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      Who knew that walking the dog could be perilous to my soul?

      Georgia and I had just strolled around a curve in the duff covered path through a pine forest, when she stopped, gathered her haunches firmly beneath herself and prepared to attack. A low growl rumbled through her chest, filling the too quiet air.

      I stopped by her side, puzzled. Georgia might be built like a tank — she’s a very solid bull mastiff — but she’s the gentlest, toasted-marshmallow gold giant in the dog world. She considers all children her playmates, and despite her size would happily climb into any willing adult’s lap. And loyal … words fail to describe the intensity of her devotion. Even on long walks through heavily wooded areas, she doesn’t require a leash. She wouldn’t dream of leaving my side, of leaving me unprotected.

      Given her psychological make-up, this aggressive position deserved my attention. I didn’t try to calm her. I scanned the trees for danger … and immediately understood.

      A visual anomaly hung in the air a few yards to our left. If Georgia hadn’t reacted, I could have walked right past without noticing, but with my dog on alert the incongruity was impossible to overlook. The air shifted and trembled within a large oval that hung between two towering pines. Whatever it was, it wasn’t connected to the earth, but floated a foot or two above the needle strewn forest floor. The edges wavered rhythmically, almost as though keeping time with a silent heartbeat, and while the center showed the grayed-out of a dusky woodland, the scene didn’t match the forest where Georgia and I stood.

      I could see huge lodgepole pines reaching for the sky behind the anomaly, but their massive trunks failed to bisect the throbbing oval that hung between me and them.

      Time slowed. My pulse pounded, drowning out even Georgia’s threatening growl. I wanted to reassure the dog, but words deserted me. Besides, my lips and throat were suddenly so dry I doubted I could even manage a croak. Primeval fear gripped my soul. The certain knowledge that death and the destruction of all I knew waited on the other side of an unknown that had suddenly become visible.

      A shadow materialized in the center of the anomaly and my muscles unlocked. Adrenaline coursed through my veins; it was time to fight or fly, and I was no fighter.

      “Georgia, come,” I said, my voice harsh with fear. What if her instincts demanded that she fight? “Heel,” I cried, and turned and ran.

      She leapt forward with a threatening snap of her jaws, then turned obediently to chase me.

      Too late.

      I’d allowed my paralysis to last too long. I should’ve run when Georgia first brought the phenomenon to my attention. Our opportunity for escape had expired.

      Wind whipped my hair as leaves and pine duff pelted my face. Saplings and undergrowth leaned precariously toward the strange oval. My leather jacket pulled me back as though some monster had grabbed me by its suede surface. I glanced behind me and saw that the shadow had become a vortex, the oval a dark maw, sucking my world into the unknown.

      Georgia fought to stay beside me, the powerful claws I worked so hard to keep a reasonable length dug into the earth, creating furrows as she was inexorably drawn backwards. I grabbed a young pine, wrapping my arms around its trunk, gripping the rough bark with too soft fingers as my feet sought to lose contact with the ground. But what about Georgia? I couldn’t let my dog be dragged into that maelstrom while I hugged a tree!

      But what could I do? Even if I could reach her, my hold on her collar would be tenuous at best, and that single strap of leather about her neck might endanger her quite as much as the vortex that sought to pull us into who knew where. What if my attempts to save her snapped her neck? Why had I ever abandoned her harness and leash? With those I might have had a chance of tying her safely to a tree.

      Her great brown eyes met mine and a piteous whine begged me to fix this. Me. Her source of food and shelter and love. Her world revolved around me. She looked to me with love and loyalty … and lost her grip on our good solid earth.

      “No!” I screamed as my faithful dog tumbled into that dark maw. Without a thought, I released the tree, my anchor to reality, and was sucked through the vortex which snapped shut behind me.
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      I woke to Georgia’s warm breath wafting across my face. Thrilled though I might be to find we were both alive and together, her breath was … doggy, in the extreme. Pushing her away from my face, I sat up, threw an arm across her broad back and surveyed our surroundings.

      Her calm reinforced my own sense of no immediate threat. She sat quietly beside me, tongue lolling from the side of her mouth, ears forward, looking around with an air of serene contentment. I shook my head, amazed at the immediacy of a dog’s life. She’d evidently put the horror of being dragged through a vortex behind her.

      Too bad I couldn’t do the same.

      Clinging to my dog, the only familiar element in my current circumstance, I drew comfort from her nearness while trying not to infect her calm with my fear. Because I was terrified. I couldn’t even say, “Where on earth am I?” because I was horrifyingly certain that the answer was, “Nowhere.”

      Wherever Georgia and I had landed, we weren’t on earth. We sat in a small clearing surrounded by tall, well I don’t know what they were, but they weren’t trees, and whatever grew on the land around us, it wasn’t grass. A deep purple creeper that might pass for some kind of succulent covered the ground, starred here and there with tiny white blossoms. The not-trees at the edge of the clearing were also colored in unearthly shades. Lilac roots and trunks blended into canopies of magenta, wine, and mauve.

      Steeling myself, I raised my eyes to the sky. Instead of the cool blue scudded with fluffy white clouds of my home, I found a lemon yellow shell and two blazing discs, one a fiery orange, the second, and smaller, a juniper green so dark it bordered on black.

      Suddenly feeling a deep kinship with Dorothy, I hugged my massive Toto and whispered, “We’re not in Kansas anymore.” Then I buried my face against Georgia’s solid shoulder while I fought off the hysterical giggles that threatened to steal my breath, and very possibly my sanity.

      When I felt a bit more in control, I straightened, accepted a loving swipe of Georgia’s tongue, and stood, resting my hand on her head.

      “Well,” I said, “wherever we are, we’re going to need food, water, and shelter, and I’m not at all sure we’ll even recognize the first two if we find them.” I glanced down at my dog. “I’m going to be relying on you, girl. Your instincts on what’s edible or drinkable have got to be better than mine.”

      A happy “woof” answered me, and I stepped forward into an adventure I hadn’t sought.

      “On the bright side,” I said aloud, more for my sake than Georgia’s, “I’m dressed for walking and we’ll get plenty of exercise.” It had been a lovely fall day in the foothills of Colorado when Georgia and I left for our walk. She wore a red leather collar and I was dressed in layers. Jeans, warm socks and hiking boots covered my lower body, but my torso sported a black silk turtleneck, a dove grey T-shirt, and a green plaid flannel shirt, all topped by my chestnut brown suede bomber jacket. Except for a hat and gloves, I was in good shape for whatever weather this place might send our way.

      We hiked through an unnatural stillness. No birds sang, no small creatures rustled through the undergrowth. Truth be told, there wasn’t any undergrowth, just that deep purple succulent and the lilac not-trees. Georgia had marked the first not-tree we encountered when we stepped under the forest canopy. Evidently the odd colors didn’t bother her. Of course, I wasn’t really sure what she saw since humans and dogs perceive color so differently. But she was so nonchalant, I took a chance and ran my fingers over the not-tree’s trunk.

      I wasn’t prepared for its silky smoothness, but I was even less prepared for its warmth, or the faint pulse I detected vibrating just below the surface.

      Skin! Touching these not-trees was more like running my fingers over skin-covered flesh.

      Jerking my hand away from what should have been rough bark, I urged Georgia forward. I suddenly felt less like a woman walking her dog through an oddly colored forest, and more like a small girl lost in a sea of strange men’s legs.

      The memory chilled me. I’d been about four, at church with my parents. Daddy had carried me into the vestibule after the service. He’d set me on my feet, instructing me to stand still while he helped Mother into her coat. I’d only wandered a few feet, but when I grabbed the pant leg of the man who stood beside me, I’d been startled to find a stranger’s face looking down at me. The crowded room had suddenly seemed alien. All those legs clothed in dark suit pants, just like my dad’s, but which of them was Daddy? I’d been on the brink of panic when Daddy’s strong arms scooped me up and his wonderfully familiar voice said, “There you are! You’re okay. Daddy’s got you.”

      Remembered comfort flooded me, but departed just as quickly. I wasn’t lost in a crowd of caring members of my church family; I was lost in an unknown place among who knew what these things that weren’t trees were! If something leaned down and scooped me up, it wouldn’t be into the arms of a loving father.

      I picked up my pace, trying not to break into a panicked run—after all, I had no idea where I was going, but also trying not to allow so much as my jacket to graze any of the not-trees.

      Gradually I calmed and began to take in the details of the not-tree forest. No undergrowth and the not-trees appeared to be very evenly spaced. Too evenly spaced. I stopped and turned a slow circle really looking at the rows of whatever they were around me. Rows. Evenly spaced. No undergrowth. These things … these not-trees were being cultivated. Nothing grew wild with this kind of precision back home on earth, and I doubted that it did wherever the heck I was now.

      Cultivation meant intelligent life.

      Something farmed this land. And Georgia and I were trespassing.
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