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Dear Reader,

This book first appeared as Fall of the Flighters, book 5 in the Sagittan Chronicles series. Since its initial publishing, I have updated the covers and edited the stories, but this time, I’m making a substantial change: I’ve re-named the entire series and each of the books. 

“Why?” seems like a very reasonable question here. 

In 2013, when I first began publishing this series, I was a scrappy 24-year-old (almost 25!) who had graduated from college during a recession and spent the first few years of my adult life juggling multiple jobs before getting my first full-time position. I was tired and broke, and I had been spending what little free time I had trying to learn how to write a book.

As part of my ideation process, I used a star map I had from a 1970s edition of National Geographic to choose names for things—people, planets, places. Hence how I settled on the name, “Sagitta” for the planet the series is primarily set on, and the “Sagittan Chronicles” for the series title. 

It may not surprise you to learn that I knew absolutely nothing about astrology at the time either. In fact, once near that age, I went to a dance, and a man asked me, “What’s your sign?” (which was apparently a pickup line), and I had no idea what he was talking about, so I responded, “A stop sign” lol.

So imagine my surprise when I attended my first book event, and someone asked me, “Are you a Sagittarius?” I had no idea what they were talking about and thought they were confusing my books with something else. But the same problem came up over and over again, until one day, a woman asked me if my book was a handbook for how to connect with her inner self, and I... I had no idea how to respond. Other than to say no.

As this was my first series, and I had moved my attention onto other things, I considered ignoring it forever. But in 2022, I decided I would rather bring the series as close to my current branding and standards as possible—and here we are.

If you’ve read the series before, please be aware that the stories are largely the same. I did do some revision, fixing some language, cutting some things that bothered me, and tightening the narrative at least a bit. But the story is largely the same. 

If you haven’t read the series, I hope you find it at least somewhat entertaining. 

All the stories,

Ariele
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Prologue
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John slumped over his desk, face pressed into its wooden surface. He had to get up and leave, or at least hide, before Kaia arrived. She’d be here any moment, but he didn’t want to see her—or anyone, for that matter. He just wanted to be alone. 

His computer dinged. “One new message.”

“Read it,” he said, face still pressed into his desk. Even the words coming from his lips felt heavy, as if they sapped an essential portion of what little energy he had left to even say them.

“Message from Ide Drena Catoran,” the computer intoned. “Message reads, ‘To whom it may concern, I am looking for an artifact owned originally by the Oliphant clan and was hoping you could help. It is a long, cylindrical tube with both the Oliphant and Finnegan seals attached. I will pay for any information about this artifact. Thank you.’”

Pointless, really. Who cared about an old Door storage tube? They were mostly empty or dead anyway. Boring. Useless.

He slid off his chair and onto the floor, wishing he could sink down and become one with the carpet. The perfect disguise—he wouldn’t just be blending in with the floor; he would actually be the floor. Kaia would never find him then. 

Someone knocked. 

“John?” a voice called.

Oh no. She was here.

The pounding became louder. 

“I know you’re in there!” 

Another voice joined hers. “You need to get a treatment!” It was Quin. 

All he wanted was to be left alone—was that really too much to ask? 

His eyes moved around the room. He needed someplace to hide, someplace to go. Otherwise, Quin would storm in here, all loud and obnoxious, and demand that John talk. Demand that he listen. Pay attention. And then he would probably drag John down to the hospital or the medical center or somewhere... but John didn’t want any of that. He wanted quiet. Solitude. Peace. 

There. His eyes fixated on the glimmering, shimmering Door that sat in the center of his office. It was only a few feet away. Only a few steps. He couldn’t remember why it was here, just that it was temporary. Something about setting up a secure facility, he thought Quin had mentioned. Just for a couple days. 

It was the perfect escape plan. The Door could read his mind. It would take him where he needed to go—somewhere he could be alone. And, even better, it was unlikely Quin would be able to find him. 

This Door was special. It could take him to any Door in the universe. And there were plenty to choose from. There was no way Quin could figure out where John had gone if John decided to step through.

It was an opportunity—he should take it. 

It was illegal, though—he shouldn’t do it.

But did it really matter? Did anything really matter? 

“Open the door!” Quin yelled. 

John was glad he had remembered to lock it. But locks didn’t hold Quin for long. John would have to decide quickly.

“Please?” Kaia pleaded. 

John remembered liking Kaia at one point. He was pretty sure she had been a good intern, once upon a time. Yesterday maybe. Or the day before that. Right now, he felt nothing. Maybe a little mild annoyance. Why wouldn’t she just go away?

John’s eyes flicked to the Door shimmering only six feet away. Escape was less than ten steps from him, but it was illegal. Dangerous. Stupid.

To go or not to go? 

He stood slowly, eyes fixed on the iridescent haze in front of him. This Door was an entrance to dozens of other worlds. With just one step, he could end up on another planet, hopefully a quiet one, where no one banged on the door or tried to talk to him. He could close his eyes and simply disappear, and when he opened them, it would be a wonderful surprise. Or a horrible surprise. All he really wanted was to end up completely alone. The Door could most likely give him that.

“I’ll break down this door!” Quin called again. 

Going through would be illegal. Idiotic. Insane.

The pounding got louder.

Ludicrous. Ridiculous. Grounds for termination.

Moving of their own accord, his feet pulled him closer to the barely perceptible rectangle that flickered in front of him.

Ill-advised. Rash. Irresponsible.

To go or not to go?

“That’s it,” Quin called. “I’m coming in!” 

The Door shimmered in front of him, little specks of color blinking in and out of existence.

The pounding on the door ceased, and John knew it was only a matter of time before Quin busted the lock and came crashing into the room. 

But John just didn’t want to talk. Didn’t want to think. Didn’t want to...

The world muddied and blurred as his body slipped through the Door; and he wished for dark, for silence, and to be alone. 
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Raucous laughter drifted through the darkness as Edna followed her brother silently down the dark alley. A fat, gray rat with a snake-like tail skittered past her foot. She gritted her teeth and tried not to react. Lance had sworn he’d found a lead she couldn’t pass up, and as a Finder, Edna knew a good lead was worth pretty much anything. But this still seemed extreme. 

Ahead, lights flickered as the stench of sweat and alcohol drifted past. The entrance to the bar was hidden from the main road and blocked by a dumpster, a few tipped-over trash cans, and a pile of broken crates. Another rat scurried past, and Edna tried with difficulty to ignore it.

The word “BloodAxe” was spray-painted onto the brick wall over the door, which featured iron security bars. An enormous bouncer stood outside with arms crossed, a grayish fellow with bulging muscles and three eyes that made him look like he was from the planet Onicore. He nodded first at Lance, then Edna, and waved them in.

Daytime BloodAxe customers were less than savory, but at 3 AM, the clientele leaned more toward the type of person you wouldn’t want to meet during the day or after dark. If the BloodAxe customers made up a bouquet, it would be of dead flowers... and possibly some bones. 

“Two glasses of whillery,” Lance said after the bartender verified their DNA to determine what types of substances they could consume. 

“‘The drink of madmen, of goddesses, of llamas,’” Edna recited.

“Always seemed like a dumb ad to me,” Lance replied, grinning at her. “What kind of llama would drink whiskey?”

“A valid point.”

“Two whilleries.” The bartender plopped two glasses on the counter in front of them. He held out his hand, and Lance passed him some cash.

“Who are we looking for?” Edna gazed around the dingy inside of the bar, which was filled with—“people” wasn’t exactly the right word. Many of the individuals in the bar met the technical specifications of “people,” like the hairy Balonians and the gaunt, skeletal Tradorials, but many others didn’t seem to quite fit into the category. 

For example, a large bulbous creature in one corner gargled when he laughed, clearly not Zirian or even humanoid. A silvery-gray person on the opposite side of the room had two large dog-like animals on leashes, except that the “dogs” had horns and stood on two legs, and probably weren’t dogs. A group in the far corner appeared to be floating spheres of some sort, and to their right sat three worm-like individuals.

Edna refocused her attention on Lance. The last thing she wanted to do was get caught staring. Someone might take offense to it, and who knew what could happen then.

“You know anything about White Rabbit?” Lance asked.

“The game?” 

“No, the restaurant.” Lance rolled his eyes. “Of course I mean the game. Ever played it?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. White Rabbit was illegal, and while of course she had played it, she wasn’t sure she wanted to admit that to her little brother, who was a cop.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Lance said, grinning. Even in this dingy bar, in the dim light, Edna could see a mischievous glint in his eye. “If you want to get the lead, we have to play.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Edna held up her hand. “How do I know this isn’t some sort of elaborate prank? Or a hoax?”

“It’s not a hoax!” Lance protested. He drew an X over his chest. “Cross my heart.”

“You’re not answering my question.” Edna set her drink on a table and put her hands on her hips, glaring up at her little brother. 

Lance sighed and muttered, “Neerrmrn.”

“Speak up!”

“Nerrmmn.”

“Lance!”

“Norman,” he finally said loudly enough for her to understand.

Edna blanched. “Seriously?” she demanded. “My ex?”

“If you mean ex-pert!” Lance replied farcically.

“Ugh,” she groaned. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Of course Norman would make her do something ridiculous like this before handing over a lead. If “overdramatic” didn’t describe him, then the word “ham” certainly did. As did the words “jerk,” “loser,” and “idiot.”

“You wouldn’t have come if I’d told you.” Lance’s voice had dropped to a whisper as he reached his hand past her, and exclaimed, “Hey, Norman!” 

“Lannnce, my man!” Norman greeted him, drawing out Lance’s name in an exaggerated hello. “Hey there, Edna. Looking beautiful as ever. How are you? I can’t believe I haven’t seen you! It’s been... six months? Has it been that long?”

Edna put a smile on her face, hoping the dim light would obscure her annoyance. This was not how she had imagined her night would go. When Lance told her he had a lead on a mysterious map, she had imagined breaking into a crypt or sneaking into some old lady’s basement, or maybe meeting up with a mysterious stranger who made them some kind of deal—not playing an illegal gambling game in the basement of a dingy bar with her ex-boyfriend. 

Norman was an antiquities expert she had met during one of her finding expeditions, so it was entirely likely that he had come across some kind of map she might be interested in. She wasn’t sure the map would be worth all this, though. But it didn’t really matter—she was already here. She might as well get it over with.

“Let’s get going, man!” Lance jerked his head toward the White Rabbit table.

“Yeah, this is so cool! I didn’t know you guys played!” Norman weaved through the groups of people situated around the room. 

“Yeah!” Lance grinned at Edna’s ex. He and Norman had always gotten along, which, of course, now annoyed Edna. She hadn’t known they were still in touch.

“Grab some tokens,” Norman called over his shoulder as he handed his ion-stone to the teller, who blocked the entrance to the gambling side of the bar. Ion-stones allowed individuals to record events around them, access computer systems around the city, and store files. They also allowed the user access to specified bank accounts, which is what Edna used hers for. The teller could withdraw money based on how much she gambled. He gave her representative tokens for up to $10,000.

Each token looked the same, but when numbers were bet, they recorded it, and at the completion of the game, that amount was charged to your bank account. There were no limits except what your account could handle, and if you overbid, the mob came after you. It was part of the fun, presumably. If you could call risking getting on the mob’s bad side “fun.”

A man called the White Rabbit, for the purposes of this game, sat cross-legged in the middle of the game table on a slightly raised platform that spun in a slow circle. He wore a blindfold, and his hair was braided into dozens of braids. When the game was originally invented, the White Rabbit was almost always either an enslaved person, an indentured servant, or in debt to the host or someone powerful. When Edna had played in college, they drew straws and took turns. 

“Please place your tokens in the yellow bucket.” The White Rabbit held it out, the pedestal slowly spinning him so everyone had a chance to drop in a token. The beginning of the game cost a flat $20 for each person in the circle.

Edna looked around the table as the White Rabbit finished his round. She, Lance, and Norman sat together, and seven other people had joined this round. The game had to have at least four players at the beginning, and no more than twelve. A few of the other players wore hoods that mostly covered their faces to hide their identities, while others laughed boisterously, making it clear they were happy to be gambling illegally. 

One man did neither. He sat exactly opposite her at the table, and she could only see his face when the White Rabbit was at a certain angle. The man was tall, broad-shouldered, and bald. He didn’t laugh or try to hide his face. His facial expression was calm and severe, and he wore a suit to match.

She promptly forgot about him, however, as the White Rabbit began the game. “Please take two cards,” he stated, spinning in a circle again, rapidly dealing cards to each individual at the table. 

Edna looked at her cards. A rabbit and a sloth. Not a good hand. Her chances of winning were slim. She could bail now and only lose $20, but depending on what cards the White Rabbit laid out, her chances would increase or decrease. 

As she tensed, her left hand began to shake. She switched the cards to her right and hid the other one under the table, hoping no one had seen—especially Lance. He would be very concerned if he noticed. She had been trying to pretend the shaking wasn’t a big deal by hiding it from him as much as possible—and would continue to do so at least until the doctor’s office called her back with her test results.

“If you wish to see the Rabbit’s cards,” the White Rabbit stated in a monotone, “please place your token in the bucket.” He spun around again, as each person placed a second $20 token in the bucket. After the first round, the amounts would vary based on the players’ choices.

The White Rabbit placed two cards on the table in front of him: a mongoose and a pika.

“Ugh,” a woman across the table exclaimed. She threw her cards on the table and stalked off. She had a horse and a cow. Her chances of winning were not high, but it was also early in the game. She was clearly not a risk taker.

But Edna raised her eyebrows: she matched with two. She needed five total, but with three matches (a rabbit, a mongoose, and pika), she had a decent start. Two of the next three cards would have to be a hedgehog and a hamster for her to win, and the chances of her getting both... She wasn’t good at math, especially on the spot like this. On the other hand, the chances of someone else in the group having two matching cards in their hand also seemed slim.

“Whoever speaks first,” the White Rabbit said, “may raise the bid.”

“Two hundred!” the bald man across the table called. 

“I’m out!” a low raspy voice from across the table muttered. A hooded figure stood up and moved away from the table, tossing his cards down: a yak and a joker. 

“Match,” a different voice responded. The White Rabbit spun around the table again with the yellow bucket, allowing participants to deposit their money.

“Match.”

“Match.”

“Match.”

Lance and Norman both matched. Clearly, they didn’t care about losing their hard-earned money, but Edna was in a rough patch. She hadn’t had a lot of work lately, and this was not a good use of what she had left. She glanced over at them as they laughed and sighed as she dropped in her token. This mysterious map of Norman’s had better be worth it.

The White Rabbit laid two more cards on the table in front of him: a chicken and a hedgehog. Edna tried to keep her face even. She didn’t want anyone to know what was in her hand, but it was excellent. Her chances of winning had just risen significantly.

She glanced over at Lance. He wasn’t paying attention—she could see he had a swan and a cormorant. Not a bad hand, but he probably should have called out, if he wasn’t so busy whispering with Norman. She rolled her eyes. Let him lose his money—it wasn’t her problem.

“Whoever speaks first,” the White Rabbit said again, “may raise the bid.”

“A thousand,” the same voice said again. The tall, dark, bald man on the end was really into this, Edna thought. She gave it some consideration—were her chances good enough for a thousand?

“I’m out!” three more voices chorused. She watched as two spiders, a butterfly, a cockroach, a shark, and another sloth appeared on the table in front of her. It looked like the chances of getting another rodent card just increased even more. Of course, he could lay down all fish, and then she’d be screwed.

“Out!” she heard Lance say next to her. That left only four players. He stood up and laid his cards on the table. Then, he leaned down and whispered, “It’s all you now, sis.”

She scowled at him.

He jerked his head toward Norman. “Can’t call out ‘til Norm calls out.”

“You’re the worst,” she hissed back at him.

Norman looked over at her and grinned. “Match!” he called.

“Match,” Edna heard herself say, and then berated herself. It was a lot of money, and certainly not worth it for whatever Norman supposedly had. Her tendency to jump into things was going to seriously get the better of her one of these days.

After spinning around to collect the bets of each player, the White Rabbit laid one more card on the table. It was a duck. 

“Whoever speaks first,” the Rabbit Foot said again, “may raise the bid.”

“I’m out!” Norman called, slapping his hand on the table. He had a spider and a cow. Edna frowned. That didn’t make any sense at all. Why had he stayed in the game so long?

Her attention shifted back as the person across the table from her shouted, “I’m out too!” and threw her cards on the table. She had a rabbit and a butterfly. Edna looked at her cards. She had the same chances as the person who just bailed.

If the bald man across the table had two rodents, he would win, but if he only had one, they would tie, and there would be another round. He could also have two birds, but that seemed unlikely. Most people with two birds would have bailed after the second round. 

She cracked her knuckles and stared at her cards. Then, her hand suddenly stopped shaking, and a calm settled over her.

“Do it!” Norman whispered. 

“Two thousand!” the bald man across the table stated.

Edna looked up into his eyes. He stared her down, as if daring her to match.

“Match,” she said firmly. She was in—might as well see it through.

“Please place your cards on the table,” the White Rabbit stated calmly.

Edna placed her cards face up on the table to reveal her rabbit and sloth.

“You have four in a suit,” the White Rabbit announced.

The man across the table also placed his cards down. He had a swan and an eagle. Not a run, but a four in a suit like her. Edna opened her mouth, surprised. He must be a serious gambler to play right to the end with odds as low as that. Or maybe he had external motivation, like she did, a Norm and a Lance to pressure her into playing. 

“You also have four in a suit. We shall proceed into the final inning. Whoever speaks first will raise the bid.”

Edna spoke up quickly. “Same,” she said. She didn’t want to risk losing the thousands of dollars in the pool by bailing, but she couldn’t afford to spend her entire savings either.

“Match,” the bald man replied. 

Everyone standing around the table held their breath as the White Rabbit held out the yellow bucket. Edna placed another token in it. It read $2000 in tiny numbers. The bald man did the same. 

Pausing for dramatic effect, the White Rabbit laid the final card on the table.

A peacock.

Everyone around the table let out a breath. Five in a suit. The stranger had won.

“I’m out,” Edna said unnecessarily, her heart in her stomach. Out all that cash, and for what? Some stupid map. She shook her head, amazed at the risk the bald man had taken. It had paid off for him... probably.

The White Rabbit turned to the bald man.

“You have reached the final level.” He reached under his spinning seat and pulled out six knives and two glasses of liquid. “Do you wish to proceed?”

“I do,” the man replied.

“How much?”

“Same,” he answered, and held out another token.

“Pot’s up to $17,580,” Lance whispered.

“It’s not that much,” Edna replied. “Could be better if more people hadn’t bailed early on.”

“Yeah,” Lance said, “but if I hadn’t called, I could be winning too.” 

Edna nodded. He was right. Not only did he have two birds, but with this hand, he would have had a run of five, which would have outweighed the bald man’s five in a suit. She shook her head sympathetically.

“Which method do you prefer?” the White Rabbit asked. 

“Knives,” the bald man replied. 

Everyone around Edna cheered. She winced. This was where the game got gruesome. Now that he had beaten out the other players, the man had two options. He could take half of the winnings and go, or he could play the house in a game of chance for the whole pot, by choosing either to drink the beer or throw the knives. 

The two glasses of liquid were beer; one glass was poisoned, and the other was not. The three knives would be thrown at each other; three were balanced properly, and three were not. Whoever got hit the most times lost.

Nothing like a little bloodlust at four in the morning to get people excited. 

The White Rabbit nodded at the bald gentleman in the suit. He reached out and chose two knives. Then the White Rabbit chose two. The man then took one of the remaining, leaving the final one to the White Rabbit. The game indicated that, to avoid the house cheating, the participant should be able to choose first but still leave some chance up to the poor slave or debtor who had to play the role of the White Rabbit.

“This is a horrible game,” Edna whispered to her brother. 

“Think about how much you could’ve won, though!” he exclaimed. 

“Or how much I lost,” she muttered.

The White Rabbit stood slowly and made his way to the other side of the room. The bald man stood as well. One of the bar employees came over with a whistle and a flag. Everyone in the bar crowded around to watch the spectacle. 

The bar employee raised the flag and then brought it down quickly while blowing the whistle. 

Faster than Edna’s eyes could comprehend, the bald man whipped one knife after another into the air. They flew in direct paths and thudded into the White Rabbit before he could even get a single knife thrown. One knife hit each of his thighs, and the last one drove deeply into his shoulder. 

The room gasped collectively and then cheered as the man, without so much as breaking a smile, turned and made his way over to the teller. The White Rabbit collapsed, groaning in pain, as the employee in charge rushed forward to provide him with much-needed medical assistance.

Edna looked at her brother.

“Man, that was amazing!” Norman exclaimed, slapping Lance on the shoulder. “That was excellent! Great work, Edna!”

“I didn’t win,” she countered, glancing over her shoulder at the White Rabbit, who still lay on the ground bleeding. One of the bar employees had come over and was removing the knives from his various body parts. 

“Ah, but...” Lance looked back toward the teller. The tall bald man was walking toward them. 

“Good game,” he said brusquely, still not smiling. He held out a token that read $8,790. “Here’s your half.”

Edna frowned. “You won,” she said.

He shrugged. “I always win.”

Lance reached out to shake his hand. “Great game, man. Great game!” 

He nodded politely to Lance, and then turned and strode out of the bar.

“Who was that?” Edna asked, looking at the cash in her hands in an astonished manner. She would have to deposit most of it pretty quickly. The bar would show up on her bank statement as an ATM, but if she ever got investigated for any reason... or the bar did... 

“Name’s Quin Black,” Norman answered. “He works for The Globe downtown. You know, the government building?”

“Yes,” Lance cut in. “We know what The Globe is.”

“Well, he’s addicted to gambling, so we hear, but pretty much everyone here knows not to say nothing. He wins a lot and has bought off just about everyone who comes to these types of places. He only buys you off once, though. So it’s your loss if you decide to go up against him again.”

So that was it. Norm had probably already played against him and wouldn’t have been able to win any money, even if he’d stayed in the game until the end. 

“Well, I certainly won’t say anything,” Edna answered, looking again at the cash in her hand. She couldn’t do the math, but was pretty sure she had made over $2000 once she paid back how much she had spent. Not a massive amount, but a nice bit to have in her wallet.

Lance looked at Edna and then to Norman. “So,” he said, “how about that map?”

Norman grinned. “How about that cash you promised me?”

Both Lance and Norman looked at Edna expectantly. 

“Seriously?” she exclaimed, scowling at her brother. “And at what point were you planning to let me in on this little detail?”

She scowled and handed Norm a $1000 token. “You can have that much, but if you want more than that, you can keep your little treasure hunt to yourself.”

“Works for me,” Norman replied, reaching out to grab the token. “And I’d be happy to help. You want to work first or sleep first?”

“I’m awake,” Lance said, looking at Edna.

She sighed loudly and then answered, “I paid for it; I want it.”

“It’s back at my storage unit,” Norm said, grinning. “Follow me.”
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Chapter 2
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At first, he thought it was a dream. The words “It’s a fine pickle” were graffitied on every wall. Green paint, red paint, black paint, and silver smeared vertically, dripping, spattered—he couldn’t even think of words to describe the utterly beautiful mess scrawled across the brick wall in front of him. 

For a while, he stared at it and noticed that the other paint dribbles were, in actuality, writing in many different languages. It said, “It’s a fine pickle” in Zirian, but in English it said, “Relief comes in doses,” and in Parsinian it said, “Cows jump higher than the grass.”

He was so distracted by the curious wall that for a few moments, he forgot what he had done—stepping through a Door that he was not, under any circumstances, supposed to go through, onto an unknown planet, without telling anyone where he had gone. He could die here, and no one would know or ever find him. But perhaps that was meant to be.

But then his mind filled with a new well of apathy, and he found he didn’t care one way or another. He felt the same here as he had when he was back home. Bored. And tired. So tired. At least it was quiet here. Empty.

So he sat. And slowly, he drifted off to sleep, head resting on a lumpy, solid chunk of concrete, roughly shaped like a pillow.

And then he awoke. 

The wall with the graffiti was gone. Now all he saw were the bars of a wooden cage, and the cage was bouncing, rattling. Looking past the cage, he saw walls, and to his right a piece of fabric that flapped when the cage bounced. He was in a wagon, traveling somewhere. 

For a while he stared at the flap, occasionally seeing light peek through; a shining, bluish ground; and strange, angular trees. 

He didn’t know where he was. Or who had captured him. Or where he was going.

But he was alone. That was all he wanted. 

He slept again.

*****
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“What are you?”

John blinked a few times, his vision still fuzzy from sleep. The wagon had stopped moving, and the back flap was pulled open to let in the light, which was so bright it burned his eyes, hurt his head. He wanted to close the flap, let the darkness back in.

A thin, silhouetted figure sat at the back of the wagon, peering into the cage at him. “What are you?” it repeated. 

He blinked a few more times, and the figure’s face swam into view. It was a very odd face, he noted. A very long face with a thin nose and large nostrils below monstrous black eyes. Its mouth was also very small, especially compared to its eyes. The face was attached to a head that seemed to be covered with something quite similar to feathers, these a soft yellow with grayish stripes. 

“Can you talk?” the face asked. 

“Yes,” John replied. There was a chattering noise that started up whenever the creature started talking, but John couldn’t tell where it was coming from.

“You can talk!” the face replied excitedly. They reached a very long, slender arm between the bars of the cage and poked John’s leg. “What are you?”
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