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When the Crow Calls
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BY C. C. BROWER

- - - -
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SUE HAD BEEN THOUGH a world of pain already. 

Surviving re-entry to this planet in a powerless escape pod. Learning to speak with telepathic canines that had become the dominant sentient beings on Earth. Finding she could shape-shift and create very real illusions.

She brought the end to a civil war between their pack and those nearby. Peace on Earth - at least this little part. 

By learning only a tiny bit of the special skills she was capable of.

That tiny bit might save the rest of the world as well - if she could learn to master what she didn't know.

One warm summer's night, a messenger brought her to meet a greater being than she thought existed. To learn a secret she could use to get what she most wanted.

All she wanted to do was rescue her family - only 240 thousand miles away - on the moon. First, she again had to solve multiple threatening situations at once...

I

THE CROW LANDED IN the murky-gray mist. On a dead but sturdy branch of a tree she had visited for hundreds of human years.

She cried out to signify her appearance.

At that, the moon seemed to peer through the dark cloud-like substance and give her definition and form, detailing her wing and body feathers with the highlights they would have in sunlight. Only with a cold reflection rather than warm.

How she looked mattered little to the crow. How she flew was more important. Her preening was more to keep her streamlined in flight for speed and maneuvering. 

Even between worlds and time-lines, such things were important.

If one wanted to continue to exist as a messenger, the messages had to go through. You could say she was very good at getting her messages delivered. Hundreds of years worth of proof.

The moon wasn't a moon, but another spirit. As much an elemental as not. 

The crow stood silently, looking at the moon. First with one eye, then the other. 

The gray mist closed over the moon's glow after a while.

The crow flapped her wings once and leapt into that mist. Knowing what her message was and where it needed delivering.

The branch of that tree was soon lost to sight as the crow flew on, certain of where she was and where she was going...

- - - -

[image: ]


IT WAS A WARMISH NIGHT, and I couldn't sleep. The air was warm, and the only promise of a cool night was some hours ahead, just before dawn. But it was cooler here than in the den, because at least out here the air moved. 

Teacher was higher up the side of the valley, closer to the den's opening. 

I could see her white form easily against the darker ground. 

The full moon was bright tonight, and bigger in the sky than I had ever seen it. Almost like daylight, but not the same. For the light had no heat or sharp definition. 

I lay here in my wolf-shape, since my fur was easier to keep clean than that one outfit of a white buckskin dress I'd been given by the pack. They still tell me I remind them of an Amerindian princess, but privately I wish that I had the retainers to clean my multiple outfits. Too often, I had to seek the High Pools to bathe myself and scrub the spots and smudges that simple living attracts to anything white.

While many of the wolves had seen nude human's, most were still getting used to the idea of a human (or hooman, as they call us) as part of their pack and clan. Even walking fully-clothed around the valley would earn strange looks. Mother's would clean their cubs outside their den openings, but I chose the discretion of the High Pools. There I could enjoy the sunshine on my unclothed body in a private peace.

But I didn't wish for the one piece emergency space suit I had arrived in. That would be impossible to clean, and nowhere near as flexible and comfortable as doe-skin. And something impossible to clean is also impossible to get the stench of constantly wearing over a sweaty body out of it. No way to recharge suit batteries for the built-in air scrubbers, even if they did still work. My original suit just made it to this valley in one trip - as rags - barely keeping me decently covered.

I had it's patch kit as a reminder, along with a few other trinkets, of how I had gotten here and what I'd left behind.

On a night like this, I would wake and watch the sky for these meteors that the moon colony sent to earth. These reminded me of the family I left behind and one day hoped somehow to rescue. However feeble that hope seemed at times.

The moon's bigger brightness brought many creatures out into the night who normally were only diurnal, or day animals.

Still, I was surprised to see a crow fly in and land on the branch above my head. I sat up on my wolf haunches to look at her. There was something I could not place about her. Was it the gleam of her feathers, or something in her eyes.

So I sat and watched, and waited. I would hear soon enough, thought.

And at that, the moon seemed to dim, but then I saw that everything around me was dimming, growing darker...

II

"SUE REGINALD, WAKE!"

A round spotlight flared to show the reddish-blond female wolf laying on the featureless flat gray plain.

Her eye's blinked several times and then she rose from a sleeping position of her head on her paws, up to sitting on her haunches. "Who's calling me?"

"You do not get to ask those questions. You are here to be questioned." I used my most imperial voice to get her attention.

"Well, thank you for bringing me here. May I know the name or form of the elemental I'm talking to?" 

"Perhaps, in time."

"OK. I can live with that. What can I help you with first?" Sue stayed calm. 

"What do you know about elementals?"

"I only know what I've seen in the Probe. Four basic types. They like to tease, but like admiration and flattery. At least the ones I met in the Probe did. I've not really seen any around the Valley to compare notes with."

I was humored with her frankness and honesty. "Sue, what you saw and understood while you and Teacher were in that Probe isn't all there is to elementals. And I wanted to correct one piece of data you were given there - more like, expand on what you were told."

"OK. Expand away. Oh - do you mind if I shift to my human form?"

I had to smile at this, even though she couldn't see my face. Still asking questions. Brave little thing. "Assume any shape you want. Do you prefer the human form?"

"Well, I am more used to it." Sue shifted to her usual self, in the white buckskin dress, her long wavy strawberry-blond hair flowing half-way down her back. And her blue eyes sparkled from her light, tanned face. "Thanks."

"What are you thanking me for?"

"Answering my question. I thought that this was to be an interrogation when you started, and elementals are anything but stuffy - at least the ones I've met."

"But those four are the only ones you've ever known, how can you say that they are representative of all elementals?"

"So, you're telling me that there are more versions of each, perhaps with their own identities like humans and wolves are different individuals, as are all living things." Sue was smiling with her straight, white teeth showing as she talked.

"My question then goes back to you - why do you assume elementals aren't alive?"

"That's a good one. See, I'm learning a lot today. You're a good teacher." Smiling again, nearly a grin.

I chuckled at this. She was someone who anyone could like. Brave, intelligent, and a bit saucy. "Thank you, Sue. I'm really here only to help you. Now, let's get this lesson underway."

Sue sat, attentive. Trying not to squint at the hard light.

I dimmed the light a bit, made it more diffused. "Is that better?" 

"Somewhat. Can you make it look like a moon?"

I smiled at her question. No wonder the other elementals held her in such regard. A moon it was, then. "How's that - more suitable?"

"Much. You are very helpful and accommodating. Please continue with your lesson." 

"Sue, there is a fifth elemental you should know about. It is called Mind."

Sue made no response to this as she thought it over for awhile. 

I waited for her to digest that idea.

"Well, that seems to make sense. And I can see why this form of elemental would be unknown to the wolves. It has no representation in the physical universe, but is probably present in all physical things, at least those that are alive." Sue was considering this with a serious face.

"You are correct. One of your philosophers stated it as 'There is a thinking stuff from which all things are made...'" 

Sue continued, "'A thought in this substance creates the thing that is imaged by the thought.' There's a lot more to it, but that's what I remember most. Something else in there about 'fills the interspaces of the universe...' or something like that."

"You are correct."

"My grandmother would recite a piece of that to me when I pushed her to explain how illusions worked."

"And your grandmother is very wise. It is also how your shifting works. This is what I wanted to tell you today."

Sue sat quietly, attentive, waiting for me to finish.

"What was told you earlier could be mistaken. As 'illusions' you do see something that others do not. But that doesn't mean that you haven't assumed that form because you don't consider yourself as that. You saw yourself as a female human and Tig as a wolf, while the other wolves saw you both as elementals in wolf shape."

"So I really was in elemental form?" Sue was surprised.

"Just as when you were assuming other forms while in the Probe, just as you are more comfortable in wolf shape doing certain things."

"And that would then mean that my individuality is the same, regardless of my form?" She brightened at this.

"There is one other factor you should be aware of, and you probably already are..."

Sue again became studious, concentrating on my next words.

"Sue, the individuality changes over time. The 'soul' shares itself among those it comes into contact with. The 'you' that is you isn't definite. And being part of a group means you change with those who you are in contact with from day to day."

She smiled at this. "And that means that they change from being in contact with me as well. So that's why a smile is contagious."

She was right at this. I hadn't smiled so much in ages. Just since I had been interviewing her.

"One last thing, Sue. Mind the crow."

And then I sent her back to her space-time. The other lessons in this she'd have to find on her own. But that's called learning...

III

THE MORNING SUNRISE had been lightening the sky for some time when Sue woke. Again, she was in wolf shape.

"How is my favorite red-coat today?" I sent as she opened her eyes and stretched. I had come up with the Teacher's portion of the hunt, plus a sweet-root for her. 

"Good morning Tig. How's the world today?" Sue wagged her tail slightly and smiled at me.

I returned the wag and smiled at her as well. "Plenty of food for the pack today. Last night's hunt did well. Just bringing Teacher a share. And I found one of those sweet-roots you like." And nosed to it closer to her. 

"Oh, thanks, Tig! I'm getting more used to the fresh kill thing, especially in this form, but the roots remind me of home." She rose and delicately picked up the root with her teeth, then laid back down to just look at it. A little sadness came over her features.

"What's the next step, then? You're always planning something, it seems." I laid down close by, but at a respectful distance.

"I don't know. For all we've went through, I don't seem to be any closer than when I started..."

"What? Are you kidding me? You just got all the canine breeds and cross-breed in this huge area to quit fighting and hunting each other. That's called Peace. And you did it just by being yourself. The only unsafe area now is around that hooman village."

She smiled at me. "Well, I'm glad you said that. Because that is where I'm heading next." 

And she looked at me with those decidedly unwolfly blue eyes and I knew I was a goner. Just stuck my big paw right into it. No, she wasn't playing me. I just opened the trap and stuck my head in. 

So, I rolled over on my back with all four feet in the air. "Oh please, if there are any gods left, just kill me now - put me out of my misery - please!"

Sue laughed as only a wolf could. Just short of a howl. And then laid down beside me and just looked at me, with her head on her paws. "Tig, you are so funny sometimes. That's a side I don't see often."

I rolled on my side and just looked at her. "Not that we've had much time to talk, between your and Teacher going through the Probe, chasing attacking wolves away, then finding that they invaded the Valley while we had all the hunters away - and if it hadn't been for you and your illusions, they would have destroyed everything. Much less when you came to save me in the middle of it all.'

She looked into my eyes with her deep blue ones and I forgot everything. And knew it could never work. For as much as she was brilliant and smart and talented, she was also hooman. She could shift into a good-looking wolf, but there just wasn't any chance for me. 

I got up, smiled, and walked away. Until I could lope and run and get all that out of my system. I hoped.

IV

I WAS SHOCKED WHEN Tig just up and left. 

And then I thought I had done something wrong. 

And then I hated him for being so snobbish and stuck-up and such a damned pack stud who was too good for any wolf-bitch or any other female of any species. 

So I shifted back into human and started stalking and stamping my way up to the High Pools. To cool off. In more ways than one.

- - - -

[image: ]


TIG-SHE WAS ALREADY up there when I climbed the last few steps, relaxing and sunning on this clear day. 

As soon as I saw her, I turned around and started back down the path.

"Hey girl. Just because some mangy 'wolf-bitch' has your favorite spot, you don't have to just huff off like that 'pack stud' you just chased away. I'm about done anyway, and it's probably something like 'hooman hours' now." 

I stopped at that sarcasm and had to smile. Turning around, I could just see her smiling face laying on her paws. And she could just see my head above the flat stones by the pool.

"Was I that loud?" I asked.

"Well don't turn all red on me, but - yeah. I think the only one who didn't hear you was Tig himself. But you could see his dust trail from here. He was really steamed. Really."

Tig-she got her front paws under her and sat back on her haunches. "Come on up and sit next to me. You can help me shift into a hooman form, and listen to me trash your hooman talk to hell and back."

Smiles are contagious, as I said often before. Tig-she's was worth a million credits and made my red-face split into a wide grin.

I sprinted up the last steps to sit beside her and give her a big hug. Almost until she complained about being uncomfortable. But she didn't. Because she knew the ache in my heart wasn't just from Tig.

She shifted into her dark-haired human form, and I shucked out of that doe-skin to join her in the pool. 

I talked her ears off, and she mostly listened. When she tried to talk, it came out as single words and stutters, so we worked on the words she wanted to say. It was great that both of us could send our thoughts regardless of what shape we went into. So she would ask me what the word for what she wanted to say was, then we'd practice.

Between the water, the clear sky, and our patience - I finally cooled off. 

Because there is one thing worse than standing stark naked in front of everyone, and that's transmitting your most private thoughts broadband to the entire pack all at once. 

At least now it was out. 

I was in love, and so was Tig - but he probably wouldn't admit it. Star-crossed lovers, maybe. But now the whole valley was rooting for us. My red face and red everything, regardless. I could feel it from here.

Below us, a tiny dust cloud came back down the path into our valley. 

Tig-she and I shifted back into wolf-form and headed down. Her as moral support, and me to meet my embarrassment head on.

- - - -
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ON A BARE TREE LIMB hanging out over the High Pools, a lone crow perched, listening - and watching. 

With a sudden move, it dived off the limb away from the steep valley side to float through the air, circling on the thermals as it watched two female wolves wind down the paths to the long flat plain of the valley.

- - - -
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WE MET TEACHER SITTING by our path before we could get down to the valley bottom. "Tig-she, why don't you go ahead and see if you can't talk some sense into that Tig fella. At least try to explain what Sue meant before he gets razzed so much he loses his patience again. There's something come up that I have to talk to Soo-she about."

Tig-she raised an eyebrow at that, nodded, but said nothing. And loped off down the trail to intercept Tig before too many other people gave him their version of what they had overheard.

Teacher nodded to me and rose slowly, stretching when she was on all fours. Like she had been waiting there for awhile. Or her old age was bothering her again. 

“Come, Soo-she. There are things you need to know.”

Teacher turned to me to watch my expression.

“Another crux has come – and it seems impossible to solve, as usual.”

V

I LOVE THE FEEL OF the sun in the early morning desert. The cool of the evening hasn't left yet, but the sun rises fast and hot.

My favorite was to take a dip in one of the Spring-filled rock basins and then lay out until the water had dried off my skin.

No one around to see, or I much cared who did. The human culture had left me for dead, even though I loved them each as my I would my own child. I cared little what they thought or their ideas about what was “appropriate” attire. 

Because I could “wear” anything I liked, once I had seen someone else wear it. Pictures and their “movies” were a help, but I wouldn't always get the details right. Seeing someone wear them in person, or just being able to see and feel the real thing helped me get it all right. A perfect duplicate.

Just like I duplicated the shapes and forms of anything living. Or became elemental water, rock, or air – even fire – in any form. Anything I could see and preferably touch, I could mimic, exactly. It was all just what they called “transmutation”. Shifting is a simpler term. Making rocks into clothes was no different.

So, yes, I love shopping. Not that I needed money to buy things. I'd just go in and feel the fabrics and seams and the fit of tailored clothes. Then hang them up carefully or fold them as I'd found them, and return them exactly where I'd found them.

Elementals have no real rules. I could as easily absorb the clothes I tried on or looked at. But humans discourage that, as it messes up their accounting. Sure, they mark it off as “shrinkage.” But why bother them? What thieves don't get is that karma is very real. And a very real bitch.

What Rochelle and Jean had taught me was to step out of the way of karma and not be its tool. The government types were trying to solve a very complex problem when they tried to kill all us Lazurai. Most of them were being tools for other politicians and generals, who were in turn being tools for others. And all going up in a chain that was endless.

The trick to avoiding the karma-bitch was simply to step out of the chain, to let to fly by without touching you. 

To love open-handedly. To simply create in spite of all. Without spite.

A morning laying out by the rock pool, enjoying the morning sun dry my skin, that was a slice of heaven for me. 

Just waiting to be called to another job. The good kind. The kind I could do because I'd taken what the universe had dished out and learn to step out of it's way and turn those weird new abilities into something useful, helpful to those who were still having their strings pulled by the great karma-mesh.

As I lay there, a bare arm under my head, a crow flapped up to land on an almost bare mesquite tree at the edge of that pool. 

Turning its head one way, then the other at me. 

“Betty.” The crow sent to me, in my mind.

So I listened. And got the single concept of when and where I was supposed to show up. Who and what for would come later. 

A new job. 

I just had to smile. Time to help someone sidestep karma again.

So I dried off and changed into some more appropriate “traveling” clothes. Sturdy chambray shirt, heavy-weight brown duck jeans, sturdy hiking boots. And some skivvies and socks to keep the chafe away.

Just for the humans I was going to meet. Otherwise, it was easier to travel as a wolf. 

All this thinking and philosophizing wasn't getting the job done. 

So I shimmered deep down into the rock, to where I could shift karmic time-space wholesale.

VI

TEACHER AND I WERE almost up to the Chief's Den when the elemental blocked our path.

Dramatic, as usual. Big whirly dust storm that came up out of nowhere. 

So Teacher sat on her haunches, and I kneeled. Waiting. That was only polite. Let the elemental talk first. Otherwise, it could get more than a bit messy. 

At last, a dark brown wolf appeared, nearly black fur. With blue eyes. “Hello, Teacher, Soo-she,” the wolf sent to us.

“And what can we do for you today? That was a very nice appearance, by the way.”

The dark wolf smiled. “Glad you liked it. But the question is what I can do for you. I didn't get a lot of clues about what I was supposed to help you with.”

Teacher and I looked at each other. This was different.

“Oh, sorry, this isn't one of those mystic 'got all the answers' trips. But then, I'm not one of your local elementals as you are probably used to.”

At that the wolf sat on its haunches and shifted into a young woman with nearly white-blond hair and the same blue eyes. And a smile ready to melt butter. Kneeling as I was, on our level. Dark brown jeans, chambray shirt. Like any local human.

I smiled in return, as did Teacher. “Well, Teacher says this is a crux time.”

“And you're right. Oh, call me Betty, by the way. That might make it easier. Or Bet-she, as you wish.” She nodded to Teacher. “Now, I need to see your hands. Sue, you're first.”

I gave her my right hand, palm up. She took it in her two hands, looked at it, turned it over. Then looked into my eyes. Something shifted in my mind at that.

“Teacher, now it's your turn. But I'll need your human hand to read it.”

Teacher closed her eyes and concentrated, then shimmered into a white-haired Amerindian squaw in white doeskin, turquoise-beaded dress. She was kneeling as we were. And then extended her hand to Betty.

Betty took it and repeated for Teacher what she had done for me.

Teacher and Betty were both smiling. And it spread to my face as well.

Betty wrinkled her brow, as she sent to the two of us, “Now, this 'crux' as you call it seems to be no more than a lot of things happening at the same time. Rochelle told me about the solution to this – in her nursing school it was called 'triage' – which means basically solving the worst things first.”

Betty looked at me. “Sue, there's a sick, sentient puppy in the local village. A valuable one. Maybe you should take Tig-she along.” 

Then to Teacher: “You and I will need to help Chief. Tig's problems will have to wait.” 

They turned and went into his den.

Well, OK. I had a job. Maybe good practice for Tig-she and her shifting...

- - - -
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A CROW CIRCLED ABOVE the opening to the Chief's den, a small hillock  that formed from a massive tree uprooted many, many years ago. The tree itself had disappeared, but one of the Chief's ancestors had dug a quite roomy den underneath. 

There was a nice young sapling that started growing nearby, some years ago. Sturdy and branching. It was there the crow landed.

She watched Teacher and Betty enter.

Then looked up at the moon. First one eye, and then the other. 

Crowing once, she leapt to the sky and flapped into the darkening sky. Sunset was coming, twilight not far behind.

VII

AS FAR AS SICK PEOPLE go, the Chief wasn't in good shape. Unconscious, not just asleep.

And I wasn't up on how to bring the dead back to life, so I had to “hit the ground running.” Though technically, we first had to crawl into his den and sit under its low ceiling.

Teacher reverted to her native wolf form as simpler to both communicate with Chief and where she was familiar with her own healing spells.

Chief was on his side, breathing hard, eye's closed. Several nieces and grand-daughters kept his place clean and had been nursing him during his worst times. (Because his male heirs were better at hunting – he'd tried it, for sure. Not a good result.)

I put my hand on Chief's neck, just under the base of his skull. 

And I got the whole scene from him. 

This was going to take some work. 

In answer to her unasked question, I told teacher the reason for human hands is their broader contact area, and ability to grab and hold on with that opposable thumb. We needed to work fast to save him, and direct contact was the surest. 

Teacher nodded. Then shifted into her human form. 

Together we shifted Chief into his own human form (yes, we had his permission – once I got into his scene with him, he was happy to get another chance at things.) And – yes, people have as many forms to shift into as they want. I should know. I was solid rock for a few decades.

Anyway, we had our work cut out for us. All three of us. So we held hands and got to work. 

The short version of it is that we were not just going to save his life. 

The den walls and floor faded from our consciousness as we three met in another place and time...

VIII

TIG-SHE AND I WENT into human form outside the village, walking in like we already knew everyone. Of course, we got the layout from the sentient pup-dog we were there to rescue. The point was to take him outside and get him back to the Valley where Betty could treat him.

At least that was our plan.

Even running at top wolf speed, we still only got there just in time before they closed the stockade gates. And slipped in with the crowd coming in from their hunts. I helped Tig-she change her outfit to one like the other hunters, as I did. Their hoods helped us blend in.

The hunters all mostly went to the local version of an ale-house, but we both split off from them to get to the stables. Our sick little pup-dog was in one of the stalls, one in the back, with a broken door. 

It was a sad case, since no one knew how to care for him. The place stank in general, but got worse back here.

Tig-she found a piece of a horse blanket, while I picked the pup-dog up and held him so she could wipe off the grime. 

Then I opened up my tunic to put him in and get his body heat back up. I thought ahead to bring a bit of pemmican with me, and softened little bits of this up so he'd be able to swallow with no difficulty. 

Tig-she also found a half-bucket of fairly clean water and dripped some water into his mouth as I held him. 

After a little while, the little guy started to suck on Tig-she's finger and opened his eyes a bit. We just alternated pemmican bits and water until he got some energy back. He got active inside my tunic trying to reach for more food, so I started petting and stroking his head to calm him down and reassure him.

Soon he looked up and licked the bottom of my chin, then curled up to sleep.

He wasn't out of the woods yet, but the worst was over.

Our timing was pretty bad, though, since we were stuck here until morning when they opened the gates again.

Tig-she was able to get us some straw that was decently fresh (no one else's manure on it and not too much dust, so we sat up against the wall together with the pup-dog and prepared to wait the night out.

- - - -
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SOMETIME LATE IN THE night, we heard the front door of the stable open. Tig-she had shifted back to her wolf-form, which was more comfortable for her and warmer for me. (That bit of a horse blanket didn't keep the heat in as much as curling up next to a thick-maned wolf.)

But if a human saw her in with the horse stable, it would not go well for any of us. 

Tig-she woke right up, but was nervous and so was having trouble shifting. And the pup-dog woke as well and started squirming, pushing his head right up under my chin. So I held his head to keep him quiet. 

My other hand was on Tig-she, to help her form the hunting clothing she needed. But I could feel her shaking under my hand – scared.

That's when I got surprised. The pup-dog was scared, too. So I showed him the warm memories of the Valley where he'd be going soon. And he calmed down, a little anyway.

Then he made us shimmer right out of that stable and back to the valley. He had the power of an elemental, even without learning to  send he own thoughts yet. Small wonder it was so important to save him.

But the last thing I remembered about that stable was Tig-she's human shape. Wide-eyed in fear, and clutching that piece of a horse blanket over her as she pushed into the corner of that stall – while me and the pup-dog disappeared.

- - - -
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THE YOUNG MAN CAME over to the last stall with a candle lantern. And almost turned around to leave – but then saw a naked human leg sticking out of the straw.

Stopping to investigate, he traced it up to a pair of arms around an old horse blanket and a very frightened face.

“Don't be scared. I'm not here to hurt you. My name's Bert. What's yours?”

“Ti-Ti-sh..”

“OK, Tish. That's fine. Glad to meet you.”

Then he saw that the horse blanket was all she was wearing. He then took his cloak off and covered her with it.

Bert swept “Tish's” long black hair out of her eyes with a gentle touch and a concerned smile. “Here, let me take you to my home where we can  get you some clothes and a warmer, cleaner place to stay the night.

Tig-she smiled back. Something in his eyes that she recognized. And let him help her up as he wrapped his cloak around her and led her out of the stables. 
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Witch Coven Harvest
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BY S. H. MARPEL

- - - -
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FOUR WITCHES HAVE SOMETHING in common - and must find each other before an ancient enemy harvests their magic for her own use.

A powerful mass of magic was long ago shattered and dispersed to the four corners of this planet. And has found four young women as hosts.

They themselves cannot remember how they got their talents or when, and often don't know why they showed up where they did. 

A single male wood nymph finds himself at the crossroads of helping these witches regain control over the powers they have. He doesn't know that by doing this, he puts himself right in the cross-hairs of that single ancient enemy.

She wants to harvest their power for herself, to regain the power and control Earth for herself. So she is protecting these four witches and their nymph. For now. 

When she has what she wants, all bets are off...

Witch Mystery: Beth

I

"BESSIE? BESSIE! BESSIE!!" 

Where is that darned cow? She knows she's going to get corn this morning and let me pull that extra milk off her. And I need every spare quart I can get, not let her just run it off. 

Then I saw the gate to the woods. Like someone had driven over it with a 4-wheeler.

"Great. You're in the woods somewhere and either you've lost track of time or you're in the middle of eating something that's going to make your milk taste funny. Just great." Talking to a non-present milk cow would be a bad thing, if we weren't so far from anyone who could be offended. I didn't have to care.

And that's the trick with running a road-side produce stand to make your living from a farm. No one around meant no sales, and meant no money to pay the soon-coming-due taxes.

"Bessie! C'mere - NOW." Like that would do any good, either.

So I picked up the bucket of grain I had for her and poured half of it into her feed trough, so the rest I could rattle around in that galvanized steel bucket and get her attention. Of course, that would mean wrestling with her to keep her face out of it for the rest of the walk back to the barn. All so I could milk her. 

Just hope it wasn't too far of a walk by the time I found her. Far out meant far back.

But it wasn't like she would just walk off like this. That smashed gate didn't help. 

Funny, I didn't hear someone running over that gate. To make that sort of hole, it had to be going top speed, and that would make a big noise for sure.

Soon that gate was behind me, and the trees towered overhead. I never noticed before how dark it stayed in here during the daytime. And started worrying that something had happened to my only source of milk, which was close to 50% of my income.

I called and called and it got darker and darker. Quieter and quieter.  Soon it was almost pitch-black and as dark as a graveyard in an eclipse. 

Then I heard it. Loud. And not a cow noise.  

Like rolling thunder - but in the day time?

Then, the ground shook. Knocked to to the ground. And I raised my face out of the leaves and dirt to see a huge imprint in front of me, about a foot deeper than where I was. And that big depression wasn't there a second before I fell. 

Means I'd better move somewhere safer - like under the tree with the biggest roots I could find.

And that three-foot-wide tree shattered over my head, with another roar of splintering wood. 

I could only think of two things: Duck. And Run.

II

SHE WAS RUNNING TOWARD me, just as I hoped for. Of course, I couldn't move to get out of her way, not with that busted leg the troll had just given me.

And I don't know if she could see him like I could, but that troll was right behind her - and gaining.

So I did the only thing I could - I made her trip. And she landed right next to me, in the soft ferns and leaves. Not that it helped her landing too much.

She groaned at her landing, then rolled over to get back to her feet. That's when she saw me. Laying there. Eye to eye with her. Of course I was only three foot tall and had pointed ears, so it was a bit of a shock.

I put my finger on her lips and pointed over her shoulder. 

There was the troll. All nine ugly feet of him, carrying a huge stick made out of a tree stump root ball. He'd beaten most of the dirt out of it, as well as most of the roots that stuck out. But it was scary nonetheless.

He seemed to have lost where she went. But right as I thought that, he sniffed the air and turned in our direction. And saw us both. Then Mr. Troll started stalking toward us, an evil grin on his face.

My only move was a desperate one. I grabbed her hand and pointed it to the troll. Nothing happened at first, but then the troll appeared to slow down, and just as slowly, he got perplexed about why he couldn't move at his normal speed.

"Thought so." I said to this human. "You've got talents you didn't even suspect. Here - this might seem strange to you, but imagine that troll as a cloud of smoke." 

But nothing happened. He was still moving toward us like a glacier, but still would be here sooner than we could get out of his way.

"OK, try not to think of a pink elephant." And poof, the troll now had big pink floppy ears and a long pink nose. But he still held that huge stick in his hand, still moving slowly toward us.

"Now - think of him as a cloud of smoke." And the troll was just a cloud. The stick also disappeared. "Next, make the wind disperse him into the clouds." And a gust of wind dissipated that cloud into nothing.

At that, she looked back at me - and fainted.

But I looked her over and saw she looked just fine. A very cute fine.

Of course, I still had a broken leg and now had a fainted-but-gorgeous human woman next to me. 

Still, things could be worse. The troll was gone anyhow. But he was only the beginning, an advanced scout. This lady's life had just taken an unexpected turn. And I was probably her only hope of living through it.

III

WHEN I WOKE UP, I LOOKED at my hand and its fingers that just cast a spell at that troll and made him disappear. That was really weird. Because I couldn't see him to begin with, but after I fell... Wait.

I rolled over on my side and here was now a full-sized man laying next to me, arms under his head and smiling at me.

"Well, good morning. My name is Trimble. You must be the proud owner of that milk cow grazing over there." And he pointed out said cow, who had cleaned up the contents of that spilled grain bucket and was now grazing contentedly in the ferns and leaves nearby. 

"Wait, Trimble. Weren' t you just about three foot high and pointed ears when I nearly fell on you?"

"Yes ma'am. I was. But we wood nymphs can take a human form when we need to."

At that I sat up. And looked him over briefly. His woodland green and brown tunic and pantaloons seemed to match his story. 

"So was that monster - did I - did you - how could you - I - cloud - wind..." I finally had to stop and take a breath.

He just kept looking at me. I was wearing sturdy blue jeans and dark brown boots, a chambray shirt with a red bandanna around my neck. And I looked over these to make sure they'd stayed fastened where they were supposed to. The way he was looking seemed like he was fascinated with me for some other reason than what I was wearing, more like he wanted to know more about what was underneath. I frowned at this. 

My wide-brimmed hat had fallen onto my back, suspended by the leather thong around my neck. I moved to put it back on my head, but of course, my hat was a little crushed from falling on it.

"And what can I call you?" He asked with an honest smile.

"Beth. My name is Beth. You're Trimble and I'm Beth. And the cow's name is Bessie." I was shaking by now, the shock wearing off and the reaction coming through. 

I had to get moving, back to my little farm and doing something - like fixing that smashed gate. So I stood up on unsure legs, but they'd firm up once we started moving. "You coming?"

Trimble looked down at his leg and shook his head. "Sorry, I've only got one good leg. That troll caught me with his stick. Lucky he only caught me once." 

I could see a little blood there. "Oh, that could be a problem." I knelt down and felt it gingerly. No contusion, just swelling. No mushy parts underneath the fabric, so we didn't seem to have anything worse than scrapes and small cuts. "Bessie might be able to carry you up to the house if you're able to ride on her back."

Trimble forced a smile, even though the touching I'd done made him wince with pain. "Here, let me make it simpler for you." And he shrunk back to his normal 3-foot nymph size, complete with the pointed ears again.

Of course, that was a shock to me. But he had a point. At that size, he was more like a doll than a big human male. Bessie wouldn't have much of a problem with that light a weight. Nor would I.

"OK, this isn't going to be comfortable, but you wait while I get Bessie nearer." I walked over to where Bessie was grazing, picked up that empty bucket, then took hold of her halter, leading her back to Trimble's spot. Once she arrived, she sniffed Trimble and then went back to grazing around him.

"We get along with animals sometimes better than humans. To her, I smell like someone else's calf." Trimble managed to sit up, with another wince. He then felt his own leg. "Well, it's better than I was thinking. Cracked, probably, along with a bone bruise. But not an actual break. I've had worse. Given enough time, it will heal itself. Here, can you help me up?"

I moved around behind him and put a hand under each arm by his chest. Picking him up was simple, as he hardly weighed as much as a block of salt. I draped him over Bessie's front so his legs went over both sides, and his arms had to drape down to keep his balance. He was in pain, and a milk cow doesn't have a lot of padding, so it wouldn't be comfortable on a good day. 

But carrying something like a forty-pound salt block for a quarter-mile in my arms wasn't anything I wanted to do, especially with having to keep my footing among the sticks, logs, rocks, and vines we had to travel through. Tall grasses were bad, but we'd be able to find cow paths in them.

I grabbed Bessie's halter again and started to lead away. Glancing back, I saw that somehow Trimble had managed to levitate himself off Bessie's back about a quarter inch. And found myself accepting that as normal, even wanting to learn how to do that. I could remember some hard folding seats and church pews where being able to conjure a cushion would have come in handy. 

At least Trimble was as comfortable as he could be. His face looked pale, so the pain was present at every step Bessie took, although much less than walking. 

Even with that, we hadn't crossed even a quarter of the distance before he was starting to make painful sounds. Turning back, I saw his face was even paler than before. So I stopped. And managed to catch Trimble before he slid off to the opposite side. 

"This just isn't working." I said to no one but Bessie, as Trimble was unconscious. I centered him on her back again, balanced against another fall.

Sighing, I sized up the scene. Fireman's carry would have to do. At least his weight would be on my back, not in my arms. And Bessie should want to follow me back up to her shed. I'd already picked up the bucket, so she would follow that without having to be pulled by her halter. I untied my bandanna, and threaded it through the bucket bail-handle and my belt, so it would hang off my waist. With any luck, it wouldn't be in the way, and Bessie wouldn't try to put her head into it for more non-existent grain.

Taking Trimble's arm, I backed up against Bessie to grab his leg and bent down slightly to slide his weight onto my shoulders. With my right arm though and across his leg, I could hold onto his arm. 

With any luck, he'd stay passed out until we could get back to the house.

The rest of the trip was pretty routine, once we got on one of Bessie's cow paths. I often let her graze in the woods when the pastures got too hot in the summer. She beat out several direct paths from the farm to the best grazing and back. Single-file was the only way to travel these. That clanking and squeaking steel bucket on my hip seemed to keep Bessie reminded of her promised grain this morning. Plus, her milk still needed relieving.

Me with a mini-male on my shoulders, leading a Jersey-brown milk cow through the woods. Again, no one else seeing this mini-parade of fools.

. . . .

I was able to let Bessie into the corral, and she went over to her feed bunk, expecting and finding what corn I left there. I stalked the rest of the way to the bunkhouse, where I was able to push its wide door open. I needed to find a place where I could set Trimble down as gently as possible. It had one remaining bunk, which was dusty from disuse, but padded. And the bunkhouse joined up with the main house through another door, so I could check in on him later. 

He slid off my shoulders pretty simply, to a sitting position. Then I lowered him down and pulled the pillow out from under the tarp where he wouldn't have all that dust to breathe. That went under his head. And I moved his arms to his side and his legs together. Above the bunk was a shelf with some sturdy dark wool blankets. One of these would help keep his body heat. 

I felt his injured leg again before I covered it over. Again, it felt just normal. My hands came away with no blood. Of course, what I knew of nymph anatomy was nothing. I felt his head - no fever. For what good that was. 

He seemed to be sleeping now. His face was relaxed. Maybe with all the jostling and bumping over, he could just rest. 

Not that I could. Having some flirty male nymph in my bunkhouse didn't mean I still didn't have to get that cow milked and the eggs collected. And I'd have to fix that gate before I could let Bessie out of the corral, so that meant pulling some hay down for her. 

A thousand thoughts filled my mind. Trimble would have to just rest and wait until I could do whatever I was supposed to for him. But I pushed that train of thought off onto a side track so I could get the immediate chores done.

IV

WHEN I WOKE, I SMELLED the dust and sneezed. Of course that made my leg hurt. But the cushions underneath me felt good, as well as a cotton pillowcase-covered pillow. I hadn't luxuriated in a real bed for a long time. The wool blanket scratched, but the deep smell of natural fibers was another scent I hadn't experienced for too long.

All brought back memories of earlier times I'd interacted with humans. Good and bad. 

The narrow room held this bunk opposite a workbench. It looked like she had been using it for potting. A large set of windows was above the bench and gave a decent amount of light through the dingy panes. Enough to see the rest of the rustic room. All the walls were covered with hanging tools and shelves that held glass bottles and plastic containers made from cutting off the tops of jugs and bottles. Screws, bolts, nuts, and seed packets filled up most of these. 

The single bunk was leftover from a time where the farm needed part-time labor. And the layout said that there used to be more of these bunks, but the room had become more of a work-shed since then. 

I sat up to feel my leg. It still hurt, but had healed quite a bit. I cast another healing spell on it to finish it up. That healing would take a few more days, but I'd be good to travel after that, with a staff to lean on.

The outer door opened and Beth came in at that point, a concerned look on her face.

"Hi-ya, Beth!" I spoke as cheerfully as I could.

Her worry eased at this, and she was able to smile slightly. She looked tired after all she had been through. "Hi Trimble, how's the leg?"

"Better, thanks. I put another spell on it, and it will be good to go in a few days." I replied.

Her face got quizzical at this, one eyebrow raised. Even without makeup, her face had laugh lines and a smooth quality that was appealing in simple ways to any man, let alone a male nymph.

"Here, sit down, take a load off. " I pointed to the unused portion of the bunk. 

She eased into it with a sigh. "Well, the chores are done, and so I came to check on you. But thanks be that you nymphs aren't as difficult to treat as humans. We'd be months healing a broken leg otherwise." Then she paused and looked toward the other end of the bunkhouse, opposite where she came in. "I just have to ask - what's this spell stuff? And what was it that you and I did out there to that 'troll'?"

I smiled at this. "You really have no clue, do you? I count myself so lucky to have found you when I did. You have a really rare gift. Maybe one in ten million inherit what you have. It might not be the best time to start your training, but we don't have much other choice."

Her face went wide-eyed, then frowned in serious lines. "Rare gift - training - wait, why aren't there other choices?"

I tried not to look too serious to reply to her. "Others are coming, and not just more trolls."

V

I FORCED MYSELF TO breath deep and relax. Just thinking of trolls again was a little much. I sat back against the wall behind that narrow bunk, and pulled one knee up to hold onto. My jeans and hands smelled of milk and cow, my boots smelled of chicken yard. But both milk and eggs were now cooling. I'd need to work them along, but for now, I could just take some time to digest all this morning's events.

Taking stock - I was sitting in the old bunkhouse, with a fairy tale creature who said he was a male wood nymph. It seemed that together, we had vanquished a troll by turning him into a cloud and having said cloud be whisked away into the atmosphere. 

The nymph, who calls himself "Trimble" claims to have a broken leg, but it will heal in a few more days. Days. And I'd seen him change from a full-sized human down to a pint-sized creature with pointy ears.

It was only the milking and egg-gathering that had been usual this morning. 

Now I was supposed to swallow that I had some special gift for all this. Inherited from some unknown genetic line. 

"You are a piece of work." I told Trimble. "Just what gives you the right to come in here with your troll, smash my gate, put my life in danger, and now say that I'm some sort of super human with all sorts of fairy tale enemies coming to attack me?" I was pissed now. The shock must have worn off.

Trimble used his arms to scoot up to the head of his bunk, pushing the pillow behind him. "Beth, wait. You're right to be upset. But consider that you may just be in denial of your own gifts."

"Denial, hell!" I clenched my hands into fists. And then stopped. He did have a point. "OK, you're going to have to help me prove it to myself. Powers, huh? Anything I can do right here and now, just from where we sit? Proof  - that's what I need." I was trying to calm my self, breathing more slowly.

"You're right again. I'm sorry to come to you under these circumstances. And I was surprised at your abilities as you were. It's not like we are given a map to find people like you." He smiled slightly. "Even though I couldn't have asked the gods to put them into a prettier package." 

Oh, great, now this pointy-eared creature was flattering me. Next he'll be making a pass at me. "Look, bud. I don't care where you came from or why, and I'm not your next conquest, in your pint size or human size. Let's stick to the point. Proof. Show me." I pointed my finger at him as I frowned.

Trimble pushed the finger over to the side with one hand. "Careful, that thing is more loaded than you understand right now. Especially when you are pissed off. Again, you deserve to be upset."

He looked around the small bunk room and noticed my potting efforts. "What's in the pots?"

"Just some marigolds. Thought they'd sell well in pots at my little roadside stand." 

"OK, Beth. Point that finger at one of the pots. Take a good look at the one you're looking at. Remember how they are supposed to look like when they are fully grown. Close your eyes."

I did.

"Now shift that picture into real life, get the idea of a potted plant fully grown in front of you, right inside that pot. And then turn your belief into action, like it's always been real. Here, I'm going to touch your arm and help you get that feeling." 

I felt a light touch on my arm and the feeling of real marigolds flowering, with the smell and other sensations beyond just our five senses. And something shifted. 

I opened my eyes. Right where I was pointing, a full-grown marigold with orange-red blossoms was blooming in that pot. And some sort of sparkly stuff dissipating around the edges of it.

My mouth was open. Gob-smacked. "You're kidding."

"No, Beth. That was you. Go ahead, get up and touch it."

I did. The plant was completely real, and hadn't been there last night when I planted the seeds. I touched the soil. It was damp and spongy. "How long does this last? This isn't plastic or something fake. It's real."

Trimble put his arms back behind his head again. "As real as you are pretty, Beth."

I turned from the plant back to him. "You are a piece of work, bud. I don't know how you are pulling this off, but I know your type. And I can just as easily call the paramedics on you and have you removed for observation in one of their hospital wards."

Trimble just smiled at me. "You might not actually know my type. Sure, I like to flirt, but I assure you that I'm keeping it light so you can take the next step in your training. Because whether you are ready or not for what's coming, everything you know has changed. 'Forewarned is forearmed', but untrained can result in a painful death for both of us." He wasn't smiling now.

I considered what he said, and what I'd done with his help so far. A troll I wasn't able to see before, completely vanished. A potted plant instantly grown. And I was talking to yardstick-tall creature with pointy ears who wanted me to master this stuff. Before I got both of us killed from my own naiveté.

The picture of that smashed gate came to mind, and the huge depression in the ground that made me get up and run after an "earthquake" had dropped my feet out from under me.

It wasn't a hard choice.

"OK, I'm in. How do we start?"

VI

I HAD HER GO FIND AND bring back some writing material and something to write with. And colors if she had any. Beth came back with a spiral notebook, a stick pen, and some colored high-liters. 

The bunk house was going to have to be her classroom for now.

She sat back down on the bunk and tried to hand those to me. I fended them away with an upheld hand.

"No, you are going to do all this writing. You've always been good at math, right?"

Beth nodded. "Sure, the only reason I didn't go and get some job in a strange city was this farm. I knew it could pay its own way, as I could see the profit figures in my mind. But the losses of working in some grimy city with strangers didn't balance out. And explaining my reasons to people just left them with a blank look, or they tried to make a joke out of what I'd said. So I had to shorten it down to something they'd get - 'I'd rather be farming.' And they'd shut up and shake their heads. But they'd buy my milk and eggs and the bread I baked.."

I smiled at her. She was very cute, inside and out. I was the lucky one to have found her first. "And we are working right now to make sure you can keep farming and even make your farm even more profitable. Keep that thought in mind."

I sat up more, and adjusted my leg. It was itching, which meant the healing was going along. But I was also hungry. "Beth, I'm starved."

"What do you eat?"

"A lot of things, but let's keep focused on your training. Would you mind putting that potted marigold on the floor beside me?"

Beth put the pad and pens on the bunk, and rose to pick up the potted plant and put it down by my side. She was grace in action, and the thick jeans and loose chambray shirt did little to disguise her beautiful form. But I had to stay focused on our training, so I shook my head to clear it.

"Something wrong?" Beth was inches away from my face, her full lips and upturned nose too close to mine. Kneeling there with her hands on the pot by my side. I could smell her scent, all natural and robust.

I looked into her eyes and then had to close mine to avoid drowning in them. Blue-green. Like the color of my ancestral home. I forced my eye lids open again. "No, Beth, everything is very right. Thanks for your kindness. Please sit and we'll continue."

I also forced myself to stop complimenting her so obviously. Because it was distracting her from what she needed to know. We had a lot of ground to cover before we could get her in fighting shape. Not that her shape needing any improvement - but I shook my head again, eyes closed, as I felt the bunk take her weight again.

Then I pinched off one of the flowers to nibble on it. That settled me back into a safer, more disciplined reality. I just couldn't use any charms to blunt her natural feminine ones, as she needed all of her untapped abilities to master in days or even hours what it usually took a lifetime. Teachers had to teach. Our fate was up to my teaching, alone.

"OK, Beth. Draw a circle, a decent-sized one." 

She did.

"Now draw a square outside it and touching it." 

She made another mark on the page and showed me. 

I nodded. "Now draw another circle outside that square, touching on its points. Good. You could call that putting a square peg in a round hole. It's also how what you call 'magic' works." She wrinkled her forehead at this. 

I put up my hand. "Wait, it's almost that simple. Magic is just stuff you don't have a 'scientific' explanation for, right?" 

Beth nodded. 

"So consider the square to be your known world. Inside and outside of it is all the magic you could ever ask for. Solutions to all problems. Answers to all questions. Now look at where the square points hit the outer circle. Good. Now look at where the inner circle meets the side of the square." 

Beth again nodded.

"Your world only meets the magic worlds at very precise points. Otherwise, these worlds don't intersect anywhere. Right?"

"Oh, so you and I are at one of these points?" Beth's forehead smoothed.

I smiled at her. "Close.” 

“Beth – you are one of those points."

She almost dropped the pad. "Me, in person? Here? Now? No..." Beth looked out past the grimy windows to the lit sky of the world beyond.

After a pause, she turned back to me. "Of course. That makes perfect sense now. Mostly. As least it explains how certain things have happened to me in my life."

I was happy she was taking this in so quickly. "In one of your TV movies, they had a genius girl who could do this incredible math in her mind, visualizing just what calculations she needed in order to come up with the best possible solution. The writer had that character call it 'mathemagic'." 

Beth nodded at that. "Fiction has a strange way of talking sooth at times. I've been able to do something like that when I was a kid until even now. But I've pushed most of that away unless it had to do with making this farm run." 

"Of course, your farm 'runs' better than the farms around you, and even being on a back road, your roadside stand makes more than enough to cover all your operating costs and then some." 

"Wait, how do you know that? Are you a mind reader?" Beth was frowning again.

"No, it's more like you haven't learned to quit being a mind-sender. I learned more about you every time we touch, and I have to be honest with you. I wasn't unconscious all that time you were carrying me to this bunk house from the woods. I was learning from you that whole time. Maybe not the most comfortable way to travel, but very educational." I kept myself serious-faced and unsmiling so she wouldn't get any ideas she didn't need to cope with. 

Even still, she blushed. "But we don't need to go where that might wind up, do we? Let's just stay focused on this 'mathemagics' stuff. There must be some prime number sequence or different logarithmic scales that enable a bridge from the 'magic' world to our 'physical' one."

I then had to smile in admiration, beam in fact. She was so very brilliant. "You are absolutely right. Now, you're going to have to trust me here. That touch transfer works both ways. I can show you the answers you want to know." 

Beth's blue-green eyes were wide looking at me. And I was ready to drown myself in them. But I looked away. "Beth, close your eyes."

She did. "Is there something wrong?"

"No, it's very right. But like I said, you don't know how to control your sending right now. And I'm getting too much data to work with. Now, I'm only going to touch your index finger of your right hand. And that's so you can just pick up what you need. Don't go looking for more than the answer to just that one question you asked me, OK?"

Beth nodded.

I put my small hand on her index finger and wrapped around it, like holding on to a thick rope or tree branch. My fingers couldn't quite touch my palm on the other side. 

I could see into Beth's mind and opened my own to hers. Finally, I touched my own index finger to my thumb to complete the circuit. 

The room flashed to brilliant white.

And then to deepest black.

VII

WHEN I WOKE, I HAD fallen against the wall of that bunkhouse again. I didn't know how long I had been out. 

Trimble the wood nymph was himself asleep, his breathing coming out as a cute little snore. I had gotten fond of him, despite his "Nature's gift to all females" attitude. 

His arm had fallen off to the side of the bunk. Since the last thing I'd been aware of was his touch, I grabbed the spiral notebook off my lap and moved to crouch down beside the bunk and use that notebook to push his arm over to the bunk. 

I'd fallen asleep like that before, and he didn't need to have that discomfort to deal with on top of healing his leg. 

Then I pulled the blanket over his chest and arms. He'd have a crick in his neck, maybe, from the angle he was laying on that pillow, but I didn't want to risk "learning" anything else from him right now. I left the pad on the end of the bunk where I'd been sitting, along with the pens. We'd have to pick up the training at that point. 

I had to separate that cream and churn it to butter, and the eggs needed to be washed and graded. Oh, right. I had a gate to fix and a cow to let back into a secure pasture. 

As I walked out to the milk-house section of the barn, things seemed very different. All the colors were far more vibrant. Like a layer had been lifted from them and now I could see the world as it really was. Or the worlds. 

All my life, I'd working math with symbols, but now I saw them as concepts, equations became flows, even living things around me. 

And I was happier than almost ever, like when I was a kid and found I could see the life in trees, feel them and "listen" to them through my hands. But now I knew I could talk directly with them. 

I stooped and found the grasses each had their own voices. Even the rocks. Dirt was different, but the micro-organisms there talked volumes to me about their histories and their needs, as well as what they could supply. Life became fluid to me, endless. And all the math I knew transmogrified from two-dimensional spreadsheets to 3D universes of relationships, and back to being a layer on top of the things all these numbers and measurements and calculations represented. 

That was maybe the reason for all this enhanced color around me. Magic just showed up as brighter colors. 

And sharper smells, and tastes, and senses even beyond those. Gravity, for instance. Sound as waves, as interactions, not just noise, notes, or voices. And they were all talking to me in "languages" like I'd been speaking them all my life. 

Eventually my walking brought me to the lean-to addition to the barn. I'd converted it to both a milking parlor and milk processing mini-plant. Here I'd separate the cream, make it into butter, and either bottle the milk into ready-for-use jars or make it into various cheeses. 

Today, it was different. The cream separated almost by my thought at it, and clean up was faster than ever, like the cream wanted to be in the jar instead of on the stainless separator filter walls. And butter churned in half the time, with buttermilk almost spraying through the sieve. I could hear the refrigerant working in the refrigerators, and "knew" it simply wanted me to "tell" it that it was going a great job. The motors and pumps were running better simply because I could sense that they wanted to do their best for me.

I had to make a mental note to meet with the mice so that we could arrange a deal instead of tempting them with poison. Of course, I'd have to point out where some better food stuffs could be found, and see if they could be taught to "abstain" for a few months at a time so they and their many babies didn't have to become literal "cat food."

With the extra time I now had, I went to the chicken house to check on them. We had a small discussion about keeping the eggs clean, and I agreed to their proposed rotational schedule so that they could be setting eggs for me on a more regular basis, and each would have their turn at mothering them. 

Then I was off with a pail filled with hammer, nails, fencing pliers and roll of wire to solve that gate problem. This was where it really got weird. 

I stood back for awhile to see what I needed to do. Instead of just grumbling and griping and then having to return for more wood, I simply looked at what I wanted as the end result, and kept revising it until I had a clear idea of it. I concluded that I'd only have to go get two more pieces of lumber for the top and bottom.
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