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BY C. C. BROWER

​I


MY NAME IS KELLY AND I like to read.  And since the cities left us, that was hard enough. Finding real books was tough. Thought I'd like to be a writer one day. As soon as someone started producing paper and printing them again. Meanwhile, I thought up stories and told them to people. 

But I never thought I'd be doing something crazier that my own imagination.

It's like this: I’d had coyotes and crows talking to me for months in my dreams. Thought I’d been reading too many Amerindian legends. So I laid off them and picked up an old copy of Twain’s “Life on the Mississippi”, thinking some nonfiction would cure my imagination-osis.

Nope.

We’d have these talks. I’d sit there in my dream, on a log in my nightgown, while across a smoldering fire sat a well-groomed coyote on his haunches. On a pine bough overhead stood a crow, black and seemingly able to appear and disappear in the surrounding darkness. 

Who would start the conversation was often anyone’s guess. 

But the last talk we had saved my life, and those of my kin.

. . . . 

“I tell you that you need to visit that building, Now.” The coyote was staring at me, not moving his mouth, as usual in these dreams. It was all thought-sending. Telepathy by hooman-name, but the wolf-kin disliked the term as too limited...

“Why?” I asked.

“You need to save our kin and yours. Like I said before, and been telling you for nights. Now you have no choice. They are coming,” answered Coyote.

“Who?” I asked.

“So many questions...” Coyote seemed to sigh. “Again: feral non-human persons who will kill my kin and then kill yours and you,” replied Coyote.

Crow spoke up, “This is so. I have seen it with my eyes. They travelled long and are now here. You are out of time.”

“Our time for talking is over. You act today, or we both lose kin. Crow and I cannot help you after tonight. You must act or we all die,” said Coyote.

“What would you have me do?” I asked.

“We’ve covered this before. Are all Hoomans this slow?” Crow cawed to make the point.

“Enter the tall building, find the den, save the pups,” Coyote sent.

“And face the dangers alone?” I asked.

Coyote sighed. “You are more courageous than any of your kin. Your people won’t believe you to give you any help. Trying to convince them will waste precious time. So act now, alone.”

At that, the dream faded. The sunlight was brightening in the east and making it light enough to see inside our construction tent. My brother and sister weren’t moving yet, covered in their snug comforters on top of thick cushions over their ground tarps.

I rose quietly, and pulled my jeans and sweater in under my nightgown to dress. The morning air was chilly, it wasn’t just being modest. Also, the snaps and zippers made less noise that way. And better to leave the others sleeping. 

My moccasins were better than heavy construction boots for the work I needed to do. 

Sure, it still seemed like a fool’s errand. I could seriously get hurt in that old building. My Da and his brothers had told me this over and over. It wasn’t just the building falling in on me, but the wildlife inside. A cornered animal will attack humans and even kill them to protect themselves and their own.

Moccasins would get me out of my human camp and around inside that building without being heard, and also make me able to feel what I was stepping on before I put my weight down. They wouldn’t protect against sharp objects or cuts from broken glass or ragged metal. So the trade-off, instead of heavy construction boots, was to keep my own awareness high. And live in the moment of each step I took.

Belting on my hunting knife and stuffing a hand-cranked flashlight into an empty rucksack, I about to leave when I saw the pemmican bars wrapped in thin rabbit leather we’d made the day before. Grabbing a couple of them and shoving them into a rucksack pocket, I slung that over my shoulder and left through the rear flap of the tent. This made is possible to avoid coming out into the common area. 

I took each step in quiet small paces until I could get to a beaten trail. This trail was kept clear of branches and twigs that could make noise or scratch me in the still-dim light. Until then, I moved slow, with caution. 

As I reached the main trail that led to the old building site, I was already a couple of bends beyond discovery by anyone in the camp. Putting the rucksack straps across both shoulders, I quickened into a quiet, padding jog along the path. I had to get in and get out quick. Because I didn’t know if these feral non-humans hunted in light or at night.

I didn’t want to be hunted. But I had no choice.

Coyote and Crow still echoed in my mind. I’d long ago accepted them as real. Just as real as my family and our village. Regardless of other’s opinions. But to act on this alone was either courageous - or very stupid.

Looking to the sky, I saw a black bird flying above me, stopping every few branches while the trees were dense. As if to track me and encourage me at the same time. It might have been my imagination, but I also glimpsed something moving through the trees at the edge of my vision. I was hoping that was a coyote...​

II

SOON I REACHED THE old parking lot and stopped to peer from the brush and low pine limbs at the edge of the asphalt. The crow perched overhead. Nothing else moved in the lot, other than the wind blowing the tall grasses, brush, and tree sprouts. 

The place had been abandoned since the cities left. Probably before that, when most of the businesses moved from the suburbs back to the cities. This had been called an “office park” and so escaped most of the rampaging that happened later. 

That was also the reason it still existed mostly intact. There was no food in here, or anything valuable. Not like stores or factories or warehouses. So there was no reason to break in and steal. Of course, since there were no real laws anymore, it wasn’t really stealing. Salvage, more like it.

The parking lot itself was very slowly being broken up by the freeze-thaw cycles of weather. Plus any trees, brush, and plants that could get rooted in the cracked asphalt. No deserted cars here. That gave me some relief, as nothing could hide there and attack me.

Inside that building, it could be another matter.

I could see across the lot, between the tree sprouts and higher growth, that most of the ground floor windows were broken out or had been salvaged. The doors were gone. But it was still mostly dark inside. Creepers had climbed up the buildings, both annuals and perennials. The bushes someone had planted as lanscaping had grown tall and shaded out the ground floor building as those “buses” were actually fast-growing trees. That’s why they had to be pruned constantly and would keep a dense shape. 

All of that growth made peering into the inside gloom that much harder. 

And daylight was getting stronger. There wasn’t much cloud coverage this morning. Mostly high cirrus horse-tail clouds. These would burn off later today, but might be replaced with the storm clouds they foretold. 

It didn’t matter to me. I had only hours to act. 

Nothing was in the lot, that was what I was waiting for. So I started moving, keeping to the darker side of the trees. The lightness wasn’t helping me. I was obviously there for anything else to see or smell me. The reason for keeping to the edge of the trees was to make sure I still had an escape.

Now I was just 50 feet away from the building and it was now or not ever. I crouched to take another fast look, then sprinted to the side of the building and along those trees at its front into the big mouth they used to call a doorway. 

I stopped right inside, behind the wall. Listening to hear if anything was behind me. Calming my own breath, looking around to see my next move. 

It was a tall center atrium that went up the three stories of this building. About half the skylight glass was missing for some reason or other. The clouds thinned and all darkness inside the reception-atrium disappeared. I was as obvious as a thumb, sticking out from the smooth walls. 

Another fast sprint took me into the big built-in reception desk. I crouched behind one end of it and looked around. Inside was another round built-in shelving system, for paperwork supplies. All the shelf doors were open or missing, anything that used to be there was gone if it could be removed. So it looked like a gap-toothed grin. Some of the house plants had survived and spread across it’s top. Most had long stems and few leaves. I imagine that it was because the sparse water that they could get from rain through the broken skylight, as well as the lack of light except during a few hours around noon. But it had stayed dry enough to not smell of rot. Any more than the earthy scent of the forest that grew and encroached outside.

Where was this coyote kin that I was supposed to rescue? So far, I had no clue. I’d mainly been involved in keeping myself in one piece and not leaking blood from self-inflicted wounds. 

You’d think that animals would leave humans alone like the old days. But things had changed since the cities left. Like me, most of the animals had been born since. Unlike us humans, they had grown in number. I was the third generation since the City-Rise. The existing humans had mostly died off from plague or lawless killing. The few that remained had holed up and stayed isolated until the plague ran its course. It was only in our generation that exploring for salvage had become a regular activity. For our survival as a species.

My kin had stayed away from the city sites and moved well into the country. And we were here to salvage what we could, mostly some lighter metals, any tools, and especially textbooks. Of course gathering wild fruit and hunting while we went made it possible to travel light and far.

So this empty office park was not on our list. We were there to scout out warehouses and find any library or schools or book stashes. 

Meaning that if I got in trouble here, no one would be looking for me. Of course I didn’t leave “a note.” Like Coyote said, they wouldn’t believe me. Most of the time they didn’t already. If I weren’t such a good healer, they would have left me at our main stockade with the rest of the children and elders, the ones that couldn’t travel well.

But here I was. Listening and acting on the voices in my head, that came during my sleep. 

The question I had was still: where was that coyote kin I was supposed to save?

So I stilled my mind to listen for an answer. Stilled my heart so I could listen with it. Just as Coyote and Crow had taught me for years. 

The answer came soon. 

​III


A FAINT BARKING AND whining came from one of the upper levels. Echoes from somewhere. 

And that meant that something else could hear them and hunt them. 

Pups. Coyote pups. Kin. 

Where was their mother? The answer returned in an instant: dead.

While I didn’t get a vision of Coyote, I heard him in my head. A shadow movement across the atrium roof caught my eye. It was a crow, landing on the open edge of one of the missing skylight panes. I could see it turning its head from side to side. Better vision than mine. 

Then it dropped to the second story and fluttered in to a landing on the solid railing there. It kept making the same motion, looking at me and then looking inside. 

That was my trail to take. There were open staircases on each side of the atrium that led upwards. Hopefully they weren’t full of junk or broken glass, or vines that could trip me up. In this light, seeing hazards was becoming less of a problem here in the atrium. Beyond that, in the gloomy rooms, was anyone’s guess. 

Time to move. 

Through to the other side of the reception desk, and a quick look for motion of any type. Crouching down. Moving in quiet. The big cats could simply wait for you to move. Wolves generally stayed out of these buildings as they couldn’t dig their dens into them. Snakes were another thing entirely. The lack of mice meant that there was something out there that was keeping them under control. 

A mother coyote would have come in here only in an emergency. Now things were starting to make sense. She had to give birth, but something killed her. Now I was going to save her coyote pups? This would go over real well back at the camp. 

A caw from the railing edge got my attention. 

The way to the stairs was empty. I covered it in a few steps. And the stairs themselves had little more than dirt on them. Sprinting up them made my heart pound. Once I got to the second floor, I again crouched to wait, breathing through my mouth to make as little noise as I could, and so I could hear over my own movements, over those echoes even mocassin feet made. 

The crow flew by, into an open doorway. The darkness inside meant solid interior walls. Grabbing the crank flashlight, I kept it inside the rucksack to turn it with as little sound as possible. I wasn’t worried that anything out there didn’t hear me, I wanted to hear them. Just because wolves and coyotes didn’t use these buildings didn’t mean something else didn’t take shelter here. 

Something had killed that coyote bitch before she could move her pups somewhere safer. Whatever did that might still be looking for those pups as a meal. That they had made noise meant they weren’t safe here. 

I only hoped that “something” was nocturnal. Though the deep shadows weren’t helping me feel very safe about that moving around in the dark during “daytime” everywhere else. Testing the light inside the rucksack showed I had a few minutes of strong light, maybe a half-hour if I put it on low beam.

Swallowing, I rose to a crouch, to stay below the level of that railing. Then I followed where the crow went. Pausing inside the doorway, I stood again. This was getting some of the kinks out of my legs. I waited for my eyes to adjust, and listened meanwhile. 

As the gloom softened, I could make out thin dividers. Many were tumbled over, but most were upright. Anything could be hiding in there. And the pups were somewhere. Using the light to find them would simply blind me to anything else that could see better in the dark. Almost all breeds of anything saw better than humans, particularly the nocturnal hunters. You have to learn to trust and develop your peripheral vision. Like all prey. At least they had eyes on the sides of their heads. Humans were supposed to be predators, not prey. Like I really had choice in this. 

My duty was to get in, get the pups, and get away back to my camp safely.

And not bring anything back with me that would attack our camp. 

Then I heard another squeal and a whine. 

​IV


UP AHEAD, BUT NOT IN this alleyway between the dividers. 

I moved over to the next alleyway quietly, feeling each step before I put my weight down. The darkness thickened like soup. It was either crawl and put my hands out in front to find obstructions, or use the light. 

Another squeal and whine. And a sound from the other end of this alleyway of cubicle dividers. Something big enough to rub up against something else and make a noise. 

That got my heart moving enough to hear it in my ears. Not what I needed. 

I pulled out the flashlight, covered it’s lens with my hand and turned it on low. One click of my thumb and I could make it bright, hopefully blinding anything that was coming at me. Right now, I aimed it to the floor and separated two fingers a crack. This gave me just enough to see my way.

I knew those pups were in the middle somewhere. 

Inching forward, I moved as fast as I could. Until I couldn’t anymore. 

For some reason, the cubicle dividers had been turned over and pushed against each other at rakish angles. There was no walking now. Like their coyote bitch mother, I had to crawl to reach those pups. 

I could smell wet dog ahead. At least it didn’t smell like dead dog. Urine I could deal with.

Now I had to leave the full light on low as I pushed it ahead of me. Both arms needed to support me. Although the space was getting smaller as I moved. Tighter. Soon I was on my belly and wondering if I would have to take off my rucksack to keep moving. 

Then I had my answer. I saw three sets of quiet eyes looking back at me. Pups. 

Where they were was a dead end. The low opening the only way in or out. Unless something crawled in the way I came, they were safe. 

I turned the flashlight away from them, against one of the divider walls, hoping the light wasn’t leaking out. 

Before I moved, I had to make sure not to alarm the pups. 

The rucksack was easy to slip out of. But I did this slowly. I didn’t stare at the pups, but kept them in peripheral view. From the pocket of that rucksack, I pulled out one of the pemmican bars and unwrapped the thin skin covering. Pulling a small piece off of it, I tasted it. Plenty of fat in it. Smelled like rabbit to me. Hope it did to them as well. 

I tossed the piece lightly over to them. One bent to sniff it and tongued it to taste. Then it gingerly bit into it and pulled it backwards. As he chewed on it, the others smelled it without getting too close. 

I tore off a couple more small pieces and tossed them gently to each side, so all three could have them. The pemmican pieces were quickly gone. And three pairs of bright eyes were looking for more. 

The next three pieces went half way between us, and the three pups cautiously advanced while I froze and watched them indirectly. Those morsels were almost inhaled as well. Hungry little tykes. 

The next three pieces landed another quarter-length between us, closer to me. And I waited until they decided that it was OK to move again. And made those pieces disappear as well.

I sat down the rest of that bar within reach. Several pieces, each small and bite-sized.

Finally, they came forward while I sat still, sniffed my hand after they finished off the rest of that bar, and the skin that had wrapped around it. The licked the skin and started chewing on it. One licked my hand where the fat-meat-berry mix left residue.

The trick was going to need to get them into that rucksack and get them out of there with as little noise as possible. I couldn’t carry them in my mouth by the scruff of their neck like their mother had.

On the heels of that thought, another entered my mind. A female coyote thought. The three pups came right over to me as one group, and started to lick my face. I’d just become their new mama. I unwrapped half of the remaining pemmican bar and gave them each another largish chunk. Then put the last of that bar back into the knapsack pocket. 

I scratched their backs and felt around them to make sure they weren’t hurt in any way, or sick. As clean as coyotes could be, they were fine. Just a set of dog-pups like we had in camp. They were going to need some water, but at least they could eat solid food and not need their mother’s milk. 

Picking them up one by one by the scruff of their necks, I put them into the rucksack side by side. Three pairs of eyes looked out at me from their cosy little cave. The voice in my head was in theirs and was telling them it was OK. Somewhere, that mother of theirs was around, at least in spirit. 

Cinching up the rucksack top, I tied it lightly to make sure air could get in. And in that tiny den, I was able to turn myself around. Grabbing the flashlight, I pushed it and the rucksack ahead of me, sliding them on the smooth floor.

Once I got out to a point where I could stand, there was enough ambient light to turn off the light again. I again cranked it to put more charge into the light in case I needed it later. It had a thong on one end. That I looped around my right wrist. 

Checking the tie on the rucksack, I carefully upended it, feeling that the three pups were side by side and not on top of each other. Then slung them slowly onto my back. I felt like humming to them, but knew any noise would alert anything out there to my presence. And there was only one way out of these collapsed cubicles - so I didn't need something trapping me here. I needed to get out before whatever it was caught my scent and tracked me here.

The pups stayed quiet, the coyote female voice in their and my head, reassuring.

Once I had crawled back to where I only needed to hunch over, I took a good grip on the flashlight with both hands, I again covered the lens with my left hand and turned it on once more, using the low level and a crack between my fingers as before. 

Taking ginger steps, I moved quietly as I thought possible to the opening. 

Soon I saw the dim light at the end of the cubicle hall ways. I was able to turn the flashlight off, since the smooth floors showed me nothing between me and that exit. 

As I walked, I thought to tie the waist straps for the knapsack, in case I needed to run. 

Right now, I heard nothing but my own breathing and heartbeat. Hoping nothing serious was out there. Feeling my hunting knife through my thin shirt at my waist behind me, where I could grab it with either hand.

Stepping slowly forward, I started for the exit.

A noise behind me made me stop, the hairs on the back of my neck raising on their own. It was the grating sound of cubical dividers scraping on the floor. And a heavy grunt as something moved them. Something that had to be big to do that.

​V


I WAITED, AND FLEXED my knees to move quickly. Shifted my weight to the balls of my feet. Time seemed to slow to a crawl, my heartbeat seemed to slow to a stop.

CRASH.

I whirled to see what it was, just as another divider slammed down on the first, while a third slid to the side. 

Stepping back, I saw a huge dark form behind me, trying to climb across the pile of dividers. More dividers fell over as they were pushed. Their tiny bolts and aluminum brackets snapping with quiet pops. 

I heard the heavy breathing of something monstrous. Even for something that large, it was a great deal of effort to climb with all that weight. And its smell was obnoxious. Wild, a predator. And big, very big.

That single concentrated effort it needed to take in crossing that pile of dividers was what saved me.

Two thoughts entered my head. 

The first: Light. I put the flashlight on full and pointed it at where the beast's head should be. That beam caught it full in it's eyes. And for a second, it couldn't see. Raising its massive arms to sheild its eyes, I saw that I was faced with a giant bear, a grizzly. And now knew what could destroy my kin. It had been after the pups. Now I smelled of human and coyote.

The second thought: RUN.

I whirled and left everything behind me to race back to the room opening, down the stairs two at a time, out around the rounded reception desk and outside into broad daylight.

Sprinting to left, back the way I had come seemed the most logical. Maybe not the smartest, but my scent would double back on itself. 

Right now I had to think quick and think smart. If I took the same trail back to camp, that bear would be following me and would take my kin out. Nothing we had for weapons would take out something that size. Once I got to the edge of the building, I turned left again and went back along the service side of the parking lot. It lead out into a back drive, which would then lead back into the main asphalt drive to the lot. 

I was betting on there being a lot of asphalt and few organic materials that would hold my scent. As I was running, I couldn't tell if there was a wind or what direction it was blowing. All I knew is that I had to sprint as fast as I could away from that beast.

Another crash said the beast had found the front entrance. Between my padding feet, I tried to listen. To get a clue what it was up to.

Then I heard something I didn't want. It was galloping. And instead of going around the building, it was going right down entrance route to the main drive, the one I was just about to join from that service road. It didn’t need to follow my scent. It could see motion between the thin tree coverage and set off in the same direction I was heading. 

Then something worse came to my ears. Wolves howling and running behind the bear, on both sides of me and more coming down the main drive toward all of us.

So I did the only logical thing. I dived into the brush and low branches of the trees at the edge of the service road. My face and arms were getting scratched, and my mocassins were so shredded from the asphalt, I could feel the dirt and sharp twigs stick into my bare feet. I just turned off the pain and kept going. Bloody feet left trails, but as long as I was still alive, I could heal them later.

The wolves howled closer. They were closing in. 

Ducking, jumping, twisting. I had to get some low branches between me and that bear. And I kept looking for something that had enough branches I could climb. But these were not any I could slow down enough to scout them. The pines gave way to hardwoods that were either overgrown with dead branches, or had dropped them all at their base when they soared up to get more light. 

I soon found it got easier going, so I picked up my speed. I was on a path. 

That wasn't really what I wanted, though. Wolves and bears move faster on open paths. On top of that, the trees were moving away from both sides and making it a big opening expanse.

The huffing and growling of the bear was getting louder. It must have found the same path. And the wolves howling had increased. I could see them on each side, pacing me, while their howls sounded behind the bear. A wolf sandwich with human and bear meat inside.

I just kept running, keeping my breathing as even as I could. This needed to turn into a marathon. 

And for a while, that was working. Wolves, Bear and Human were keeping the same pace. Until the wolves moved even closer. 

I was being flanked. If I didn't know it, the wolves were working with the bear. And there was no way to outrun a wolf, not by any human.

Then, up ahead, I saw a coyote standing. And then more, and more. A huge pack of them, just waiting. 

I was stuck. Wolves on two side, coyotes in front of me, bear right behind with more wolves. 

But my mind went calm suddenly. And I seemed to be looking down at myself running, taking into account all the bodies out there today, right at this time. Seeing them from way above. 

This wasn't one pair of eyes. This was many, many eyes. A large flock of eyes.

Glancing up, I saw them. Crows. A cloud of crows.

Yet my mind stayed calm, my feet kept their agonised running, my lungs pumping air, my heart straining to keep up.

And the coyotes moved apart just enough so I could run between them. 

I didn't stop to look back, but I felt the wind as the crows dived low over the coyote's heads and mine, straight at the face of the galloping bear. And I could see through the eyes of the crows. Then I also saw through the eyes of the coyotes as they bunched behind me to present a solid wall. 

And, just as sudden, I saw through the eyes of the wolves. 

The bear was now stopped, risen on its haunches to bat at the crows were flying at it's face. Wolves were feinting in, nipping at its legs and tail. Coyotes were howling at its front with their yip-yipping. 

The bear was going into a rage. If it could see at all, some crow would flap right at its face, tearing at it with sharp claws and beak. It it turned to swat the wolf or coyote, then another would nip at the other side. 

All this I saw while I kept running.

And at last, I saw a trail that led back to camp. Over to my left. So I ran past it for a bit, and then crashed through brush and lower limbs again to leave another false trail. If I could pick up that shallow creek that trail passed through, I could go back up that cold water and pick up the trail where no animal should be able to pick up my trail again.

From the sounds on the road behind me, it seemed that the bear had turned away and was being chased back the way it had come. Serenaded the entire way by crows, coyotes, and wolves. 

​VI


FINDING THE WATER AGAIN was a relief to my feet. But I started being concerned for the pups in my rucksack. They had been quiet. Too quiet. 

As I walked upstream back to the trail, I undid my waist strap and shifted the sack around to my front, loosening the tie that held them in. And prepared myself for the worst.

When I opened the top, I saw three calm faces looking up at me. Hot, tousled, panting as I was. But almost grinning back at me. 

My heart eased and all that I had been through that day to save them was rewarded in that moment. A smile crossed my tired and sweaty face.

I slowed my pace enough to fish out the rest of the pemmican bar and divided it between them. Putting the ruck sack on backwards, I was able to watch them as I gave them more air, but still kept them from climbing out. 

As they cooled, they started to groom themselves and each other. Nothing I expected out of these. Like they were at home in their den, with their new mama guarding them.

Soon I was at the trail again. While I desperately wanted to stop, I couldn't. I only paused to undo the leather thongs that held the scraps of my moccasins on my feet. I then tied these to the belt of my rucksack, as even that leather could be used for something else. 

Barefooted, I trusted my calloused feet and concentrated on keeping up a steady walking pace.

Soon I had company. The crow I saw fly above me first. Then a coyote moved out onto the trail ahead of me. 

I knew I mustn't stop until I reached the camp. If I stopped, I wouldn't be able to get started again without a lot of rest. And my feet would take days to heal. But the coyote just moved out of my way and then paced beside me.

"We wouldn't dream of stopping you. You are a hero and we are here to escort you to your home camp," Coyote sent to me.

"Hero? I wouldn't say that. If it weren't for you guys, I'd be another pile of bones and skin out there," I sent in return.

"But only you could get to the pups. Only you could get them out of that building, that trap. The bear had been working to get to them for days," Coyote sent.

"Fortunately, he was working from the wrong end," I replied.

"Because their mother left a scent from the back side of the building, not the front where you came to find them," finished Coyote.

"Your courage is what makes you the hero," sent Crow, from above. "And more courage will be needed in your days ahead."

"Now I have your pups, what is so special about them? It looked like you could take care of that one bear on your own," I sent to both.

"But you will know these pups, and they will know you," Coyote sent to me.

"And it is key that they understand Hoomans like you and your kind," Crow sent as well.

"Why are these so special? They look like dog pups, so cute," I sent to both.

Looking down at them caught them looking up at me with their grins as they panted to cool in the space of that ruck sack.

"They are part dog, enough for humans to accept them as such. But they are also part coyote and part wolf. And so they are ambassadors from our sentient peoples to you Hoomans. As you are the chosen ambassador to us," sent Coyote.

I was now within the few last turns before I returned to camp.

"Wait at this large rock," Crow sent to me, as it settled on a branch overhead.

It was a granite boulder, left from some glacial time, out of its original time and space. The trail went around it. 

I sat, relieved, but knowing I had to keep moving.

"Pick up one foot and stretch it toward me," Coyote sent.

I picked up my leg so that my foot was near his face. 

He looked it over and sniffed it. "Hold still," Coyote sent. Licking the sole of my foot lightly, the pain vanished. When it started tickling again, he quit. "Now the other." 

I raised it and he repeated the process. While careful of the rucksack holding the pups, I crossed one foot over my opposite knee to feel it. There were no cuts. My hand came away clean and dry. No blood as I expected. 

Putting both feet back on the ground, I stood again. 

"Wait. Before you go, there is one more gift we must give you." Crow sent. At that she flew down to a branch in front of me so that she was right at eye level, looking at me from one eye. "Open the rucksack so I can see the pups."

I lowered the edge of the opening and leaned it toward Crow,  just enough so that the pups could look up at her. 

Crow looked down at them with one eye, then with her other. And then looked up at me again. First one eye and then the other. 

And I felt something shift in my mind, something subtle. 

Then I heard cooing, like babies make. But it was coming from inside the rucksack. I was hearing them like they were human babies.

"And so you will always be able to hear them," Coyote sent. "As you hear us."

Crow sent, "So you will teach them the ways of Hoomans. They will hear you at all times. You will protect them and they will protect you."

Coyote sent, "We will be nearby, but you may not see us. We'll be there, but other hoomans won't understand our presence. All you have to do is to ask, and we will be in your mind."

Crow flapped up into the sky, winging in tight circles overhead until she vanished in the sunshine. I looked down and Coyote was also gone.

My feet felt fine, and I wasn't tired at all. 

A few turns and I'd be back at camp. But the day was only beginning to break. The sounds of people starting breakfast greeted my ears. 

Time hadn't moved hardly at all. It had seemed like hours. And all I had to show for that work was my shredded moccasins and sweaty clothes. 

But I now had new mascots for the camp. And new responsibilities.

And the young pups squealed at my thoughts of this new world they would be joining. 
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PART II: SALVATION

by C. C. Brower

I

I SAW TEACHER LAID out on her side, panting heavy and rapid. As if asleep, but it was the Probe effects. 

The Female hunters and cubs were wary of stepping into the circle.

But I knew something needed to be done. So I  rose and went to Teacher, kneeling by her side. I put one hand on Teacher's chest and found her heart was racing. The other hand I pushed into the thick fur around the neck, until I felt the back of her head where the neck joined it.

I closed my eyes and bowed my own head. 

Teacher's dreams became mine.

. . . . 

IT WAS A SWIRLING MIXTURE of dreams. All nightmares I had seen while Teacher slept before. But now, they were just the fast clips of being caught or captured or shot. And each time there was a hooman ending that life. One after another, over and over. Teacher was dying again and again at some hooman's hands. 

I listened to Teacher's heart beat and made my own match it. Then I calmed my own breathing and so slowed my own heart, and Teacher's heart matched it. The clips started to run in stop-motion. One clip cut to the length of a heart beat. And then only a single image for each clip. Finally, I saw Teacher in the white space, sitting again in front of me, eyes closed and the images flashing between us. 

I remembered my Grandmother's mental tricks she had taught me on the Moon colony. Of creating an imaginary umbrella to ward off bad thoughts. 

Waving my hands in front of me, I play-acted as if I had an invisible umbrella in my hand. And slid one hand up the shaft to find the sliding connection while the other held the handle. Making the fabric white and the details visible, the umbrella became as real as the pictures. I inserted the white dome to my left between us, so that I interrupted the pictures from flowing by. I then moved forward on my knees so that the umbrella was protecting both me and Teacher. 

The pictures turned to rain.

Teacher opened her eyes and looked over  at me. "Nice weather we're having, isn't it?" she sent with her mind.

I smiled at this. "How are you doing?"

"Much better since you showed me how an umbrella works. Like a portable cave," Teacher sent.

My smile turned to a concerned look. "What do you think this rain means?" 

"It might be tears of sadness, or tears of joy, or maybe just rain," Teacher sent.

"How can I help you today? You've helped me so much, but I don't want to leave you here in the Probe again," I sent in reply.

"Ah, the Probe. Yes, I'd become lost in my thoughts," Teacher returned.

"Did I give you helpful memories?" I asked.

"Maybe a bit too much. Or it reminded me of too many experiences with hoomans that did not go well," sent Teacher. “Those became my nightmares.”

"Well, is there something you do to help cubs when they have bad dreams?" I asked.

"Oh, of course. The trick is to be there to help them dream. To tell them that everything will be alright. To tell them they must chase the monster back that scared them," sent Teacher.

"Are the hooman's your monster?" I asked.

"Only the feral ones," sent Teacher with a smile. But then frowned again. "It's their weapons and traps that are the problem."

"I've seen you be an owl, and a hawk, a deer, and of course a wolf. Have you ever tried to shift into a hooman?" asked I.

"No. Before you, I had no idea what a hooman was really like, or how they thought and acted. I only had what I'd been taught, and what I'd seen from far away. You have taught us much about hoomans. Maybe it is time to try," sent Teacher.

I sent to her, "I will go with you through these dreams. And I can speak for you or help you with the hooman talking you want to have."

Teacher smiled again, and our beating hearts slowed to a pace of deep sleep.

II

THE WHITE SPACE TURNED into a sky above a woody forest. They were a pair of owls floating overhead. I turned to look at Teacher, "Let's dive down below to where you were going to land, before that hunter can shoot us with his net."

They dived to land safely, then shifted into two Amerindian women in white buckskin. The hooman male came running up as before, dressed in homespun with a net and pitchfork. 

"Why did you want to hurt us?" Teacher asked, sending her thoughts while moving her mouth to form the words.

The hooman stopped in tracks. “I didn't want to hurt you, I was after the owls,” he said. 

"Are the owls your enemy?" Teacher asked.

"They kill our chickens," said the hooman  

"Perhaps you are thinking of eagles. Owls will feed on carrion, but their main meal is mice and small rodents, the ones that eat your crops and bite holes in your houses," Teacher explained.

The hooman set his pitchfork down, points first, and leaned on its handle. "I didn't realize that. So owls are good for our crops, actually. Huh. But how about those eagles?"

"Do you see many eagles around all the time?" asked Teacher.

"No," said the hooman, “only a certain time of the year.” 

"If you could learn when those times are, and keep your sheep closer to your houses and barns at that time, perhaps the eagles would go after rabbits and other small creatures instead," suggested Teacher.

"That's a good idea. Thanks!" The hooman held out his hand and I shook it. I looked at Teacher and nodded my head toward the hooman. Teacher grabbed his hand and shook it as I did.

That scene then faded to white.

. . . .

ANOTHER DREAM CAME in where we were two young does feeding in a pasture.

"Quick," I said. “Duck down and lower your head to the ground.”

BOOM! went the gun as the shot whistled by us. 

Now we weren't deer, but squaws again. 

"What are you shooting at?" I yelled to the hooman.

"Who's out there? I didn't see you. Come on over here before you get hurt!" The human yelled back. 

We both slowly rose up from a crouch. Our white buckskin didn't look like a brown deer, especially with the turquoise, white, and black bead-work. We walked to the hooman, who had cradled his rifle and waiting for us in the shade of a large oak tree.

"Are you hunting deer today?" I asked.

"Well, not really, but I saw one and figured it would be good to have some meat on the table like that," he replied.

"Do you often shoot them so young? She didn't seem but barely older than a fawn," I asked.

"Well, she was young..." The hooman scratched his head.

"Do you have a deer problem that you need to kill the very young?" I asked.

"No, not really. It's the larger deer that jump our fences and eat our crops," He replied.

"Perhaps you might want to wait until they got full size and do your harvesting in the early winter when they have more meat and fat on them. At the time food gets scarce for them." I suggested. "Now rabbits, those will reproduce several times in a year. And you can trap those without accidentally hitting another hooman." 

The hooman smiled at that. "Those are a couple of good ideas. I'll talk them over with my neighbors. Thanks."

We both shook his hand, and the scene faded to white again.

III

TEACHER AND I WERE now both wolves. I was a ruddy blond and she was her pristine white again.

"I don't recall any dream where you got hurt as a wolf," I sent.

"No, I've learned enough to deal with hoomans. Perhaps I will shift into hooman form with you later and you can help me practice this 'talking' you do," Teacher sent.

I smiled. "Now that would be something. Maybe we should do it up by the high pools where we wouldn't scare the cubs."

"And maybe I won't be telling any 'hooman-bogeyman' stories to cubs after this." Teacher replied.

"So is there something else we are supposed to learn through this Probe?" I sent.

At that the room we were in darkened like clouds had covered the sun. While we still sat on a solid surface, we first felt a strong wind that nearly bowled us over and made it hard to breathe. Then thunder sounded with a huge crack and lightning flashed in the sky, striking near us. Fire flamed where it hit and soon we were surrounded by flames much taller than we were. Suddenly the earth itself shook, and dust rose into the air, choking us. 

Then it was all quiet again.

Teacher close-sent to me, "The elementals have arrived. Don't fear, they just like to be dramatic."

"Hello spirit-guides! I see your great power and love your display. It was magnificent!" She howled to the sky, wind, earth, and fire all at once. 

At that the space became white again. Directly to one side, we saw a dust-devil  with fire and sparks at it's top and raining down water below it. 

"We see you, Wolf-Teacher. And your fur is beautiful today. Who is your guest? Oh, wait - we recognize her - 'Soo-she' you call her. One who can create fire with her mind. We welcome you as well," the elements sent with one mental voice." And we would like to say that you look as lovely as a wolf as you do as a hooman."

I blushed at this compliment. Teacher just smiled. "They like to tease," She sent.

"I do have a question, if I may ask it," I sent to them.

And they waited for my question.

"Can you explain what Snarl saw after the ferals left us in that canyon -  two wolves made of fire?" 

The thought came back to us. "Because you were at that point fire elementals. Snarl saw what he saw. To him you looked that way. You have abilities you haven't really mastered yet. We taught the wolves to make fire to help them defend their valley. Your grandmother taught you to create what she called 'illusions'. But those were as real to the person viewing them as anything else they saw. You combined them so that the ferals thought you had shape-shifted into wolves who could not be burned by fire, but were made of fire.

"Meanwhile, you held the thought that your own form was still a hooman girl and he a wolf. That is what you thought and saw. Both images were true to those who saw them."

I had to close my dropped-open mouth at that. And shifted into my hooman form, dressed in white beaded buckskin.

"We see you prefer hooman to wolf?" The elements asked.

"It is what I am most used to. I will ask Teacher to help me practice these other shapes," I replied.

"That would help both of you. Somehow Teacher thought she couldn't teach others to shape-shift. And you are the pupil who can help her with that limiting idea."

With that, the elements left and the room was white again. Just Teacher and me.

The silence was spooky. If the Probe was over, then the regular world should be back. 

IV

"THERE IS SOMETHING wrong," sent Teacher.

She and I saw a vision to the side. Tig had each of his legs in the jaws of four pack wolves, while another was across his back and pushing his shoulders into the ground by its weight. 

"We can't get there in time to do anything. Soon he looks to be crippled and left for dead," sent Teacher.

"Is there anything we can do from here?" I asked.

"What you have to know is that where we are is beyond time and space. We know that the world is what we think it as. But Tig is thinking in his mind that he is trapped by these cowards," Teacher sent. "If you were standing next to him, what would you do?"

"I'd tell him to start making fire with each of his paws so that the four cowards would get a scorched tongue. And make a fire under the butt of that one on his back. To make his hot seat fly," I smiled at these ideas.

"OK, try this: Consider that you are right next to him and can whisper in his ear, and then tell him that you'll help him make it work," sent Teacher, also smiling.

At that, I held the idea that I was on hands and knees right by his face. And saw the reaction as his fear turned to anger and then impish delight. He closed his eyes and started a very low growl in a rhythmic chant.

I stood up and pointed both hands at my view of the five wolves holding Tig down, closed my eyes and kept that picture in front of me.

V

SNARL STOOD OVER TIG while his hunters had him secured. Tig's own hunters stood to the side, inactive. They knew that any action on their part would wind up crippling or killing Tig. 
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