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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans - 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -


From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...
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I'D BEEN CAUGHT IN a cross-fire. And just got saved from bleeding out.

Now my shape-shifting was on hold until I healed. But I was stuck in human shape, having to re-learn the human experience.

I don't know when I first appeared on Earth. Before recorded time somewhere. And for the last few centuries or so, I'd been happy as a library cat.

But then I got bored, and started helping out with simple missions.

Good thing they got to me in time on this one. 

Now I had to re-learn what it is to be human. Me, the cat-goddess.

But I'd never be able to shift back to my native form without shooting pains up that arm – until I could understand human relationships - ones that always left the scholars of the ages mystified.

Easy-peasy for a goddess. Maybe.

––––––––
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I

THE FIREBALLS AND SHARP spinning discs were aimed right toward us as we arrived. 

Sent from rock-outcrops in the darkness beyond our glow-balls. An ambush.

Sal and Jude’s shields came up, but John had already gotten himself nicked. He was holding on to his other arm with his free hand, blood seeping between his fingers. We were pinned down.

So I sent to Sal - “Let me out. I’ll hold them while you get John to safety.”

“You sure?”

“We’re sitting ducks otherwise.”

Sal nodded to me and to Jude. 

I leapt out and multiplied with alternate selves, borrowed from multiple time-lines. All of us tiger-sized now. And we each held the small groups in stasis. Something I could do indefinitely.

Sal and Jude took John out of there. The attackers and my multiple me's were now all in a Mexican stand-off.

Until their reinforcements came in. 

Then one of my other future selves went down with a bad slice and a lot of blood. I signaled the others to retreat and take her with them. Then shrunk down to my smallest cat size and bounced out of harm’s way to a small rock outcropping that was out of their firing-sights. Mostly.

It was just a nick, but I wasn’t going to hold that blood in with my tiny paws. And any larger form that had regular hands would stick out enough to become a target.

About that time, Sal came back with Jude on point - rapid-firing lightning bolts with hopes to fry their equipment, or at least make them duck. 

For the second we needed, it worked, Sal scooped me up in her arms and Jude took us out of there. Just as the firing started up again. But we weren’t there.

- - - -
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I REMEMBER A GURNEY being wheeled somewhere, and Sal holding me down on it with both hands as I wrestled in pain. Sal’s hands were red with my blood, her face worried. Then someone got a very small mask over my nose and mouth and I was out.

II

WHEN I WOKE, I HAD a sizable bandage on that human-sized right arm, and it was in a sling. There were a few wires going into taped down patches, a pulse thingy on my finger, with more than a few devices and gizmo’s beeping or blinking.

Turning to the other side brought a familiar red-headed face to view.

“Rochelle!”

She smiled. “Great to have you back, Hermione.”

“Did I miss much?”

“Dodgers won, again. Some Canadian team got the Stanley Cup this year. I won’t bore you with the score - well, it was 0-1.”

I had to smile at that. I wasn’t a big sports fan at all. But Rochelle had a soft spot for a few teams. She got it from her grandparents - after she got them back to being human again. Life in that Lazurai dome had sports running for the boys all the time. But that was the 50’s. Post-war. But well before the Rising.

“Dodgers, huh. What does that make them - three in a row?”

“Four, if anyone’s counting. And they only lasted four innings. The other guys, I mean.”

“Not like they have any real competition.”

“Not since there’s less than a handful of League teams left. Of course, you made up for any lack of excitement by going and getting yourself shot up.”

“Helluva segue.”

Rochelle smiled. “Yeah, they don’t let me teach Bedside Manners in this nursing college for good reason.”

I glanced at my arm with its bandage. “Well, ‘doc’, how bad was it?”

She shook her head slightly and sighed. “Well, in order to operate, we had to shift you up to human shape, as you see. And then that ‘nick’ became a major gash. Blood everywhere, even though we thought we were prepared for it. Now you’ll have a new set of dainty scars to show your grandchildren.”

I put on a feigned shock face. “What, I delivered several litters while I was out?”

Rochelle chuckled, happy that I was able to joke. “No, but nothing is keeping you from having any. Other than needing to heal that ‘scratch’, you’re perfectly healthy otherwise.”

“So I can sidle up to some tomcat and have him follow me around until I go into heat?”

“As long as that’s the shape you’re most content with. Or, you could always go back to having one at a time like us human-kind do.”

I sighed at that. 

Rochelle raised an eyebrow. “In my not-so-bedside manner, maybe you should check that out. You’re going to have to stay in this shape awhile as you finish healing, and there’s a lot to be said for human relationships. Tomcats can be so - brief - in their romancing.”

“How long is awhile?”

“To get full use of that arm again - weeks or months. All depending. And since you are already older than most of us put together, having a cripped-up right arm for a few centuries might cramp your style a bit.”

I sighed. “You have a point there.”

Rochelle patted my good arm she was sitting next to. “But the good news is that, other than reporting for twice-daily treatments, You can go wherever you want. Just no teleporting or shifting of any kind. Walk around, maybe even run if you want to - but that arm is going to give you twinges for the first few weeks. If some of my nurses return from their projects, then we might be able to accelerate the healing. But all those moon-returnees have pretty much filled our resources beyond capacity for now.”

“I thought those eyes looked a bit tired.”

She gave a wry smile. “Not like I have much time off for anything these days except for the bare minimum of sleep.”

“How about that Rick?” 

A slight blush came into her cheeks at that mention. “Oh, he’s as frisky as ever. But we mostly have to do with some long hugs - where I usually wind up sleeping on his chest. But he never complains. He’s used to my schedule by now, and knows that when I can take some time, I will. Of course, my nurses will occasionally tweak the schedule to give me some ‘quality time’, bless their hearts.”

Rochelle pulled the blankets higher around me, tucked them in and then smoothed the wrinkles. A professional habit of hers. “So does that mean you’re taking my advice and broadening your sights beyond some 'tom'?”

I had to smile. “You and your one-track mind. No wonder these schools have been such a success. Your dogged determination along a given course.”

“But you didn’t answer the question...”

My smile turned to a grin. “Too bad John or Jude aren’t around to hear us talk. We’d wind up in one of those books of his in no time. Oh - how is John?”

“He’s fine. That scratch didn’t take much to stitch back together. And he didn’t have to shift out of being human, so he’s back to writing in his cabin. You still didn’t answer the question.”

“Hey, I was getting there. Like you said, I’ve been around a long time. And most of that has been pretty satisfied with being a library cat and greeting visitors.”

Rochelle just rolled her eyes. “And the male human visitors just got extra purring and could hardly walk without tripping over you rubbing on their shins. I’ve seen the way you act.”

“True enough.” I looked down at the now-smoothed blankets. “Guess it’s been pretty obvious.”

Rochelle just patted my good left arm again. “And you know we all love you, regardless of what form you prefer. All I really wanted to say is that you have a lot of time right now to think things over. And if you’re that interested in litters, maybe...” 

A ding sounded on the intercom and some half-garbled code words came out.

Rochelle rose quickly. “No rest for the wicked - but you know all about that. Go ahead, get up and around. Just keep your sling on. I’ll try to catch up with you later.”

With a quiet glide, she was gone. 

A toss of the sheets and covers ruined her perfect, wrinkle-free bed. 

Swinging my feet over the side and sitting up, I knew there was no problem standing. No dizziness. But their healing was drug-free. Only touch was used. 

Next was to get off these sensors and find what kind of clothes I needed. Usually, I’d just shift into something. But Nurse Rochelle said no shifting, so I did the next best thing. I pushed the call button and waited for some nurse’s aide or pin-striper.

- - - - 
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THE MIDWEST AIR WAS clean and humid. The smell of cut lawns and tree pollen was in the air. Nothing wrong with my feline senses. Cotton jeans, a chambray blouse, plus a matching blue sling. The pin-striper helped me get my long red-orange hair brushed out and into a scrunchy so it would stay that way. In case of breezes I didn’t need.

I walked down the long sidewalk going nowhere in particular. It felt good to be up and about. These Lazurai healings just were that way. I’d had them before on occasion. Nothing this severe before. But being a library cat generally kept you out of harm’s way.

Ben knew what I could do if I had to. Because I’d saved his butt more than once. All in getting that Library built. Plenty of adventures. And I got bored over the last few decades. 

So I started going out with Jude and Sal on some of their assignments. Even helping out with the Academy training. 

This last time was supposed to be another “easy-peasy” jaunt. 

Right.

Best-laid plans and all that.

So here I was, stuck into the human adventure again. Probably deserved it or asked for it somehow. 

Life is funny like that.

Walking took me downtown. Such as it was. Calling this a “village” was right. At least they have concrete sidewalks. Side streets are still gravel, though. Actually, that main street is probably only paved and side-walked because it runs through the village anyway. In spite of being interrupted in its journey. Tolerates a four-way stop half-way through. Polite little state road that it is.

Too soon I was standing in front of what passed for a sheriff's office. I could see through the windows that it was more like a Mayberry-type of operation. 

But with all these Lazurai around, any sheriff wouldn’t have much to do besides monitoring the visitors during festivals.

The name on the door said Sheriff Rick Decker. Rochelle’s other half. Time for some questions then.

My hand was just turning the door handle, when a siren went off and a four-door classic with old-fashioned, rotating, flashing lights on top roared out a side road and spun gravel onto the main street - only to screech to a halt in front of me.

The window was already rolled down - but the door jumped open at me anyway - as who had to be Rick in the driver's seat yelled out, “Hermione! Get In!”

That didn’t take me long to comply. And we were moving before I could get my good arm around to finish shutting that door.

I had to watch getting bored these days. Stuff happened then.

III

THE CLOUDS OF DUST rolled up behind us, and gravel was spitting off the wheels against the undercarriage and off to the sides of that road. Two flat tracks in the middle of that gravel went straight to the horizon, except for various dips, and the occasional pothole that Rick was pretty good at avoiding.

“How’s your vacation coming?” Rick almost yelled over the road noise.

He’d turned the sirens off, as we only needed them to get out of town without hitting anyone. Anything on the road ahead would see our dust cloud and lights long before they could hear that siren. Meaning Rick wanted some company. 

Rochelle must have found time to tip him off.

I just grinned.

“That good, eh?”

“Well, I love the excitement of a good chase. Where are we headed?”

“Your gonna love this. A circus had a breakdown and their big cats truck had an escapee.”

“So you thought of me?”

“Isn’t this right down your alley?”

“Didn’t Rochelle tell you I couldn’t shift with this arm dinged up?”

“Sure, but she didn’t say anything about you not being able to talk to that creature.”

We slowed slightly to make a 90-degree turn into a cross-road. The rear-end skidded a bit, but we didn’t take the ditch. He pushed the hammer down again, and we kept going. Everything being flat, straight, and empty meant we could do at least ten miles over the speed limit safely.

Over our loud traveling volume, I asked, “What breed is it?”

“They didn’t really say. Cougar, lion, tiger, something like that.”

“Those are a lot different.”

“We're almost there, anyway. But you can talk to them, right?”

“Probably. At least calm them down.”

“Great. I knew you could do it.” He smiled and concentrated on the road.

I just looked at the crop fields blurring by my window and hoped he was right. Big cats are nothing to mess with. I should know.

- - - -
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THOSE DUST CLOUDS CAUGHT up with us, to settle down in a choking mass just a few minutes after we stopped. 

The truck had a broken axle and all the cages on it were slanted down to that side. I could feel the nervousness inside.

I spit out a tense summary to Rick. “You’ve got to get that truck leveled out before we go hunting for that other one. In this heat, it won’t have gone far.” I found myself definite about what needed to be done. 

“Any cows are going to have to take their chances, then.” Rick frowned. 

“That big cat has a better chance of coming back here if they are all calmer inside. And those haulers are going to have to give them some water as well.”

“You’re really on the cats' side, aren’t you?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Just because you can’t hear them - well, it was your idea to bring me along. Don't get me started on humane treatment.”

Rick just shook his head as an apology of sorts, then went over to talk to the people at the end of the truck. The big wrecker they called came up about then, bringing its own choking dust cloud with it. The grit stung and caked to the sweat we all had by then. 

Few light wisps in the sky and little wind kept things hot.

Rick had a few words with the wrecker's driver, who down-shifted and crawled the modified big rig around us. It then backed up to hook into the circus truck backend and lift it. Then they blocked up that truck bed to fairly level. 

“Rick, get me in there.” Don’t know why everything was coming out orders right now, but maybe it was because those guys driving this rig seemed to know more about trucks and driving then they did about living felines of any size. Rick passed my request on with emphasis, and they got a ladder set up. Rick helped me keep my balance, although my innate reflexes had no real problem - even with only one front paw -er- hand available to pull myself up with.

Once I was up on the truck deck, it was only a few steps to get inside. The one cage had come loose, and its door sprung open. The rest of the cages were secure. 

I first had to do the alpha trick of staring down the largest males and forcing them to calm down. Once they stopped growling, everyone else fell in line and started listening. 

Since humans didn't usually talk "cat" around them, most of these creatures were shocked at being addressed with civility. (Humans can be more than arrogant at times.) But I had to be brief, which is what I told them. There was water coming, but it wasn't safe to get any exercise right now. Most nodded at that. 

Visions of humans with guns and stun rods floated around.

I just told them that their human truck had broken (sarcastic thoughts came back - "Oh, now that's a big surprise...") but I interrupted to say I didn't have time to banter. I had to find that missing one before someone did something stupid to her. Then I started getting a flood of data about the escaped lioness and concern for her safety.

That got interrupted by the clatter of watering pans and jugs of water arriving. 

So I told them I'd be back if I could, in order to tell them what had happened. Otherwise I'd make a point of coming to see them at their next show. And they knew I meant it.

All calm now, and the water pans being pushed in, I cleared out to give their drivers room. But first pointed out to the humans who the alpha male was and to water him first – as that would keep them all calmer. The head driver appreciated that tip. (Which just confirmed they'd put two clueless morons in charge of animals that were probably smarter than them.)

Then it was one-handed down the ladder and look over the probable route that lioness had taken.

Rick came over to check on me.

"The head guy said he's never seen anything like that. So quiet in there, he had to peek in to check on you."

"Well, this is all just slavery to me. But I understand a bit more about humans and their warped ideas of control. You either have to get them worshiping you or they'll put you in cages and leashes. No middle ground."

I looked at his shocked face. "Oh, present company excepted, of course. Sorry, back in my time things were different, but not much better than what I'd just seen in there. It was also a long time ago. All those cages just took me back."

Rick nodded. "Well, what's next?"

I looked around. "She's going to be in the shade of some tree. By what they told me, she wouldn't go far. I'll go to try and bring her back here. You keep everyone from going after me, no matter what sounds or sights they can here. No, I'm not going to shape-shift - Rochelle made it clear to me that's not an option. But it doesn't mean I can't roar right back if I have to.

"This cat is frightened and nervous. Just keep everyone here. No guns of any sort. Hey, do you and Rochelle 'send' to each other - talk just with your minds?"

He nodded. 

I sent to him, "OK, then you might hear some of what I say, even though to you it might sound like just caterwauling."

Rick sent in return,"Got it. Whatever you need."

"Great. Hey, does that heap of yours have A/C?"

"Sure."

"OK, get it cooled off. we're going to need it when she and I get back. And some cold water and whatever raw food they are serving her - but keep the flies off it."

Rick gave me a quizzical look, but nodded.

I set off for the nearest large tree. A massive oak. 

I hadn't captured a big cat by hand for years. And I only had one hand to do it with. 

IV

I SAW ITS YELLOW HEAD and dark eyes just above the seed stalks of the grasses. Peering at me.

So I stopped walking and started sending. 

An old prayer of peace to the jungle queens. 

The melody of that chant was ancient, but calmed everyone who heard it. And I sent it in the language of the big cats, whose speech hadn't changed much over the last few thousand years. 

She finally sat up so I could see her whole head and shoulders. She was a lioness of note. A Queen, by her poise.

"And who is this human who addresses me as royalty?"

I kept my poker face on. Human smiles are just as frightening to the big cats as their "smiles" are to humans. "I am one of the old ones. A cat in human skin."

She chortled at that. "It fits too tightly to be any skin but your own."

"Did I say it wasn't my own? You must be too young to know a shifter of your own kind when you see one."

"Then why do you not shift? Why do you sing the songs of my ancestors and yet show yourself as a human?"

I raised my arm in the sling. "Because I was wounded defending some of them in a fight. To heal those wounds, they made me shift. It is my pleasure to be in a human form. I have that choice."

The big cat just shook her head in disbelief.

I stopped talking to her and stared her down. 

She finally looked away. 

"Be at ease, sister. But let me approach. I ask you as an elder to an elder with respect."

"Do come closer. I accept your offer and allow you come in safety. Provided all is as you say."

I walked closer, without hesitation. Walking with an old confidence from ages past.

The lioness watched me and made no effort to crouch or get ready to spring. 

Once I got within a few feet of her, I stopped and went to my own knees, which put my eyes on a level with hers. Both of us watching the other for signs of deceit.

"And if your arm is wounded as you say, then you are no match for my own claws, strength, and jaws."

"You can smell the cut from where you sit. And yet if I had to defend myself, crippling my own arm to defeat you, I would. Were that to happen, know that you would be forfeiting your own life - one that I would remember and sing the song of your conquest for another century at least."

"Century?"

"And how else would I know the hymn to Bastet? I was younger in those days, but still the memories are fresh."

"Bastet? You served her, the goddess?"

"No, I was that goddess."

"Was?"

"OK – am. You have many questions. Look deeply into my eyes and you will see the truth of what I say..."

We peered, as one old soul to another. And I also learned many things of her, as she did of me. 

At last she broke off, and bowed her head low. "It is a great privilege, your highness. I am humbled, and apologize for my rudeness."

"Please - sit proudly as a regal one such as you has earned. How may I help you today?"

"Your highness, I cannot ask anything from you. That poor excuse for a truck broke down in this misbegotten land. Their poorly stacked cages did not take the shifting load. And I was barely able to escape without injury. Truly a fall from grace to even suggest that I am still of regal heritage."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
-é%%

S. H. MARPEL






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





