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IT WAS SUPPOSED TO be a time of peace.

No conflicts beyond fighting with the weather for crops and rebuilding our society.

Better than that, there were outside forces adding to that mix. Spirits and demons and stuff.

I didn't know all that when I was checking the cows that winter day. Just my dogs and me. Seeing how the fences were, making sure the calves were on the right side of them. Not that there was much conflict or worry from those cattle. Even coyotes left them alone. Nothing like a mean momma cow. They were never far from their young calves. And wolves were only up north. Hunters made them scarce in this state.

So when I saw the calico calf in the snow, it was surprising. The cows were black and white, no red or brown in them. Not in several generations, anyway. Not with this bull. And the neighbor's haven't been out of their fences into ours.

Now I'd heard of striped cows, and spotted cows, but those were in two colors. This was three. Like a cat. Or more like a kitten.

There was this calf. New born. Shivering. No cow tracks anywhere. Just fresh snow on top of old snow. Still below freezing. Means I had to get this calf somewhere warm. Closest place was a quarter-mile away. Carrying a forty-pound calf. So I took off my outer coat to wrap up that calf. (Layers helped in more ways than one - besides, I'd be sweating shortly hefting this weight up and down hills.) And I'd still have to warm up some colostrum and milk-replacer. And come back to find that mother cow and bring her up to wherever I got the calf safely.

I had some hundreds of other thoughts going through about what I now had to do. Like the many fences I'd have to cross with this calf, where to keep it warm that I could clean up. How much it was going to take to get another cow to take it in. My day had just been changed. One bright spot was that it was still morning.

That bright spot was dimming though. The sky was becoming dark, but without any clouds. I could hardly see my own tracks to make my way back. I didn't want to stumble with this precious bundle in my arms. And that slowed me down as I had to be more careful. There wasn't even a moon to light my way. This was becoming quite a chore. And I thought I was used to farm chores.

"Are you sure this is the one?"

"You've read the same signs. The stars, the loneliness, the remoteness. He's the future."

"The future that is yet to be, hundreds of years in the future."

"But only if we act now."

"And we will be acting with him for hundreds more. My question is: how certain are we?"

"That's not ours to ask. Ours is to do."

"Our doing will be a long trail to cover. And we'll forget some of what we know."

"The adventure is not without its trials and duties."

"Yea, trials and duties. Great."

"Does that mean you're ready?"

"Right. Let's do this."

With every step, the calf was somehow getting lighter. And smaller. Still, the steps in the snow were not any easier. While his feet were dry and warm, he was getting the burning in his ears and cheeks from the cold, but couldn't free his hands to pull his scarf and cap down. This calf might already have frostbite and he had to get her somewhere warm, with some warm milk inside.

Every life was precious somehow. They came into this world with for that chance and needed every break they could get. That has been my idea of life. I didn't have to understand all the technical details of how it happened. The vets can do all that studying. That's why we take them in when things don't work out right, what we pay them to do. All I can do is the best I can do. If I knew more, I could do more for them. I've buried and dealt with my share of the ones who didn't make it. And told them they could come back any time, they were welcome to try again. Somehow that made sense to me.

Life is not "one and done" in my book. It always made more sense to me that you did your best with what you had. But at the end, you still had a choice of what you were to become.

Becoming was an always-on type of thing. We all have the time we have, to do the best with what we've got, and make more out of what we'd like to fix while we're here.

So I've got this calf in my arms on a cold winter day, and I'm going to give this little piece of life all I can to make it into more life. That's what I do. All I've ever wished to do.

I guess that's called love. Like the people in my life, like the dogs and cats. Love isn't just touchy-feely stuff. It's part of life itself. I've got life and so does this calf. A few more feet to the warm porch and something to warm its belly. Too bad it got so dark so fast. But we'll both be warmer soon...

"That the one, all right. He's the one for sure. Never seen such humanity before in one person. Are all farmers like this?"

"Mostly, but he's exceptional. That's why we were called here. His wish for people to have more life, to do more for all life around him. He's the key to what's coming."

"That dark times thing?"

"Dark Age."

"Oh, well, we both know it's dark."

"So funny. You're going to be a hoot."

"Not like you didn't get any warning. Besides, he cracks jokes sometimes."

"And you know how long this may take."

"I think you mean the phrase, '...as long as it takes.'"

"Right. Once we do this, all of us are committed."

"And he doesn't have a say in this?"

"You already heard his wish. It's an always-on proposition with him."

"OK. Looks like it matches our commitment. Let's go."

Just as I topped the last hill and got around the trees into the clearing, I was seeing lights. But they weren't the ones in my house or the barn. One red, one bright blue. At first, I thought they were Mars and Venus, so low on the horizon. But they got brighter and seemed closer. One to my right and the other on my left.

Then the calf disappeared completely. I was just holding my coat. No weight, no form, just a coat. And watching these two lights get brighter and closer. But instead of being scared, these were somehow bringing more peace to me. Even the night sky in morning fit in with these two somehow.

I just watched and waited. No sense in running away in fear, not that I was fearful. Just stood there, coat in both hands. My breath was coming out in regular puffs in this cold air, turning red and blue from the lights.

At last, I shut my eyes against the brightness...

The next thing I remembered was finding myself sitting down in my old chair with all my outdoor clothes on. Boots had melted their snow off onto the throw rug although it wasn't put there for that. The fire was just embers, but the house was tight, so it wasn't cool. And I was starting to sweat with all these extra clothes on.

Got up. Went to the back porch. Boots went on the boot mat where the snow and mud would come off and dry. Chore coat and hoodie got hung up, along with the insulated overalls. Cap and scarf went on top of the dry gloves and bandana's. My gloves were soaked, so I brought them back with me to hang behind the wood stove. Another mental note to rub them down with waterproofing gunk. Not that I much remembered that.

Pulled on a sweatshirt and poured another mug of coffee. Two scoops of honey, like usual. Put that down on the stove hearth and poked up the embers. Then added some more split wood and a little paper that I rolled up and knotted. Shut the door and watched the flames start up. Sipped my hot coffee meanwhile.

Sitting down in my chair again, I started to relax and study what had just happened.

There never was any calico calf. So who put that in my head and why? Sure was tired like I had carried that weight to the house. I was even wearing my heavy coat indoors, so either I put it back on, or never took it off.

The snow melting (which was now seeping into my sock feet from that rug) means I did get outside. Tiredness could be imagined, but more than likely I had got that far while checking the cows. And somehow came back and sat down without remembering it. Or mis-remembering.

Red light, blue light. What was that all about? And they seemed to have voices. Voices? I know they weren't my own imagination at work because I was used to that chain-of-thought stuff. These were two distinct voices and were carrying on a regular conversation. In my head. Or somewhere around there. My mind isn't in my head, but that's the phrase for it.

These two "guys" had come in and set up shop, or tried to.

"Well, we're still here."

That woke me up. Nearly dropped my mug of coffee, but just ended up sloshing it a bit. The hot coffee on my jeans made it a little less hot when it seeped through. But that just proved I wasn't daydreaming.

"No, you are very much awake. And thanks."

"Thanks?"

"For letting us in."

"Like I had a choice?"

"Yes, of course you did. You always do. In fact, it might be that you actually invited us."

"Wait a minute. I didn't put out some 'hey if there are any talking lights out there, come on in' signs."

"Well, not in so many words. But your loneliness called out at times."

"I wouldn't call it loneliness. Solitude. But I like the quiet."

"You're right. Loneliness isn't the right word. How
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