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~Prologue~

Coal Room, Contract

The coal room smelled of old heat and wet ash, a square belly beneath the boarding house in Alton where Celia Joscelyn had once lived and taught piano to children whose voices came in broken notes. She had ducked there to escape the draft that crept under every door and the loneliness that crept under every thought—a small woman huddled in a great winter.

She found him among the bins: a soot-black kitten with eyes like candleflame, a piece of midnight that had decided to purr. When she reached for him, he did not flinch. He pushed his forehead against her palm, marking her with the fine chalk of ash as if signing a paper.

“Guard me,” she whispered, half a prayer and half a vow.

The kitten’s tail wrote its own small signature in the air.

She named him Wicket, and he became the shade of her footsteps - on stairs, in doorways, near the hearth. If she were a lantern wandering a corridor of winters, Wicket was the small warm shadow that proved the lantern was truly lit.

Years later, when she took the post in Brighton at the Dodge and Clark Stammering College, Wicket came with her. Initially, every Thursday; by October, every day. He curled beneath the piano while children sang courage into the cold, their halting carols bright and brave. Celia gathered wood from the nearby woods, coaxed warmth from thin sticks, and kissed the air above the heads of little ones who could not yet kiss the consonants in their mouths.

Winter came hard. Influenza came harder. Celia’s letters to Brighton’s neighbors promised: We are cold, but we sing. We are afraid, but we speak.

The contract with Wicket remained. But the contract would be tested in fire.

~Chapter 1~

Dusk (January 17, 1905)

Snow had fallen for days without pause, blanketing Brighton in a silence so deep it seemed to swallow every sound. The Dodge and Clark Stammering College stood like a lone sentinel against the white expanse, its brick walls crusted with frost, its windows glowing faintly with the promise of warmth. Inside, Miss Celia Joscelyn moved quietly through the common room, her slender frame draped in a simple wool dress, her cheeks rubbed pink by the cold. She hummed a carol under her breath - “God Rest Ye Merry” - not because it was Christmas now (that holiday had passed with peppermint sticks and tears), but because the carol had become her winter charm, a way to keep courage unbroken.

On the mantle, the stockings from Christmas still hung - faded, emptied, but not discarded. “We keep them,” she had told the children, “until spring, so the fire remembers it has work other than devouring.” She believed in rituals: a peppermint saved, a song repeated, a prayer named 'breath' rather than a petition. Rituals stitch thin fabric across vast ravines.

Wicket lay curled on the rug before the hearth, brown fur gleaming like polished chestnut where the soot had been brushed clean. He watched the flames as if reading a language that only creatures born of coal could understand.

Caretaker Pritchard stooped by the grate, adjusting the iron, his face carved from barn wood and wind. “Draft’s a thief,” he muttered, as he always did when winter’s hand slid under doors. “Steals heat, leaves frost in your shoes.”

Celia smiled. “And yet we sing.”

Pritchard eyed Wicket. “That cat stares at the fire too closely.”

“He minds the embers,” Celia said, lifting her shawl tighter. “He and I made a pact long ago.”

“Pacts break in January,” Pritchard grumbled, but he let her optimism stand on its small feet beside his suspicion.

Outside, the storm gathered its strength. Inside, children finished their bread and soup. Elsie traced a peppermint stick on the mantle with a fingertip as if the candy might answer a question; Bram listened to the fire crackle and frowned at patterns only he seemed to hear; Jonah practiced the word together beneath his breath and could not quite persuade it to remain whole.

Celia clapped her hands softly. “Lessons first, lullabies later.” She brought them to the piano - little faces pale but brave - and they sang haltingly, catching syllables like falling flakes and pressing them into place. Wicket curled under the pedals; when the melody stumbled, he flicked his tail, a punctuation mark forcing the line forward.

As twilight dragged a veil of violet over the snow, Celia walked the corridors with her lantern, that cautious coin paid to darkness. She closed each door against the draft. She added two more logs to the fire, then two more, whispering to the flames: “Hold.”

From the window, snow pressed its face against the glass - a curious child. The wind tested the seams in the brick. Somewhere deep within the walls, something answered the wind.

Celia returned to the common room. Wicket sat opposite the hearth, not blinking.

“Guard me,” she said, a ritual renewed.

The cat’s ears twitched, and the contract - brief, tender, coal-room small - glowed like an ember under ash.

~Chapter 2~

Midnight Rising

Near eleven, the air changed its meter. Heat flexed beyond the grate, an animal testing its leash. A pop like knuckles cracking in prayer; a slap as a cinder leapt from the bed and landed on the rug. Celia stamped it out and felt a delicate dread rise through her shoes like water.

She trimmed her lantern and checked each door. The dormitory smelled of wool and peppermint, with the faint, medicinal ghosts of winter tonics lingering in the air. She touched heads; she counted breaths: Elsie, Bram, Jonah; two dozen more. The wind above the roof found a new register, a throatier howl. Pritchard’s boots sounded in a far corridor - two beats, one pause, a turn.

When she returned to the common room, Wicket stood on the piano bench facing the fire as if preparing to sing back.

“Wicket?” Celia reached; he did not turn. The flames, newly fed, leapt eagerly, casting long, jagged shadows across the walls. For an instant, she thought she saw them move - stretching like claws, curling like tails.

The scent came next: faint, acrid, like singed fur. Celia’s breath caught. She knelt, feeling the rug with her palm. Warm. Too warm.

From the corridor, Pritchard appeared with a pail and a scowl. “Smoke’s wrong,” he said, setting the water near the hearth. “Thin where it should be thick. And the wind - listen.” He tipped his head. The building seemed to be inhaling.

Celia showed him a mark on the wooden threshold—small, dark, perfect—a paw print, not an impression, almost a brand. Pritchard frowned as if the wood had spoken impudently.

“Soot,” he said too quickly.

“No child here draws claws,” Celia answered. “And soot does not smell like hair burned on a brand.”

They did not argue. There was no time for debating the vocabulary of omen. Celia tossed another log upon the fire to keep the room’s warmth swollen against the coming dawn, closed the flue half a finger to calm the draw, and whispered again, to flame and contract alike: “Hold.”

She had taught stammering children to seize breath and speak courage; she had not yet taught herself what to say to a winter that had decided to eat.

At midnight, the storm arrived to collect.

The wind shouldered the building and blew through every seam, a pickpocket now turned burglar. The firestream gusted, licking the garlands, tasting the paper chains left over from Christmas. A banner of flame sprinted along the mantle and snapped itself into curls that looked almost like ears. Celia slapped it down with a wet cloth - one, two - while Pritchard shouted from the hall, “Drafts! Drafts!” as if naming would dismiss.

It did not.

A candle on the far bookcase flared, guttered, then leaned to whisper in a drape. The whisper became a kiss; the kiss became a hunger. Celia spun with the pail and threw water at two corners of the world at once.

“Children! Wake!” Her call climbed the staircase like light. Doors opened. Tiny feet struck freezing boards. Elsie choked; Bram pointed; Jonah clutched the peppermint stick until it clove in two.

“Back hall,” Celia ordered. “Windows.”

The building exhaled smoke from every seam. The garlands, once guardians, became traitors; wax ran like tears. And from the center of the room—a place where heat should have been worst—coolness arrived like a stage.

Wicket stepped onto that stage.

~Chapter 3~

The Inferno and the Werecat

He grew. Fur sloughed, then returned as armor. Ears sharpened, cathedral spires over a face that remembered being small. The tail began a metronome for doom, slicing the air into measures that divided minutes from mercy. He rose on hind legs - no cat, not man - something that remembered both and forgave neither.

Wicket - the name in Celia’s mouth - changed as it left her lips, ringing like a bell underwater.

The werecat























~Chapter 4~

Before Dawn (the house undone)








~Chapter 5~

Dawn, Reckoning
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~Epilogue~

The Hand to the Legend
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