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Chapter One

The Bedraggled Human

 Raven heard a noise. Not sure of what it was it
slipped warily through the grove of quana trees.

Getting closer, it thought the sound was one
it had heard before, a Human, weeping. It was an indication that
the person was, perhaps, distraught.

Raven hurried forward - but with caution.
Humans could be deceitful and treacherous. It might be trying to
lure someone in by pretending to be in distress, whereupon it would
attack. Raven had no desire to fight. It might have to hurt the
Human, and as all Elwists, it abhorred hurting anything, let alone
a sentient being - even if that being was trying to hurt it.
Besides, usually, such attackers thought they were ridding the
world of a demon. Sometimes, they were simply hungry, only trying
to steal food.

It saw a small clearing ahead and quietly
crept up to it. It silently lifted into a nearby tree, landed on
one of the sturdy branches, and looked down. There, huddled into a
curled position next to a large stone, was a small Human. After
studying it for a moment, it concluded it was a female child. Wary
of being caught in a trap, it watched her for a while to ensure she
was not being used for bait; put there as a decoy to pull it in.
The nearest Human settlement was a two days walk and it had never
before encountered any in the area. From where had she come?

It decided to scout the vicinity, just to
ensure there were no others around. It rose above the trees and
hovered, turning in a full circle, looking for any kind of
movement. Seeing nothing, it landed back on its branch and
considered its next move.

It lifted off and settled on the ground. It
went stealthily around the clearing searching for any signs of
other Humans. It found nothing except a trail leading from across a
meadow of dhison grass, through the edge of the grove, to
the clearing where the Human female lay. She was no longer weeping
but she was shivering violently and occasionally whimpering or
moaning.

Its hearts clenched at her obvious distress.
Like all the Elwists, it was a gentle soul, and the little Human’s
misery troubled it.

Perhaps her family or settlement had
banished her. The Elwists learned from the Cats that Humans were
undergoing a Change, becoming psychic as had the Cats and Dogs, and
this was happening only in the young ones. Some of the older Humans
were frightened by this and, sadly, would sometimes banish the
Changed Humans.

Those banished were the lucky ones - if they
managed to get to the Elwists, who would help them understand what
was happening to them. The not-so-lucky ones lived in areas where
Humans had taken to killing them, denouncing them as demons or
witches.

Raven watched the little Human, uncertain if
it should do anything at all. However, it did not want to leave her
there without at least trying to ascertain her problem and seeing
if she needed assistance.

It thought, Perhaps she is hungry. It
hesitated for a moment and decided that surely it would not hurt to
offer food and water so she could continue to where ever she had
been going. It had brought a good-sized meal with it when it left
its tent to come out to check on the grove so it had enough to
spare. It lifted itself over the clearing and descended to the
Human.

She had turned on her back and as Raven
glided down, she gaped wide-eyed at it. She tried to scurry away as
it landed near her but was too weak or ill to do more than huddle
closer to the rock beside which she lay. It could see the fear in
her eyes and felt shame it had frightened her. It spoke as gently
as it could in mind-speak to see if she had that ability.

<Please, do not be afraid. I am Raven of
the 2nd Elwist village. I will not harm you. Why are you
here alone, Human? Do you hunger, or thirst?>

She stared, her mouth open, tears streaking
her dirty face. Her clothing were rags, made of material woven from
one of the Human plants the Elwists sowed long ago to try to help
the Humans survive. She was not wearing any shoes, not even the
rough ones made of quana tree leaves which Humans sometimes
tied to their feet with vines. Her feet were cracked and blistered,
and her hair matted and filthy. Raven could smell she had not
recently bathed.

It tried to estimate her age. She appeared
young, which was why it tried the mind-speak first. All the young
ones were at least telepathic.

<You talk in my head!> she sent,
<Just like me and A’rlie could!> She seemed amazed.

Raven looked around. It had seen no signs of
any other Human but knew it could have missed it. It turned back to
her. <Where is “A’rlie?”>

Her face crumpled and huge tears slid down
her cheeks. <A’rlie is dead!> she sobbed, <He ate the
berries from the bushes in the field and he got sick and
died!>

It knew of the bushes growing in several
areas in the surrounding countryside. The berries were indeed
poisonous, to both Humans and Elwists.

Raven badly wanted to comfort her but did
not wish to frighten her further by making any sudden moves, or
touching her.

It squatted down so that perhaps it would
seem less large to her. She could mind-speak but apparently had not
formed good mental shields yet, and her thoughts were leaking.
Raven stood ten feet tall, an average height for an Elwist, and its
foot high, feathered crest made it appear even taller to the little
Human. She thought it was gigantic.

Raven also saw that A’rlie was her younger
sibling, and something had been…off? wrong? with his mind or his
thought processes, and though he was only a little younger, he was
much smaller than his older sibling - who was not a tall Human
herself - more so than he should have been. Apparently, as was his
mind, his growth had been stunted, too. She had built a cairn of
field rocks to cover his body. That was where a lot of the dirt on
her came from.

It backed out of her mind. Even though she
was leaking her thoughts, it was considered impolite to continue to
read them without her permission.

It slowly reached out and gently touched her
wild hair. A streak of blue, static electricity jumped between them
as its hand connected, startling it. She shivered and shrank away,
but it continued its slow movement. It wanted to render aid to the
little female and to do that it would have to touch her, static or
no static.

<Please, little one, allow me to help
you,> it sent. It thought of a way to perhaps soothe her
fright.

Part of the Elwist language consisted of
musical notes, and they all had beautiful voices, so Raven began to
sing her a calming song its parents sang to it when it was small
and not long out of the pond. Gradually the song began to have an
effect, and she began to be less afraid. It finished its song and
smiled at her, its expressive, large, almond-shaped blue eyes
filled with concern. It decided to try vocals with her.

“My name is Raven. What is your name, little
one?” Its voice was a melodious tenor.
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