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            STRANGER THAN A SWAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Eggshell cracked, and the dome of the world broke away, showing a whole other world, infinitely larger and more complicated, beyond the confines of the duckling’s natal home.  It was time to lift her head—breaking the eggshell further, widening the crack in it—and then spread her wings, shaking out the scraggly, wet feathers plastered to her dimpled skin, letting them begin to dry into soft, yellow down.

      The duckling sat in the bottom half of her shattered egg, rump cupped by the curve of shell.  She stared out at the chaos of colors and confusion of shapes, all so much more than she’d ever expected while curled into a fetal pretzel of duckling limbs inside a perfect oblong spheroid.  Her own heartbeat had been everything.  Now it was merely a pinpoint, and the world was so huge, it could swallow her up and never notice her at all.

      Blue stretched across the horizon, blotted with sways and spikes of green around the edges, mirroring even more blue up above.  More green and dark brown stretched and reached towards the higher blue.  Other colors—stars of yellow and sworls of pink—dotted the various greens.  It would have been peaceful, perhaps, if it were familiar.  For the duckling, it was entirely new, and entirely overwhelming.

      Then her bright, dark, confused, and troubled eyes landed on a shape that instantly triggered a sensation of warmth and comfort deep in her tiny, flickering breast.  Her heart stuttered; her breathing slowed.  And she knew this was her mother:

      Purple tentacles writhed around her mother’s face, ringing her glowing, red eyes.  Darker purple, almost black, feathers and spines prickled from her hunched back, and her limbs were even more tentacles, pale lavender and puckered with perfectly round sucker disks.  She was beautiful.  She was glorious.  And she made her duckling daughter feel safe.

      The duckling flapped her wings and opened her flat beak to cheep her love.  Her voice came out high and strong, and the tentacled mother creature looked down, noticing the duckling for the first time.

      The two beings stared at each other, bright brown eyes and glowing red eyes, sizing each other up.  The duckling had literally nothing to compare this mother to.  The tentacled creature had become, in an instant, the measure by which she would judge the rest of the world, for the rest of her life.

      The tentacled creature, though, had visited many worlds in her flying saucer.  She had lived for relativistic centuries, trading any semblance of a permanent life on a planet, surrounded by loved ones, for the temporary skipping of a stone across the lake of the sky.  She dipped down to visit planets, see their wonders, and then move on.

      Today, she had come to Earth.

      Today, she looked at a brand new, just hatched duckling, and her tentacular mouthparts twisted and curled into her species’ semblance of a smile.  The duckling was adorable.  A funny little thing with wet black feathers already drying into downy yellow fluff.  Its round head wobbled at the end of a long neck, and its eyes stared at her so steadily.

      She felt, perhaps, like a human feels when a butterfly deigns to land on your hand, delicate, breakable, and yet, even if for just a moment, trusting.

      The elder creature reached one of her lavender limbs down and stroked the duckling’s soft yellow neck with her puckering sucker discs.  The duckling closed her eyes, shutting out the visual chaos of the world, so she could focus better on this tender expression of her mother’s love.

      But the moment was a moment.  Only a moment.

      And then the tentacled creature moved on.  Her lavender limbs pulled her across the grassy ground, back over the hill beside the lake, to where she’d parked her gleaming, silver, flying saucer.  Pictures of it flying through the sky would flood social media and show up on human news shows later that day, snapped with camera apps on personal cell phones.  Everyone would say they were a hoax.

      And of everyone in the world, only one duckling, wordless and confused, would know who had been inside.

      Two grown ducks—one brown and speckled; the other with a handsome, gleaming, green head—waddled down to the bank, followed by a gaggle of fluffy yellow ducklings, just like the one still sitting in her half egg.

      The ducks flapped their wings joyously at the sight of their lost egg, now a hatchling.  The other ducklings mimicked their parents, flapping their stubby little wings too.

      But the duckling in her half egg shell stared at the family of ducks, confused.  Her mother was gone.  The moment of imprinting had passed.  She didn’t know who these ducks were, or why they weren’t a glorious range of purples, from sunrise lavender tentacles to royal dusk spines.  They looked like her, and they would care for her.  But they were not like the image of herself that she would carry in her head for the rest of her days.

      An image mirroring the mother who had never been her mother.

      An image that no one else would ever understand.
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            GERTY AND THE DOESN'T-SMELL-LIKE-A-MELON

          

        

      

    

    
      Gerty had been snuffle-snorting about the melon patches all morning.  She was looking for Little People to play with, but all the bugs and mice seemed to be hiding today.  Dormancy was in the air.

      She tried asking a bird to play with her, but it was so high in the branches of the karillow tree that she had to shout at it.  And the master scolded her for barking.  The bird flew away anyway.  They always did.

      So, Gerty gave up her search and scratched out a comfortable spot under the karillow tree.  She napped and dozed, keeping her ears tuned for the voice of the master.  When he spoke, she woke.

      “Damned converter!” he shouted, and Gerty knew he was working on the vehicle parked beside the house.  She was proud; her master was handy.

      “Does the sky know what I know?” he sang, and Gerty knew he had moved inside, his voice carrying through an open window as he washed the dishes.  She was proud; her master’s voice was beautiful.  She drowsed to sleep again.

      “Lainey!” he cried, and Gerty woke again.  She knew he was calling to his eight-year-old daughter; he was such a good family-man.  Gerty was proud and began to close her eyes to go back to sleep.

      “Lainey!” he cried again, “...Lainey?” and Gerty reopened her eyes.  She picked her head up off the comfortable, dusty ground to listen better.

      “Lainey??”  There was strain in the master’s voice.  Gerty stood up and woofed, a soft woof her master wouldn’t hear.  She started sniffing the air, her nose working overtime in search of the scent of Lainey.  But, before Gerty could get too worried, a high, piping voice answered, “Here, Papa!”

      Lainey came skipping along the road completely unaware of the great concern she’d caused Gerty.

      “Come with me,” the master said, “we’ll check the melon patches.”

      Gerty circled around the little girl several times, wagging her tail eagerly.  She was glad the master’s daughter was all right, but to be sure—to be on the safe side—Gerty decided to accompany master and daughter on their excursion.

      Besides, it was a lazy day.

      “Clomp, clomp, clomp,” Lainey announced with each enthusiastic, stomping, footstep.  Though, despite her ‘clomping,’ Lainey was actually stepping carefully, placing each foot delicately between the tender green melon vines.  Whenever they came to a hub where the vines thickened around a round lump of melon, Lainey squatted down to get a look at it.  Gerty, being a quadruped and shorter, already had the melons at nose height.

      The two girls, biped and quadruped, sniffed at the melon while Master laid his hands on it, gently rocking the bulbous green-striped sphere, just enough to judge its ripeness—not too much, for that might rip its life-giving vines.

      The master didn’t stop at every melon.  Sampling a few here and there, as the troupe continued progressing around the curve of the lake, was enough to ensure the overall health of their melon patch.

      Gerty, however, was a diligent servant, and she made it her job to sniff all the melons the master didn’t rock in his hands.  Her nose was a more sensitive tool than the master’s hands anyway.

      As they walked, the master told his daughter about ancient times, many, many years before, when the master was a mere boy.  Neither Lainey nor Gerty could picture it.

      Gerty had to miss parts of the story as she strayed farther and closer to the lake than the master, checking every melon.  But, she tried to listen and catch what she could.

      “My dad bought this farm when I was about your age, Lainey.  It was already a melon farm, but a little run down.  So, Dad had to renovate it.”

      The melons all smelled so good.  Gerty’s mouth watered as she checked them.

      “We checked the vines, like we’re doing now.  And we cleared the forest over there of vermin that came to eat our melons.  Little rodents that would burrow into them, making homes as well of meals of the melons.”

      Gerty wrinkled her nose.  She didn’t smell vermin in any of these melons, but she could sure imagine them.  The imagined smell made the fur on her neck bristle.

      “There were bigger animals in the forest too.  Gryphons used to nest in the trees.  They slept in their nests, but during the day they’d run around the ground, hunting vermin like dogs.”

      “They didn’t fly?” Lainey asked.

      “Not much.  I think the wings were mostly vestigial.  They used them to glide down from their nests, but they climbed the trees to get back up.”

      Lainey held her arms out and jumped up and down, pretending she was a gryphon.  Gerty watched affectionately, before turning back to her important business.  Checking melons.  All the melons.

      “It took a few years for Dad to clear all the vermin.  I think they were pretty much gone by the time I was ten.  I tried to keep a small one as a pet.”  The master looked his daughter up and down.  “I was about your age when I got that idea in my head.  Mom was furious.”

      “A gryphon would be a better pet,” Lainey said.

      “Harder to catch,” the master said.  “And harder to hide under my bed.”

      They continued on for a while, neither father nor daughter speaking.  They were to the far side of the lake when Lainey said, “I’ve never seen a gryphon in the forest.”  She was looking over her shoulder at the thick green of the woods.  Gerty looked over at the woods too.  She sniffed the air.

      There was no gryphon scent.  As far as Gerty knew, there never had been.

      “Of course not,” the master said, crouched down, still mostly paying attention to the melon cupped in his hands.  The melon must have checked out okay, because he set it back and stood up.  “What do you think they’d eat with the vermin gone?”

      Lainey shrugged.  “Melons?”

      The master laughed.  “Right,” he said and tousled Lainey’s hair.  “Vegetarian gryphons.  Good idea.”

      Master and daughter continued on.  Lainey kept asking about what the gryphons had been like, and the master told her what he remembered about them.  Gerty, however, couldn’t keep listening.  She was too worried by her latest find.

      It was oblong-round and green with paler green stripes:  it looked like a melon.  But...  She sniffed all around it.  And, then, she sniffed all around it again.  It did not smell like a melon.

      There was no full, gonging sweetness.  It lacked the tang of fresh green vine.  Instead, it was musty with the slight sour of twigs soaking in the lake’s edge.  There was something very wrong with this melon.  Gerty wasn’t even sure it was a melon.  It was...  It was...  Well, it was a doesn’t-smell-like-a-melon.  And it was right here at the edge of the lake in the melon patch.  With the other melons.  The real melons.

      Gerty ran back to the master and circled around his feet looking up at him, concern about the doesn’t-smell-like-a-melon deep in her eyes.  The master offered her no reassurance.  He merely stepped around Gerty and kept telling Lainey about water dragons.  Apparently, gryphons had been essential to their life cycle.

      Gerty had more pressing concerns.  She ran back to the wolf in melon’s clothing.  She took another sniff; then a hacking sneeze to get the sour smell out of her nostrils.  A few plaintive whines leaked from her jowls.  A quick look over her shoulder showed Gerty that the master still wasn’t paying attention.  His words floated across the melon patch toward her, “Well, the last owners said there was one...  But I never swam to the bottom of the lake to find out.  And you’re not going to either.”  After a pause, “Water dragons may not bother humans when they’re left alone, but I wouldn’t want to find out what a cranky one does if you wake it up at the bottom of its lair.”

      Gerty huffed her frustration.  She was having to shoulder this burden all on her own.  She pawed at the doesn’t-smell-like-a-melon, and it rocked in its place among the watery vines.  It wasn’t attached to the vines, she realized.

      She afforded the master a few more hopeful whines, followed by one or two more urgent woofs.  No response.  Lainey was crouched at the edge of the lake further along, trying to peer deep enough into the water to see a dragon curled up underneath.  The master was telling her about how they only laid eggs every hundred years.

      Gerty huffed.  She’d have to deal with the doesn’t-smell-like-a-melon on her own.  She pawed it again, scratching its surface with her claws.  Its texture was harder than a melon’s.  After another snuffle, she pawed the offending object, digging her claws in until she’d rolled it entirely out of its place, splashing a little in the shallow water.

      Having rolled it over, Gerty could now see the doesn’t-smell-like-a-melon’s other side:  a crack ran perpendicular to the pale green stripes.  The fur on Gerty’s neck hackles started prickling, and she could feel her lip twitching into a snarl.  Her snarl found full release and quickly turned into all out howling when the crack widened, growing and branching at either end.

      The master came running.  Lainey was right behind.

      “What’s wrong girl?” the master asked.

      Gerty had backed away from the doesn’t-smell-like-a-melon and was still bristling at it.  The master looked down at the cracked, almost-melon-like object and said, “Well, I’ll be.”  He squatted down and peered more closely.  “Just look at what the lake’s washed up.  I didn’t think I’d ever see one of these.”

      The master’s presence emboldened Gerty and she edged her way closer to the cracking sphere again.  She sniffed and huffed and quietly, nervously woofed.  But she got her nose right up to it, and she could smell something inside.  The smell was warm and pungent.  Also, strangely pleasant and appealing.  Gerty heard movement inside, and then she saw a blackened horn chipping away at the crack.  Widening it.

      “Can you tell what it is?” the master asked Lainey.  She nodded, voraciously, her teeth biting her lower lip in anticipation.  “I halfway thought I was telling you myths,” the master said.

      Gerty was becoming ever more fascinated as she watched the crack grow.  The creature inside was getting closer to breaking out of its camouflaged egg.  Already, the crack was large enough for Gerty to stick her nose in and get a real smell.

      “Who’ll take care of it?” Lainey asked.  She watched Gerty nose the tiny, sinewy creature with its bewhiskered, leonine head and golden scales.   “If the gryphons always raised the baby...”  She trailed off, not quite able to bring herself to say the word ‘dragon’ in the actual face of it.

      Master and daughter watched their dog snuffle the tiny dragon, checking every length of its body.  The two animals couldn’t have been shaped more differently—the one a straightforward quadruped with that most familiar of all animal shapes; the other bizarrely twisty, with little feet all along its curving body and tiny, angular wings sprouting from its back here and there.

      Yet, it was also like watching a bereaved mother dog find an abandoned stray puppy.  The dragon-baby was clearly already imprinted on Gerty, and Gerty would be facing fewer lazy days of fruitlessly asking bugs and birds to be her playmates.

      “I wouldn’t worry about that,” the master said.  “Shall we look and see if we can find any more of them?”

      The rest of the circuit around the lake revealed six more eggs, all close to the edge of the water where they’d surfaced after floating up from the depths.  Two of the eggs never hatched, but the other four produced wriggling, writhing, puppy-sized dragons just like the first.  All of them imprinted on Gerty and followed her wherever she went.

      In the days that came, Lainey and the master looked at the lake a little differently, knowing what was obscured beneath it.  Lainey said, it made her feel like she lived at the end of a rainbow.  “They’re like living gold!  Just imagine what their mother must be like.”  The master wasn’t sure he wanted to...  Despite his assurances to Lainey that water dragons were perfectly safe, he couldn’t help but wonder.  Gerty, however, was too absorbed in her new role, caring for and cavorting with the brood of five dragonlings, to worry about the giant they had come from.  Or the giants they would one day become.
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            SHEEPERFLY’S LULLABY

          

        

      

    

    
      Sheep tell many tales as they graze. There’s little to do in a grassy field but count the clouds, search for four-leafed clovers, and tell tall tales.  Yet, some of the sheep’s tales are true, and when Soft-as-Snow stares at the clouds with her liquid brown eyes, she isn’t counting them.  She’s searching, seeking, and hoping against hope—waiting for White Wings to return to her.

      Soft-as-Snow is an old sheep now, and she spends her days watching the sky and waiting. But she isn’t sad.  She knows that White Wings will return and fill the sky with the fluffy span of her cirrostratus wings.

      When Soft-as-Snow was a young sheep, she watched and waited too—she watched the other ewes birth and raise lambs every spring; she waited through every winter, wondering why her body didn’t grow thick like the other ewes.  She frolicked with the rams as much as any of them; she was healthy and ate well; but she bore no lambs.  Other ewes swore she was blessed.  Yet her heart filled with sadness.

      One spring, Soft-as-Snow could stand watching the other ewes with their new lambs, hassled but happy, no longer.  She waited until Sharp Eyes, the barker who guarded the sheep herd, was distracted by a lamb gamboling too close to the creek.  Then she sneaked away from the meadow, and disappeared into the shadows of the alder tree woods.

      Soft-as-Snow wandered among the ferns and foxgloves, peaceful but still sad.  She sang the song that she had always longed to sing to a lamb of her own, bleating the words with such sorrow and longing that a tiny presence was moved by her emotion.

      “Do not cry, Mother Sheep,” chimed a tiny voice.

      “I am not a mother sheep,” said Soft-as-Snow peering into the fluttering shadows of the alder trees, searching for the source of the bell-like voice.  “My name is Soft-as-Snow; who are you?”

      Gold light dappled the undergrowth between the shadows.  A gust of air rustled the leaves far above, and all the shadows moved.  One of the gold dapples—at the tip of a fern frond—tilted, folded, and then flapped from the fiddlehead to the tip of Soft-as-Snow’s black, wet nose.

      “A butterfly!” Soft-as-Snow exclaimed.

      “A fairy,” the butterfly answered, preening his curled antenna with his foremost legs.  “With a fairy’s magic. I can help you.”

      With his gold wings and delicate legs, the butterfly perched between Soft-as-Snow’s eyes was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

      “For a price,” the butterfly added in his tinkling voice.

      “Name your price.”  She would have given this handsome stranger anything, but all he asked was, “Some of your wool.  It looks so soft and light; I could make a nest from it and stay warm when the cool night breezes come.”

      “Done.”  Soft-as-Snow ripped a hank of her wool out with her own teeth, and the butterfly grasped it with his six legs.  He flew the ball of wool up into the trees, promising to return with everything Soft-as-Snow would need to bear a lamb of her own.

      The butterfly took so long that Soft-as-Snow began to wonder if she had dreamed it all—dazzled, hypnotized by the dancing, dappled light of the wood.  Then a spot of gold in the sky flapped toward her and the butterfly returned.  He held a tiny, minuscule globe in one clawed hand—gold as his wings, luminescent, and small as a poppy seed.

      The butterfly landed behind Soft-as-Snow’s ear and planted the tiny globe deep in her thick, white wool.

      “Sing to it every night,” the butterfly said.  “If your song is as heartfelt as the one I heard today, you’ll have a lamb of your own in no time.”

      So Soft-as-Snow returned to the meadow with a secret. Sharp Eyes barked at her but was clearly relieved that he was no longer missing a sheep.

      That night, Soft-as-Snow whisper-sang her lullaby to the tiny globe nestled in the wool behind her ear.  As the days passed, Soft-as-Snow began to feel foolish; her body was not growing thick; had she given the butterfly a piece of her wool for nothing?  It was a small price to pay, even for nothing...  But she felt her heart would break permanently if she didn’t bear a lamb of her own this time.

      Yet while she worried, a bump grew behind her ear as if her wool were developing a terrible mat.  The bump grew to a lump the size of an acorn; then a chestnut; then one morning, when the meadow was fresh with dew and Soft-as-Snow had stayed up all night whisper-singing, she felt a pulling sensation in the lump of wool behind her ear.  She roused herself and rambled over to the stream where she could see herself in the water’s reflection.

      Tiny black hooves—as small as the butterfly’s claws—broke through the matted wool behind her ear.  Two hooves, then two more, then a third pair.  Soft-as-Snow’s lamb was no larger than a butterfly; its body was woolly but segmented; curling antenna sprouted from its head; and snow white wings unfurled from its back.  It wasn’t quite sheep, nor quite butterfly.  “I’ll call you White Wings,” Soft-as-Snow cooed to her newborn sheeperfly, and she was profoundly happy.

      Through the summer, Soft-as-Snow and her miniature lamb grazed the meadow together.  White Wings fluttered from one blade of grass to the next, always staying safely hidden in the shadow cast by her wooly white mother.  Soft-as-Snow sang to her lambkin and told her all the tales that sheep tell.  All except this one, for she didn’t know it yet.  She and White Wings weren’t done living it.

      When autumn came, the air grew chill, and White Wings shivered.  Soft-as-Snow pulled out hanks of her own wool to give the tiny lamb, much as she had given to the lamb’s fairy father.  White Wings wrapped herself in the wool like a coat, growing fatter and fuzzier, until one day she could no longer fly by her mother’s side.

      Butterflies don’t live as long as sheep, and Soft-as-Snow feared her tiny daughter would die.  So she sang White Wings lullabies filled with sadness and fear, hope and protection, woven through and through with love.  Yet the ball of wool encasing her daughter grew cold, and Soft-as-Snow nearly gave up hope.

      Then gold dappled the sky.  It was White Wings’ fairy father, summoned by the pain in Soft-as-Snow’s voice yet again.  “I cannot bear to hear you sing this way,” he chimed to her.

      Soft-as-Snow’s brown eyes filled with tears.  “Our daughter is dying.”

      The golden butterfly landed on Soft-as-Snow’s nose once again, just as he had on the day they’d met.  “No,” he chimed.  “This is but a cocoon.  My kind change shapes.  It is our way.  Our daughter cannot stay with you in this form, but she will emerge again when the first snow falls.”

      Soft-as-Snow guarded her daughter’s cocoon through the rest of the autumn, and true to the golden butterfly’s word, when the first flake of snow landed on her nose that winter, White Wings’ cocoon began to tremble.  The second flake landed on the wooly cocoon like a frozen kiss, and the ball of wool grew light.  It puffed and swirled and stretched and expanded around Soft-as-Snow like a fog or an embrace.  Like a memory.  Like a hope.  Like her daughter—everything that White Wings was to her, deep inside Soft-as-Snow’s heart.

      The fog lifted, drifting upward, condensing, dancing with the falling snowflakes, until White Wings was the most beautiful butterfly-shaped cloud in the sky.  Her body was a puff of cumulonimbus; her wings stretched out cirrostratus.  She snowed down kisses in the form of snowflakes to her beloved mother and promised that, though she would wander and graze the sky, she would come back to bathe her mother in loving raindrops every summer when the days were at their hottest.

      Soft-as-Snow watched her daughter float away into the winter sky, safe in her shadow and complete in her love.

      When other ewes bear new lambs, spring after spring, Soft-as-Snow tells them the tale of her darling sheeperfly.  The lambs laugh and call her crazy, but every summer—when the days are at their hottest—the whole herd comes to stand beside Soft-as-Snow in the cooling kiss-like raindrops that fall from the sky.
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            ONE NIGHT IN NOCTURNIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Mice tell a myth of fearsome creatures with scaly talons, massively muscled bodies, and sharp, hooked beaks.  Death from the sky, instant death, for any mouse foolish enough to be above ground when these creatures come hunting.

      The name of the myth is owl, and few mice see one and live to tell the tale.  Owls are creatures of shadow—both the shadows of trees in a darkening forest and the shadows of misremembered tales retold by forgetful minds.

      My name is Randal, and I am a mouse who has seen an owl up close and lived.  My story is not second-hand, nor is it misremembered.  For every moment of that night is burned into my brain with the mortal terror that coursed through my body every second that I was in Nocturnia.

      How did I survive?  I did not go to Nocturnia as a mouse.

      I am an inventor, and before my voyage to Nocturnia I built many small conveniences for the mice of my village.  Doors that hinge and lock; a pulley-drawn elevator that carries mice up to the bountiful branches of our village’s oak trees; a powerful vice that crushes acorns into a tasty mash.  Yes, the mice of my village were happy with me.  Then I began work on my machine.

      I scavenged the supplies from a brown dumpster across the concrete lot that all the other mice in my village avoided.  There was never any food in this particular dumpster; however, I’d found many useful materials there for my inventions.  Then, one day, among the scraps of wire and broken slats of gray plastic, I found some old green boards, dotted with colored knobs and traced with lines of silver.  I was enthralled.  There was energy in those boards that made my paws tingle as soon as I touched them.  I knew they were magic, and I needed to harness that magic.

      Much to the consternation of my fellow villagers, I stopped answering their requests to construct minor doodads—toys for their children, more efficient cooking tools, and the like—and devoted myself full-time to building a machine that could uncover and test the powers of the magical green boards I’d found.

      My experiments were exhausting and produced strange results.  One board reversed my sense of taste and sight when I hooked myself up to it with a wired-up skull-cap I’d built from a thimble.  That was a strange experience.  Undaunted, I began wiring the boards together, adjusting the locations of the colored knobs, and, all the while, keeping detailed, ever so detailed notes.

      One by one, the mice who used to call on me stopped visiting my laboratory.  I suppose that rumors must have spread, flying wild as rumors are wont to do.  I did not care.  My studies were far too fascinating to concern myself with the uneducated fears of my fellow villagers.  What did they know of the wondrous twin powers of magic and science?

      Eventually, I could reliably swap my consciousness with that of an ant who lived in my lab and cooperated with my experiments in return for bits of sugar and candy.  Like me, Brielle was a social recluse, an outcast from her anthill, disavowed by her queen for heretical thinking.  Unlike me, she could not return to her society.  I suppose I could have thrown my work away...  Given up my anti-social tendencies, scorned the dark sciences that were making the other mice frightened of me, and rejoined the happy society of rodents living between the hawthorn tree and two oaks.

      I did not.  And the discoveries I have made since have opened my eyes to an indescribable vastness of experience.  I can no longer go back.

      When I found the owl feather in the concrete lot, fate’s dark hand moved my paw.  It was small and downy to the touch.  Slips of silk, sewn together into one thin spine, drawn down to the sharp point of the quill.  Trace of my enemy.  The signature of death.  Yet, I grabbed the feather and clutched it to my heart, scurrying all the way back to my lab.

      I had been possessed by an idea, body and soul.  A dangerous idea.  My paws moved without me to wire the feather into the machine of green boards.  My mouth moved against my will, describing my plan to Brielle.

      As she listened, she bowed her head, compulsively cleaning her antennae with her forelegs, denoting her clear nervousness.  But I pressed hard, for my plan would not work without her assistance.  And, heaven help me, Brielle gave in.

      The cage I constructed for myself was built from a cheese grater.  I firmly wired extra panels to the top and bottom.  The panel on the top was spring-loaded, but the latch only worked from outside.

      Working the latch:  that was all Brielle had to do, wait out the night and open the latch for me.  She left my lab after that night.  I wonder where she went.  Where does an outcast ant go?

      I’m getting ahead of myself.

      I fed wires through one of the holes in the cheese grater, connecting my thimble skull-cap and a portable power switch to the machine.  When the time came, I crouched inside the dark, claustrophobic cheese grater.  The only light there streamed in through the tiny holes.  Brielle watched me, her antennae stenciling tiny circles in the air, as I put on the skull-cap.  I held the power switch in my paws.  My ant and I stared at each other through the hole.  She held my gaze as I steeled my nerves.

      I threw the switch, and my paws were gone.

      I was falling!  Flapping...

      I had wings.  My god, it had worked.

      Dizziness and elation filled me as my new broad, strong, feathery arms swept back and forth in rhythmic strokes.  My talons curled, tucked tight beneath me.  Beneath me!  Alack!  It was as if the entire universe had turned upside down, and the endless night sky stretched nauseatingly away... beneath me.

      I faltered.  Realizing the power I’d assumed in a moment by stealing a flying body, I lost the power, broke the rhythm, and, thrashing, truly fell.

      The next part is hard to remember.  In retrospect, I find my mind rests more where it is used to...  In this old mouse’s body.  The visceral feel of flying, forgetting how to fly, and re-finding it again mid-fall eludes me.  It is a sensation shaped wrong for this mouse brain.

      Instead, I wonder how the owl, in those first moments of being robbed of his usual self, railed against the cheese-grater cage.  Did he scream?  Did he claw?  Did he try to tear out his own, foreign limbs?  My limbs.

      How must it have been for Brielle to watch me... but not me... gripped by an insane rage?  Did I threaten her?  I know it was bad, because she wouldn’t speak of it.  But, I must admit, while I lived in that owl’s body for one night, I was far too lost in my own experience to spare a single thought for the body I’d left behind or the friend I’d left guarding it.

      Looking back, I find my expectations, my plans, for that night hard to believe.  I was so misguided.  Naive.  In my ignorance, I reveled in visions of taking that dragon-beast body and flying it back to its nest, the den of inequity and horror that must be the owls’ city.  There, I would wreck what damage and savage recompense I could for the lives of friends I’d seen lost to owl hunger over my years.  I thought I knew those hateful beasts.  I thought when I got to their city, I knew what I would find...

      I did fly to the owls’ city.  Following my new winged brethren, I found my way deeper into that forest than my mouse legs could have carried me in many days.

      I circled the sky, hearing the shrieks of other owls.  “Nocturnia!” their voices rang.  My head rang too.  Even clothed in my wolf-body, the idea of infiltrating owl society terrified my little sheep-self to the bone.

      “Join me,” the voice of death chittered near my ear.  My heart leapt in terror, but my wings stayed steady.

      The voice belonged to a she-owl, and my sight of her was the first clear sight I ever had of an owl.  For, though I inhabited one’s body, I could not see myself, and the other owls I’d seen were the same feathered bolts of death in the distance that I’d glimpsed as a mouse.  Only now, I shared the sky with them, instead of peering up at them above.

      My beak and voice felt strange to me, but I managed to hoot a hoarse, “Yes.”  She angled her wings and swooped ahead.  I followed her, and she led my way, wending between the trees, to a building nestled in a giant oak’s upper branches.

      The building was a splash of clashing colors in the dark of the forest night.  The roof was constructed from overlapping umbrellas in red, yellow, blue—all settled in the natural architecture of the trees.  The walls were more muted tones but even more riotous in pattern—patchwork quilts with all their little triangles and squares, draped down from the umbrellas’ edges.

      The she-owl and I lit on a branch and side-stepped our way between a gap in two quilts.  The space inside was complex, riddled with the umbrellas’ hanging handles and the tree’s snaking branches.  Stolen road signs—red octagons and green rectangles—were arranged as tables, and many owls perched around them, hooting and cooing conversationally.

      “A bite to eat?” my she-owl companion asked, settling comfortably on the curve of an umbrella handle.  I perched on a branch beside her still in too much shock to answer her.  “They have voles here,” she said.  “I’ll buy.”

      “No!” I squawked, abusing my borrowed vocal cords horribly.  Coughing and hemming in the awkward silence that followed while all the nearby owls stare at me, I got slightly better control of my voice.  “I mean,” I hazarded, “I’m... fasting tonight.”

      Broad gold eyes blinked around me, but most of the other owls turned away.  My companion shifted her talons and puffed the feathers on her chest, “I didn’t mean to offend.  Do you mind...”

      I thought she was going ask if I minded whether she ate in front of me, but she must have picked up my unconscious body language.

      “Why are you fasting?” she asked instead.

      “Out of respect for voles.  And mice,” I said.  There was a hint of challenge in my voice, and I expected her to laugh at me.  That would have been an experience to carry with me all my days...  Death laughing in my face.

      Instead, she stared at me with eyes round as the moon and gold as the sun.  For a moment, I forgot myself and thought I was a tiny mouse before her.  About to be eaten.  In that frozen terror, I couldn’t help but notice how beautiful the face of death was...  Brown flecked feathers ringed her eyes in ever darkening circles, meeting at a V that extended from her hooked beak upward into ear-like tufts.  She was a horrible vision, but beautiful nonetheless.

      “They do poetry here,” she said.  “We could stay for that.”

      Speechless, I remembered myself again.  I was an owl.  Apparently a handsome one, as this goddess of death was courting me.  Not preparing to assault me.

      “If you prefer,” she offered, “we could fly into the city.”

      “This isn’t the city?”

      She bobbed her round face, swaying her thickly feathered neck.  “You’ve never been to the city?”

      “Barn owl,” I answered, wondering how much more damage I could do to owl society in their city than I could here.

      “Let’s go,” she said, stepping off of her perch on the umbrella handle.  “A country owl that’s this close to Nocturnia without having seen it...”  She tut-tutted.  “We can come back for the poetry.”

      So we soared together, through the deepening night.  I marveled at the mental and physical acuity that I continued to feel as I followed her.  The brain and body I inhabited felt well-rested and strong.  I knew when I returned to my mouse body at the end of the night, it would be exhausted and the rising of the sun would drag me unwillingly into sleep.  But, what if I had thought to drug my own body before making the switch?  Then I could return to a second well-rested body, even after a full night’s activity.

      How much more could I achieve with my life if I began to live it dually?  I could rotate my normal sleep schedule.  Mouse by day; owl by night.  Always awake, myself, while locking one of these devil-creatures into an eternal sleep, getting my rest during the night for me.

      Except...  I’d have to eat, in my owl form.  That thought gave me pause.  However, I quickly reasoned that I could switch from one owl to another, always fasting at night and leaving each owl whose life I borrowed a little weaker for the wear.  I’d steal their time and leave them all slowly wasting away!

      Giddy from the strength of my pumping
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