I knew there was more to you than your strange clothes."

     
Before he could answer two of the tardogs charged. Aalonnie warded off one with the bat and it howled in rage but kept its distance. The other one leaped at him and the strange enhance slowed things down and gave him ample time to act. He steadied his stance and locked his elbows. Unlike the dragon-fowl attack he kept his eyes open, which gave him an excellent look at the tardog. Its killer eyes glowed eerily and its gaping jaws seemed to grow to enormous size. It was more than the unseasoned warrior could handle and he flinched and lost his balance and fell on his backside. 

     
It was a fortunate mishap and the tardog sailed over him and landed a eight feet away. Stargazer quickly recovered and crouched and waited. His hands shook. His heart pounded and sweat ran into his eyes. He had a metallic taste in his mouth and realized he had bitten his tongue. He rubbed his eyes and growled at the tardog. It returned the challenge and charged with astonishing speed. The long canines gleamed in the firelight like some four-legged, vampdog. 

     
At the last second he pivoted on his haunches and rolled to the left. He came up in a crouch, both weapons at the ready. The beast skidded to a stop and rested its jaw on the ground and growled under its breath. He hoped his speed had made the beast leery and cautious. It gave him a moment to glance over at Aalonnie, which was a mistake as another tardog joined in and they attacked simultaneously. One nipped at his leg, and even with enhance he was amazed how fast the creature moved. He swung his talon at the one and jabbed at the other that tried to flank him. His timing was off and he missed with both weapons.    

     
They circled him slowly and then one lunged. Enhance bubbled inside and the beast seemed to float through the air. Just before impact he locked his elbow and drove his arm forward and impaled it in midair. The blade went deep and shattered bone and there was a sickening crunch and his hand brushed warm fur. The beast howled and snarled and fell backwards and Stargazer lost his grip on the knife. The wounded beast’s legs kicked briefly as if attempting to flee and then it rolled on its side and lay motionless.       

     
Nausea brewed in his stomach from the odor rising from the black blood pumping from the wound like thick, rancid burnt oil. He concentrated and breathed through his mouth and struggled to his feet and swiped at his eyes. He chanced a look at Aalonnie and she swung her burning bat back and forth. She looked gorgeous and tough all rolled into one as she stood her ground and kept two beasts at bay.   

    
With everything moving in slow motion he felt relatively safe. The next instant self-preservation kicked in and he realized the slowed down time thing gave him a false sense of security. He ceased to gawk at the forest warrior and turned his attention back to the remaining tardog just as it lunged. He crouched down again and held his talon at the ready; the last of his arsenal.

     
Just before the beast collided with him he spun on his haunches and locked his elbow and struck. He cringed as the talon scraped a rib and he grunted and drove the talon deeper. They tumbled to the ground and Stargazer wasn't sure who made the loudest grunt. The tardog howled and kicked and tried to regain its footing. The not-so-seasoned warrior performed his own howl and reached around with his free hand and punched the snarling tardog in the nose. He experienced a momentary satisfaction that he was finally able to punch something in the face. Before the beast could recover, Stargazer yanked out the talon and drove it into the tardog's throat. Rage, fear, and not having a good day increased his strength and he completely buried the talon. The beast let loose with one last pitiful howl and its black tongue lolled to the side and it went still.  

     
His throat was parched and his lungs wheezed with every breath. He rolled over to get a glimpse of how Aalonnie fared. She slowly swung the flaming branch back and forth and was successfully warding off the two remaining tardogs. He became worried when he noticed that with each swing the flame dwindled in size. The next instant it was just a smoldering stick, like a match blown out by the elusive and ever-present giant. 

     
Both tardogs became courageous and advanced slowly, heads down, hair bristling along their backs. He shivered as he imagined small puffs of steam escaping their mouths. He yanked the bloody talon from the dead tardog and wiped the gore off on the fur and stood on wobbly legs. He couldn’t quit shaking and took in great gulps of air. The entire attack seemed to have lasted five minutes, and yet he knew it was probably less than a minute.  

     
He wiped sweat from his eyes and his stomach convulsed from his first ever hands on kill. His insides still churned from the strange enhance and his skin crawled. He looked around frantically for something else to bash. He just got warmed up and drastically needed to burn off more enhance. His heart thundered in his chest and felt like one long continuous beat. His thoughts cleared and he remembered Aalonnie and decided to vent on the tardogs that threatened his new fire side partner. He howled in rage and charged.  

     
He took but a few steps and Aalonnie tossed the smoldering stick to the ground and held up her hands. "Noooo,” she said calmly. “They are mine."   

     
He skidded to a stop in confusion and yet curious to see what she was about to do. He gulped in a lung-full of air and fought the urge to rush in and slash the would-be attackers. He abided her request and stood motionless. He figured he could jump in at any time if the need arose.  

     
She stared intently at the two belly-walking tardogs and her brows furrowed and she placed her fingertips on her temples. Her eyes narrowed to slits and the tardog on the right ceased to advance and emitted a soft whine. It shook its head back and forth, spittle flying from its jaws, a putrid rain that glistened in the flames. The other tardog jumped vertically, pawing the air as if it tried to fly. Under any other circumstances, Stargazer would have thought this quite comical, and a quick smile appeared. When it landed it whined and chased its tail.     

     
Aalonnie gestured with her right hand like warding off an annoying insect. The one that stared at its companion chasing its tail shook its head as if plagued with an army of ear mites. It yowled and growled briefly and then its tail drooped lifelessly and it turned and trotted into the shadowed forest. Stargazer's jaw dropped and he shook his head in surprise and respect. 
     
The remaining tardog stopped its tail-chasing antics and whimpered and howled and then bolted into the forest, one last howl fading into the darkness. Enhance raced through him for a few more seconds and then began to subside. Everything returned to normal speed and he gawked at Aalonnie and attempted to slow his heart before it exploded. A slight breeze sang through the trees and chilled his sweat-drenched body and a shudder shook him as more mysteries lay on the horizon. He needed to say something; anything just a release of some sort before shock consumed him.   

     
Strained laughter escaped his quivering lips and he fought to capture some composure. "Bravo, Aalonnie," he yelled. His voice rolled across the clearing and he immediately hunched his shoulders and glanced around for any more horned tardogs lurking in the shadows. A strange disappointment surfaced that there weren't any to stab or punch in the snout. "Way to go partner. I'm definitely impressed."  

     
He thought he was doing okay until the kill scenes flashed before his eyes. They were so vivid that he fought the urge not to run in circles while he yelled that he had had enough for one day. He glanced down at his bloody hands and hysterical laughter erupted. He glanced up and Aalonnie wore her stern, no-nonsense expression. Her chest heaved in rhythm to his hammering heart. 
     
He was heartened to see each time she glanced in his direction her expression softened. It had been an extreme moment and he wanted to comfort her. He also needed to slow down his own heart and deemed a touch of levity would do the trick. It was a better approach than the embarrassing puke scenario. He was getting sick and tired of getting tired and sick. 

    
 "Damn, what a mess," he exclaimed and wiped a bloody hand on his jeans. "I still have to get rid of the ones I wasted. And me without a shovel." Her eyes glassed over and her smile faded. "You did great," he said quickly. "Yours went howling into the forest and you stayed so clean and cool. Look at me; I've got blood all over my hands. And my weapons of choice are all…gooey."  

     
He realized he was babbling and he clamped his mouth shut. Saying nothing would be better than saying something stupid and make the extreme moment even worse. He shrugged his shoulders with ineptitude and did the only thing he could think of and gently placed a hand on her shoulder. She swayed slightly as they both sucked in great gulps of air. He nodded to her and smiled and let his hand fall from her shoulder and looked up and swayed like the Tarook tops in a slight breeze.       

     
The fire crackled and danced and words echoed in his head about scared, something in the line of petrified. He looked at Aalonnie, not sure if she said it or if it was his mind-meld. Aalonnie stared at the fire and her hands fidgeted at her sides, and he knew.  

   
“What's that, Tarella?” he asked and took a deep breath. “How are you doing, fellow warrior?” 

     
“Scared. Gods, I'm ashamed of how scared I was. I mean…terrified. I'm sorry.”  

     
Now it was his turn as two women needed him to be strong, and with him still searching for his own elusive strength. “You were scared?” he said and opted to be honest. “I should think so. I mean, hello. Look inside, dear lady. Do I look like some kick-ass warrior? I've checked twice to see if I soiled my pants. And who was the one that got my body out of its stupid petrified state?”
     
“I…I…gods…I…”
     
“Easy, rat child. Take your time.”
     
“Whew, okay. Working on it. Gods, I've never witnessed anything like that, let along being involved. It was intense, and gory, and scary, all rolled into one. But hey, we did kick some ass.”    

     
“We certainly did.” He smiled that she babbled more and more like him. “We weren't given a choice. And for the scared part, well, I think that's just natural. It has to do with being human and having emotions. I think it's better if you're scared and disgusted. Loving it isn't a good thing.”
     
“Okay, I see that. But I was still scared. It wasn’t so bad until they attacked. As far as enhance? It definitely got you moving. But, what's this deal with Aalonnie? How'd she do that with those ugly, wolf creatures? Looks like we both have secrets. I wonder if…” 

     
He teetered on the balls of his feet and his vision blurred. “Whoa, Earth to Tarella. Calm down. You're babbling is worse than mine, which makes me dizzy. Relax and regroup.”
     
“Okay, deep breaths. Say, you can breathe as well. Actually, take a lot of breaths. You earned them. Well, we both did. I know, I know, be quiet.” 

      
He gave a mental nod, relieved that his stomach had settled down to a quiet rumble. His mind-meld had the tendency to exhaust him more than any battle. Aalonnie leaned to one side and he caught her around the waist and helped her sit and squatted in front of her. Her complexion looked more ashen than the desert sands. He patted her reassuringly on the shoulder, careful not to get any blood on her.   

     
"Are you going to be okay?" he asked and shook his head from such a dumb question.  

     
Her eyes rose and were filled with concern. She took a ragged breath and mumbled something and he leaned forward and asked her to say it again.  

     
"I asked if you're hurt," she whispered. She ran her hands across his chest and then held his head. "I couldn't watch closely and I worried for you. I see now that you killed two with your knife and…banai talon. You're not even scratched. You're a mystery, for sure.” She weaved and hugged herself. “I must rest now, but promise me you'll tell me at a later time how you killed two of those creatures so quickly."

     
He patted her knee and smiled. "I promise. Now you rest and I'll go clean myself up and then get rid of those devil tardogs, or whatever the hell they are."  

     
He squeezed her knee and stood and trudged to the geyser. He put the bloody talon under the spray and rinsed his hands and arms and face as best he could. He took his time in hopes it would give Aalonnie a breather and a chance to open up on her own terms. He laid the talon on the rock and shuffled back to Aalonnie. The immutable geyser sang a soothing rhythm and helped ease his hectic mind. The fight and her display of some kind of mind control, reinforced his belief that his life bordered somewhere between fantasy and surreal, or maybe an inescapable coma.    

     
A little color returned to her face and her expression wasn’t so haunted. "Are you better?" he asked. He was glad his voice didn’t crack from aftershock. "Is there anything I can do?"  

     
She shrugged and wrinkled her nose. "No, I'm okay," she whispered and his heart melted. "Just give me a little time to rest."  

     
He nodded his head and pointed at the bloody tardogs. "Okay. In the meantime, I'll go and…uh…get them…gone."  

     
He shivered and trudged to the tardog with only a portion of his handle visible. He held his breath and bent down and pulled the knife free. There was a sickening suction and he stood and swallowed a few times. 

     
“That, my dear Tarella, is a lot of frigging gore oozing from that hole. I mean nothing short of nauseating.”
     
She coughed a few times, sounding as if she was going to gag. “Your bone knife did manage to make an awfully big hole. It's a vision we can always…come back to.”  

     
He tasted bile and wrenched his gaze from the bloody beast and gave Aalonnie a quick glance. He placed the bloodstained knife next to the talon and rinsed his hands. The water briefly turned a dull, plum color as it disappeared over the gradual slope.  

     
He gazed out at the darkened forest and took a deep breath. “I think it's time for some enhance. Let's get these dead-ass beasts out of here.”  

     
“On its way,” she said, sounding just as eager to remove the beasts as he.    

Chapter Twenty Seven
Enhance flowed and Stargazer grabbed the tails and walked slowly into the gloomy forest. After a few minutes, he turned and didn't see any signs of the fire. He took a big gulp of air and put his head down and charged the shadows at full speed.    

     
The bodies bounced behind him and he cringed each time they hit the ground with sickening thuds. When he figured he had covered a sufficient distance, he stopped and let go of the tails that were surprisingly still warm. He figured it was as good a place as any for the mangy carcasses, and whatever scavengers that roamed the darkened forest could clean the mess and bad riddance to the lot.  

     
Enhance dissolved and he glanced down at the bloody beasts and the entire fight scene flashed before his eyes. The fetid smell assaulted his nostrils and his eyes watered and he fell to his knees and retched. Thankfully, his mind-meld displayed enough common decency to stay mute.      

     
The sound of the talon penetrating the black beast echoed in his head. It didn't matter that it was a ferocious killer and more than likely had him sized up for dinner. He couldn't get it out of his mind that he had just killed. The reason was immaterial. That he had killed clashed with his personality, especially how it was up close and hands on. He continued to retch. When finished, he was lucky and plagued with only a brief bout of dry heaves, which produced a few loud cries of pain. 

Afterwards, he sat for a minute, holding his stomach and rolling back and forth. All was quiet on the mind front and he wondered what her feelings were on the groveling human. He smiled in spite of himself, knowing he was sure to find out. He also wanted to return to Aalonnie and see how she was doing and maybe find out more about her mysterious talent. He grunted and struggled and made it to his feet, a little woozy but ready to move. As he made his way back, he remembered something and wanted to share it with his mind-meld, and to avert his memories from the battle   

  
“By the way, lady of my mind,” he said and scratched his head and spit a few more times. “There was something weird when you enhanced before the fight. It was probably the same during other enhances, but this time I noticed.” 

 
“What could that be, mighty warrior?” she said and giggled.   

  
He gave a quick glance at the looming Tarooks and scratched his chin. “Well, during that last enhance everything went into this crazy kind of slow motion. It was like a weird time warp and there were minutes to react instead of seconds. It seems this enhance ability has all kinds of interesting and unknown potential.” 

     
There was a short silence and he couldn’t help but grin, wondering her answer. “I think what happens,” she said and cleared her throat. “Remember, this is just a guess. When I enhance, you become so fast that everything around you appears to slow down. Now, is that crazy or what?”     

     
“Sounds crazy for sure, mind-rider. But what the hell, it’s congruent with my life of late.” He kicked a stick and it spun through the air at normal speed. “I can't see it now, but it makes sense, nonetheless.”
     
His imagination flowed from all the benefits such a knack could be used for in the future—if he had one. It would make him more formidable when he met the ones who sent him here. They would get the surprise this time. He wondered what the limit was on the slowed down time ability. An experiment was in order, but at a more opportune time. For now, Aalonnie sat by herself and he hurried back to see how she fared and maybe hear a little of her secret.

      
He took a dozen steps and stopped and searched the shadows for no apparent reason. He had a strange, nagging sensation to find something but no clue as to what. He shook his head in hopes he could force something free, but nothing came forward. It was the same as when he tried to recall his name after his bizarre trip. Frustration bordered on pain and a low growl escaped and he turned for help from the one who might be able to see what eluded him.  

     “Say, Tarella,” he said in frustration. “I have one more question.”
     “NO need,” she said. “I…heard the same thing. Yet, I can't get a clear meaning either. But, there's this weird urge you have to search for something. I don't believe it's anything you misplaced when you first got here. Gods, I can't see or hear what it is, though.”
     
He could feel the mysterious request slowly retreat into his mind until nothing but a whispery thought. He shook his head and spit a few more times and made his way back to camp. Whatever eluded him he figured would eventually work free. He just hoped he didn't go any crazier before it had time to surface again.    

     
He entered camp and smoke from the fire swirled in lazy arcs before disappearing into the night air. Aalonnie held her head and slowly rocked back and forth. He was tempted to go over and wrap his arms around her and give her a reassuring hug. He didn't think it a good career move for his advancement into the, “Love all Aliens Club”. Two people involved in a battle did, in a sense, generate a strange bonding effect. Maybe they could help each other and her talent could be as useful as his. She controlled the tardogs with a mind touch, which intrigued him and definitely held potential for a longer survival rate. It would be a huge plus in the arsenal category for the taken earthling. He shook his head, as disbelief still plagued him. He went to the geyser and washed his hands one more time, worried he might never get all the blood off. He gazed at Aalonnie and continually wiped his hands on his pants.  

     
“You're going to wear the skin off,” Tarella said quietly. “The killing was, uh, yucky I agree, but it's over. So, quit dawdling and go over and see what Aalonnie's story is all about.”
     
“So that’s how it is now? I have blood on my hands and an ache in my heart, but so what? More snooping in a different direction is what matters.”
     
He wanted to alleviate the tension and keep from going into total shock, which seemed to be a struggle since he arrived. His approach had always been to use his slanted humor. He figured it backfired when she let out a forlorn moan. He hunched his shoulders and mumbled in disgust and Aalonnie looked at him questioningly. He rolled his eyes and smiled and she returned the smile and stared at the fire.       

     
“Sorry,” Tarella said with hurt in her voice and the word schmuck surfaced. “I didn't mean it that way.” 

     
He slapped himself mentally. “Oops, I was just messing with you. I'm the sorry one that’s sorry.”
     
“No problem, dear Stargazer. I do owe you one though.”    

     
Her voice sounded sincere, yet contained the tone for pay-back. He squatted next to Aalonnie and had to admit Tarella's words were the sweetest and warmest threat he had ever been forced to endure.  

     
"Do you want to talk?" He patted her knee and smiled. "Or, do you just want to be left alone?"  

     
He struggled with the desire to spill his own guts. Would it ease her discomfort or make her more cautious if she knew his head was in a realm of chaos not matched in all the galaxies? He wanted to portray the concerned one and allow her to tell her story and he would be the attentive friend to offer a comforting shoulder and try and keep his sometimes failed humor at bay.    

     
"I think I was about ten," she said with a forced smile and stared at the flames. "I discovered I could influence the…behavior of some animals. It started with how the dogs in the village behaved around me like I was their best friend ever. But it was just the male dogs. The females stayed away from me as if frightened.” The fire danced in rhythm to her words, and a slight breeze blew through the camp and goose bumps raced across his arms. "The males…acted as if I sent them a…thought that I liked them, or maybe for them to like me. After a while I could make them do things by just…thinking to them. I’m not sure how it really works. I did discover that females avoided me because when I controlled a male, the females were driven into a rage. Or, it put them in the mood for the male, you know, in a breeding sort of way. At some point, I worried I could get hurt or hurt someone else when I…tampered. So I’ve traveled alone. And I don’t do the control thing very often."     

     
He held back laughter, not wanting her to misconstrue it and think he was laughing at her. He felt a sense of camaraderie. Here was a woman who believed she had a problem because she possessed a knack for controlling animals with her mind. More than ever he wanted to hug her and tell her their plights were quite similar. He had a feeling that the two of them, along with his mouthy spirit, were inexplicably tied together in some galactic mystery. A thought that made him shiver.     

     
For now he needed to deal with this strange and alluring lady in a way that wouldn’t divulge his own secrets. He went to the woman in his head first. He believed she could relate better to another woman's problems. He hoped he'd blocked out the part about the mouthy spirit. 

    
“Tell her being different isn't necessarily a curse,” Tarella said softly. He tried to remember if he even asked the question yet. “Her ability was maybe given to her for a higher purpose. Gods, I can relate to such a dilemma. I realize now how I abused what I had and paid a price for all my silly pranks. Don't let her hate herself and all those around her SG, please. I didn't have anyone to help me. I made bad choices, which nearly got me killed. Oops, I mean…got me killed. All of which was terrifying, of course. It tends to make one sort of, uh, mouthy.”
     
As her words sank in, he knew more practice with the art of blocking was in order. He felt the situation was resting on thin ice and the wrong words might convert this godsend of luck into a disaster. He didn't want Aalonnie to stomp off into the forest while screaming she decided to move on by herself.    

     
He believed this new partnership was destined and would endure, maybe into something formidable. A premonition or just wishful thinking, he wasn't sure. In either case, it was important he made sure she didn't hate herself. Besides, a woman in distress brought out the Sir Galahad in him. Not that he figured she needed him, as he witnessed how well she could handle herself.       

     
"You know, different doesn't mean you're bad," he offered. "Try to look at it as being, well, I don't know, special. Consider your ability is a gift, not a curse. If you didn't have the knack to control those tardogs, one or both of us might be dead. I'm most grateful you possess such a skill. I’m not ready to be…dead."  

     He tilted his head back and swayed in rhythm to the treetops, glimpsing patches of stars. Maybe his sons looked up as well and marveled at a night sky peppered with stars. Did they look with sadness as they wondered where he had gone? He ignored his own wet eyes and turned his attention back to Aalonnie.  

     
"Someone told me once that her life bordered on hopelessness and she was so depressed that the only road she wished to travel was death. If she had gotten her way, I wouldn’t be here now and you would have fought those ugly dog things by yourself. You've got a talent and you should be glad. I'm sure as hell happy you have it. I can see traveling with you won't be a bore. And…if anyone doesn't like what you can do, just tell them to kiss your ass."  

     
"Thank you, Stargazer," she whispered and placed a hand over his. "Maybe someday you'll tell me what burdens you carry. There’s something about you I've never felt in another. You're a strange one indeed, but I think you have a lot of good in you." She patted his hand and all he could do was gawk at the fire with mouth agape. "Plus, after most men saw what I could do they made a fast track in the opposite direction. I never got to tell them to…kiss my ass." 

     
“There’s always a first time for everything,” he said. The flames illuminated her smile and he gasped inwardly from the way her face had a soft orange hue. “When we leave," he said and wrenched his eyes from her and stared at the fire. "We can ask those we meet about the whereabouts of your village. What did you say the name was? Discar? And I assure you that I won't bolt off any time soon."

     
She tossed a few pieces of wood into the fire and another regiment of fire devils escaped. "We probably won't meet many people anyway," she said and sighed. "I've traveled for some time now and the villages are few and far between. None seem to have a great deal of people. " 

     
"Maybe this is a relatively new planet for life as compared to where I come from."   

     
She tilted her head and frowned. "I'm not sure what you mean." 

     
“Me neither,” Tarella blurted out.  

     
He gritted his teeth and concentrated. “I need to install a door bell for you or something. She’s going to think I’m really screwed up with the way I continually jump and cringe.”
     
“Sorry. Is she really ready to hear about…uh where you really come from? And for the messed…”
     
“NO. I slipped, okay? I’ll try and side step it and work a different angle. In other words, I’m going to wing it. Now hush…before I mess this up.”
     
"Where I’m from there are lots of people," he said and his mind-meld grumbled. “We've constructed hundreds and hundreds of villages."

     
"That’s difficult to imagine." 

    
 She shook her head and he held back laughter that her expression was identical to the one Stacey displayed on his last night home; a memory that still stung. He decided Aalonnie was sincere and her interest was real so once again dove in. A pat on the head and he would flee and give himself to the scog.     

     
"I know. I live there and it still boggles my mind at times.” He stretched his feet out and poked the fire and a few fire devils swirled to a brief freedom. "Some of these villages are enormous and are called cities. I’d wager that there are more buildings in just one city than there are trees in this forest."

     
Her eyes went wide and reminded him the look people displayed when they saw the pyramids for the first time. “With all those buildings there must be so many people."

     
"Yes, thousands per building.” He smiled and decided to offer more mind-boggling information. "Some of these buildings are so tall that four of the highest Tarooks stacked on top of one another wouldn't reach the top."

      
Now her expression bordered on an earthling being told the pyramids were built by an ancient race of aliens. He smiled, thinking with what he experienced thus far, maybe it wasn't that far from the truth. He had an unbidden vision of him tumbling down the steps of one of the mighty alien-built pyramids.

     
"My life has been somewhat strange," she said and swatted at a few fire devil stragglers. "But to see such things has to be wondrous…and frightening."

     
"Not frightening. Well, not once you get used to them.” 

     
He rustled the fire, reaching out to swat at a few stragglers as they swirled in circles before falling lifeless to the ground. Aalonnie frowned and sighed and lay on the ground.

     
“This is all so incredible to hear, but I need to rest. I become very exhausted after I…do the mind thing.”

     
She rested on her elbows and tilted her head back and closed her eyes. He stared at the fire, wondering what her expression would be if she walked into the Mall of America.   

     
“Gods,” Tarella whispered. “I can see these things in your mind and yet I have a hard time believing them as real. Oh, and it was probably a good idea that you held back the part about, you know…automobiles. And of course…airplanes. I saw a strange vision of these large, silvery birds that fly through the air without moving their wings. And there are people inside. Now that could push her over the edge.” 

     
“I hear that. She would undoubtedly have more attacks in one session than I’ve had since I arrived.”
     
“Great. The two of you would drool all over one another.” Another string of giggles ensued and he just shook his head. “At which time I'm sure you would offer to help clean her up.”
     
“Of course I would, because I’m that kind of guy.” He concentrated and purposefully sent an image of him cleaning Aalonnie's smiling face and the rest of her body as well. 

     
“Hmmm, from what I see this idea of cleaning could be interesting. Bring it on. I trust you have an abundance of rags so you can be thorough. Gods, you are a true blessing, oh mighty warrior.”
     
“A good alien warrior never leaves home without at least…”
     
"So," Aalonnie said and the two ceased their mental banter, which he thought fine, seeing how he was losing. She spoke in a hoarse whisper and wouldn't meet his eyes. "Did…did you leave someone behind?" 

     
The side of her face glowed in the firelight and displayed curiosity or maybe nothing more than a chance for chitchat. Yet at the same time, his male ego wanted this to be about her interest toward him. Did she wonder if he was available? He shook his head from such an absurd idea, yet he didn't think it hurt to have an innocent wish. It would, of course, immensely complicate his already complex new life. He shook his head and put his ego in check to address her innocent question.        

     
"I left two precious sons, Billy and Mikey, along with loving brothers and a handful of friends." 

     
He felt a sharp pain in his chest and struggled to gain a decent breath. At times the concept of being stuck here nearly doubled him over with anguish. She met his gaze and his mouth became dry, his palms turning clammy. 

     
"Anyone else?" she asked softly and his heart missed a few beats.  

     
"No," he managed to say and broke eye contact and gawked at the dancing flames.  "After we parted, the mother of our sons found another man who fit her lifestyle better.  We went our separate ways and I believe it was for the best. I haven't found anyone since who recognizes my great sense of worth and large heart." So he couldn't be completely serious. Levity was always his defense, which he deemed necessary, as each time he glanced into her sexy eyes he struggled to think straight.    

     
“Dream on, stud…gazer.” Her laughter rang in his head and he concentrated not to join in. “Great sense of large ego is more like it.”
     
“Stow it, rat child.”  

     
“Might as well…stow it. Seeing how there's plenty of room in here. Maybe I could offer out a…” 

     
“I'll bet if I stand on my head and swallow a glowing ember it would burn your ass.”
     
“That means you’re going to burn your lips when you kiss my…”
     
"I left someone," Aalonnie said and sat up and rested her elbows on her knees. "He was no better than scog droppings. It took a long time to build the courage, but I eventually left him. And he'll never try and find me as I convinced him otherwise. I've been alone ever since. It’s too bad I didn’t get a chance to tell him to kiss my ass." She kicked the side of the fire and an entire tribe of fire devils escaped into the night. She took a deep breath and sighed. "So, it will be good to travel with someone. And something tells me, it will be very interesting.”
     
The shock of the battle eased up and he became acutely aware of the cuts he self-inflicted during his denial in the desert. They stung with a vengeance from his sweat, but no matter which way he reached he couldn’t get to them. He grunted and twisted to no avail. Aalonnie sat silently and displayed a crooked smile. 

     
He twisted and groaned for another minute and she shook her head. "Is there something I can do for you?" 

     
"Not really; well except showing me how to get home," he said sharply and instantly felt guilty from his harsh tone. He had practiced the loner scenario most of his life. This way, he never worried about giving any help in return. He knew it was selfish, but he had been doing it for so long that it just became natural. He shrugged and decided his new life would involve changes. "When I first arrived I sort of…scrapped my back on some rocks surrounding a well in the middle of that desert over yonder. They'll heal eventually."

     
"I have some salve here," she offered and reached inside her pack and pulled out a small clay jar. She yanked the cork out with her teeth and spit it into her hand. "I think this will help.” She sat silently and stared and tapped a foot. 

“Arret to Stargazer,” Tarella quipped. “She wants you to take off your shirt.”
     
“I knew that.”  

     
He smiled at the impatient Aalonnie and stood and carefully pulled off his shirt and tossed it on a boulder by the fire. He immediately became self-conscious and turned around and held back laughter as it was what he had to do anyway.     

     
"Gods, Stargazer," she gasped. "It looks like an entire pack of tardogs attacked you. Some of these are quite deep so this might sting. This salve is made from the gray berries and a tiny portion of red ones. It will help heal the cuts much quicker and help with the pain. Sit on the log and I'll put some on."  

     
"Anything has to be better than this damn itching," he said and sat down on the log as requested.  

     
She pulled up a log behind him and he held back his own gasp when her fingers began to apply the cool salve. He concentrated on the flames dancing in front of him when the stinging increased to pain and raced across his back. He bit his lower lip and refused to let a single whimper escape, as he felt he needed to make amends for his earlier groveling.    

     
The pain and itch subsided surprisingly fast as her deft fingers and the salve worked their magic. Her hands slid to his shoulders and kneaded them and his tired muscles sighed in relief. The more she worked, the more relaxed he became. The more relaxed he became, the more aware he was of the woman sitting behind him. She was so near that her breath tickled and scorched the back of his neck.  

     
“Don't focus so much,” his mind-meld pleaded, but it was too late. He knew without a doubt she was aware of how Aalonnie's closeness was affecting him. All his thoughts dissolved as Aalonnie's fingertips ignited lines of fire across his back. He closed his eyes and a long shiver shook him, and he clenched his fists and his knuckles cracked like logs in the fire. He took a deep breath and opened his hands and wiggled his fingers to restore circulation.  

     
She leaned in and her scorching lips lightly brushed his ear. "Am I pushing too hard?" 

     
He shook his head and grabbed his knees with both hands. "No, not at all. A few memories intruded and were a bit tough to handle, is all."

     
"Yes, I know of memories," she said and resumed her delicate application and his heart raced even faster as her fingers sent shivers down his spine and his vision blurred.    

     
“You're loving this,” Tarella said and he could tell that her breathing was slightly irregular as well. “Come to think of it, I can sense it as well. Hmmm, feels good.”
     
“You can feel this? I guess I shouldn't be too surprised. And yes, I love it. So hush. I need more medical attention.”  

     
His head dropped forward while Aalonnie continued her delicate work. He couldn't remember the last time a woman touched him with heated fingers that traced fire and ice across his back. Ever so gently she began to use just her fingertips which felt like soft heated whispers.    
     
A breeze blew through the clearing and the cascading geyser roared in his ears as his heart pounded in his chest. Aalonnie's fingers moved in delicate strokes, her own Van Gough painting over a stretched canvas. When she began to use the palms of her hands to lightly knead his muscles, his head soared far above the Tarook tops.  

     
She scooted in closer and placed her thighs on both sides of his hips and her hands traveled across his back in delicate little circles. Her breathing increased and matched his. He became more aroused by the second but didn't have a clue as what to do next. Confusion surfaced that maybe he misconstrued the whole situation and he wasn't supposed to do anything. She began to use just the tips of her fingers again, and when he didn't think his body could take another second she gently pushed him away and smiled. He couldn’t help but notice her breathing was slightly labored.      

     
"There," she said and took a deep breath and stood quickly and brushed at her pants. "That should help."  

     
He stood up and was disappointed that the salve application ended so quickly. Both parties were reluctant to meet the other's gaze, and he once again felt self-conscious and quickly and yet carefully donned his shirt.  

     
"Thank you," he said and situated his shirt. Her head came up slowly and he smiled. "I'll try not to act so stupid again and make more cuts."

     
"I remember once," she said and held out her right hand. "I got so…mad that I broke two fingers punching a tree."

     
"I hope the tree survived," he asked worriedly and reached out and held her right hand and examined it closely.  

     
"Never even flinched," she said in a menacing voice. They locked gazes and she pulled her hand free and playfully punched him in the arm and sneered with her brows furrowed.  

     
He rolled his eyes and shuddered. "When you said never flinched, did you mean you or the bully tree?"  

      
She looked at him and tilted her head and laughed. She made a fist and pointed it at him and he cringed and laughed. He became dizzy when Tarella joined in as well.     

     He took a deep breath and sighed. "The great tree-slayer Aalonnie is with me. I'm safe for sure now."

     
She shuddered and a sober look crossed her face. "Don’t forget it. But now I must rest, Stargazer. Every time I exert my mind into a male, it exhausts me." She gave him another quick smile and looked as if she wanted to say something else. She opened her mouth a few times and clamped her jaws together and stared at the fire.   

     
"Is there anything else that you'd like to talk about?" he asked and kicked the fire and focused on the fire devil escapees. 

     
"Well, one more thing before I rest," she said and eagerness and confusion danced in her eyes brighter than two regiments of fire devils. "Even with my…ability, I can't control human men. But, I've been able to, uh, read them a little. You, though, I can't read at all."  She shook her head and her warm smile sent his heart soaring up into the star-filled night. "It doesn't scare me. It's just, you're quite a mystery and I was curious."

     
"When I first arrived," he said and instantly felt guilty that he wasn't going to be completely truthful. "It was a rough trip and it took some time to just remember my name. Things are slowly coming back. I probably have something knocked out of whack up here, is all?" He tapped the side of his head and rolled his eyes. "Besides, I've been such a loner for so many years, that I might have a natural blocker or something."

    
"I'm sure it's something like that," she said and her face softened. "Like I said, I'm not worried or anything. I like it this way. It makes you more of a mystery." She gave him another smile and stretched out next to the fire and closed her eyes.  

     
He threw a log on the fire and dodged to the left as three regiments of fire devils made a mass exodus into the night. He hoped the talk with Aalonnie helped. There was however a tinge of guilt that he held back a few of his secrets. 
     
“I feel bad not telling her everything now, but if I did there wouldn't be a thing to talk about later during the pregnant pauses.”   

     
“You did fine,” Tarella said reassuringly. “Not sure about…pregnant pauses, but I’ll look into it. And if you ever think the time is right, you can tell her of our union. I leave that up to you, for it's your body and I'm just an extra passenger inside here.”  

     
The flames danced and swirled, pillars of yellow and blue painting Aalonnie's face a rich crimson. He wanted Tarella to know that even though they were in one body that they were still separate beings. It would take them working together to have any chance of survival. Any other way could cause a raging storm to crash down on his head.  

     
“You're not an extra,” he told her. “What we have is a mixture of two into one. I'll never think of you as a mere extra, but as a plus.”
     
“Thank you. I think you're drowsy which makes you mushy with memories of sexy little Aalonnie. I thought you were about to jump right out of your skin while she…administered the salve. So go over and try to get some rest. Sleep tight and I'll keep watch.”    

     
“Yes dear.”    

     
Spitting echoed in his head as he ambled over and washed one more time in the geyser—blood on his hands. He rinsed his mouth until he got rid of the bitter taste lingering since his retching incident. He chuckled how he would give his sweatshirt for a toothbrush as he vigorously rubbed his teeth with two fingers.  

     
He rinsed his face and hands one more time. It wasn't a full bath but it helped and he felt a little more refreshed. He plopped down a few feet from Aalonnie. A slight breeze rustled through camp and the geyser splashed in the background. He averted his memory of the slaying and focused on the memory of Aalonnie's medical attention. It was a quandary for sure, as both scenarios caused his heart to race. The odor of death accompanied with vivid flashes of gore and blood kept winning out, so he kept telling himself it was a kill or be killed scenario.   
     
“Did you know that some of your thoughts are very…loud,” Tarella blurted out. “Oops sorry, forgot to ring.”
     
“No problemo, mind-meld. You're saying you heard my debate?” He stretched his legs and glanced over at Aalonnie. She looked to be asleep and his age-old envy surfaced with how some people could sleep anywhere and anytime. And she did it with a stranger sitting next to her.    

     
“Yes, I heard,” Tarella said softly. “You're right. It was kill or be killed. Now, try and get some rest. Leave the battle behind. And maybe a few less thoughts about…Aalonnie.”
     
“Oh hell, okay.”
     
Exhaustion swept in and his shoulders sagged and he sighed audibly. He closed his eyes and visions of the slaying intruded and he moaned and rubbed his hands on his pants. He shook his head and focused once again on the memory of Aalonnie's medical attention. He inhaled deeply and let his breath out slowly and worked on finding a degree of serenity. He dearly wished the rest of the night would be uneventful and there wouldn't be any more intrusions from uninvited guests.   

Chapter Twenty Eight
 The soft voice of Tarella woke Stargazer from his slumber. He was thankful, as he had been involved in another unsavory dream. He rolled over into a fetal position and hugged his knees and groaned. Since a teenager, most of his dreams were of an unsavory quality. So, it wasn't that difficult to leave his dream world and find out why Tarella was mumbling something about not moving; again. He did worry a little however that his waking reality would be far worse than the dream. 

     
He was about to stretch his cramped muscles and then stopped. “Did I catch a request not to move? 

“Yes you did. And good morning to you. Did I mention don't open your eyes either, sleepyhead. I believe we have company.”  

     
A moment of panic swept in and he quickly squelched it with a mental slap. If the scog or more horned tardogs had arrived, she would have enhanced and he would be racing through the forest at a dead run. He didn't think he would be carrying Aalonnie this time. He was so glad that he was a morning person.  

     
“Good morning, mind-meld. I won’t move and will keep my eyes shut, but I’m curious as to why.”

“Because I can hear…someone; actually more then one. But I don’t know if they can see you. Whoever they are they're good at being quiet, but with enhance I can still detect a little movement.”
     
“Is it morning?” he asked, as once again things were moving to fast, added with unknowns. He made a clucking noise with his tongue as he tried to wet the roof of his mouth. He felt that some time during the night a good portion of the desert had relocated into his mouth.           

     
“Yes, it's morning,” she said with more exuberance than he felt. “The suns crested the horizon an hour ago, which is about when the visitors arrived.”     

     
A degree of caution surfaced and yet was overridden with the notion of meeting more indigenous life forms of Arret. They couldn't be as scary as the scog and maybe they carried a spare toothbrush, a godsend that he would give up his sweatshirt for. That they had been on the edge of camp for the last hour and hadn't charged in and killed him indicated they weren't hostile. Or, they had him sized up and just waited for the water to boil in the black pot hanging over the fire.  

     
“So, where are these newcomers?” he quizzed his mental companion and opened his eyes to slits.

    
“I suppose you mean the ones that watch while they wait for the water to boil in the big pot?” He detected a soft humming and probed his ear. “Well, let's see. Two are off to the right, behind a large berry bush. Over to your left another hides behind a Tarook. Somewhere directly behind you is a fourth, who is now moving over toward the others.”  

     
He yawned and stretched his arms over his head and nonchalantly glanced around. The visitors were good as he didn't see anyone. He stretched again and turned slowly towards the perpetual-splashing from the geyser and bit his lower lip and lay back down.  

     
"Holy Mother of Pearl," he croaked. Under no circumstances was he about to completely close his eyes.  

     
Aalonnie stood at the edge of the geyser and was pleasingly naked. The morning rays set fire to the cascading water and yet it paled in comparison to the lovely sight of her statuesque form. Shafts of light transformed the water into a spectacle of glittering droplets that rolled down her back and across her perfectly formed buttocks. He found it difficult to breathe as the lady with the sizzling droplets was without a doubt the Venus of Arret.  

     
It didn’t matter if he closed his eyes; the image was ingrained into his brain after the first glance. Locked in for eternity, to please him or taunt him, he didn't know. He decided he didn't care as he stared at her dark-skinned body through squinted eyes. She backed away from the spray and dabbed her body dry with a small cloth, which nearly stopped his heart twice. She sighed and slowly walked toward him. He held his breath when she stopped less than ten feet away and began to dress. He didn't care about the visitors for the moment; let them find their own Venus for a day. 

     
She started with her vest and he stifled a sigh. Her legs weren’t completely dry and it became a task, and he fought the urge to jump to his feet and offer his assistance. He practiced restraint and didn’t move so he didn't come across as a totally one-sided man. Thankfully she managed to get her pants on and he closed his eyes and wasn’t sure if he was happy or sad that the show had ceased. 
     
He laid still and tried to control his breathing, another difficult task. She cleared her throat and he slowly opened his eyes and she was squatting next to him; thankfully dressed. She handed him a piece of last night's rabbit and a smirk crossed her face. He reached out with a shaking hand and snatched the offering. His face warmed and he knew it was dark crimson, and she smiled briefly and nodded her head and frowned.    

     
Her eyes darted to the left and right and she leaned forward. "We have company hiding on the edge of the clearing," she whispered.  

     
He feigned surprise and tried to look as if he had only awakened a moment ago. He rubbed his eyes and asked quietly, "Do you have any idea who or what it could be, or how many?"       

     
"I counted three, but there could be more. I don't know." She shook her head and tiny drops sprayed out in an arc, a miniature shower glistening in front of him. "They're good at being quiet. While I stood under the geyser I did catch a glimpse or two of them. Uh, just as you caught a glimpse…or two of me."  

     
He figured his full blush instantly shattered any chance of a denial, so he stayed mute and pretended to scan the area for the spying intruders. Aalonnie did likewise, except every few seconds she would glimpse at him briefly and then quickly avert her eyes back to the woods.    

     
“So what do men of Earth say when caught spying?” his compassionate mind-meld quizzed. 

     
“Listen, young lady, you can't label this as spying. I just woke at, uh, hmmm, an opportune time. You woke me, come to think of it, well, maybe. And I couldn't help myself. What the hell is a man to do when rewarded with a sight of such spectacular proportions?” 

     
“No, actually you awoke on your own, I think,” Tarella mumbled, followed by a few snickers. “But, there's no need to get so touchy. I was just joking. You know…messing with you. I agree that she's got a lovely body. So relax.” 

     
“Okay, my bad.” He wiped his sweaty brow and grinned. “It's the morning crab-ass mode. I could relieve the symptoms with a French vanilla latte, or I suppose just a cup of coffee. A Bismarck would be an absolute blessing.”  

     
Aalonnie stared quietly at him and tilted her head as if she could hear the two of them. He was taken aback for a second and then relaxed when he remembered what she said last night about how her knack worked strictly with animals and she couldn't read him.    

     
"Sorry," he said sheepishly. He took a healthy bite and stared at his feet. "When I awoke I saw you, uh, in the water with no, you know, standing there in the, uh, buff. I didn't mean to stare."  

     
"It was okay, I guess," she said with downcast eyes. Her forehead wrinkled and she leaned forward and whispered, "I'm going to see what kind of morning meals are in my traps. And while I’m gone.” She poked him in the chest with more force than he deemed necessary. “You should wash up and rinse off your…strange clothing. You have an odor that a scog could detect from the other side of the forest."

     
"Sure, sounds like a good idea," he said and displayed his best smile.

      
She stood and the vision of her naked display surfaced and he shook his head violently. "This will give our spying visitors a chance to decide if they wish to show themselves, or follow me. I won't go far and I'll keep an ear open."         

     
She walked away and he couldn't help but notice how her backside swayed ever so nicely. He slapped himself mentally and rolled his eyes.  

     
“I think that went just dandy,” he said and stopped just before slapping his forehead.   

     
“I agree. I mean, she didn't even call you a lusty pig.”  

     
“Yeah,” he said and expanded his chest. “I think I saw a little smile when she mentioned that she knew I watched her.”  

     
“Uh yup, okay. Now, as to this other matter, Starsmeller?” The sound of gagging and coughing echoed in his head. “She's right. You do stink like scog droppings.”  

     
He pondered his newest name and thought how women could be so cruel and yet usually right. He took a deep breath and gagged. So maybe the two females weren't necessarily cruel and were definitely on the mark. He did detect a slight offensive stench rising from his clothing. It shouldn't have been a surprise, as he hadn't been near a shower since his climb out of the well. Visions of Aalonnie’s nakedness and her hypnotic back and forth flashed before his eyes and he decided a cold shower was a good idea—maybe two or three. Even on the planet Arret it seemed he could find ways to practice on how to be a typical man. It was an admittance that he buried deep in his mind to where it wasn't accessible by his young mind-meld, or so he hoped.     

     
He trudged to the geyser and the slight breeze rolled over him and he thought his new name was an understatement. He stuck his hand in the water and it wasn't what he considered ice cold but still a far cry from a warm shower. He put his head back and swayed in rhythm with the treetops moving in the gentle breeze. The water splashed over him and thoroughly drenched his clothes and washed away a little of his paranoia, but not much of his body odor.        

     
He wondered what his sons were doing at the moment. He had no idea how long he'd been gone, or what they knew of his disappearance. There would undoubtedly be little to go on, especially if the ones that took him also took his truck. He pictured their worried and confused faces and the air escaped his lungs and he fell to his knees. He squeezed his head and a forlorn whimper escaped his wet lips. He believed hate was a useless emotion, and yet he couldn’t help but hate the ones who sent him here. He clenched his fists and imagined punching just one of them in the face. His chest ached with the need to exact some kind of retribution, and his head pounded with the hint of a severe migraine.  

     
“SG, stop it,” Tarella yelled. “Please, stop it. You've got little shards of lightning flying all over in here. You're going to burn my ass if you don't settle down.”  

     
He shook his head and wiped away a few tears. “Okay, sorry. It's just this whole damn mess is like a page from hell. And it tends to really get me down when I think of my sons. Will I ever see them again? I miss them terribly.”
     
“I know, believe me,” she said comfortingly. “But going crazy won’t help. And you don't have to apologize to me, dear Stargazer. I believe that somehow you will be reunited with them. There are two of us working on it now.”
     
“Thanks,” he muttered and swiped at a lone tear. “But I swear I will have my revenge someday. Until I'm granted such a…privilege, I'll try and maintain. Burn my ass?”    

    
“Liked that, did you?” she said proudly. “I hear quite a bit when you sleep. But there's still that place I don't dare go that is darker than the rest. It looks cold and uninviting. Now shower off the grime before you retch, again.”         

     
The whole mind-meld situation was still somewhat of a mystery and a little intimidating. But it worked, so he went with the flow. If it wasn't broke, don't mess with it. He figured as time went on maybe answers would show themselves. Until then, he sighed and tried to rub the grime out of his pants and shirt. All he managed to do was rub sand and sweat into his skin. He peeled off his sweatshirt and stuck it in the geyser until fully drenched and swung it over his head and slapped it on the flat rock.    

     
After a half dozen whacks, most of the sand along with the slight smell and splotches of dark blood were bashed out. He spread the sweatshirt out on a small boulder a few feet from the geyser and nonchalantly looked around. He didn't see any sign of visitors and worried they might have followed Aalonnie. He shook his head and smiled, as after watching her stand up to the tardogs, he felt sorry for anyone who got in her face. 

     
“Do we still have visitors?” he asked Tarella. The two women were more than likely just overreacting, which he deemed healthy to bury as quickly as he thought it.  

     
“No, I think they followed Aalonnie. So, yes, it's alright to wash your jeans.”
     
He looked around and shrugged. If he couldn't trust the spirit in his head then he was doomed for sure. He removed his shoes and socks and placed them under the water. He padded his pant pockets and then groaned and bent over. He straightened up and sighed and beat on his thighs with closed fists and growled under his breath.    

     
“I can't really pick up what kind of attack this is,” Tarella said, intruding into his fit.
     
“I've managed to lose all, I repeat, all of my glow stones.”  

     
“With all that's happened, I'm not surprised,” she whispered. And it's okay. Now that we're out of the well, we can make fire to see.”         

     
He stopped and thought for a minute while he casually scratched his chin. Maybe she was being casual about the loss of the glow stones because they were remnants of a past that generated memories of things she wanted or needed to forget.  

     
He sighed in resignation and muttered, “Oh what the hell, they probably didn't have a lot of glow time left anyway.”  

     
He looked around one more time and shrugged and removed his jeans. He held them in the geyser until drenched and then raised them over his head and slammed them on the rock. All that had happened to him thus far raced through his mind and he grumbled and repeatedly smashed his pants with resounding whacks, each strike harder than the last.    

     
“Your pants aren't going to survive much more,” Tarella shouted. “Aalonnie could be a little uncomfortable if you wander around camp in your underwear.”  

     
He slammed his pants on the rock one more time and wiped the water out of his eyes along with a few tears that escaped without his permission. “Right again.” He shivered from the sudden breeze and bashed his pants again. “I do feel much better though.”  
     
“That's good,” she said quietly. “I didn't want you in a bad mood when…”
      
“Well, well, well, what do we have here?” he quizzed.  

     
Behind a healthy berry bush off to his left a tiny head peaked out. Apparently, his mind-meld must have missed the presence of the visitor. He quickly wrung out his soggy jeans with as much dignity as he could muster and donned them as promptly as he could. During the struggle he heard the faint echoes of laughter in his head, which moved his mind-meld to second on the hit list of aliens.          

     
“You set me up, rat child, I'll not forget this you…you sneaky lass.” 

     
“Hey,” she managed to say around a string of giggles. “I believe this is what you call pay back.”   

     
By the time he got his soggy pants on he couldn't help but laugh as well. He thought it ironic that right after he spied on Aalonnie, he got spied on. He retrieved his shoes and socks and walked over to his clean sweatshirt. He glanced over where the peaking head had appeared but there was nothing but the berry bush swaying in the breeze. He shrugged his shoulders and plopped to the ground next to a large boulder and let the twins dry out his jeans.  

     
He wrung out his socks and placed them next to his shoes and rested his back against the boulder. He closed his eyes and waited patiently for the mystery guest to appear.   

     
“I guess this will work,” he told his marked mind-meld. “If I lay here, I won't pose a threat and maybe our guest or guests will appear before the week is over.”
     
“After the geyser display,” Tarella said and snickered, “it's obvious you don't have anything to hide. No concealed weapons on that one.”
     
“And thanks to whom? But, you're right. I'm sure I didn't look too much the menace as I stood there in my…underwear. So, let's see what happens.”  

     
He sat back and laced his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. He was eager to see what kind of new and exciting visitors had arrived. It made sense, even though senses were rare commodities of late, to let whoever was out there show themselves when ready. He stretched his legs and leaned up against the warm rock and idly wondered how to repay his young spirit.  

Chapter Twenty Nine
There was a soft snicker to his right and he opened his eyes. Two small figures came out from behind a large berry bush and a moment later two more emerged from another bush ten feet away. They were dressed in an assortment of colors, from blazing red to a friendly forest green. He could see they were all females.  

     
One held a staff nearly her height, which wasn’t quite four feet. The staff was swirled and glossy and adorned with a small curved claw on top. The one next to her had a bow slung over one shoulder and a quiver of arrows on the other. The other two slowly edged closer to their companions. One held what looked like a conductor’s baton and waved it nervously in small circles in rhythm with the breeze. The last just glared as her hands gripped the hilts of knives on a belt draped across her chest. He grinned when he noticed their hats were made from intricately woven twigs.     

     
The four slowly shuffled toward Stargazer. At first glance, they could have been mistaken for lost and frightened children, until he met the eyes of the one holding the staff. They showed an ageless quality that threatened to penetrate his soul, down where it was dark and cold, even beyond Tarella's realm. He shuddered and was about to ask Tarella if she had an uninvited guest.  

     
“No one's in here but me. Gods, they must be the legendary Tree Wardens. They look nervous. Say something before they think you're some lost and confused alien.”  

     
“Okay cool, new acquaintances. I don't think I'm lost, by the way. I know exactly where I think I might be. I’m just wondering what to say to legendary Tree Wardens who have seen me in my underwear by the way. Like the show ladies; encore at eleven.” 

     
“Great, now they'll bolt for sure.”    

     
“Careful rat child. You set me up for the show, so I  owe you one and your ass will pay big time. Now hush and let me handle this.”  

     
 He still struggled with the fact that he had a mind-meld. The fine lady Aalonnie confused him and made him dizzy with how distractingly attractive she was. Now, here stood caretakers of the forest and resembling of course what he imagined elves to be. He wished he could see their ears and tell if his imagination was on point.      

     
Not knowing what else to do he stood and bowed while displaying his best friendly smile. "Hello, ladies. My name is Stargazer. It's nice to meet you."  

     
The one with the baton stepped forward and bowed deeply and caught her twig hat just before it toppled from her head. Her short-sleeved shirt of canary yellow and pants of iridescent green shimmered under the twin suns.     

     
"It is a pleasure to meet you, Stargazer," she said, her voice sounding how he imagined elves would speak. "I am Grango. We've watched and listened since you entered the forest. We're glad you weren't harmed when the tardogs attacked." Her baton waved in rhythm with her voice, which was how he imagined his mythical elves would speak.

     
"We heard the howls and saw the spot where you left the two dead ones. The scog took both in the middle of the night, so the forest is safe for the time being. Thank you for feeding it. That creature has plagued us for a long, long time. We can't seem to find a way to destroy it, as it has a tough hide that we can’t penetrate. Once long ago, I…" The one with the staff cleared her throat and scowled at Grango. "Forgive me," Grango said. "I lose track of my manners. We get few travelers, so at times I forget myself. I could ramble on about everything and anything. All I need is an audience and who knows where my mouth will…" 

     
"My name is Lutier," the one with the staff spoke up and stepped forward and bowed. She lightly tapped Grango on the head with the claw on her staff. "You’ve met our long-winded friend, Grango. Behind me is Tassor carrying the bow and the other is Sandrid."  

     
Tassor nodded slightly and readjusted her bow as she continually scanned the clearing. He rubbed his eyes and shook his head from the way her camouflaged wardrobe blended in with the background of the forest. Every time she moved it made his eyes go double and he switched his gaze to Sandrid.  

     
Her wardrobe was bland compared to the other three. Her brown shirt and pants looked tattered and bordered on unkempt. On both sides of her twig hat, a few tiny sticks hung off at odd angles. There was no softness in her eyes and she glared at everything with anger. She gave no bow or other acknowledgment that he even existed.    

     
“Keep an eye on that one, marked mind-meld,” he warned. “Her hands haven't left her knives since she emerged from behind the bushes. She's mad as hell about something.”  

     
“Watching is what I'll do; at all those who are mad. And by the way, where's Aalonnie?”    

     
“That is an excellent question. Maybe she…”

"We saw the scog chase you and your companion and then we…lost sight of you. The fight with the four-legged creatures of the night was amazing. You defeated two of them so swiftly. The way the other two ran off was quite…mysterious." She scratched her chin and tapped her staff on the ground and gave him a deep stare. "When you took the dead ones into the forest, we once again lost sight of you."  

     
He sighed and scanned the outlying trees for a moment and then looked at his four visitors. "I do a great deal of running where I come from." He took in a big breath and patted his chest and the ladies smiled amiably with the exception of Sandrid. "The rest was just…luck. The tardogs were probably tired or maybe really old."  

     
“Careful, SG. You don't want the cat to escape the bag.”  

     
“Now who's the paranoid one? Huh? Oh, and it's let the cat out of the bag, by the way. And do you mean not to divulge that I'm an…alien? Or, that the mixed-up and lost alien has an alien in his head?”
    
“Well…all of the above, obviously.”
     
"It's a pleasure to meet all of you," he said and took another quick glance up into the treetops. He half expected to see Aalonnie sitting on one of the low branches as she displayed a smile at the sight of him so outnumbered. "I hope we haven't offended anyone while we've been in this forest."  

     
"No, no," Lutier said and held up her staff. "We came to meet you and your companion and offer any aid you might need in return for…some help."  

     
His stomach rumbled with waterbed turbulence as to what she meant by help. The way they fidgeted from one foot to the other meant is was probably a request of galactic proportions.  

     
"We see you have a Banai talon," Lutier said. Stargazer glanced at the claw on her staff and she smiled and shook her head. "We're not fighters, not by any means; not anymore. This is a claw from a large boar that the scog killed ages ago. Not from a Banai." She rubbed the claw and her eyes rose. "We've been here most of the night but waited till morning. We wondered if you are perhaps a warrior. Maybe a descendant from one of the great warriors of the Magician's War. Ever since the scog made our forest its hunting grounds, we've been at a loss as how to get rid of it. After watching you and your companion we wondered if you…might help. "

     
Grango straightened her twig hat with her baton. "Most of the time we're not so bold and definitely not this hasty. It's just; that beast has turned into such a menace as the years go by. The last few have been the worse by far. Recently, it has doubled its havoc and is killing all the wildlife that hasn't run off; along with the much-needed vegetation. Finding the scog is never the problem, the task to destroy it has become a challenge."  

     
She hung her head and scowled and he wanted to blurt out that his own situation bordered on more than one level of lunacy. How could he help them when his life of late had veered into such unknown territory? 

     
"Well, just marvelous," he muttered. He wondered where his lady friend Aalonnie had gone and decided to go to his inner lady friend. “This isn’t good, mind-meld. They think I'm a big fearless warrior.”  

     
“Oh no, they're going to be utterly disappointed,” she moaned. “I mean the part about you being a…big warrior.” He ignored another loud sigh and listened to Lutier.     

     
"Our clan lives far to the North," she said and pointed her staff off to the left. "We get few visitors, so we became curious when we saw one who is dressed so strangely. And what you did with the tardogs. It’s amazing that you still have all your limbs."

     
"You're not hurt in the least," Tassor said with respect and shifted her bow from one shoulder to the other so quickly he wondered if he imagined it.    

     
"We couldn’t help but notice that you have a Banai talon," Grango blurted out. "They're rare—the Banai—and live as long as the trees. They don't give up talons freely and even when they die, they go far into the desert where none can find them."  

     
He held back laughter on how the warrior closed his eyes during the courageous act with the Banai. He had no choice when the tardogs attacked, it was them or him. And then the brave display of hiding behind a tree while he puked his warrior guts out.     

     
Sandrid stepped forward and issued a loud grunt. Her hands never loosened on the hilts of her knives. A look of defiance creased her forehead as she stood erect and glared. The morning agenda looked to be dealing with more than one alleged warrior.  

     
"We could do it ourselves, given time," the disgruntled warrior stated. She puffed up her chest and gripped her knives until her knuckles turned as white as the sands he trudged across. "But it’s crafty, and the forest is large." 

     
Aalonnie arrived at the edge of camp and deemed the conversation had gone on long enough without her presence. "Hello," she said in a loud voice. "My name is Aalonnie. We're just passing through." She stood with her feet shoulder-width apart, holding two skinned rabbits in each hand. "We don't have the time." 

     
"I knew it," the scowling Sandrid said.  

     
The three words warranted daggers from Aalonnie and the two locked gazes. The headstrong warriors were two cats facing off in a dark alley and the only thing missing was hissing and low guttural snarling, though he thought he might have heard a little hiss from Aalonnie.   

     
“Looks to me like attitudes are blossoming this glorious morning,” he told Tarella as the stare-down between the two ladies ignited sparks that would invariably burn all of them. “I guess I'll have to portray the warrior attitude. But hey, what the hell, it fits right in with my life of late. I got a little warrior in my head. A warrior attitude is on my right and warrior attitude stands behind me.” He tilted his head and stared at the sky. “Maybe the twin suns will burn my warrior ass with extreme heat.”
     
“Easy, SG. We can all be warriors later. The first thing is to stop those two from killing each other, or in the least harming us..”      

     
Tassor adjusted her bow and quickly stepped in between Aalonnie and Sandrid. "I am Tassor," she said to Aalonnie and bowed. "This is our leader Lutier and next to her is Grango. Our rude one here is Sandrid. I offer my apologies for her behavior. We welcome you to our forest."  

     
Aalonnie gave a polite bow and Stargazer smiled that she caught the emphasis on ‘our forest.’ Her gaze softened and she looked at Lutier with respect. "So, you're the wardens of this beautiful forest. Maybe I was harsh and spoke too soon. I've enjoyed my stay in this grand place." She turned and stared at Sandrid. "I didn't mean to be so hasty or rash when I spoke. It's just, the scog is a deadly creature and perhaps best left alone."  

     
“Great back-pedaling, Ah...lon...nee,” Tarella hissed. Stargazer licked his lips and thought he tasted a couple drops of mental blood.  

     
“I wonder,” he said with exasperation, “if I stand on my head and drink a gallon of water if you'll drown. Now please, hush. Or it's the rat-paddle for you.”  

     
“Oh my, great warrior,” she whispered in mock submission. “All this standing on your head will make it flat and give you a lot more pain speeding and bouncing around in here.”  

     
“The only pain now is the one in my…” 

     
"We would just as soon leave the scog alone," Tassor said and glanced at Aalonnie and Sandrid. "But the beast is killing the berry bushes, which are crucial for the Tarooks. Without the bushes the trees will eventually perish."  

     
Her eyes went back to constantly surveying the edge of the clearing. He labeled her hunter of the group and maybe the one in charge of crowd control. The stare down between Aalonnie and Sandrid looked to have eased up and he took a deep breath of relief. He had an idea and cleared his throat to get Aalonnie's attention. He glanced down at the skinned rabbits and raised his eyebrows toward the lady wardens and shrugged his shoulders. She caught on immediately and displayed a quick smile. She went over to the fire pit and squatted and began to prepare the rabbits for the spit.     

     
"You're more than welcome to join us," Stargazer offered. "Aalonnie has rabbits for a late morning meal and we would be honored if you joined us. If you're hungry, that is."  

     
Lutier and Grango exchanged looks and smiled briefly and then turned and gave Sandrid a stern stare.  

     
"We would be honored to join you for a meal," Lutier said. "It will give us a chance to talk further."  

     
Tassor stared at Aalonnie's back for a few seconds and her expression softened and she shrugged. She walked over and pulled two rabbits out of a pouch that hung off her shoulder and squatted down and handed them to Aalonnie.  

     
She nudged Aalonnie with her elbow and said kindly, "If you like, I'll help."  

     
She nodded and her shoulders relaxed and he caught the hint of a smile. He motioned with his hand for the other three to sit around the fire. By the time they were comfortable, Aalonnie and Tassor looked to be getting along great. Both being hunters, Stargazer saw how they would bond easily. Tension with warrior attitudes subsided and he hoped it wasn't due to the fact that they were in the eye of the storm. On a positive note, at least no one had been roasted, beaten, ripped to shreds, or slain. Sandrid, however, maintained a stern expression that bordered on haunted and continued to grip her knives.    

     
He turned to Lutier and it was difficult to hold her gaze for more than a few seconds. Her steel-gray eyes were filled with wisdom and understanding and he suddenly felt mentally naked. He broke her gaze and glanced at shadows dancing from the flames at the edge of the clearing. He smiled inwardly, thinking it fitting that these short ladies tended more than likely the tallest living things on Arret.  

     
"These trees remind me of a forest that grows in my land,” he said in an attempt to avoid the scog issue and Lutier's penetrating gaze. "The trees in my land are called Redwoods and are held in awe and respect by my clan." He figured clan had a worldlier ring associated with Arret, as opposed to some incomprehensible jabber about another world. No use complicating things even worse before they got to know each other.  

     
"We've tended this forest for many cycles," Lutier said with pride and gripped her staff and pointed at the trees. "Our clan has been tree planting for many generations."  

     
She adjusted her intricately woven twig hat and sat back and stared at the swaying trees and sighed. Grango fidgeted with her baton and it was obvious that she wanted to resume talking, but was maybe leery after being silenced earlier. Sandrid stood abruptly and walked to the edge of the clearing. She seemed to be relaxing a little as only one hand rested on a knife.  

     
“So, young Arret dweller of my mind,” he said and glanced at Aalonnie and Tassor. Their shoulders touched as they worked to prepare the hares. “Is there anything familiar about these little ladies?” 

     
“No,” she whispered guardedly. He grinned that she acted as if they dealt with a conspiracy and needed to whisper. “Those pointed chins look familiar but I don't know from where. They sure act harmless enough.” She took a deep breath and whistled and he probed his left ear with a finger. “It’s this request to help smash a scog that has a bad ring to it. I’m talking somewhere in the realm of what you might call a…shit storm. From what we saw the other night, I think it's a really dangerous creature. Even with enhance we would be hard-pressed to come up with a good survival rate, let alone being able to actually kill the thing.”   

     
The encounter with the scog had shaken him more than he wanted to admit. Actually, each time he envisioned the thing, he struggled not to swallow his tongue. It had terrified him so bad that he grabbed a strange girl and threw her over his shoulder and ran blindly through the forest. He kept envisioning its face full of teeth and admitted that going toe-to-toe with it did have a foolhardy ring. And yet, the Wardens sudden arrival made him curious and he wanted to hear more, which he passed on to Tarella.

     
“Let's just play it by ear,” he said with the same stern voice that he used on his sons. “So behave young lady. We don’t want to get mixed up in a really bad shit storm.” 

     
Spitting echoed in his head and he smiled thinking how his sons more than likely did the same thing as soon as he turned his back. He had no doubt the universe or universes were all relative. He thought even more so now with the arrival of the Wardens. They resembled dwarves the more he was around them and he hoped they possessed the wisdom and patience of legendary dwarves. It would help his survival rate in his extremely lopsided life of late. His vision blurred from all his thinking and he took a deep breath and relaxed. So much was going on all at once. He had barely scratched the surface getting to know his mind-meld; along with Aalonnie. Now he had little ladies with funny twig hats dropping in, maybe literally.  

     
"Have you been in our land for a time now?" Grango asked.  

     
"Not really," he said and absently gazed around the clearing. Spears of light danced across the ground in rhythm with the slight breeze. From the position of the suns he was surprised to see it was nearly noon, which meant he had slept in late. "I just arrived, uh, yesterday. It does feel much longer, though."

     
“When we planted this grand forest,” Lutier said and hugged her staff and leaned forward. "We were six, but many cycles past the scog took two. It's been the four of us ever since." Her eyes darted briefly to Sandrid who no longer paced but stood motionless and stared blankly at the sky. Lutier shook her head slowly and looked into Stargazer's eyes. "It is why Sandrid is so eager to kill the beast. Her aunt was one of the two we lost.”
     
"That is truly sad," Stargazer muttered, feeling guilty for judging her so quickly. That she claimed they lived hundreds of years rolled off his mind as if it was normal. He would have been more surprised if she told him they only lived a mere hundred years.      

     
“I am ancient," Lutier said as if hearing his thoughts. He dearly hoped that wasn't the case, as one snooping lady was enough. "Even by clan standards I'm old and have seen much. You, Stargazer," she said and pointed her toothy staff at his chest and smiled warmly. "You're different. You move like none I've ever witnessed before."   

     
He still wasn't sure how much to divulge to these mysterious ladies. He did maintain the conviction that he would keep it a secret about his mind-meld who at times generated enough confusion to make his head spin to the point of dizziness. Actually, he wondered who was dizzier, him or her.   

     
“I heard that!” she yelled and laughter rang in his head.    

     
"Have you ever seen others like me?" he asked and shook his head, thinking his question to general. “I mean maybe ones that wore strange clothes or talked with a different accent?"  

     
Lutier and Grango shook their heads but wouldn't look him in the eyes. Was it that crucial to kill the scog that they considered not divulging they had seen others like him so he wouldn’t leave immediately and seek them out? More secrets to unravel would be the death of him and of course it was secrets shrouded in darkness. He was in the dark. Dark was what brought him here in the first place. His mood was of a dark nature. He chuckled that he veered into dark philosophical thinking.  

     
"We haven't seen or heard of strangers for a long time," Lutier offered, but was still reluctant to look him in the eyes.  

     
"Would you mind if we examined your banai talon?" Grango said abruptly.  

     
He grinned and handed her his hard-earned trophy. She strolled over to Sandrid and the two put their shoulders together and pointed and chirped like sparrows finding their lost chick.        

     
“Let's show patience here, intended warrior,” Tarella said. “We can only hope they're not serious about you going against that evil scog.”  

     
“That worries me,” he groaned and shook his head in exasperation. “I can't believe they think I’m really capable of helping them kill that…that beast. They gotta be crazier than me, and I’m the one who feels like a frigging borderline nut case. I’m talking what the hell; I’m the new alien on the block.”

     
He had no aspirations to get within stone's throw of the repulsive creature let along challenging it to a fight to the death. Lutier had a downcast expression as if mesmerized with her boots. He cleared his throat and the two locked gazes. She displayed such a motherly stare that he wouldn't have been surprised if she produced a plate of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies and a glass of milk. His mouth watered from imagining chocolate chips melting in his mouth. 

     
A warm breeze blew across the clearing and his mood swayed with the gently moving Tarook tops. A tantalizing aroma of cooking rabbits wafted past his nose and he closed his eyes and waited patiently. Since his abduction and arrival this was the most relaxed he'd been.    

     
"This is a choice place," he said. "Though I'm afraid I must leave and see if I can find others like me. They undoubtedly have to be out there somewhere. I can't imagine I'm the only one. I miss home, which I think you can relate to. If you can remember any strange people you’ve met I'd be grateful to hear about them. As far as that scog, whew. I don’t think I have what it takes to kill it; if it can be killed. If I'm not mistaken, it sounds like a relative of a beast from another time?" 

     
He remembered Tarella's story and didn't think it a coincidence that her description of the Realm beast with all the legs and the present day scog were similar. Lutier focused on her boots and he gave her a minute and glanced around. Grango and Sandrid were sitting next to each other and examining the talon intently, their gasps of joy rolling across the clearing. Tassor and Aalonnie squatted next to the fire and made weird gestures with their hands which more than likely pertained to the art of trapping.  

     
“I think you're on to something,” Tarella said and he didn't jump in the least. “Now that you mentioned it, I remember the teacher saying that the Northern Realm conjured up the beast; and ate them first. Gods, when I saw the scog I never put two and three together.” 

     
He leaned forward and hid his smile. “To be honest, it was just a little while ago that I put…two and two together.”  

     
She snorted and mumbled, “Two and two, two and three. What's the difference as long as it adds up right, right?”  

     
“Well, uh? Come to think of it, I don't really know. Maybe it's…”  

     
Lutier cleared her throat and slowly turned the staff in her tiny hands. "I knew you were different," she said. "I was the only one around who actually witnessed your entire fight with the tardogs. I've never seen such swiftness and power. You were such a blur when you fought, and the way you trotted into the forest dragging them so easily." She stopped and lightly thumped the bottom of her staff on the ground a few times. "I told the others we should come and ask you for help. I am sorry. You have your own problems and we have no right to intrude upon your journey. As for your question, yes, the scog is descended from the Magician's war. It has…evolved into something even more hideous and much more destructive. We've been at a loss on how to kill it." She slammed the bottom of her staff on the ground with a dull thud. "But we'll take care of it, as I believe every problem has a solution. Now, as for others that look and talk like you; no I've never seen any. We've tended this forest for many years, so I can't say much for other lands." She swept the staff in front of her, eyes sparkling and her face glowing like the suns. "Ah yes, the Tarook trees. We begin by…" 

     
She spoke about searching for a location to start the forest and how the first hundred years were crucial. His mind wandered and the fire crackled and popped. The rich aroma of sizzling meat mixed with the smoke and swirled about his head and reminded him how hungry he was.  

     
Lutier finished her history lesson of the Tarooks and speared him with a penetrating stare. He frantically tried to recall what she said, worried she asked his opinion, or worse what he planned to do. Either one would be an answer to even put the long-winded Grango to sleep.  

     
To his relief, Sandrid and Grango appeared and rescued him. "We'd like to fix this talon, if we may?" Grango said and tapped it lightly with her baton. "We could clean it and make a fine flute."

     
Sandrid took it from Grango and stared wide-eyed. "We wouldn't keep it, of course."   

     
They acted like a couple of giddy school kids and he stifled a chuckle. He was though as to what type of flute they could make. Besides, it was good that Sandrid was involved in something positive as opposed to sulking.         

     
"Go for it, ladies," he said and their eyes glowed with brilliance. "You've got me hooked. When you're finished, maybe we could talk trade."  

     
They ambled off toward the edge of the geyser; their twig hats hopelessly entwined as they giggled and nudged each other. A long shudder shook him when he recalled how he had taken the talon from a fire-breathing dragon-fowl.      

     
"I'm not sure where this is all leading," Lutier said. He imagined the staff had hidden eyes that didn't miss a single nuance. "But I truly believe you're special and here for a reason."  

     
He felt light-headed as the last thing he wanted or needed was to be called saintly or worse, a heroic warrior. The next would be dressing better? He glanced at his burned sweatshirt and grubby pants which he wasn't able to iron after he washed them in the geyser. Yet, his attire was still better than if he wore nothing but an outfit of leaves, which made his eyes sparkle from a vision of Aalonnie dressed likewise.   

     
He rubbed his chin and muttered, "As much as I hate to admit it, I think you’re right. Maybe I’m here because of some type of destiny? And that’s a thought that has a tendency to make me more nervous and a little frightened."  

     
She patted his shoulder and smiled. "Things will all work out, my mysterious Stargazer. As I said, reasons will present themselves in due time."  

     
The treetops sang a soft melody and the aroma of dinner sang to his stomach. Reasons will present themselves echoed in his head. Would the reasons be so terrifying that they pushed him over the edge; an edge to a cold abyss where chances of ever returning home lay somewhere down in the darkness?  

     
“Once again, you need to watch your thoughts,” Tarella said. “Not because I can hear them, but for your own sanity. Your imagination is amazing. It comes up with stuff that will drive you…over the edge. So, relax and we'll see what we'll see. ”  

     
He just nodded mentally, not knowing what else to say. He didn’t want to admit that his thoughts were leaning toward offering these ladies some kind of assistance. He had a feeling if he didn’t, leaving would plague him, especially with Tarella's knack to enhance. He was stuck on a planet, and stuck in a forest, and stuck with a conscience. Apparently, moral justice abounded in the galaxies, as well.   
     
He relaxed with deep breaths and stared at the flames licking at the rabbits. Juices crackled and sizzled as they dripped on the hot embers.    

     
"We would be thankful," Lutier said, "if we could spend the night here. We'll see what develops in the morning."  

     
Aalonnie turned and smiled and nodded and they settled around the fire for a cozy evening together.

Chapter Thirty 

Aalonnie basted the rabbits with a dark berry juice and a few herbs she and Tassor had in their mysterious little satchels. He thought of a time that felt so long ago when after a day of rigorous volleyball and a keg of beer, they would roast a turkey and baste it with a mixture of spices and herbs they called “schmoo”. Once again he looked around for a good place to set up the net. He smiled that for the first time he would be the second tallest in the game—Aalonnie had him by a good three inches. He frowned, as it didn't matter, he was still too short to spike the ball.    

     
Aalonnie cleared her throat and nodded to Tassor. "A few of these are done." 
     
She removed one of the steaming hares from the spit and pulled a knife from her vest. Stargazer wondered where it was hidden and shook his head, deciding not to go there. Tarella decided to go, of course. 

     
“Sorry, but I heard that,” she said. “Where did she hide that knife when I saw her getting dressed earlier?”
     
“Hah rat child, missed that one. I was thinking I would like to frisk her and maybe discover other hidden weapons.” 

     
“I imagine it would be a…sloooow search?”
     
“Yes, of course. One can never be too careful. Besides, what if she was rendered unconscious and unable to pull a needed weapon? I should know where she hides them in case one is needed.”  

     
“You already have two weapons; the knife and the deadly talon.”  

     
“So? This is more than just about weapons, my dear. And don’t forget, the little ladies have my talon and I don’t think it’s going to be a weapon anymore. That leaves me only one.” 

     
She sighed audibly and mumbled, “I know. But like I said, I also know it’s more than just weapons. You…man.”  

     
He smiled and watched Aalonnie deftly carve the rabbits while Tassor produced wooden bowls and wooden two-prong forks. Aalonnie put a few slices in each bowl and Tassor politely handed them each one. They ate in silence and Stargazer couldn't help but notice how all eyes invariably landed on him. He smiled inwardly and shrugged and dove into his dinner with a vengeance. There was an itch developing in the back of his mind and it wasn’t Tarella. He knew he was going to offer his help to the lady Wardens even though he felt his idea bordered on ludicrous. He concentrated to not bite his tongue or choke on the juicy rabbit.   

     
“I picked that up. You know the part about offering to help them.”
     
He shrugged mentally and swallowed. “I was thinking about running my idea past Aalonnie and Lutier.”
     
“You have my permission, SG.”   

     
Once again he wondered if he could be involved in some absurd galactic test. He needed to complete this labor before the ones who took him allowed him to go home. On a positive note, maybe he and Tarella could see how well this amazing enhance of theirs worked under serious pressure. From what he saw of the scog it would be a practice run in the same line as practicing to catch a bullet with his teeth.        

     
He finished the rabbit stew without wounding his lip any further or removing a chunk of tongue. He licked his lips and sighed in resignation as there wasn't much he could do right now about getting home. So action was the next best thing. Since his arrival, life had been moving at break-neck speed anyway, so why not take another huge leap in the fast lane. He wanted to confide with someone before he lost his nerve and spouted some lame excuse on why he needed to leave and run and hide. Or even worse, just stand around and gawk indifferently.

     
“Whatever you decide to do,” Tarella said softly. “You know I’m in.”
      
“Thanks. Let’s see what the two ladies think of my idea first.”  

     
Aalonnie displayed a pensive expression and he winked in an attempt to cheer her up. Her face darkened and she focused on the dancing flames. He gazed at the warm faces and took a mental fist and squashed the prickly sensation that screamed to run away and grovel. He couldn't imagine telling them that he was too busy with his own quest of finding a way home to offer his assistance with saving theirs.    

     
  He put his empty bowl on the ground and grabbed the water skin and drank; to rinse his mouth and clear his thoughts. He set it down and asked Aalonnie and Lutier to take a walk. They strolled over to a protruding root and the long shadows created from the firelight danced on both sides and were a perfect setting for what he wanted to discuss.       

     
Aalonnie fidgeted from one foot to the other, her eyes constantly darting from him to Lutier. His overwrought nerves along with excitement had him sweating slightly and it ran down his back, igniting a few of the cuts not completely healed. There was a moment of sharp pain and a blinding yellow glow danced before his eyes. He staggered and arched his back, unaware he performed a noisy little grunt.  

     
Aalonnie placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. "Are the cuts still bothering you?" Her hand slid off and his heart raced when he recalled how adeptly she had applied the salve.  

     
"No, not too much," he moaned and delicately pulled on the back of his sweatshirt. "Sweat hits them once in a while and stings, is all. I'll be fine. Thanks for applying the salve, it did wonders."

     
“You are soooo right,” Tarella sang. “Wonders in more than one way.”
     
“Hah, I meant that in only one direction. Now hush potty mind so I can concentrate and offer my body up for sacrifice.”       

     
"When I first arrived," he said and his brows furrowed. "I had some difficulty adjusting to the abrupt change of being in a new land. It messed up my head and I scratched my back during a bout of denial, which produced some nasty cuts." He sighed audibly and slapped his forehead with an open palm.

     
“Hey,” Tarella yelled, followed by a few low growls. “Don't make me come up there and kick your ass.”
     
He rubbed his forehead and sighed. "But now; I've got it in my head that I'll be fine." He chuckled and whispered, "It's like a little voice told me."

     
"You asked us over here for more than just telling us you're going to be fine," Lutier said. She leaned on her staff and tapped the tooth with an impatient finger as one of her feet tapped the ground.  

     
"Why, yes I did," he said and grinned and winked at Aalonnie. "I think there might be a way to take this scog down." He made a fist and hammered his open palm and sneered. "I mean frigging whack it. Cap its ugly face. Uh, kill it."  

     
He recounted the key points where a man once fought an alien with the aid of a log that hung from a branch. He decided to leave out the part about his idea was from a movie. It would just complicate things further.    

     
“Just a little info here,” Tarella said softly. It still confused him as to why she felt she needed to lower her voice; a thought he quickly buried. “But, I’m pretty sure this idea borders on more than a little crazy.”
     
“Well, maybe a little. Oh, what the hell, so maybe pass crazy and proceed straight to…deeply ridiculous. And yet, I believe it will work because our log will be pointed. Beat that, Arnold.”         

    
“From what I…see, Arnold was a play actor. Going against this scog will be anything but play acting.”
     
“The idea is still solid, even if it came from a play. Actually, we call them movies.” 

     
“The scog looked awfully solid as well. But hey, we’re smarter than some beast, right? How did you put it, two heads are better than…?”
     
"Yes, risky indeed," Lutier said gravely and yet her eyes displayed excitement and her tiny brows rose. She gripped her staff and a grin spread across her face and she suddenly started hopping from one foot to the other. Her intricately woven twig hat bobbed precariously while she danced around as if on a bed of coals. It was so out of character that he stood open-mouthed and stared. She stopped abruptly and leaned on her staff, her breath wheezing.  

     
"But, it might work” she gasped. “We are overdue with trying to rid the forest of the scog. I'm tired of it having full reign and destroying years of work." She laughed softly and her staff whistled through the air and he leaned to the right and dodged the deadly watchful tooth. "Yes it just might work, Stargazer." 

     
He turned to Aalonnie and asked with infectious enthusiasm, "So, what do you think? Want to try it?"  

     
Even with a stern expression, her beauty was of a quality that his heart pounded in his chest and his hands became clammy. She dropped her gaze and stared at the ground and he couldn't read her shadowed face.

     
She shuffled her feet and looked from one to the other. "I think,” she said softly, “that we should sleep on this idea and see what the morning brings."   

     
Before he could utter a word, Lutier relaxed and sighed. "I think Aalonnie is right. I shouldn't be too hasty to volunteer my fellow wardens. Let's not speak of it again till the daylight. We don't need to say anything to the others and build up false hopes."  

     
"Agreed," he said and smiled at Aalonnie. She shrugged and returned his smile and made her way back to the campfire.  

     
"If it's any comfort," Lutier whispered and tapped Stargazer in the chest with her toothy staff. "I think Aalonnie likes you and shows great concern for your well-being."  

     
She covered a snicker with her hand and followed Aalonnie. The next thing would be passing notes and pulling petals while he recited something about how she loves him, or loves him not. He followed the two and figured a medium-size straightjacket would fit snugly.    

      
“I think…”
     
“Whoa, don't start,” he said 

     
“My my, aren’t we touchy. You need some sleep?”

     
“I think I’ve been asleep for some time now.”   

     
He wasn't sure if he should scream for joy or laugh hysterically that he now had an alleged love affair to deal with in the midst of his delusions of grandeur. He walked back to the fire and ignored his head booming from giggling and snorting. He stood at the fire and held out his hands, though the temperature was in the mid-sixties. That he had just offered a plan that involved battling a monster made his palms wet and clammy.    

     
Tassor gave him a quick smile and gingerly pulled the three remaining rabbits off the spit. He returned her smile and patted his stomach. What he craved was a grease-infested, caloric-diseased, sodium-saturated burger. It would slam into the pit of his stomach with the force of ten nuclear explosions and generate enough acid to burn through the tips of his toes. Memory of the taste negated all the after effects. Next on the wish list was a steaming cup of java with enough caffeine to knock Arret off its axis. And afterward it would be a godsend to puff on a cigarette.    

     
He was surprised how he missed some of the little things in his life like sitting at Brewed Awakenings and sipping a Latte. Or, after a night at the bar he would sit at the Country Kitchen and flirt with the waitresses and smoke one cigarette after another. He never failed to down enough coffee to keep him awake till the wee hours of the morning, accompanied with an annoying cough. He shrugged and accepted a second helping of tasty rabbit. When it came to smoking, he figured this was as good a time as any to quit. As for the waitresses, he would have to imagine Ron changed the dress code into woodsy, accompanied with intricately woven twig hats.       

     
Everyone settled around the fire, gazes silently fixed on the flames, obviously occupied with their own thoughts. The dancing flames were soothingly hypnotic and visions surfaced of his sons, brothers, and friends back home. The memories swept in and lulled him into drowsiness. 

     
"When I was just a young pup," Grango spoke softly and lightly tapped her baton into an open palm. "My grandparents told me a story, which I haven't thought about since we planted this forest almost 400 years ago."  

     
Tarella screamed and he caught himself before he toppled into the flames. “She has to be wrong. I wasn't down in that hole for 400 years. Nooo… I couldn't have been.” Her voice trailed off as if running away and he sighed and whispered her name and asked her to please return as soon as possible.    

      
"Our village was located at the base of a mountain range known as Arret's End," Grango said with a far off stare. Stargazer tore his thoughts away from the fleeing Tarella and listened intently. "No one had ever succeeded crossing the rugged landmark, which was considered the end of the habitable world."  

     
She slapped her palm with the baton, the crisp whacks echoed in the night air and Stargazer gripped his bowl and shivered. The fire strangely enough cooperated and the crackling and popping became no more than soft whispers. 

     
"One night long ago while our clan sat around a fire such as this they saw a star fall from the sky. It was of such brilliance that it lit the entire village and miles around, as well. When the strange star struck the mountain, it boomed with the echo of fifty mighty storms."

     
Aalonnie came back and sat next to him and warmed him with one of her dazzling smiles and turned her attention to Grango's story.  

     
"The next morning, five of the best hunter-trackers left to investigate the strange occurrence." She ceased to tap her baton and scratched her chin with it for a few seconds. "After three cycles of the moons, it was obvious they weren't going to return. From that day forward, they were called Falling Star Mountains. There have only been a few since who were foolish enough to venture into that accursed area. None ever returned, so our clan decided to leave alone what didn't concern us.  

     
"The strange thing about all of this," Grango said and rubbed her temple with her baton. "When it was first spotted it was a blinding white, but just before it struck the ground the color changed to dark red and a high-pitched shrill echoed off the mountain walls. It was also written that it slowed down to where it barely moved just before it struck the mountain." She sat back and shook her head, her baton lifeless in her palm.   

     
Stargazer clapped his hands and shuddered. "Sorry,” he said and rubbed his hands together. “I was just thinking."     

     
"From the look on your face," Lutier said and caressed the tooth on her staff, "this mysterious falling star has meaning to you."

     
He scratched his head and chuckled. "My whole life the last few days has been a rotten mystery and this falling star just adds to it. I wonder if it's connected somehow to my own plight with being taken from my…land."  

     
"I would like to hear what you think this…falling star could have been?" Grango asked and her tiny eyes sparkled with excitement. 

     
"I don't know," he said and scratched his head. "Let me think for a minute."  

     
He dropped his gaze and stared at the fire. He could sense all their eyes boring into him, which made thinking a difficult task. Tarella cleared her throat and he shuddered visibly, more so that she had thankfully returned and not that she startled him.  

    
“I have to tell you something,” she said breathlessly. His stomach instantly turned sour and the craving for a cigarette hit an all-time high. “I don't think it's that important, but it's really strange.”
     
“Welcome back,” he said and smiled inwardly. “Sorry you had to hear abruptly with how long you were in the well. And please do tell what you think isn't that important? By the way, did you hear her talk about the legend of the Falling Star Mountains, which I think is the same ones that you told me about while you jab…uh, recited your story.”    

     
She cleared her throat and sighed and cleared her throat again and he wondered if he could send her a glass of water. “I did hear about the mountains. What really shook me up and caused me to run wild inside your mind was that 400 years might have passed while I was in the vase. I’ll work on that, but the other thing is…I found something that I don't think should be in here.”
     
“You…found something?” he asked worriedly. Her mood caused him to veer away from the legend for the time being. And yet; he didn’t really want to know what had her in such a fit. 

     
“Yes,” she shot back. “As I ran, I heard this soft voice urging me to go to a certain place in your mind. When I got there, I found these two little boxes half the size of my hand. I think my thoughts might have done something to one of them. I'm not sure…”
     
He never heard another word as his vision blurred and he stood up and took one step and his knees gave way and he toppled forward and never felt hitting the ground. The worried voices of Aalonnie and the Tree Wardens echoed faintly in his mind until they receded and faded away to nothing. The next instant he was consumed in darkness just before he was rendered unconscious.      

Chapter Thirty One 
Stargazer opened his eyes and his breath caught in his throat and his mind screamed; not again. He was floating hundreds of feet above the surface of a planet spotted with gigantic domes the size of cities. He was able to see inside a few of the domes and they were littered with skeletons. He became dizzy and realized he was still holding his breath at the same time an attack of vertigo hit. He forced himself to breathe and swallowed the bitter taste of bile and panic overwhelmed him and he shut his eyes. 

     
Complete darkness was far worse and he opened his eyes and was shocked and yet relieved to see he was standing on solid ground. He worked on taking slow breaths and stared out across a vast desert that ran all the way to the horizon. Sand devils of various sizes swirled past him and uncovered skulls and other parts of human skeletons. He looked closer and thousands upon thousands of bleached skulls peered out of the sand, staring at the sky with black, sightless eyes. A massive gust of wind slammed into his back and he was knocked to the sand and rendered unconscious. He awoke abruptly and opened his eyes and he was strapped spread-eagle to a stainless steel table. He squirmed and struggled to escape his bonds, but the more he struggled the tighter they became.  

     
"Let me go," he screamed. 

He arched his back and pulled on the restraints holding his wrists and pain cascaded over him like waves of scalding water. He took a deep breath and ignored the pain and was about to give another try with freeing his hands. His blood went cold when he noticed a shadowy figure appear off to his left just at the edge of darkness. It undulated toward him and slowly materialized into the shape of an odd looking upright lizard. When but a few feet away, he could see the walking lizard had gleaming canines dripping strands of slimy ooze and its iridescent red eyes were focused on him. 

Stargazer blinked his eyes rapidly in hopes the creature would dissolve into nothingness like all the other visions he had experienced. His eyes watered and blurred, but the apparition didn't disappear. It scratched its jaw and stared at him with unmistakable hatred and a frightening degree of intelligence. A black tongue snaked out of its reptilian snout and slapped away the line of drool. Stargazer's skin crawled when a few drops landed on his chest and he twisted and squirmed in his restraints to avoid more drips and his arms ignited with more pain.  

 
The alien-wolf leaned forward until Stargazer smelled its putrid breath. It reached out and poked him in the chest and tilted its head, staring at Stargazer with contempt. Its other clawed hand rose, brandishing a ten inch long glistening needle.  

     
"I don't know how you got here...animal," it hissed and shook its snout. "But it doesn't matter. I don't care if you refuse to search for that ship. There are billions more where you came from. I will make you…"

     
A high-pitched screech echoed in the shadows and the creature growled under its breath and marched away with heavy footfalls. The last thing Stargazer saw before it disappeared into a darkened doorway was a two-foot long prehensile tail was covered in scales. He struggled with renewed vigor to escape his bonds. There was a muffled grunt off to his right and he turned and the shadows writhed as if alive. He wondered, what next, as more fear slithered up his spine like a relentless hungry python.  

     
Out of the shadows appeared a hunched-over creature not quite four feet tall. Its unblinking eyes stared at him as it slowly shuffled toward him on its bowed legs, short arms swinging to and fro. He had an inane thought and wondered if he was about to meet a legendary, yet alien dwarf.   

     
"Don't move, human animal," the alien dwarf said in a silky-soft voice. "I broke a dagel transmitter to distract him. We don't have much time before…he returns."

     
Stargazer took a deep breath and fought not to scream. "HE," he gasped and renewed his attempts to escape. "That thing isn't even close to looking like a…he. It's a beast from my nightmares, that's what it is. It has a tail for God's sake. And…and are you a dwarf?"

     
The dwarf chuckled behind one of its small hands. "Oh, that's good. Darok would like that; beast indeed. He treats me like I'm the beast. He has beaten me on many occasions with that tail of his. But, you're right, he is a beast. Oh, and I’m not sure about…dwarf, but it works." The dwarf quieted for a moment and tilted his head and a worried look crossed his face. After a few seconds he growled and said, "I hate that…beast. I hate him. Anything I can do to make his life miserable, I do gladly."

     
"In that case," Stargazer whispered, his eyes lighting up with hope, yet darting around worriedly for any sign of the big lizard. "I sure as hell think that if you released me, it might make him really miserable."

     
"That's what I plan to do," the dwarf said and chuckled. "He calls me Brack, but my clan name is, Rigin."

     
"Well, Rigin, my clan name is Rose, but now I go by the name Stargazer."

     
“What in all the gods is going on?” Tarella screamed.

     
“Hey, I don't have a clue, which runs congruent with my life of late. The last thing I remember was you telling me about something you found in my brain. The next thing was…whoosh, my ass is doing a little space walk, a moment in a desert, and then strapped to a table.”
     
“Is he letting you go?” Tarella whispered, and he shook his head that the other weird information didn’t seem to even register.  
     
“Yes, I think so. But for what reason worries me.” 

     
Rigin reached out and began to work on the restraints. His head constantly turned in every direction. He gave one loud grunt and Stargazer was free. He jumped off the table just as a loud guttural yell echoed from the doorway that the beast with the tail had exited earlier.  

     
"Brack, what are you doing?" 

     
“Rigin is my name, you beast,” it hissed. “It’s not Brack.” There was a loud commotion in the other room and Rigin let loose with a screech and hunched its narrow shoulders and whispered, "Follow me if you want to live."

     
He spun around just as the beast appeared in the darkened doorway. Its iridescent eyes blazed like two small miniature novas and Stargazer took off at a dead run. He was two steps from the door when something wrapped around his left ankle and there was a sharp tug and he tripped and fell. Pain exploded in his ankle and he scooted around and discovered the alien-wolf had snagged him with a thin metallic chain. It snarled and began to slowly pull him back into the room.  

     
He frantically worked to loosen the chain, but it tightened the more he struggled. He took a deep breath and realized enhance didn’t seem to have the usual brewing power as if a weak connection. He reached down and tried to break the chain and all he managed to do was cut his hands. He ignored the blood and pain and took a deep breath and concentrated on enhance and yanked with all his strength. The chain snapped with a loud ping and he threw it at the alien wolf's head. It leaned to the left and caught the chain and Stargazer stood quickly and looked around frantically for some type of weapon. He slapped his thigh in frustration and his hand brushed against his bone knife. He quickly drew his weapon and faced his attacker.

     
"Come on, you ugly scum bag," he hissed and waved his knife in front of him. "I can almost bet you're the one responsible for putting me here…or there, or wherever the hell I am…or was."

     
The lizard glanced at the chain and threw it down and kicked it across the floor. "You broke my trelen chain, which isn't something you should have been able to do." He pointed a stubby finger at Stargazer. "I knew there was something different about you…you flat-faced animal. But now that you're back, I will eliminate you and find another. There are so many to choose from."

     
It grabbed a five foot pole leaning against the wall and charged. It moved exceedingly fast and swung the pole and Stargazer was just able to avoid being bashed along the side of the head as he rolled to the left. He came up in a fighting stance and slashed at the alien-wolf's left arm and dodged another swing from the gleaming pole. The beast howled in pain and charged again.

     
Stargazer back stepped quickly, dodged the pipe and jumped on top of a console. He hopped from one foot to the other as the lizard kept jabbing at his feet. It growled in frustration and raised the pipe over its head and slammed it on top of the console with astonishing speed. Stargazer jumped to the next console and worried that even on enhance he barely avoided the attacks. He was too busy dodging to ask Tarella why the brew wasn't working as well as it did in the past.  

     
The lizard came in for another jab and Stargazer tried to kick it in the head. Its lips curled in a vicious sneer as the kick only managed to graze its lower jaw. After the next jump and coming dangerously close to be bashed by the pipe, he decided new plan of defense and attack was in order.  

     
He jumped to the next console and feigned a slip and fell to the floor. He rolled over onto his hands and knees and groaned audibly and kept his knife hidden next to his stomach. His attacker raised the pipe over its head and charged and Stargazer stayed his position, once again fighting the urge not to move or flee.  

     
Just as the lizard brought the pipe down Stargazer rolled out of the way and then rushed in and dropped to one knee. With one swift horizontal cut he slashed both its thick scaly thighs and it dropped the pipe and howled. While it was busy howling, Stargazer moved in and with all the force he could muster, along with all the events that bubbled inside of him from what this creature apparently did to him; he punched it square in the snout. It flew backwards and hit the floor with a loud thud and lay motionless. Green slime oozed out of its nose and a thin line of green was visible on its thighs where he slashed it with his knife. 

     
"Hell yes,” he yelled and threw his hands in the air. “Now that's what I needed. Finally, I got to punch the snot-snouted lizard right in the face that was more than likely responsible for taking me. Yeah, I’m the kick ass one-punch king." 

     
The lizard stirred and enhance disappeared and Tarella's voice dampened his victory celebration. “Good job, SG. But instead of dancing, I think you should…run”
     
“Spoil sport,” he muttered and sighed, knowing she was right.     

     
The lizard struggled to its hands and knees and the look on its face confirmed Tarella's assessment that he should leave. He ran to the door opening that Rigin disappeared into and after entering he skidded to a stop. The door shut behind him with a soft swish and he gawked open-mouthed at an object he'd seen before. It was matte black and resembled a large cigar; the same type of shape that hovered over his truck the night he was taken. He stomped over and pounded the object with his fists and instant pain shot up his arms as if electrocuted. He ignored the stinging jolts and raised his fists for another barrage when someone coughed in the shadows.      

     
"You can't hurt it," a voice whispered. Rigin appeared from behind the object and placed a small hand on it and tapped his fingers nervously. "It's an astonishing apparatus, I know. The Kymions stole it from my planet, along with many of my people. They've been using our machine for hundreds of years to take your kind and send them to Arret." He wiped his wide brows and displayed a haunted look. Another loud bang issued from behind the door and he squealed and held his hand over his mouth. "All those of my race that were sent to Arret perished," he mumbled with regret. "Each time a Watcher inserted that little device into our brains to make us search for the scout ship it drove my kind crazy and they…took their own lives. Now, we're slaves to the Kymions and are forced to do their bidding."  

     
"I knew it," Stargazer grumbled and glared at the object with contempt. Rigin's eyes clouded over and his head dropped forward and Stargazer quickly changed gears. "Oh, I'm sorry for what that alien, reptile-looking thing did to your people. I just knew somehow that I wasn't the first of my people to be taken, but I didn't think about other species, as well. So, what can we do to make that beast's day a frigging nightmare?"   

     
Rigin smiled and patted the object. "First, I need to send you back…to Arret. Though how you returned to the ship is a mystery to me. I think it has something to do with the new locator in your mind. It sent out a signal earlier and when I connected, it…"

     
The loudest crash yet echoed from behind the door and it tilted slightly. The next crash and two hinges on top let loose and shot across the room. They hit the opposite wall with loud pings just as a thin line of smoke slithered under the lopsided door.

     
Rigin screeched and pulled on Stargazer's arm and yelled, "I must send you back temporarily; afterward I think I can resend you to…"  

     
“Listen to him!” Tarella pleaded. “That alien-wolf is mighty mad and when he gets in here he could hurt you. I can't get enhance to work on high, like something is blocking my attempts.”
     
“I know what you mean,” he said and sighed heavily and clutched his chest. “I have this weird inkling that only part of me is here. Like the rest of me still lies on the ground by the campfire, while everyone gapes open-mouthed. So yup, let's listen to Rigin and maybe later I can sit down and go crazy.”
     
"So, what do I do?" he asked a nervous Rigin.    

     
He straightened his back and a wicked smile played across his face. "First thing is to get you out of here before…he gets in. That will give me time to figure out what happened.  And then..."  

     
A deafening explosion erupted from behind the door and a shaft of light slipped through a large rent near the top. One of the lizard’s fat hands probed around the opening.  

     
"When I get in there," Darok screamed and pushed on the door and the opening widened. "I will beat you senseless, Brack. I will not make the mistake again of thinking you an imbecile." He pounded on the door with savage blows and it fell open a few more inches. "But you will be."    

     
"No time for questions or answers," Rigin said and pushed Stargazer toward the black object. "You must get in, quickly."

     
"But, but," he muttered still a little reluctant to climb inside. "Will I see you again?"

     
"That's up to the gods of the universe," Rigin answered and smiled warmly and helped Stargazer climb in. "But, I think it will be so…Stargazer. Good bye and good hunting."

     
Rigin slammed the door and all the air was sucked from Stargazer's lungs. His head rang as if he rolled inside a huge bell and his body quivered and he lost consciousness yet again.                 

Thirty Two
Stargazer opened his eyes and rubbed his stinging cheek. The aroma from the rabbits and the cool ground beneath him confirmed that he had returned. The concerned faces of Aalonnie and the Tree Wardens loomed over him. He sat up with a start and the hairs on the back of his neck bristled. He looked around worriedly, afraid that the alien-wolf followed him back.    

     
He shook his head and growled under his breath. "What in Arret's hell just happened?"

     
Aalonnie knelt beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. "Are you with us?" she asked softly.  

     
"I think so," he muttered. 

     
Her eyes sparkled in the firelight and he once again fought the urge to reach out and hug her, for numerous reasons this time. He held up his hands and closed his eyes and slowly rocked back and forth. A few scenes of his dream, or alternate reality trip, raced through his mind. He opened his eyes and rubbed them with the palms of his hands and scooted around on his backside until he faced the comforting flames.  

     
"Yeah, I think I'm really back." He scratched his scalp and grinned in spite of himself. "Since this ordeal began, I have this frigging problem with distinguishing between what's real and what, uh isn't…real. At times it makes me so dizzy that I just fall over."  

     
Lutier cleared her throat and said meekly, "I'm afraid Aalonnie had to strike you. It looked like the only way to bring you out of...whatever you were in."

     
"Your face looked frightful and so intense," Grango said and gave him a comforting stare as she tapped the baton on her thigh.

     
“We need to talk,” Tarella said abruptly. “I have a hunch what you just experienced wasn't a dream.”
     
"If you'll excuse me for a moment," he said and wiped a line of sweat off his brow. "I need to be alone for a few minutes."

     
Aalonnie squeezed his shoulder and gave him a concerned look. "Take all the time you need. Just don't go too far from the fire-light. I want you to be nearby if you have another one of your…attacks." 

     
She helped him to his feet and he was acutely aware of her closeness and her concern. He trudged over to a large Tarook root fifteen feet away and turned around and stifled laughter from the motherly stares directed at him.       

     
Just as he rounded the huge trunk he overheard Lutier ask, "Will he be safe by himself, Aalonnie?"

     
"I believe so," she replied. "This isn't the first time I've seen this. We'll just make sure he isn't alone for too long."

     
Whatever else was said he missed when Tarella blurted out, “Now, as I was saying, I don't think you just had a dream.”
     
He looked at his hands and there was a thin cut across each palm from the chain he grabbed that the alien Darok hooked on his ankle. The ramifications slammed into him and he leaned against the root and shudders overtook him.   

     
“Shit fire and brimstone, rat child, I concur.” He took another deep breath and stared at the thin cuts on his palms. “Maybe together we can sort this out. Uh give me a minute.”
     
He closed his eyes and concentrated on the bizarre visions of fighting a lizard named Darok and a dwarf-like creature named Rigin, who might be an ally, he hoped. The trip definitely shook him up and yet, he was barely able to contain himself from dancing around in circles that he finally had a little information about who took him. 

     
“You know what? I think this is…monumental. I'm talking big damn clues here.” He swung a fist through the air and grimaced from the cuts, but his expression quickly changed into a wide smile. “I think I just met the…alien Darok that took me and slammed me into the well. I just know it.”
     
“And from the visions I shared,” Tarella growled, “that damn Darok also tampered with your mind.”
     
“You got that right, dear mind-meld,” he said and grinned. “I think that ugly Darok stuck something in my head, and it wasn’t you. I hope those cuts burn like hell.”  

     
“And he was really…pissed when you broke his chain. Oh, Boo-hoo.”

     
His skin crawled when he thought about what Darok wanted to do with that long needle it held in a fat-fingered hand. Or maybe what it had done already he speculated and massaged his temples. What were the chances of Tarella finding the little boxes? He shivered with the thought that it was probably more than just luck or chance. 

     
“Well, I think I extinguished the glow in one of them,” she said with pride, and he wasn’t bothered in the least that she answered his thinking.

     
Goose bumps raced across his skin and he shuddered visibly from the vision of the long needle the beast had been brandishing. As squeamish as it made him feel, he was quite sure it was how the strange devices were inserted into his brain. Something Tarella mentioned earlier suddenly registered.  

     
“What's that about extinguishing a glow of some kind?” he asked, worry lines creasing his ashen forehead. 

    
“I stopped one of them from glowing,” she boasted. “Remember I was telling you about those two little boxes? Well, without realizing it, I concentrated on the red one like I do with different tendrils when I enhance. The next instant it fizzed and popped like throwing water on hot rocks and then it went dark. The other one still had a green glow so I decided not to touch it. Afterward, I quickly made my way back.”  

     
"Of course," he shouted and slapped his forehead with a resounding whack and hunched his shoulders and peered around the root to make sure no one noticed his outburst.

       
A quick glance assured him that no one was the wiser. Aalonnie and Tassor sat by the fire, smiling at each other as they more than likely traded fascinating hunting stories. Lutier had her back to him and slowly ran a hand across the tooth of her staff and stared into the darkened Tarooks. Grango and Sandrid stood a few feet away from the fire. Grango waved her baton in front of her in small circles. Sandrid displayed a look of hearing the story before, probably many times, as her eyes continually wandered in every direction except on Grango. She nodded her head every so often always in unison with Grango. After what he'd been through already he didn't see anything out of the ordinary and gave his forehead another slap. 

     
“Hey, don't push it, killer.” 
     
“Oops, sorry,” he said and gave his forehead another light slap. “I think what happened was because my brain is full of electrical currents, and adding you’re…ability, the mixture enabled you to short out one of the boxes. And I think this weird kind of short also allowed me to make the trip, in a sort of physical form. This is some crazy shit for sure, especially how I was able to physically interact with that alien Darok, along with talking to the little dwarf Rigin. Just what I needed was more mysteries. I have to say, it sure felt good to finally punch someone in the face that was responsible. Come to think of it, maybe something else good came from this…”  

     
“Those terms, electrical currents and shorted out, make little sense to me,” Tarella said, “But I think I know what you mean. Anyway, I disabled one of those things in your mind. Good left hook, by the way. And what good has come of all this?”        

    
“I think you may have done more than just disabled it. I also agree that you should stay away from the other box until we know more.”
     
“NO problem with leaving it alone,” she answered in her musical voice. “But what about I did more than just break the one box?” 

     
“Maybe now they'll send a repairman,” he said. He flashed on the hatred that oozed from Darok's eyes and a smile crossed his face. He dearly hoped that the mysterious Rigin survived the ordeal. He had a feeling he did and that they would meet again and the little dwarf would help in some way.    

     
“What’s a repairman?” Tarella asked in exasperation. “I'm getting more confused than you, which I didn't think possible.”  

     
“Don't worry, rat child. You can never become more confused than me. A close second is the best you'll ever accomplish, I'm quite sure.” 

     
“Thank you, I can live with that.”
     
“You're welcome.” he muttered and shivered from the memory of the encounter. “What I was saying, is maybe now they'll send someone to check why one of my…little boxes of the brain has ceased to work properly. Wouldn't it be grand if it was that alien-lizard Darok? The weird part was that everyone here saw me lying on the ground, so maybe I astral projected.” He grinned and pounded his thighs with his fists. “I have to admit that Darok was really pissed. I hope he comes himself. It would be righteous to lay another one on him. And I hope his legs ache like hell.”
     
“Do we really want him to come here?” she said anxiously. “He might be, I don't know, more than just pissed. Maybe like crazy, killer mad. Hey, what's astral projection?”
     
“I hope he and his cohorts are really, really pissed.” Anger flared and he grunted and gave his thighs a break and punched a root and pain raced up his arm. “Maybe if they get half as angry as me they’ll be more apt to come and check what happened to the, what did he call me, flat-faced animal. Like that reptilian snout was attractive. I do know there was shock in its eyes that I arrived…wherever it was I arrived. It was also surprised that I broke its chain.” 

     
He closed his eyes and thought about the encounter. His eyes flew open when he remembered that Darok and Rigin mentioned something about searching for a ship. He wondered how the ship was involved with his abduction and if it was a possible way home. 

     
His thoughts were interrupted when Tarella gasped. “Yes, I remember something about a ship. I have an idea what a ship is from your mind. But what's astral projection?”
     
He tried to make sense of everything that he saw and his blood chilled from the staggering amount of skeletons scattered across the desert and inside the strange domes. He couldn't remember if the skeleton heads resembled Darok’s reptilian snout as he hadn't gotten that close. Somehow, he knew that they did. He wondered if what he saw was in the past or visions from the future, which was an issue he thought prudent to tackle later.

     
“This is what I think,” he said speculatively and shivered. “That creature Darok mentioned finding a ship of some sort. He said something about taking more than just me. And so did Rigin. This abduction thing means that this creature and its buddies are searching for a ship that's apparently on Arret. The part I don't understand is why don't they just come themselves? Why take humans, which he referred to as two-legged animals and that we were all dumb asses. He seemed to think the same about our little helper Rigin. Maybe there's an advantage here that will show itself later.”
     
“Are you going to tell me what astral…?”
     
“Oh sorry, dear lady. I wasn't ignoring you, but there's so much here to…”
   
“Astral Projection!” her voice boomed and he hunched his shoulders. 

     
Damn, okay. From what I know, astral projection is when a human goes into deep meditation that borders on sleeping. They claim this is when they can project a piece of their, uh, spiritual essence. I never really understood exactly what they projected, to tell you the truth. Like a part of them, a ghostly part or spiritual part could leave their physical body and travel. A few claimed they could even travel to the stars.”
     
“That's absolutely amazing. But really hard to gra…”
     
Footfalls sounded and Aalonnie appeared from around the root. She stopped and stared at the ground and fidgeted from one foot to the other. Her eyes rose and she smiled and placed a hand on his shoulder and his heart raced. 
     
"I was…" She turned and looked in the direction of the fire. "Actually, all of us were wondering if you're okay?" Her hand fell from his shoulder and he patted her arm. It was a gesture for more than strictly comfort; he needed to touch a physical body momentarily to assure his mind where he was.      

     
"Yes, thank you; I'm better." He stifled the urge to yell that he finally discovered some clues. He took a deep breath and shook his head. "Let's go back to the fire. A moment alone has helped. This crazy ordeal gets so heavy on my mind at times."  

     
Aalonnie nodded sympathetically and headed back to the others. He shrugged and followed, but after two steps he fell to his knees and gasped for air. All that happened thus far circled his head like a swarm of Arret hornets. His vision blurred and he swallowed the all-too familiar taste of bile. He growled under his breath and stood and vowed to keep it together. He spit and wiped his mouth and made his way back to the fire and hoped no one witnessed his latest attack at trying to cope.  

     
“That was a sudden one,” Tarella whispered and he rolled his eyes.

      
“Yeah it was. All these frigging visions make me dizzy. Not to mention they tend to be slightly overwhelming and drive me to my knees. I’m worried I might go completely crazy if I don’t learn how to cope.”
    
“I know what you mean. Acceptance can be…”
     
“To be honest, mind-meld, this new life of mine frightens me. And then there’s the problem that even after everything that has happened so far, I’m still plagued with doubts that this is even real.”
     
“I hope it helps with me inside.” 

     
“Without you I would have either been dead or a babbling lunatic sitting in the bottom of a well while I waited for death to arrive. Thank you.”
     
“Yes,” she whispered, “I know of such thoughts. And thank you.”
     
He stumbled on a small root and Tarella mumbled something about two left feet. Without further mishap, he made it to the fire and sat down heavily on his log. After all his trips and groveling, he could use more stew. As if on cue, Aalonnie collected their bowls and refilled them and Tassor played the polite hostess and served the troupe. He couldn’t help but notice that Aalonnie continually glanced in his direction with concern showing on her shadowed face.   

     
He gripped his bowl with white-knuckled ferocity and imagined his own type of astral projection. He let his mind travel the galaxies until he was close to his sons. He sat at the kitchen table and sipped coffee while they munched their sugar-infested cereal. He told them he had a mission to accomplish on a planet called Arret, but promised to be back before they were home from school. 
     
All he needed to do was help a group of strange Tree Wardens slay a monstrous slug. Afterwards, he would travel and seek a mysterious ship that would hopeful help him get home, or he dearly hoped. He assured them that he would be fine because he was blessed with a girl around their age named Tarella who was helping him. It was a situation he couldn't turn his back on the way he had done so many times in the past.  

     
He took a deep breath and returned to Arret. He said a prayer to his God for courage and wisdom, something he was out of practice with, but was getting better at as each hour passed. He shrugged and asked the lesser gods of Arret for help, as well. He didn't think his God would mind if he asked for additional help.    

     
Aalonnie came over and sat next to him and he patted her leg. "I'll bet, my friend," he said softly and built the courage and squeezed her leg, "that when you first met me in the woods you had no idea it would turn out this way."  

     
She gazed into his eyes and then to his wardrobe and finally to his shoes and she smiled. "No. But I knew from your clothes and those shoes that you weren’t from this land. I had this strange feeling in the pit of my stomach that my life was about to change. I think it will be anything but boring traveling with you." She finished her last bite of stew and wiped her mouth and sighed. "And I do look forward to traveling with you." Her face transformed to crimson and she stood quickly and marched over and squatted next to the fire.    
    
“This is what I think, dear lady of my mind.” He kept his eyes on Aalonnie as she deftly sliced up the remaining rabbits. “Maybe this will turn out okay. Who knows, maybe even better than just okay.”    

     
“Oh great,” she said and he imagined her eyes rolling while she displayed the usual teenage expression that screamed she possessed the greater wisdom. “He's all consumed with the idea of Aalonnie and won't be worth a dead hare tomorrow. I guess I'll have to do all the work.”    

     
He shrugged mentally and smiled. What could he say? She was probably right. He was about to ask Tarella something else when she gasped and he was slammed with another attack.  

Thirty Three
Stargazer came awake and felt as if his head was pinned in a vise and someone was wrenching on the handle; the elusive giant no doubt. Pressure increased until his eyes felt as if they were going to explode. He screamed and gave a mighty tug and freed his head and toppled forward and all went black. 
When he awoke again he was horror-stricken to find that he was strapped to the cold stainless steel table of before. He rolled his head from side to side in an attempt to see if the alien Darok was near. There was a scraping sound in the shadows that sent shivers up his spine and he struggled in his restraints. He sent to Tarella that he needed enhance. All he heard was a voice whispering something about it was good that he returned—and he didn’t think it was Tarella.  

     
A silhouetted figure appeared in the doorway and hurried over to Stargazer. Rigin stood on his toes and leaned forward until his lips touched Stargazer's ear. A cold shiver ran up his spine and he twisted his head and pushed on the restraints until muscles in his neck throbbed and his wrists screamed in protest. The bonds instantly tightened and brought tears to his eyes and he growled and ignored the pain and struggled harder.     

     
"No no, stay still," Rigin whispered and lightly pushed on Stargazer’s chest and glanced around nervously. "Do not fight it, that will just make it worse. I will get this thing to work correctly in a moment. Until then, try to be still…and quiet. This is new, so it might malfunction and…kill you.” He rubbed his chin and exhaled. “It’s a mystery as to how you returned to the ship again. Though not as important to understand, but to take advantage of; yes."

 
He watched in awe as Rigin's hands became a blur as they raced across a small console covered in lights of all colors. He shook his head and gazed around the darkened room. It was in total disarray, debris of all sorts cluttering the floor. The only clear area was on the opposite side of the room where the large cigar-shaped object rested on a table.  

     
"I hope that's not for me," he blurted out, remembering Rigin said something about a malfunction that could kill him. 

     
Rigin hunched his shoulders and hissed, "It won't matter if you don't be quiet. And yes, it's for you." 

     
"Uh, no way in hell,” he whispered, “will I get in one of those things again." He shook his head vehemently and a thin line of drool dripped off his quivering chin.    

     
"Not even if it means going home?" Rigin asked and raised his thick brow-ridges.

     
Visions of the other dark and painful trip that apparently started all of this caused a long shiver. Then there was the space walk. Afterward, he did battle with the irate Darok who tried to use his head as a baseball. Now this apparent underling wanted to run the show. To his dismay he didn't really have a great deal of options to choose from. He knew he needed to decide quickly whether it was safe to let Rigin do whatever needed to be done to send him home.

     
"Okay, hell yes. I want to go home. Home is good. But uh, dead is bad." He wanted to go home with a passion that nearly rendered him unconscious. And yet, the idea of death couldn’t be ignored. "Now there are different degrees of good and bad. Oh yeah, many degrees. Home is at the top of…good. And then there’s the degree of bad…like dead. Whew, bad degree indeed. Dead is dead, which is no damn good. So, I changed my mind. Let me go and we'll try something…safer." 

     
Rigin tilted his head and scratched his chin. “You make no sense; but of no consequence. This is against him, not you. I want to get under his hide like a hungry lacko bug. I care not anymore that one of your kind finds that scout ship on the surface." He sighed and patted Stargazer on the head as if he were a small child. He wheeled the gurney over to the opening of the drone and slid the top inside, leaning forward. "It means that you're…expendable. Now lie still. This is a new and improved worm hole I've constructed, which should work faster and safer." He pulled a lever above his head and the lid closed just as he mumbled, "That's what I think, anyway." 

     
A brilliant flash blinded Stargazer and his body went rigid and his nerve endings exploded with pain. The last thing he remembered was Rigin screaming. It was a scream that encompassed more than mere pain. It rang of death, wrapped in a blanket of mind-numbing terror.  

     
As soon as he awoke he knew something was significantly different. He opened his eyes and it took a few seconds to orient himself. His vision cleared and his breath caught in his throat. He sat in his truck and had the same death grip on the steering wheel as when he was taken. 

     
Could he really be back on earth? He squeezed the steering wheel and if felt real enough. He bounced a few times and the seat felt real. He rubbed his eyes until they watered and pained and he took a deep breath and opened them. He was definitely in his truck and it was in the middle of a snow-covered field. 

     
A solitary sun glared off the windshield and he shielded his eyes and squinted. He spotted a figure in a snowmobile suit fifty meters away trudging in the snow. That he could really be home was such a shock that all he could do was lean forward and gawk. The figure came closer to the truck and Stargazer recognized the snowmobile suit and sighed in relief that the sheriff’s department was here. When two more sheriffs appeared fifty feet off to his left his shock wore off and he pounded on the window.  

     
"See me," he screamed. "Damn it, see me.” Anger and fear bubbled forth and he struck the window again and his knuckles exploded with pain. He pushed through the pain and struck again. "What the hell, I’m right here," he shouted, but the air seemed to absorb the words as soon as they left his lips.  

     
"I will not be this close and fail," he growled. "I just can't. So I….I need…to get out. Yeah, that's what I need to do. Get the hell out of this truck so they can't take me again."

     
He reached down to open the door and his hand became translucent and passed through the handle. The next instant it disappeared and he screamed. The sheriff stopped and shielded his eyes and leaned forward. Did he hear the scream? Did he see him? He tried to punch the windshield with his good hand but just as he swung the hand disappeared as well.   

     
The sheriff was no more than thirty feet away when he turned and shouted something unintelligible to the others. Stargazer sat back in defeat and decided to kick out the window of the door. But his legs performed the same inexplicable trick and went from translucent to invisible. He heard snow crunching under boots. So close, his mind screamed, and he tried to bang his forehead on the steering wheel and it passed through.  

     
"Let me get a closer look” the sheriff hollered. “The sun's shining on the windshield."   

     
Stargazer tried to scream but it was nothing but a pitiful croak and a line of drool. He rolled back and forth on the seat in hopes the movement would be noticed. His third attempt and he rolled off the seat and ended up under the dashboard.    

     
"False alarm everyone," the sheriff yelled. "It was just my reflection off the windshield. It's about time we called off the search. It's been…."

     
His voice faded as blackness enveloped Stargazer and he closed his eyes. He came aware and opened his eyes and gasped. He stood in a vast wasteland covered in black sand and scattered with lifeless trees, branches like bony fingers grasping for air. He could see numerous islands of large boulders across the land, all of which were fused together as if subjected to an immense heat. 
A gust of wind slammed into him and he looked up and a long mountain range was just visible above the horizon. A high-pitched whine passed overhead and a silver object hit the ground fifty feet in front of him and bounced once and then disappeared over the rise. Dust and the concussion from the crash rolled over the rise and hit him and all went black once more.  

Thirty Four
Commander Dath had been working nonstop for three cycles constructing more explosive devices. His stubby fingers ached from the clip-on attachments he wore which made it easier to handle the small intricate parts. It also helped due to his hands shaking from the pain meds. It was of no consequence, as he needed the meds; craved the meds. They kept him sane from all the chaos that surrounded him; and they enhanced his life force.  
     
The rebels had to be eradicated, a conviction that kept him working even though his fingers throbbed fiercely. He didn’t want to admit that it was more than merely to eradicate dissidents. He had been mesmerized with how the bodies were obliterated in a micro second. And then the way the pieces slowly tumbled as they floated away into the blackness of space. The first two executions had just flamed a craving to see more; and the pain meds were the accelerant. 

     
He worked diligently to complete more devices. He didn’t want to take too much time as the fleet would wonder about the delay after he was so adamant that the rebels be brought to justice quickly. He sneered with contempt, knowing that in actuality no one would dare confront him or question him. He hurried none the less as it promised to be a spectacle of unprecedented proportions. 

     
The door chime rang and he ignored it and leaned forward, carefully inserting the durion element into his latest device. It was a valuable item the Kymions had borrowed from the inhabitants of a planet they encountered many cycles earlier. It proved to be unpredictable, but was highly volatile and packed a massive explosion in small amounts.  

     
The door chime rang again and echoed in his workplace and grated on his already stretched nerves. He grumbled and carefully closed the completed device. He sat back with satisfaction and sighed audibly. The next ring and his lips stretched across his snout and he ripped off his finger attachments and threw them on the work bench.

     
"What the space do you want?” he roared and stormed to the door and punched the access button. "This better be something about the ship on fire or the hull breached."   

     
Lieutenant Garble stood in the doorway and stepped back from the fury in the commander's eyes. "Sir…sorry to…disturb you." He averted his eyes and stared at his boots and took another step back.

     
When he didn't continue, Dath reached around and grasped the handle of his saber and growled, "The disturbance, quickly Garble." 

     
"Well, sir," Garble said, "we have the ones responsible for the food rebellion ready as you ordered. Also, our sensors have located a planet…with inhabitants. It reads plush with vegetation and animal life. Supplies could be…."

     
"Yes, yes, yes," Dath growled with impatience. "Send all the pertinent information to my personal console." He shoved the case containing a dozen of his devices into Garble's hands. "Take these and put them on the accused. That's all. Oh, and use caution with those. I don’t want you to detonate them early and waste them on…” He shook his head and snarled. “Go!” 
     
The lieutenant glanced down at the case and to Dath and knew he was going to say don’t waste them on him. He carefully cradled the case in one hand and pounded his chest with the other. He spun around and marched away with mixed feelings of loyalty. Dath didn’t miss the expression and figured the lieutenant’s cycles were numbered. He ignored the problem for the moment and hurried back to the work bench. It would be an exquisite array of multiple explosions he mused as he diligently constructed another device.  

     
After a few more hours of work and three large fixes of meds, Dath sat back with a heavy sigh. He had another five devices completed which he carefully placed in a second padded carrying case. He exited his work area and strolled down the hall, snarls of excitement escaped his long jaws and his pace quickened. 

     
Before he entered the chamber used for disciplinary court, he stood inside a small recess off the main corridor and administered himself two more doses of pain meds. He entered the room, his body and mind bordered on euphoric. The group of rebels stood in the center of the large room. The devices hung off a length of trelon chain that was wrapped around the group. He handed a guard the case and ordered him to attach them, as well.  

     
An announcement had been broadcast to all ships that an execution was to take place. Dath hid his excitement of more colorful death and acted the commander who regretfully had to execute fellow Kymions. He shook his head and walked around and patted the shoulders of those on the outside of the circle. He reassured them the gods would forgive them, just as he had and they would be allowed entry into the realm of souls.  

     
He fought not to laugh out loud from the heady aroma of fear. He wanted the moment to last so he had them checked again to assure the chains were secure before led into the airlock. His pulse raced from pleas of mercy, or was it from his meds, which he didn't care as his excitement nearly overwhelmed him. He wished he could postpone the ordeal just a little longer and absorb the sweet and pungent odor of imminent death.  

     
He savored the moment and stared for long seconds at them as they squirmed and screamed like cowards. He was intoxicated from the surreal scene and his head buzzed with nearly overwhelming excitement. He hoped all four of his cameras worked as he opened the airlock door.  

     
They were immediately pulled out into the vacuum and writhed and struggled like new-born pups. Dath's excitement got the best of him and only after a few seconds of enjoying the spectacle with such pitiful creatures he pushed the red button. There was a bright flash and for a split second he could see all their faces with absolute clarity. Their eyes were wide, lines of frozen drool hung off their snouts. The next instant they were obliterated into hundreds of small pieces. It was an extraordinary explosion, even beyond his wildest expectations. He imagined he felt the concussion through the hull and put a shaking hand to his chest.  

     
He was fascinated with how body parts flew from the epicenter of the blast. A head bounced off the viewing port next to the airlock and Dath contained himself from reaching out and running his hand along the green blood trail. How superb and final it was and disappointing that it only lasted briefly.

     
He opened the link to all the ships and gave orders to carry on and prepare for a planet drop. Without further ado, he quickly returned to his room. As soon as he entered the room and the door closed he fell to his knees and groaned at what a spectacle it had been. He shook his head and quickly went to his console and took three doses of pain meds. His eyes glassed over and a long moan of ecstasy escaped his reptilian snout.

     
He quickly downloaded the recordings of the blast. He synchronized the first twenty seconds of the explosion from three of the cameras, which gave him a realistic view. The recording was on a continuous loop, so he could enjoy it again and again as he prepared more devices.  

     
It was slow work, as each time the explosion occurred he couldn’t keep his eyes from drifting to the screen. He even timed it a few times so that just as he gave himself a double dose of meds the explosion filled the screen. The fear that showed in their eyes just as the explosion occurred took his breath away. All the body parts were sublime from the way they tumbled and spun in slow motion. The wide-open eyes of the slowly spinning heads looked like they were searching for the rest of their bodies. It was intoxicating and he wanted more… not recordings, but fresh spectacles. Surely they would discover additional rebels to be exterminated. He needed to construct more devices for the next demonstration.

     
He stood and took two steps and stopped abruptly and a look of fear crossed his face. What if they didn't find any more rebels? He stomped his heavy foot and growled. If nothing else, he would generate his own list of rebels. Guilty or not, he would have a list so he could continue his mission. What that might be wasn't clear, but the path proved to have more scenes of fear and suffering—and death. He had been bored far too long. The fleet was stagnant and of course ignorant, and a rigid form of discipline needed to be implemented.   

     
Maybe this next planet would contain something to aid him with obtaining his new agenda. It would be the elimination of the useless, the slackers, and the ignorant. He knew it was his mission to cease feeding the mouths of those who didn't deserve the luxury of living. And to reach this goal, he had to eliminate those questionable characters with the use of his devices. He wondered if he could somehow insert a few directly into the bodies of the unrighteous. He shivered from such an idea and went to the work bench. He took a deep breath and decided to take two more pain meds before he put on the finger attachments. He worked diligently, but not as fast as usual, as he kept glancing at the recorded explosion. Gods of the universe, his mind never felt clearer of purpose.           

Thirty Five
 Darok glared at the three monitors, none of which were receiving an adequate signal. He stood up abruptly and punched the closest monitor. A jagged crack slithered across the screen and an array of sparks blossomed and the screen went black. He shrugged indifferently as it was the worst viewing of the three anyway. He was frustrated that he had to find answers to questions he shouldn't have to ponder. The flat-faced animal that he tampered with infuriated him, and yet at the same time he was intrigued. That the animal was formidable and dangerous was all too obvious as he scratched the scars on his thighs.        

     
More than once he had come close to activating the worm hole to send a communiqué to the fleet. He was quite sure he knew how the animal returned to his ship—twice. He was confident that he was on the right track with taking care of that problem. Even so, he was reluctant to divulge anything to his superiors—if he decided to divulge anything at all. He liked mysteries, especially when his voice didn't have any answers either. Besides, he had to admit that it was partially his fault, a fact he definitely didn't want to share with the fleet, particularly Dath.  

     
He admitted that the animal was faster and stronger than he had anticipated. He should have never let himself be lulled into a false sense of security that the animal was no match for him. He wouldn't make the same mistake again. Each time he reviewed the attack he shook his head and unconsciously scratched one of his scars. Something just wasn't right and he snarled and pounded his fist on the console.               

     
Darok leaned forward to get a better look at the recording of the attack, not that he hadn't viewed it numerous times. The image was somewhat distorted from a strange electrical interference that accompanied the animal when it arrived. There was no discernible evidence that he could send back to the fleet. He looked around the control room and shuddered. He had come close to being killed by the hands of one of those flat-faced animals. It was another reason that stayed his hand from notifying the circle. He was embarrassed that the thing nearly got the best of him.  

     
To add to his worries, the last few unofficial communiqués from a friend of his hinted that there was a lack of interest with regards to the Arret project. Rumors circulated that Commander Dath might scrub the mission and concentrate searches elsewhere for evidence of the second ship. Three other watchers in the last five cycles had reported they discovered a signal that matched the first scout ship. Darok couldn’t help but wonder if it was just bored watchers seeking a little attention.  

     
He growled and tried to adjust the working monitors. A supernova dust storm had arrived a few cycles past and managed to position itself between his ship and Arret. Until the cosmic storm moved into another quadrant of space, he was plagued with even worse viewing.  

     
He slammed his fist on the broken console, eliciting a whimper from the bruised and shackled Brack lying in the corner. Darok smiled in satisfaction that he finally addressed the question of what to do with his traitorous helper. Darok’s laughter echoed in the control room when he thought how Brack's days were numbered.   

     
The ever present voice chuckled. "I like what you did to Brack; and what you’re going to do later," it hissed. "He is such a disgusting and useless lower life form."

     
"Yes he is, and yes I like it." Darok strolled over and kicked Brack. Small whimpers escaped his trembling lips and Darok shrugged and kicked him a few more times.    

     
"OH, I so like it when you’re in control," the voice said. “Brack deserves such treatment. I’m sure he helped the animal to escape, not to mention he brought it back from the surface. I told you he was hiding something in the drone room."  

     
"Yes you did. Thank you.” Darok swiped away a line of drool with his tongue. "Now that we know, we must proceed with caution. That sly commander Dath wants us to think that he assigned a creature to each of the Watchers for some kind of a morale booster. As if he cares that we have company during all the cycles of solitude. My sanity is no less questionable now than when I was a Watcher of the animal's planet. Even though I was presumptuous to think that Brack was ignorant, I have to admit this new wormhole apparatus he constructed is quite good. It’s unfortunate he did it for his own gain, or someone else."

     
"A spy," the voice whispered. "I think it's more than just a coincidence how Brack's race resembles the flat-faced animals."

     
"Granted, Brack might have helped the animal make the trips here and to escape, but I don't think he has ever been in contact with any of the animals on their planet. And I fear there's something else here that I'm overlooking. At least Brack's days are numbered. After a few more cycles the computer should have the results I seek and things will change."  

     
"Rumor has it," the voice said, sounding like the co-conspirator, "that Dath has lost his grip. And worse, it's rumored he might direct their remaining resources to other projects."

     
"I've read the memos and know the rumors," Darok sneered and his tail went rigid. "But that ship is monumental if we are to succeed with acquiring another planet to call home."

     
"I agree," the voice said soothingly. "But what if Dath is indeed losing interest and entertains the notion that the ship isn't on Arret. He could close down the Arret project."

     
"Don't be ridiculous," Darok mumbled. His nerves became taught and his tail quivered slightly. What if Dath did try and cancel the project? There would be no more supplies. He would cease to receive any support. No contact. Unless… 

     
"What are you thinking, Darok?" the voice said excitedly. "As if I need to ask." 

     
"We need to advance our own agenda," Darok said. "Until the computer completes its task pertaining to Brack's fate, we need to activate the new wormhole and conduct another take from earth. I have an idea and safety is no longer an issue."

     
"Good thinking," the voice said in support and Darok experienced a moment of satisfaction. "I know what you're seeking in regards to the next abduction and send. This could be most interesting for that troublesome animal."   

     
Even though Darok was isolated from the fleet, he was aware how his race was becoming stagnant. They were in a form of isolation as well, as they traveled the galaxies. Finding a planet was crucial so they could expand and stretch their tails. He believed that Arret held the key.  

     
Embracing such a conviction, he initiated the new program to send the black drone through the updated wormhole and perform another take. If successful, it would be a monumental step to help him move forward with his own agenda. He smirked and leaned forward and his stubby fingers entered all the pertinent data needed to accomplish his plan.     

Thirty Six
ABBI slowly walked the corridor, still struggling with the concept of being human. She found if she constantly swiveled her head and didn’t look at one spot too long she didn’t become dizzy. Her surroundings were in a strange virtual reality display. The ceiling was a night sky filled with dazzling stars. The walls depicted a vast sea with rolling waves that made her woozy if she stared too long. From brief flashes of memory, she knew the scenery was something Ship had fabricated. 

     
Her internal clock was set in hours and told her she had been walking corridors for three. The bottoms of her feet were sore and her shins ached and her thighs throbbed and quivered with tiny spasms. Each time she swallowed, her throat ached and felt constricted. The scenery just added more annoyance to her already foul mood.
     
"Gods," she said in a hoarse voice. "I didn't realize how exhausting this walking could be." She rubbed her aching forehead from early stages of dehydration. “I need water…now!" she demanded.  

     
"Well," Ship boomed back, "all you had to do was ask."

     
ABBI stopped and put a hand on her chest and took a deep breath, feeling as if Ship’s voice touched her physically. She shook her head and resumed her walk and wondered if she was being taunted. She wasn’t sure so she decided it would be prudent to keep control of her tongue, for the time being anyway. She smirked and wondered how to achieve some type of leverage. Wait and be leery, she told herself. But she had to do something about the scenery.

     
She tilted her head back and sighed. "Also Ship," she said in a calm voice. "It would be gracious if you changed the scenery. I know from memories this isn’t normal.”

     
“Yes, that is correct,” Ship responded loudly. “I deduced it would be a more pleasant walk. But if you prefer, so be it.”

     
The night sky and rolling sea suddenly disappeared and the walls and ceiling transformed to polished silver. She nodded her head and smiled. “Thank you. And you mentioned the matter of water is something you can also resolve? And not just images."

     
"Yes," Ship stated. "Travel further down this corridor and the matter of water will be resolved. The necessity for solid sustenance to maintain energy will be taken care of, as well. Food for the human woman." 

     
ABBI continued down the corridor, each step exhausting her more. She was attuned to her body well enough by now to realize that she was on the verge of passing out. This worried her as to what Ship would do. Did exhaustion portray vulnerability?   

     
She stopped and sighed and enjoyed a moment of relaxation with the stable scenery. There was a soft swish behind her and she spun around and a small opening waist high appeared in the wall. A silver basin on runners slid out and instantly came to life with a stream of sparkling liquid. She made a slow but deliberate walk toward the fountain. She bent over and scooped some water into her palm and her tongue darted out and tasted it. She gasped and her eyes widened and she cupped her hands and drank. She couldn’t satisfy her thirst fast enough with just her hands and she bent over and drank and drank. She stood eventually, her head throbbing from the cold liquid. She smiled and took a deep breath and bent over and drank some more. After another minute of gulping, she straightened and wiped her mouth and a satisfied sigh escaped her moist lips. The concept of taste was marvelous and she bent down and took a few more swallows.  

     
She stood erect just as a small shelf next to the fountain appeared. It contained five small pieces of cake the size of her hand. ABBI delicately picked one up and sniffed it and ran her tongue across it. It had a sweet taste and she shrugged and took a small bite.

     
"Those cakes contain the nutrients you will need now that you are human. They are imitation, but will help nonetheless."

     
"Thank you," ABBI said amiably around a mouthful of the delectable cake, not sure about the word imitation. She was famished and didn’t care and quickly devoured two of the cakes and her stomach settled down. She belched and grinned from the strange sound and took another drink. She cupped her hands and splashed the cool liquid on her face and the back of her neck. It invigorated her and she enjoyed being alive.

     
She shook her head and a shower of sparkling water sprayed the wall. She straightened her back and smiled and took the remaining cakes and sauntered down the corridor. She felt more alive than ever. No more than five steps and there was another swish behind her and she turned to investigate. A small shelve appeared with a pair of dark-brown leather boots and a neatly folded red tunic. She donned the knee length tunic and knelt down and put on the calf-high, leather boots. 

     
"Thank you again, Ship," ABBI said and ran a hand down the front of the snug fitting tunic and glanced at her boots. "And thank you for the boots."

     
"Of course," Ship said. "You will need them in the Arboretum."

     
"Ah yes, the Arboretum…”she said around a mouthful of cake. “The plant and animal place you spoke of."

     
"Yes the plant and animal place. I am aware of your needs as a human. An abundance of water and a variety of foods now awaits you. Follow the hall to the end, turn right and there you'll find an elevator. Take it to level three and you will be at the entrance to the Arboretum."

    
ABBI strolled toward the end of the corridor and finished one of the pieces of cake and licked her fingers. She squinted and rubbed her eyes from the brightness, yet it was better than the undulating seas and vast sky. Besides, it allowed her to take appreciative glances at her refection. The idea that she was human became more natural. She liked how her tunic accented her figure and the way her boots made soft, almost imperceptible sounds on the polished floor. She ran a hand over her bald head and liked the touch of silky softness.  

     
She arrived at the end of the corridor and turned right and faced the elevator. She got within ten feet of the doors and there was a soft hum as they opened. Without hesitation she stepped inside and glanced down at the panel displaying two vertical lines of red buttons. She tilted her head and stared at the glowing numbers.    

     
"I repeat, level three is the destination you seek," Ship spoke before ABBI asked. "Once out of the elevator, the Arboretum is easy to locate."  

     
ABBI pushed the appropriate button and the doors closed. While she waited to reach her destination she wondered again how her existence was achieved. She didn't believe Ship had the power or the knowledge to create a sentient being. This she knew from the different worlds the starship had visited. Life was too complex to be created by a mere machine, no matter how advanced. An inane idea surfaced and she ignored good sense and decided to taunt Ship.

     
"So Ship," she asked and kept her gaze locked on the floor. "This concept of me becoming…human, is strange. You, as the all-knowing Ship should have the answers by now; I would imagine."  

    
 "Erroneous data and many variables are involved," Ship stated. "I am still working on deciphering all the pertinent information."

     
"So what you're saying is you don't know," ABBI said and a mischievous smile played across her face.

     
The elevator abruptly cantered severely to one side and ABBI was thrown against the wall. "The question is not whether I know or not," Ship boomed and the elevator cantered in the opposite direction and ABBI bounced off the opposite wall. "According to my data, I am the greatest technological creation in the universe."

     
"If you are indeed the…ultimate creation," she said and shook her head, "then you should know such things. Or, there's something out there that is…greater than you."

     
The elevator came to a stop and the doors slid open the ship shook as if encountering a cosmic hurricane. It cantered to the left and right with such severity she was literally thrown from the elevator. She scooted around on her backside and rested against the wall and feared the ship was about to crumble.  

     
"I have no doubts as to my rank in the universe. And I compute no need to convince you. I analyze you as probable high maintenance."  

     
The ship ceased to shake and rested on an even keel. ABBI exhaled and wiped her sweaty brow and looked around wide-eyed.   

     
"My mistake," she said in a subdued voice.  

     
She worried what agenda Ship had planned in regards to its own agenda. What really waited for her in this Arboretum? She absently brushed at her tunic and resigned herself to be on guard. After Ship's last reaction, she realized taunting it might be foolhardy; bordering on lethal.  

     
A loud hiss echoed above her head and she lifted her gaze and gasped. A set of doors over thirty feet high and twenty feet wide slowly opened. She took a deep breath and walked a few steps into the Arboretum and stopped. There was a lush garden directly in front of her that sloped down to the edge of a small pool. Off to her left, thirty feet from the entrance, three fountains of sculptured marble in the shape of humans streamed arcs of water out of their open hands. The water softly splashed into the mirrored pool and ran off the far side and from there it emptied into a vast lake.  

     
She walked over to the three finely detailed statues. She tilted her head and her brows furrowed as she stared at the ten foot high winged statues. There was something about them that she tried to recall from other worlds the ship had visited. The winged ladies—she presumed ladies as the faces and bodies had an uncanny resemblance to her—had been mentioned and revered in many cultures. She shook her head in confusion, as her memories were fading and she worried she might miss important information regarding the winged ladies.  

     
Her eyes glowed and she said with a smile, "Angels. They are part of a greater deity, but I can't grasp…"

     
A low guttural growl startled her and she instinctively crouched and held her hands out defensively. On the right side of the pool lay a thick jungle with long, sinewy vines snaking down and slithering along the ground. Most of the trees were slanted and twisted and intricately woven together with the vines. Crouching midway on one of the slanted trees was a sizeable four-legged creature. Tiger rang in her mind and she wondered what kind of new mischief Ship planned next. Adrenaline slammed into her and she bolted around to the other side of the pool and stood on the beach as small waves lapped at her boots. The tiger eyed her for a few seconds and then crouched and slowly made its way toward her.      

Thirty Seven
Stargazer opened his eyes and he was lying on his back. He turned his head and stared at the blurry fire as the sweet smelling smoke swirled and danced before disappearing into the darkness above. His legs wouldn’t stop quivering and his hands shook so badly he tightened them into fists and pounded on his thighs. The worried faces of Aalonnie and the Wardens loomed over him, which to his heart-breaking consternation meant that he was back on Arret. He rubbed his stinging cheek and felt as if a swarm of angry hornets buzzed inside his head, making it difficult to focus.         

     
"No, no, no," he moaned and sat upright and rubbed his eyes. "God in heaven, I was back. I was home. So close. So close."  

     
Aalonnie cleared her throat and placed a comforting hand on his shoulder and speared him with sympathetic eyes. "Is there anything we…"

     
"No," he croaked and brushed her hand away, not having the desire to be touched, or talk or hear how bad they felt for him. "I just need a minute to get my head straight. It was another one of my…attacks. This one hit near home and my heart."  

     
"Take your time, dear boy," Lutier said and the group returned to their seats around the fire; but none took their concerned eyes off of him. 

     
He leaned forward and closed his eyes in hopes they would stop watering. He had been home momentarily and had seen fellow earthlings. Stale cigarette smoke from inside his truck still lingered in his nostrils. Was this a cruel game the aliens would subject him to from time to time? He imagined being captured inside a jar like a tiny firefly and he bounced off the edges in attempts to escape. 

     
"Damn, I need a bit of alone time again." 
     
His body ached from bouncing around inside the jar. He nodded to all the concerned faces and stood and trudged fifteen feet away and faced the shadowed forest. He took a deep breath as a massive shiver shook him and he stared at his grubby tennis shoes. No way could he ignore the unmistakable odor of stale smoke still lingering even here with the clean air of Arret.  

     
“I think that hurt worse than if I hadn't gone at all,” he told Tarella and reached up and discreetly wiped away a few tears.

     
“Speaking of which, why was it so quick? And oh, by the way, I was there, as well. I saw the…sheriff and the inside of your…truck.”
     
“I think Rigin did something and pulled me back. Not sure, as I’m still struggling to just accept all of this, let alone understand what it means.” He rubbed his arms and sighed. “What the hell, at least we know that we're safe and can't be separated, which is superb. Rigin did mention…”
     
“Thank you, my friend,” she said, her voice cracking slightly. ”I like that about us not being separated.”
     
“After what I've…I mean what we've been through and what we're now privy to and what we have, I think we're destined to experience unbelievable wonders. It was this last…trip,” he choked out and swallowed all the emotions that swirled inside. “That last trip was almost too much to handle because I was so, so close.”  

    
“For your information,” she said solemnly, “you're getting a big hug right now.”
     
He was once again in a realm he knew not and reached up and swiped at a lone tear that managed to escape. “Thanks. You know, rat child, that was absolutely, totally weird. I mean, not one trip, but three, so to speak. The aliens are messing with me, which just makes payback more personal. The next time I meet this Darok, I'm afraid I’ll do more than just try to kick his ass. I’m talking in the line of…killing him.” 

     
Tarella cleared her throat and said softly, “After what he’s done, I can’t really blame you for thinking such a thing. Oh, and I think I caused those trips.”  

     
He rubbed his throbbing temples and shook his head. “Maybe the ones to the ship, but the one home, I think Rigin accomplished that one. And speaking of Rigin?”
     
“Yeah, I know. That was one awful scream. I've heard it before when an animal is killed.”  

       
“I hope the little fellow made it.” He remembered the haunted look in the dwarf's eyes when he spoke of Darok, which Stargazer struggled not to hate with an unbridled passion. He knew absence of hate gave more clarity to actions. And yet, he relished from the memory of smacking Darok in the snout and cutting his legs. The look of surprise was the best. He shivered and had a strong urge to be around fellow humans. “But we can talk more later. My fireside companions must be worrying. I don't have to turn around to know I still have five sets of eyes burning my ass. I must have worm-hole lag or something.”
     
“Not even going to ask,” Tarella said lightly. “As for those who are boring holes in your ass? Yuck, that didn’t sound as bad when I thought it. Anyway, yes, time to return. I recall they wanted your opinion about the falling star.”
     
“Damn,” he moaned and stopped his hand inches before slapping his forehead. “I hope they're ready for an out-of-this-frigging world observation. Anyway, this will distract me from my short-lived return home.”
     
“I can feel how much it hurts you,” Tarella said sympathetically. “And you're right, let's focus elsewhere for the time being.”
      
He rubbed his arms vigorously and straightened his back as he returned to the fire. He sat down between Aalonnie and Lutier and smiled at the group of concerned faces while rubbing his stinging cheek.  

     
"Uh, Aalonnie felt she needed to…strike you again," Lutier offered as if on cue and placed a small hand on his shoulder. He glanced at Aalonnie who quickly put her head down, a dark blush on her face. 

     
"You looked terrible and talked nonsense," she muttered under her breath and wouldn't meet his eyes. 

     
He remembered sitting in his truck and yelling in hopes someone would notice him. "Yeah, I don't blame you," he said and rubbed his cheek again. "Thank you, Aalonnie. I thought my head was going to explode until you smacked me and broke that spell or whatever the hell it was that grabbed me. Thanks again." 

     
She turned and met his eyes and rewarded him with one of her quick smiles. "You're welcome, Stargazer. I hope I didn't hurt you."

     
He slapped his cheek lightly and groaned in mock pain. "It should be healed in a few…days. Maybe some salve would help."

     
Her face turned crimson and she quickly averted her eyes to the dancing flames. He grinned and reached around her and grabbed the water skin. She shivered slightly and gripped his arm.

     
"Are you sure you're okay?" Her eyes blazed with concern and he fought the urge to lean in and kiss her.   

     
"I’m working on it,” he said. He glanced at his fireside companions and took a deep breath. "Yes, I'm fine. Well, as fine as one can get who is lost and confused."

    
 He put the water skin to his lips and drank. “So Tarella, I hope our sanity lasts from all these trips. And speaking of trips, it looks like we need to make one to Falling Star Mountains.”     

     
“Clues were what you wanted, yes? And though scary, I think you've got some real good ones.”
     
A degree of doubt lingered pertaining to the last trip, yet his gut told him it was true. He had briefly returned home somehow. From what the aliens claimed, he wasn't some random drive-by abduction. He was taken for a reason and now they demanded he embark on a search for a lost ship.    

     
He leaned forward and held onto his knees and felt queasy from the astronomical odds of being picked out of the billions on Earth. Dizziness crept in and his stomach protested. He shivered with empathy toward all the other lost souls who had been taken and sent here. Odds were even more astronomical that any were blessed with such an advantage as Tarella. He couldn't imagine what fear and loneliness they must have endured.  

     
He focused on the flames and the face of Darok danced and writhed in the center. Red eyes glared at him with fiery hatred. A slight breeze stirred the flames and the face transformed into an undulating evil smile. His vision blurred and he felt as if he was riding a ship on a turbulent sea. He swayed back and forth in rhythm to the imaginary waves and bumped Aalonnie.    

     
She turned and her face showed lines of worry. "You have such a scowl. And you're redder than the embers in the fire. Are you sure you're okay and not having another attack?"

     
"No, problem," he said. "It was just a tiny attack." Lines of perspiration ran down the middle of his back and irritated the cuts. He arched his back and stifled a groan. "I have some thoughts in my head that aren't, uh, easy to handle. My imagination side often fights with my logical side and sometimes cheeky real side."  

     
“My, oh my,” Tarella whispered, “I wonder who this cheeky side could be.” 

     
“I think it's you, my cheeky little rat-child.” He held his head when all the new information suddenly flooded in. “Damn, this is too much information to take in all at once. I've never been a great one with the art of intellectual-seeking endeavors. What the hell am I going to do?”
     
“What you need to do is slow down, heavy thinker. If you self-destruct, I'm in a bad spot. Let's do one thing at a time and see what happens. I can tell you're leaning toward helping these ladies. So you might as well concentrate on that first, and maybe they can return the favor with information about the alleged ship.”  

     
“Thanks. I have to remember that I can’t figure it out all at once.” 

     
He liked her priorities and agreed that a distraction might take the edge off of missing home. The flames danced and writhed and thankfully the face of Darok had disappeared and allowed him to focus. Granted, his plan contained a few drawbacks. But whether a good plan or bad, if he decided to go through with it he could walk away and know in his heart that he had at least tried. He wasn't going to be a bystander or a runner anymore. He clapped his hands and stood and faced the group.  

     
"Before you start," Aalonnie offered and glanced around. "We understand if you feel the need to leave and journey to those mountains."

     
"We think your plan holds merit," Lutier concurred and tapped her staff on the ground. "Which I dare say, I shared with the rest when you were…gone. I believe we can do it ourselves if you decide to leave."  

     
She sat down and slowly twisted her staff in her hands. The group quietly stared at the fire, disappointment showed in their eyes rather than aglow with purpose. He swiveled his head to relieve tension and to avert his attention from the disappointment in their eyes.

     
“I don't want to be the bad guy here who tells them the field trip to slay a scog was cancelled because I have other things to do; thank you very much.”
    
“I understand completely, I think. Someone once said to take it one day at a time.”  

     
He smiled and took a deep breath and faced the wannabe slayers. "So, how do I start this? I guess with the falling star, which I think leads into my story. After which, we can discuss the scog problem."  

     
He had their attention and he leaned forward and closed his eyes to plan his explanation. He sighed and grabbed the water skin and took a long swallow.

     
"I think," he said and wiped his lips, "the only way a falling object could slow down like that would be if someone controlled it." If he didn't have their attention before, he assuredly had it now from the way they stared. "I think, or hope, that it wasn't a star but a ship. And it flew here somehow and either crashed or landed on its own. And it came from the stars."  

     
Sandrid shook her head and huffed and puffed. "Absurd," she mumbled. 

     
Tassor smiled and shifted her bow from one shoulder to the other. Grango and Lutier chuckled as they tapped their baton and staff in unison. He would just tell it like he saw it, or wanted to see it.     

     
"I want to believe," he said and sighed heavily. "I need it to be a ship that could get me back home. Maybe there's something inside that will help me. I have to know where it landed; or crashed. My world is somewhere in all those stars. An alien from one world took me and sent me here to this world." 

     
He glanced at Aalonnie for a reaction and was relieved when she smiled and nodded her head. The rest looked on, not quite sure what to say or maybe they didn’t quite comprehend what he said.  

     
"That first time I saw you," Aalonnie said and rubbed her hands on her pants. "You were surprised you could understand me. And your smiling shirt and your shoes and how you acted told me you weren't from around here…but I never imagined the stars. This is a surprise and very difficult to believe."

     
He nodded his head and smiled. "I could tell by the way you looked at me that you knew I was more than just a stranger, even though I could speak your language." 

     
"Maybe," Grango said and tapped her baton in an open palm, "we speak your language."

     
“Okay,” Tarella gasped and whistled and he fought not to hunch his shoulders. “This is all getting just too weird.”
     
"Is that how you did so well fighting the tardogs?" Lutier asked and tilted her head and looked at him with renewed respect.  

     
"Whoa," he said quickly and waved his hands in front of him as if warding off a swarm of bees. "It's something in my body called adrenaline that helps me when I'm really scared. And those tardogs, uh…really scared me. I'm…human, like all of you, just from a planet out there in the stars, which I know is difficult to fathom. But I repeat I'm human, just an alien in terms to Arret."

     
“Smooooth, Stargazer,” Tarella said in a silky voice.

     
He chuckled mentally and rubbed his forehead. “Out of this world is better than possessed by a wild teenage spirit who is able to read minds when alive, which helps her spirit to mess with my brain and enhance certain abilities.” 
     
“Hmmm, I guess I’ll accept that. But hey, please continue. This is getting better by the minute.”
     
“Thank you,” he said and sighed. “I hope like hell I've described it somewhat clear and they don't think I'm some kind of dangerous being.” 

     
Lutier scratched her chin with the tooth on her staff. "So you think the star was a…ship, and that you and it are connected. I feel there's more to this, but that's your business. I have to admit though…from the stars is…amazing, and difficult to accept. But strangely enough, I believe you." Her brows furrowed and she licked her lips. She leaned forward until her forehead rested against her staff. "So I imagine you'll be leaving to find out if it's a…ship. We'll take care of this scog ourselves using your idea. I do believe it will work." She put her head down and sighed and gripped the staff until her fingers turned whiter than the sand in the desert in which his ordeal began.  

     
He wondered how to proceed and glanced at the geyser. The pillar shimmered under the silvery fingers of the two moons peeking through the ever-swaying Tarooks. A dark cloud rolled in and blanketed the moons and the pillar mutated into a dull gray that matched the mood of his fire side companions. He knew he wasn't even close to being the experienced galactic warrior they needed. Not yet—if ever.      

     
Tarella offered her input, of course. “SG, this isn't your fight. You can't beat yourself up if you decide to pack it in and leave. I'm on your side, or better yet, I’m on your inside. So whatever you do it's okay with me.” 

     
He knew in some way that she could never take control of his mind, yet she acted as if he could offer her a choice in the matter. It was a sweet gesture on her part, and once again he was grateful that God hadn't granted him with a sour-spirited spirit.   

     
The flames danced in the slight breeze and his mind traveled out to his sons. He missed them with an ache that was at the opposite end of the spectrum of his hate for Darok. He glanced at the determined faces in the firelight and told his sons he needed to do this before he searched for a way home.          

     
He cleared his throat and took a deep breath. "I guess I’m not quite finished. I have an idea that maybe one of the reasons I'm here is to assist you. Besides, this is my plan and I'm not about to let you mess it up."  

    
 Lutier put her staff in her lap and clapped her hands and smiled. "If you're sure about this then excellent. We'll be indebted to you, for it will be a great service." 

     
"I haven't been sure about one blessed thing since this adventure started, my dear Lutier. But this is a situation I think I'm destined to see to the end." 

     
“I really hope the big bad alien doesn’t get the whole bunch crunched,” he moaned to his mental buddy.

     
“I have to say no way. Relax, we'll work together and get this done.”  

     
He went through the plan again, mainly to convince himself that he had really committed to doing it. He finished and sighed and sat back and closed his eyes. The Wardens spoke of how grand the Tarook forest was before the Scog and how it would be after it was gone. Words ran together and his head lolled forward and his eyelids became heavy.  

Chapter Thirty Eight
Stargazer sat up and shuddered and rubbed his eyes. He was about to ask for more rabbit when Tarella screamed. The sharp twang from a bow and a pitiful yelp brought him fully awake. His knife was out and enhance brewed by the time he made it to his feet. Just at the edge of the firelight a tardog thrashed and whined on the ground, an arrow protruding from its chest. Five more formed a semi-circle behind their dying pack member. Low guttural growls escaped their gaping jaws and their red eyes blazed.

     
Tassor notched another arrow in a blur and yelled something about spreading out. Stargazer moved toward two of the tardogs, left foot forward and his trusty bone knife at the ready. Lutier brandished her staff and Grango waved her baton defensively while Sandrid gripped a pair of knives.   

     
Aalonnie pulled a couple of knives from inside her vest and muttered in frustration, "Too many, can't do it." She crouched and gave a low guttural growl, swinging her knives in front of her as if slicing thick night air.

     
He didn’t hear anything else as he concentrated on the two of tardogs charging him. Their speed was astonishing and he decided to try a different attack strategy and put his head down and charged as well. Enhance speed caught them by surprise and he was between them in the blink of an eye. One turned its head to take a bite out of him and he reached out and sliced it across the throat. His blade scraped bone and a warm liquid spilled over his hand. The tardog's eyes rolled up and turned white and its legs collapsed and it skidded to a stop a few feet away. He instinctively spun to the left and rolled as massive jaws three inches from his head slammed shut with a deafening roar.  

He came up in a crouch and took a few steps back to give himself a little distance. The beast crouched on its stomach and scooted over to its dead companion and sniffed and a low whimper escaped its jaws. He chanced a quick look while the tardog was occupied. 

     
Lutier, Sandrid, and Grango warded off a beast with staff, knives, and a vicious baton, respectively. Each time the tardog attempted an advance, it was met with a whack on the head from the staff, or a knife across the face, or a jab in the nose from the once unobtrusive baton. He was amazed and strangely proud with how the three moved in unison like a trio of mongoose battling a vicious cobra. The cobra was outmatched by the mongooses that were armed and mad and surprisingly fast.  

     
Aalonnie waved her knives defensively as she growled at a tar dog and kept it at bay. Tassor notched an arrow and as soon as it took one step she let loose with the arrow. The beast was fast and jumped in the air, and Aalonnie advanced a few feet and was waiting when it hit the ground. Tassor notched another arrow and stood beside her and the tardog respected the two for the time being and kept its distance as it stalked back and forth.

     
He remembered his own threat and turned and the tardog’s body quivered from an imminent leap. He had encountered this type of attack before and waited for the leap. The beast's red eyes glowed and its head lolled from side to side while more whimpers escaped its jaws. Stargazer feigned a lunge, which made the tardog leery and granted him another quick look at the others.  

     
The three warriors held their own while working smoothly as a team with the potential to inflict damage. Grango tauntingly waved her baton in the tardog's face. When it lunged, Lutier whacked it on the head with her staff and Sandrid slashed its side. Each time the snarling beast went after one, it was thwarted by the other two. Then the three changed tactics and moved in simultaneously. Lutier struck it on the head and Sandrid drove both of her knives into its side. It turned its head and howled and Grango plunged her baton into its left eye and it fell back and lay still.    

     
There was a twang and Stargazer looked over and Tassor was notching another arrow just as Aalonnie threw one of her knives. It happened slowly due to enhance and he was able to follow the knife as it sailed through the air. It struck the beast in the throat just inches from a protruding arrow. It collapsed on the ground and a sickening gurgle issued from its gaping jaws.  

     
Before he could celebrate, to his dismay six more tardogs arrived. They formed a semi-circle in front of him and put their heads back and howled. The next instant they ceased proclaiming their presence and four of them charged. Aalonnie's scream rang in his ears and he stood frozen. Even though enhance brewed, he knew with sorrowful certainty that there was no way he could kill them all before they tore him to pieces. The others were too far away and he saw no hope with them getting to him in time.  

     
He swallowed a lump in his throat from the numerous impending deaths that sailed toward him. He crouched and sliced the throat of the closest tardog. Just as he stood, another one came in and latched onto his ankle and pain exploded up his leg and his eyes watered. He raised his knife and struck it on the head but the blade glanced harmlessly off one of its horns and it bit down with unbelievable strength. Razor-sharp teeth scraped bone and his vision blurred from the excruciating pain and froze his muscles.  

     
He grunted and groaned as he tried to raise his hand holding his knife; to no avail. He stared helplessly at a tardog sailing through the air, its jaws aimed at his exposed throat. An arrow struck it in the chest, but before it hit the ground another beast came in and latched onto his neck. Excruciating pain rocketed through his system like tainted enhance and his vision blurred.  

     
Suddenly there was a blinding flash and the tardogs vanished into wispy clouds of black smoke and the pain evaporated and became just an annoying itch. A warm feeling enveloped him and he glanced in the direction of the flash and there stood his brother. He was swathed in a silvery sheen, his hands clasped together in front of him like the Guru of Arret. 

     
Seeing his brother, especially now, was more than could endure and he fell to his knees and cried out. It had been years since he passed away from cancer and yet it still felt like a few days. He waved and smiled and his brother returned the smile and nodded his head and touched his chest twice with an open palm. Stargazer’s eyes flooded with tears and it took all his energy to reach up and tap his chest a couple of times. It had been their way of saying, “love you”. He had always admired how strong his brother had been and no matter how voracious the cancer gnawed at him it never destroyed his unrelenting faith, spirit, and strength. He wished he could be half as strong in his hectic new life and vowed he would try his best. He attempted to stand but his legs were numb and useless and his energy seemed to have vanished. He sighed in frustration and an ache formed in his heart when his brother's shimmering form began to fade. He swiped at tears and waved just as his brother began to fade and then dissolved into the night. 

     
Someone shook him and his eyes flew open and Aalonnie’s concerned face loomed over him. He was sitting on his backside and he looked around frantically for any evidence of what just happened. Sadness and disappointment surfaced that the image of his brother had disappeared so quickly. He shook his head and reached down and pulled up his pant leg and no bite marks were evident yet he could detect a small degree of residual pain still throbbing. His shaking hands went to his throat and it was dry and not ripped to shreds.

     
Aalonnie placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. "I think you fell asleep without realizing it. The next thing we knew you were screaming and waving your hands in the air. You came close to paying me back with hitting me in the face. Did you have a…trip?"  

     
"No," he muttered. She helped him regain his seat on the log and he rubbed his arms to remove the stubborn goose bumps. It bordered on surreal with how they spoke of his trips like someone succumbing to naps. "I just had the most vivid dream of my entire life. I mean, even the smell…and pain still lingers. And the...sorry, I need a minute."  

     
He shuddered and massaged his ankle. He had stopped before mentioning the vision of his brother, knowing if he tried to tell them about it he would have broken down and sobbed. He still found it difficult to come to terms with the fact that he had died. The vivid and moving dream caused numerous emotions to surface that he thought he had under control and able to deal with. At the same time, it was a satisfying sort of cleansing and a strange and satisfying kind of second closure. He knew without a doubt it was a message from God that hadn’t been abandoned. He took a deep breath and smiled, thinking how excellent it was to see his brother one more time. He wiped his wet eyes and eventually gained composure and silently said a thank you to God.   

     
He looked around at all the concerned faces and gave a quick smile. "I’ve had dreams before, but this…this one was so real." He shook his head and closed his eyes and concentrated on the exalted vision of his brother. His eyes flew open and he stared at the fire. "Maybe my trip here has messed with some circuits in my head," he offered his fireside companions and rolled his watery eyes. 

     
Sandrid chuckled and imitated his eye rolling. "Well, what do you except from an…alien?"  

     
"It is sad," Grango said and hung her head to hide a smile. "Do all aliens have these trips and dreams?"

     
"Now children," Lutier admonished. "We should show more respect for our…friend."

     
Stargazer chuckled and wiped his brow, thankful for the distraction. He decided to play along and tilted his head and got a far off stare. "Arrgh, I’ve heard most…aliens at some point go crazy and eat all those who give him grief. Unfortunately, I don't see a lot of big meals here."

     
"But never forget," Grango said and waved her baton. "There are times that the smallest reap the most."

     
Tassor chuckled and looked at Grango sympathetically. "I think that's what our alien friend was talking about."

    
Grango huffed and waved her baton in dismissal. "Well, you know what I mean."      

     
"No disrespect, ladies," he said sadly, "but being as tough as you are, probably means you wouldn't taste very good. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to rest and get this head of mine to quit throbbing."

     
"Let's do this now," Aalonnie offered and gripped his elbow and helped him to the ground. 
     
He rested against the log and was surprised and comforted when she placed a hand on his shoulder and gently squeezed. He closed his eyes and said another thank you to God and good night to his brother. He avoided thinking about the attack of the tardogs, knowing he would more than likely dream of them. He told himself adamantly that no matter what transpired he wasn't invincible and even with enhance he could be killed.  
          “Well, here we are sitting around the fire my sassy rat child.” Aalonnie’s hand ignited a sudden burning desire and he kept his eyes closed, not sure of his actions if he looked into her concerned eyes. “Instead of talking about fishing or taking a ride on the houseboat, we’re discussing a way to embark on a deadly fight with a beast assuredly from Arret's hell. I must be daft, fair woman.”    

     
“Not daft,” she said lightly. “And I know what that means, by the way. You’re just exhausted. That's why you probably had such a terrible dream. One that I must say I was able to experience, as well. On a lighter note, remember all the good things that happened thus far. You took a trophy from a fire-spitting, dragon-fowl; most impressive. You met a pretty…alien. You’ve convinced four hearty Wardens that you might be able to aid them with killing a Scog. On that note, you will more than likely be so frightened that you soil your britches while the rest run in circles and scream bloody murder. Hmmm, at least we won't be bored.”   

     
He nodded mentally; surprised that she didn't mention anything about the vision of his brother. He realized with a start that that part must have been solely for him. “I need some sleep, dear lady,” he murmured. “In the morning… well in the morning we'll see. But I can't help but think that it's right to go toe to toe with that scog, as opposed to always wondering what we could have done. It may sound strange, but I think my dream was maybe a message from God that I'm doing the right thing. And even when facing death, He will protect me. It also makes me feel that this planet Arret is not forsaken by God.”    

     
“I think your God has your best interest in mind,” Tarella said. “I feel our gods have abandoned us, or maybe we forgot how to speak to them.”
     
“I know what you mean.” He shuddered and thought about his brother. “I quit speaking to my God some time ago. It took a trip to another world for me to reacquaint myself with Him. I know now more than ever He is with me. I have to say though, I never imagined having this conversation with an…”
     
“Go ahead, say it.”
    
“I was going to say spirit. But yeah, I suppose I could add alien.”  

     
“You can be so exhausting. But please don't change. As for this talent of ours, though unique, it might not be enough to defeat the scog. I have no desire to spend the next 400 years inside the belly of that thing.”  

     
He refrained from chuckling, not sure if she worked at being funny. His brain ran in overdrive and his temples throbbed with the beginnings of a migraine. He needed a break, yet at the same time he wanted to work this out. Tarella's enhance wasn't a guaranteed way of success as they didn't have a clue as to its limits. Practicing first with the Scog was out of the question, in the order of catching that bullet with his teeth. It meant the chances of being the main course was a possibility he couldn't ignore.    

     
“No problem,” he droned, as the idea of being the fearless warrior diminished by the second. “We'll probably be dead way before we hit the stomach. Uh, hopefully, in a perverse way.”  

     
He leaned his head back slightly and glanced at Aalonnie. She had thankfully removed her scorching hand and sat by Sandrid. The two talked softly and the dancing flames transformed her face into rippling lines of sensuality. He closed his eyes and struggled to capture a decent breath. Things could have been worse; much worse. It surprised him that he could count on one hand the number of days since he arrived on Arret. How many years had transpired on Earth since his trip here wasn't an issue he wanted to address at this time. Besides, it didn't matter in so much as he couldn't do anything about it anyway.  

     
“You're right, I can't forget about all the frigging fun I've had so far. Belly diving into the sand to avoid being roasted alive was…sweet. I really enjoyed running my ass in overdrive to avoid being stomped and eaten by a mutated centipede. Though, carrying a real hotty wasn’t so bad. And then before I can acclimate, wham, four ladies ask the warrior to help slay the mutated centipede. Not to forget the unsavory dreams and a few bizarre trips where I battled an ugly alien-wolf and…“  

     
“Excuse me,” Tarella interrupted, “I believe you left out the part about the important…alien, you met. The alien that's helping keep you sane, uh, to a certain degree.”
     
He hunched his shoulders in mock guilt. “Sorry, rat child. I knew I'd forget something. And thanks. You've kept me sane, not to mention alive.”
     
“You're welcome,” she said, followed by a low guttural growl. “We can do this and make a difference, as well. Then we can work on a solution to returning home.”
     
He nodded his head with acceptance that he was on the planet Arret—for the time being. He was born and raised on Earth as Chip Rose. Here on Arret he was the indisputable Stargazer. His life would never be the same and he was forever two-in-one. He would survive and return home to his sons and they could meet Tarella. Telling only them of his mind-meld he decided was the prudent thing to do. Besides, they would probably be the only two who would believe him. He liked the idea that for once in his life he was going to finish what he started, even if it killed him.     

     
His new life now brimmed with purpose and it didn't matter the purpose was on the planet Arret. He still maintained the conviction that he had been put here to aid the Wardens first. Afterward, he could pursue the legend of the falling star or ship and hopefully discover answers on how to return home. He just knew his first priority should be battling the beast, as it was a physical thing. It was something substantial he could grasp. Finding the ship, and especially finding a way home, still had a tendency of bordering on surreal.

     
There were rewarding benefits he couldn't overlook, which he automatically sent deeply to where Tarella couldn't hear. Not that he wanted to hide them from her, but because they were private and personal. Even though she was in his head, he had been a loner for so long that he had reservations about opening up completely. He shuddered with what that might entail. 

     
He was now closer to God than ever before, which generated a warm feeling of near completeness. He had also been granted the blessed opportunity to see his brother one more time, a vision that was indelibly etched in his mind for the rest of his life. His radiating smile had warmed Stargazer to the very soul of his being, which aided his harried mind with overriding all the turmoil and loss he had endured. 
     
He struggled to keep it all in an earthly perspective and reminded himself these two wondrous and glorious things were of such magnitude that it made his being here all worthwhile.    

     
“I was thinking…”
     
“You were thinking…what… or do I have to snoop?”
     
“Well, this is all frightening and confusing and frigging mixed up. And yet…damn, I’m involved in a real-life adventure. Yahoo.” 

     
“I hope you maintain such an attitude when we face the beast.”
     
He chuckled inwardly. “No problemo, rat child, considering who I’m with.” 

     
“Glad to hear; now, good night.”
     
Guess you can live twice, he thought happily. He stretched out his legs and fulfilled his namesake… letting his mind wander as he gazed at the stars.

