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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 books.See "Book Universes Notes" section, whichi is included in the back just to help you with a character list, related references, 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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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.
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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
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