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Kel Stellix pushed through a wall of tall grass nearly up to her green eyes and red as her hair. “Where are you?” she wondered under her breath, squinting hard at the edge of the old wood she’d come to. Reaching the tree line, she slowed to a crawl and then stopped to crouch down in the dead leaves and mushrooms.

Despite the warm glow of the low, late-day sunbeams, there was a chill in the air. Something moved.

Kel pounced and missed, but she saw where it went. She lunged forward a second time. “Gotcha! Quit squirming...”

She climbed to her feet with both hands on her quarry, which quickly stopped moving and turned firm and cold. Cautiously, Kel took a peek, then a longer look, eyeing the thing in her wide-open palms. It was some sort of a toad-like potato, or maybe vice versa. “Potatoad,” she grinned.

Reaching inside of her oversized coat, Kel found a big pocket and stuffed the spud in it. “Better get more,” she thought, “they’re kinda smallish.” She picked a half dozen then went back to camp.

Jum was there waiting with finds of his own, and a neat stack of branches and twigs for a fire. “Good news!” he called out when he saw Kel coming, unstrapping a pouch from his tight bearskin vest. “I’ve got some real treats. Just wait till you try them...” He emptied the pouch on a bed of fern fronds.

Out spilled what almost appeared to be Easter eggs, then a large, creamy-white wedge tinged with mold.

“Whoa,” Kel exclaimed as she wrinkled her nose at the slab, “what’s that smell? Something die?” She looked queasy. Jum picked the wedge up and broke off a chunk of it. “Tree cheese,” he beamed, then he offered her some. “No thanks,” she winced, “um, I’ll work on the campfire.” Jum shrugged, “It’s yummy,” and took a big bite.

Facing the wood pile, Kel slipped off her necklace and rattled its lake stones until they threw sparks. Cascades of red and gold caught in the kindling sticks. Kel fanned the flames. Soon the stack was ablaze. “I can’t believe it’s been two weeks,” she muttered reflectively, watching the fire, “and nothing.”

Jum sat down next to the bounty he’d dumped out, reached for a small orb, and started to peel it. Bits of thin, colorful shell fell away from the black melon hidden inside. He said, “Hen fruit.” Tossing the melon to Kel, he added, “I promise you’ll love that.” She caught it. “We’ll see.”

Kel tried a tentative taste of the fruit, then she couldn’t help smiling. “It’s not bad,” she laughed.

Cracking another one, Jum looked surprised. “Is it two weeks? I lost track. It feels more and less than that.” He paused a moment. “I wouldn’t say nothing, though. We’ve seen a lot despite no hint of Rocket.”

A loud pop shot embers out, catching Kel’s overcoat. She calmly brushed them off, then she remembered. “Oh yeah,” she said, digging into her pocket, “potatoads...” She skewered them over the fire. “I just expected we’d catch them by now or pick up on their trail. It’s that Tor — he’s elusive. Let’s hope your sisters have more luck on their path with El and her father.” The roasting spuds hissed.

Jum stood to check on the smoldering spit Kel had made out of oak branches, turning them over. “These smell delicious. They won’t take much longer,” he guessed, poking one of the taters. “That’s hot!” He blew on his finger. “I should have got gloves at that last little ghost town we stopped at last night.”

“Well, I’m just happy that we found these coats,” Kel replied. “It’s still spooky, though. Why’d they desert it?”

“Like all the rest of ‘em we’ve passed so far on this road,” Jum chimed in, “as if something was coming. What would you say, maybe ten or twelve villages?”

Kel nodded, “Roughly. And no one in sight. It feels... it’s way too familiar,” she shuddered.

Jum sighed, “I know. It’s okay... Time to eat.”

Sharing a fallen log kissed by the fire’s glow, Kel and Jum feasted on what they had gathered. It had been days since they’d eaten this well and they savored each morsel. Kel even ate tree cheese. As the night fell, they grew full and yawned sleepily. Kel spread a blanket they’d scavenged. Jum tried it.

“Comfy,” he mumbled, then drifted off instantly. Kel crashed and snuggled against him for warmth.

To her surprise though, in spite of her drowsiness, Kel remained half awake, mindful yet numb. She could sense everything... Jum’s breathing... moons rising... strange cries far off in the distance but coming. And there was something else, or someone, watching her. Kel tried to focus. The blurred shape flew off.

“Come back,” she stammered as sleep overcame her. That blur was familiar.

But dreams came instead.
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“Harloc! Cover us,” called Captain Narum. “Stellix, you’re with me. We’re gonna go in.” Kel pulled the ray pistol out of her holster and followed her steel-jawed commander. “Aye aye, sir.”

Scanning the circle of tall rock formations, the captain said, “Ready?” They sprinted across it. Under an archway, they found a sealed cavern and flanked its wide entrance. Kel blasted it open.

Rushing inside, they encountered a darkness so deep that their flight-suit lights barely cut through it. “This way,” the captain waved, sensing a flow of air. There was a stairwell ahead. They descended.

It was much colder here, as if carved out of ice, but also brighter. A passage appeared to them. “I’ll check it out, sir,” Kel told Captain Narum. Her breath turned to vapor as she led the way.

The tunnel stopped short at a veil of cool mist, which Kel pushed aside. “Captain... you better come see this.”

Kel stepped inside while the captain caught up to her, spinning to take in the cavernous chamber. Crystalline flasks filled the room floor to ceiling, with gleaming glass pikes arrayed row after row. “This is it, Ensign,” confirmed her commander, “the devils’ main armory. Let’s make this quick.”

He pulled out a silvery pouch from his backpack and tossed it to Kel before checking his watch. “Three bottles, that’s all we need to get home from this godless old rock...” His suit’s radio crackled. “Harlie’s in trouble. Pack up and we’re outta here. Double time, Stellix.”

But Kel couldn’t move.

“Captain, I think we’re supposed to destroy all this. It’s my job somehow, but I can’t explain it.” She raised her ray pistol. “One blast should do it, sir...”

“You have your orders. Stand down, Ensign — now!”

All of a sudden, an icy wind blew through the chamber and nearly knocked Kel off her feet. Straightening up, she turned back toward the captain. “I wish I could sir, but...”

The captain was gone.

In his place, Kel saw a new shape take form as the crystal flasks rattled and glowed all around her. She knew the figure, the long robes, white hood, and pikestaff it wielded. Its shriek chilled her blood. “Star Girl!” It was the Ghost Men’s commander. Kel aimed her gun at him. “Freeze or I’ll shoot.”

In spite of her warning, the demon flew toward her. “Let this be the end of your legend!” he roared. Kel pulled the trigger and braced for a blast, but the pistol just clicked as if something had drained it. That’s when she felt the cold glass of the demon’s pike run through her abdomen. “Unh!”

She woke up.

“Are you alright, Miss Kel?” Jum asked her groggily. “Yeah, just a nightmare,” she answered. “I hope.”
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Kel grabbed her rucksack and stuffed in the blanket as Jum stretched and blinked at the first rays of dawn. Crystalline frost on the moss gleamed like millions of diamonds around them. The saffron sky glowed. “I’ve got a hunch it’s smooth sailing from here,” Jum chirped hopefully, “fair winds and full nets, we say.” Kel felt less cheery but tried to be positive. “Looks like the trail heads downhill for a while.”

The north-running road dipped deep into a vale thick with fir trees and spruces in purplish hues. Fallen cones, some of them bigger than pineapples, dotted the shoulder. The path leveled off. Kel and Jum came to an old timber bridge, which complained as they crossed it. They stopped in their tracks.

“I guess that autumn comes early up here in the North,” Jum said, awestruck. “No kidding,” Kel gawked.

Stepping down off of the bridge, they sunk into an ocean of pine cones right up to their necks. It filled the valley floor, out to a distant hill. Kel caught a glimpse of the trail. “Follow me.” She waded forward with Jum right behind her, until they both realized something was wrong.

“Ow, that hurts!” Kel winced. “What is it that’s stinging me?”

Jum grimaced, tossing one. “Porcupine cones.”

Reaching back into her rucksack, Kel pulled out the heavy cloth blanket they’d slept on and sighed. “I’m gonna miss this, but we’re short on options here. Jum, help me hold
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