
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Emer loves Rory with all her heart, but that means she must also love the red cat.

	 

	 

	When a red kitten claws its way up her gown while she’s out gathering wood, Emer Drumwiddy knows her true love will come to her in eight years’ time. It seems a long time to wait, as she’s already twenty-two. Living alone since her mother married a leprechaun man from far-off Erin a’ Fee, Emer is happy to adopt Red for company. She just doesn’t bargain on getting Rory as well.

	Rory is an orphan, and he loves Emer from the first time he sees her. As he grows to manhood, he begins to love her in a different way.

	Emer is fond of her wee laddie, but the eight years are nearly up. What will Rory do when her true love comes to claim her?
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	Author Notes

	 

	 

	The Fairy in the Bed series spans several decades and a great many characters who wander in and out of one another’s stories. One frequently appearing character is the reverend Rory Inkersoll, grandfather of Duffy Inkersoll of Pen and Ink.

	The Red Cat series tells Rory’s story, first through the eyes of his beloved Emer, and later through his own, and through the clear gaze of Beatrice Hammett, a redoubtable pisky minx.

	This series runs in parallel with the Pixie Grip series, which follows the lives of the Peckerdale Grene clan.

	For those who wonder where reality meets invention, Roses of Picardy is a real song, but the film Violet in Paradise is made up. Catsear is a real plant. Its botanical name is Hypochaeris radicata. Stepaway Falls, Shipley, Patterdale and Appledore are all invented places, but the big flood John Folly mentions did occur. The conversation Emer overhears when she first sees the ring box via the sight comes from a scene in Love Began at Christmas.

	 


Chapter One: The Red Kitten

	 

	 

	December 1944, The Pixie Forest, Over There

	 

	Emer Drumwiddy looked down at the small creature clinging to her skirts. She wore good braeside wool, so the rose-prickle claws would do no harm to her clothing. She was less confident about her skin.

	The kitten yowled and stared up at her with wide, amber eyes.

	“I wondered when you’d show up, wee mannie.” Her voice sounded oddly calm to her, but then... how could she feel excited about something eight years in her future?

	She bent and unhooked the kitten’s claws from her skirt before she lifted it to eye-level.

	Its eyes widened, and its pink mouth opened in silent appeal.

	“Och, you poor wee mannie.”

	Emer brought the ginger scrap to her breast and rested it against her bosom. “What am I to do with you, now you’ve come?”

	The kitten snuggled in and implied it had some ideas, possibly involving a warm place to sleep and a lap for comfortable kneading.

	Emer adjusted her shawl, conjuring it into a sling. The kitten purred, rubbing its whiskered cheek against the swell of her breast.

	Emer blinked, startled by the caress, if that was what it was. She’d known the red kitten would come to her someday, but until then it had been a concept, not a solid little mass of fur and purr.

	She bent to gather an armful of broken branches from the undergrowth where she’d dropped it when the kitten leapt from wherever it had been hiding to swing from her skirt.

	Didn’t see that detail.

	She chuckled and walked on over the brae and down into the glen and then to the pixie forest and along to the edge of the green way.

	Emer didn’t know why she’d built her cottage so far from the braelands. It had just seemed the best place to be. She didn’t know why she’d left the house where she’d been born, and where she’d lived for most of her life. She went there now and again, and she walked through the sleeping rooms to be sure all was well.

	Her mother’s furniture was still there, and so were some of her gowns of braeside wool. Sometimes when Emer went to visit she’d note a gown missing, or a treasured piece of crockery no longer on the dresser. In the early days, there had often been notes waiting there for her to find.

	Darling Emer... they’d begin, and they’d end with all our love until the Lord sees fit for us to meet again.

	Emer never wrote back. How could she? It was enough to know Dornie was well and happy.

	She opened the swinging gate and let herself into her garden. It was a young planting. The pinecone she’d set by the gate had lately put up a hopeful spike of green. The flower beds had ankle-deep plants. She wanted them higher, knee deep and thigh deep. She was greedy for the bees to hum in waist-high lavender.

	“Everything to its time,” she said aloud. She had got into the habit of talking to herself, in the time she’d been living alone.

	She entered the cottage and sniffed the scent of new timber. Her friend, Catriona Mcdonald Chaucer, had helped her with some of the work, and so had Cat’s cheery band of brothers and cousins, all fine braefolk men with heathered eyes and rough thatches of hair ranging from black to almost blond. When the work was done, the men had all crowded into the kitchen and stood in a circle, backs to the walls, arms folded over broad chests, all smiling at her.

	“Aye?” She’d looked them over with a lifted brow.

	Cat, hand-in-hand with her new husband, Humphrey Chaucer, said mischievously, “They’re waiting for you to pick one o’ them, hen.”

	“For what?”

	“To wed! Right, laddies?”

	The men all nodded solemnly. Emer thought they were amused, but also willing to play along.

	“I’ve a kiss o’ friendship for you all, but no more than that,” she said.

	They sighed in unison.

	“I never promised anything else.”

	The man to her right, whose name was Douglas Mcdonald, held out his arms. She went to kiss him. He gave her a hug. “Bless you, lassie, I’d have liked it fine if you could ha’ chosen me,” he said in her ear, and he handed her on to his brother, Callum.

	Round the kitchen she went, kissing, hugging and thanking Mcdonalds, Gordons, MacHeathers and an Irving. They were all fine laddies, braw, fit, kind and loving. They smelled of furze and heather, rain and barley.

	“Any lassie who takes one of you for her man will be blessed among women,” she said to them all.

	“So why not you, Emer?” Cat sounded disappointed. Emer knew Cat had hoped they might become sisters or cousins-by-love at the least.

	She smiled. “I can take no man to my bed. The red kitten’s no’ come yet.”

	She fed them scones, and they played their pipes to warm the cottage. Then they all bade her farewell and ranged off home.

	Emer sighed. One day she’d find the love of her life. The sight told her that. It didn’t show her his face or form. Instead, it persisted in showing her a red kitten.

	He’ll come to ye first... the lover will be eight summers on.

	Emer was twenty-one. It seemed a long time to wait, especially when she’d just closed the door on a dozen handsome men.

	The sight had come through the Drumwiddy line. Her father’s grandmother, who had wed her cousin, was said to have held it strongly. It had touched Emer in childhood, and her young mother, although not having it herself, had always treated it with respect.

	And sometimes, Emer thought, in the quiet after her housewarming, it could be an unmitigated nuisance.

	 

	But here she was in her cottage, a few months later, and the red kitten, the precursor, had come. She was twenty-two today. If the sight was right, then she’d be thirty when he came to her.

	At least I’ll know him when he deigns to show his face at my door. I wonder, will he be as bonnie as the laddies Cat had for my inspection? Who knew the brae had such a crop of fine unpromised laddies?

	She put wood into the stove, set the kettle on to boil, and conjured some oatcakes from the larder. She sat in her favourite chair, which was the rocker from the brae house, covered with her father’s old plaid. David Drumwiddy had gone to glory when she was seventeen, but he’d been quite old when she was born. Her mother, his second wife, and very much younger than David, was wed to a leprechaun man now. She lived with him at far-off Erin a’ Fee.

	The manner of this wedding had taken even Emer by surprise. The sight suggested some shift in the winds of her life, but it was maddeningly noncommittal. That generally meant she had a choice to make. She was always cautious about choices predicted by the sight. Almost always, they promised to impact heavily on someone she loved.

	 


Chapter Two: The Kelpie

	 

	 

	September 1943, Dornie’s cottage on the brae, Over There

	 

	Emer and Dornie had put aside the quilt they’d been making. They’d drunk their tea and were winding wool on the porch when a green gossoon rode into the brae on a fair grey mare. The horse was one of the kelpie breed, which was startling enough. It was more startling when the man, in reply to their greeting, announced that he’d come to the brae to fetch the love of his life.

	He dismounted from the mare and hitched her to the fence and then came to climb the steps to the porch. He was small, in the leprechaun fashion, but straight-backed and handsome. His fine hazel eyes ranged over Emer and then settled on Dornie, Emer’s mother, who was sitting in her dead husband’s rocker with a ball of wool in her hands. “Greet ye, my beauty! Will ye come wid me to the green way and be me own dear darlin’?”

	Dornie glanced at Emer, who saw the agony of temptation in her mother’s eyes.

	This is the decision.

	“Och, go with him if you’ve a mind to, Mam... Da gave you leave to be happy after he’d gone.”

	“It’s been only a year since he went to glory... and I do not know this man. Och, it’s impossible!”

	“Your heart knows him, I do believe. His certainly knows yours.”

	Dornie looked into the hazel eyes. So did Emer, and saw hope and kindness there and a kind of desperate daring, as if he’d screwed up his courage to ask for his heart’s desire.

	They belong together, the sight whispered. He knows it. You know it, and your mam will know it if she gives herself leave.

	“If you go with him now, you can give me that wee sister I always wanted. Leave it much longer and there’ll be no chance of her,” Emer said firmly.

	She kissed her mother and then the leprechaun man for good measure. “Now, laddie, I’ll go to my friend Cat’s and leave the two of you to get acquainted.”

	He huffed and informed her he was no laddie, but forty years old.

	Braeside men were laddies from birth unto death. Emer remembered, a little too late, that leprechaun men were gossoons. To them, a laddie was a child.

	“To be sure!” she said in the sweet leppy lilt. She’d always been a good mimic.

	They laughed about it then.

	He gave her a gift from the pack he carried. She was hesitant, but he said it was due to her as his daughter-by-love.

	“What is that?” Emer asked, with interest, turning over the package to examine the green cloth wrapping.

	“Sure, ‘tis a kelpie bottle, darlin’ Emer.”

	“I see,” she said, laughing, although she wondered why one would want to bottle a kelpie. Anyway, how could one bottle a kelpie? She glanced at the grey mare and hoped it hadn’t heard.

	Dornie invited her suitor to take tea on the porch.

	Emer, amused, nonplussed and with the pain of change upon her, ventured to unhitch the mare, which turned its back and sauntered over to eat the climbing beans.

	Emer didn’t dare to stop her.

	Not wanting to disturb what must be the oddest courtship the brae had ever seen, she conjured her plaid and went to visit Catriona, who was still in the early days of her love affair with Humphrey.

	Emer said nothing of her reason for the visit, and Cat asked no questions. She was caught up in her romance, and that was her main concern.

	After supper, Humphrey came calling, so Emer walked on down to where the heather met the pixie forest and lay down under the stars.

	“What in the world?” she asked the night.

	The night had no answer, but the sight came to her, gently, bringing a picture of her mother transformed by joy, holding a rosy baby in her arms. The leprechaun man, whose name she still didn’t know, looked on with tears in his eyes.

	Joy cometh in the morning.

	Emer remembered Master Grene, the pastor, saying that when he laid David Drumwiddy to rest. It was a quiet service, for apart from his widow and daughter, David was the last of his family. His first marriage, to a lady older than him, had been childless.

	In the morning, not too early, Emer went home to make herself breakfast.

	To her surprise, she found Dornie and the leprechaun man still sitting on the porch. They were holding hands, and Dornie had a tiny silver horseshoe pinned to her gown. The gossoon wore a bracelet of braided wool around his arm... some of the ball Dornie had been winding when he arrived.

	They’re promised.

	“You’ll be off then, Mam?” Emer said.

	“Aye. It’s decided... unless...”

	“I want that wee sister,” Emer reminded.

	The leprechaun man gave her a brilliant smile. He whistled through his teeth, and the kelpie mare lifted her head from where she was demolishing the green peas. She came to the porch and snorted.

	Dornie hugged Emer, with tears sliding down her cheeks. “Emer—”

	“Hush, Mam. Everything is falling right.”

	The man lifted Dornie in strong arms and set her onto the mare.

	“If iver ye truly need us, or anything else, darlin’ Emer, write a wish on a paper, put it in the kelpie bottle I gave ye, and fling it into the waves,” he said.

	She conjured the gift from where she’d sent it into the kist for safekeeping before leaving to visit Cat. She took off the wrapping, and she looked it over. It was made of opalescent glass, and it was a curious shape her hands could tell though her eyes couldn’t.

	“What exactly is a kelpie bottle? I should have asked before, but I was a wee bit startled when you gave it to me first,” she asked the gossoon.

	“Indade, and how should ye not be? Rest easy, iníon le grá. A kelpie bottle is a powerful charm, and few folk ever see one. I had this from a lady o’ Heather Isle, a friend of my mam, who swore she’d lost patience with me. Mam said I was to use it to choose a colleen and make a family.”

	“And you did?”

	“I did not! I wrote me wish to find the love of me life, which is a different matter entirely.”

	“I suppose it is,” Emer agreed.

	“An’ it brought me a kelpie who carried me here...’tis said the kelpies swim the wish to heaven and back and when the time is ripe, back it will come to your hand to keep and at that moment, your wish will turn from a hope to a truth.”

	“And you’re giving this gift to me.”

	“I am. It can be used for any manner of wishes, but only once. Remember, ye’re to use it for whativer ye need most. It is a great charm of power.”

	Emer promised and watched them ride away. Then she conjured the kelpie bottle back to the kist. She was still reeling from the speed with which her life had changed.

	She had just one certainty in her sea of confusion. What had happened was right for the leprechaun man, for Dornie... and somehow, it was right for her.

	Emer lived on in her old house for a year and then moved to the pixie forest where the sight said she needed to be for the next stage of her life.

	 


Chapter Three: Summer Storm

	 

	 

	December 1944, The Pixie Forest, Over There

	 

	The rocker creaked in a companionable song as Emer swayed in rhythm to her memories. She saw them play over in her mind, clear as pictures on the page. When she’d followed them to her wood-gathering and to its conclusion, she rose to make the tea.

	Her shawl, weighted with the red kitten, swayed, warm against her breast.

	Seated again, this time with tea in her favourite cup and the stove gently warming the room, Emer removed the shawl to her lap and unwrapped her new friend.

	Looking him over, she saw he was about half grown. That was good, since he’d be able to deal with his personal grooming and not need a titty bottle to feed. He was asleep, with his claws hooked into the shawl, as she discovered when she tried to lift him from her lap.

	“No need to hang on, wee mannie. I’ll not put you out unless you want to go.”

	The kitten released his grip and mewed himself awake.

	“I daresay I have something to feed you. Master Peckerdale brought me fish from Mistress Jestima when I sent her the salve.”

	She felt the small stomach and judged the kitten had eaten recently. Yet she had no sense that he belonged to anyone in particular. He felt as if he’d been suddenly cut adrift.

	I was cut adrift a year ago...

	“Maybe you’re a barn cat’s son, and off to seek your own way?” she suggested. To be sure, he seemed a little young for that.

	She drank her tea, and he purred in her lap until supper time. They shared the fish, stewed up with carrots and tatties from her mother’s old garden, and Emer walked around her new one, encouraging her plantings to grow strong and green.

	The evening drew into night, and she went back into the cottage and prepared to sleep.

	She put the kitten on the pillow beside her, in case he needed company in the night, but he wouldn’t stay.

	“Sleep by the stove then,” she said, amused. She conjured her old childhood plaid, now stuffed with springyweed, out of the kist and spread it a safe distance from the stove.

	The kitten gazed at her, wide-eyed.

	“Sleep there if ye please,” she said, and she got into bed in her petticoat.

	She was half asleep when she heard the kitten brush against her rocking chair.

	I should let him out...

	She was too tired to get up, reasoning that a small puddle would be easy enough to deal with.

	When she woke in the morning, the red kitten had gone.

	Emer was perplexed, as she’d closed the windows against the cool night air. He was such a wee creature she thought he might be hiding away somewhere, but a thorough search failed to find him.

	“Well, I knew he’d come. I never thought he mightn’t stay,” she said aloud. It was a while since she’d had anyone to talk to. Catriona came to visit sometimes, but now that she was Mistress Chaucer, she had other things on her mind. Besides, she’d not quite forgiven Emer for rejecting the chance to join her family.

	She hadn’t said so, but it had been in her eyes. It’s not as if you have one of your own...

	Emer put on her gown and went about her business for the day.

	At midday, she returned to the cottage with some beeswax to pound with herbs to make more salve. She found the kitten purring on her bed.

	Emer put down her basket, surprised and amused at how pleased she was to see him. She lifted him into her lap, and they spent an hour in friendly contact before she began to compound her ingredients.

	The kitten stayed until evening closed in, when it settled by the stove. As before, it was gone in the morning.

	Emer shrugged and accepted him as her sometimes cat.

	Things went on this way until one evening when a summer storm blew up.

	Emer lay in bed listening to the stinging rain and wind.

	“I wonder if ye’ll be off into this, wee mannie?” she said aloud.

	The kitten stalked restlessly about. After a while, she ceased to see his small shadow and knew he’d gone out, somehow.

	He wasn’t gone long. A sneeze and a cross snuffle announced he was back, and she saw him outlined against the glow of the stove, licking the wet from his fur.

	The storm continued unabated and was still raging in the morning when Emer got up to put wood in the stove.

	An unseasonable chill had crept into the cottage, and she wrapped her shawl around her as she bent to pick up the wood. The room was almost dark, so she shuffled her feet carefully, not wanting to step on the kitten. She located the plaid and stepped around the end of it only to trip over something in the dark.

	“Glory be to the saints!” she exclaimed, catching at the chair to save herself from falling.

	“Holy mother with you,” a voice out of the dark responded. “Are you harmed, mistress?”

	 


Chapter Four: Rory

	 

	 

	1944, The Pixie Forest, Over There

	 

	Emer gasped and clicked her fingers to light the lantern. She supposed she should have done that before instead of moving about in the dark.

	She blinked in the sudden light and straightened away from the chair.

	A boy sat watching her from the plaid. He had red hair, amber eyes and a lithe little body folded up in a huddle.

	He was stark naked, and after a shocked moment, Emer tossed him her shawl.

	His wide gaze swivelled away from her, and she quickly conjured another and draped herself decently.

	He looked back at her, and they eyed one another in silence for a while. Then Emer roused herself.

	“I never saw this coming, wee mannie,” she remarked.

	He dropped his gaze, shyly.

	“I beg your pardon, mistress. Mum always said there’s nothing wrong with being bare, but it’s not right for company... unless you’re treefolk or waterfolk, of course.” He looked up again. “You’re a braesider?”

	“Good guess. How did you know?”

	“You have a plaidie, and big... um...”

	“Big hips and titties?”

	“That.”

	Emer smiled at him and put the wood in the stove. “I’ll make tea, wee—”

	“Not so wee,” he said.

	“You’re not, are you?”

	She sat in her chair and looked him over. He’d sat up and pulled the shawl around him. “If you look away, I can dress myself.”

	“Do that, then.” Emer solemnly lifted her shawl in front of her eyes and stayed like that until he said, “Thank you, mistress.”

	“Emer,” she said, putting the shawl to rights.

	“Mistress Emer.”

	He’d dressed himself in britches and a pixie tunic, and retained the shawl, which he held in his lap, absently rubbing the wool against his cheek. He looked older than she’d first thought, but he was definitely a child rather than a young man.

	“Have you a name to give me in return for mine?” she asked.

	“I’m Rory.”

	“A fine name. It means red-headed, and so you are.”

	He nodded seriously. “Mum gave me the name on that account. She said my hair alone made a joyful noise unto the Lord. She said it was as close as she could get to calling me Rose. That was what she meant to call a daughter if she’d had one.”

	“How old are you, Rory?”

	“I’m nine—no, ten.”

	“That’s older than I thought at first.”

	“Yes.” He wrinkled his nose. “It’s a funny age. I was nine, and then I was nearly ten and then—this happened.”

	“This?” She had a good idea of what he meant.

	“The manifestation.” He brought out the word with care. “Mum didn’t know, or at least, she didn’t tell me. She did say I might not get old very fast, and she said I might just possibly have a kind of—um—maid self, and that would be just fine. But she didn’t think so.”

	“You have some sylvan ancestry?” That was a pretty safe guess. As far as she knew, sylvan were the only bi-morphic order.

	“Um. A bit. Maybe. Mum wasn’t sure.” His pale cheeks went pink. “Mum was wonderful. She loved me. She said love is the most important thing, and she said I was made with love. She told me I should always remember that.”

	“Undoubtedly so. You could not have been made without love.”

	That was clearly the right thing to say in the long term. In the short term, his amber eyes glowed with tears, and his firm little mouth went crooked.

	“I beg your pardon, mistress. I have to...” His voice faded as he drew himself in and became the red kitten.

	Emer leaned forward and picked him up, stroking and gentling him. “Poor wee mannie. Poor wee—” She hesitated to name the kitten Rory. From the little she knew of mutable fay of this degree, the red kitten and the child were not entirely the same being. “Poor wee Red,” she said. She sat holding the kitten until it went to sleep. She was about to put it to rest on the chair while she made her long-awaited tea when it stirred and stretched and abruptly fell off her lap.

	“Oh!”

	Biting her lip, Emer clicked out the light and dropped her second shawl over where she thought the child must have landed.

	This is going to be inconvenient... for him.

	Despite the storm, she heard him shifting and rustling about. She got up cautiously to get the tea.

	“Put the light on if you want,” he said.

	She did so. “Would you like some tea? Or would you rather have milk?”

	“Tea please with milk in it. I like milk and cheese.”

	She poured a second cup and topped it up with milk before handing it to him. Then, smiling to herself, she conjured oatcakes out of the crock, topped one with a slice of cheese, and handed him that as well.

	“Thank you. I wasn’t hinting, though.”

	“Och, it wouldn’t matter if you were. Growing laddies need good food.”

	They drank in silence, and then Emer said, “Rory, I need to ask this. Please do not think I’m being too curious.”

	“Go ahead, mistress.”

	“I think you should call me Emer.”

	“Should I? Aren’t you a grown lady?”

	“I’m a braefolk lassie... mostly. My great-granny was a colleen, called Emer Brightstep. I am named for her. I think you probably have some leprechaun in you, too?”

	“Yes. And brae, and a bit of teg. Some pixie. Mum had a kind of cousin whose name is Corrie. She’s a colleen. I met her twice, and I liked her a lot. I don’t know where she is now. I wish I did.”

	“There, then! What was her other name?”

	He cast his gaze down in thought. “It was a name that Mum said had something to do with rings. I don’t remember it.”

	Leprechauns chose their own last names when they were in their teens, and the resulting appellations ranged from a simple statement of aptitude or appearance to complicated polysyllables that no one but another leprechaun could translate.

	She said, “You might see her again one day. And maybe you and I are related.”

	“Not very, I expect.”

	“Is anyone going to worry that you didn’t come home last night?”

	He shook his head too quickly.

	“Rory?”

	“My guardian said I should learn to be both parts of me. He said if I needed to be out, I could go. He said cats were unconfinable. I think that was a joke.”

	“He probably did not mean you should stay out all night, though.”

	He screwed up his face. “It was stormy.”

	“It still is. Can you conjure yet?”

	“I conjured my clothes!”

	“So you did. You must be an early learner. Here’s what we’re going to do. I will write a message to your guardian and let him know you’re staying safely with me until the storm clears. Will you give me his name?”

	“He’s a pixie man named Master Berryman Grene. His lady is named Mistress Clover. They’re very kind. Mum said they were good folk and godly.”

	“I know Master Grene. He’s a pastor,” she said.

	“Yes! That’s why Mum asked him to be my guardian before she went to glory.”

	His eyes glazed again, and Emer said quickly, “I think she made a good choice, laddie. I’ll write to Master Grene and tell him you’re safe here and that you’re welcome to come to me whenever you want a change of company.”

	She conjured paper and ink and wrote the message, which she folded and signed, trusting the Grenes would remember her. She and Dornie hadn’t attended many services, but Berryman Grene had been as kind as could be when they asked him to say the words for David.

	She handed the letter to Rory. “Conjure this to where Master Grene will see it easily. Then we’ll have breakfast. When the storm eases, you can go home.”

	Rory held the paper and closed his eyes. For a few moments, nothing happened, and then it vanished.

	“Done!”

	“Very good.” She smiled at him to soften her next words. “Rory, if you’re going to keep on visiting me, we need some rules. First, I have to know how you come and go without opening the door or window.”

	He worried his lip, frowning. “I don’t know. Master Grene says my manifestation might be a stealth cat. He can go through walls. I can’t.”

	“I see. Well, the red kitten is welcome to come and go through my walls, but you, Master Rory, will tap on the door. You will also not enter my tub room while I am in there.”

	“I won’t.”

	“On the other hand, I don’t want you to be worried if you happen to be bare when you wake up after a nap. Your mam was right. Bodies are wonderful things. I know you’re not a water lad or treefolk, but you are highly mutable, and that puts you into a different order from most folk. So, if it happens, you can just conjure your clothing. I won’t be worried or embarrassed, and you shouldn’t be either.”

	“But what if you—”

	“I’m usually dressed, but as I said, you stay out of the tub room unless I give you leave to have a tub yourself, or... in case you need privacy to change to this self.”

	He said he would.

	“One last thing. If you ever need to see me, or if you just need a hug, come along. The red kitten is always welcome to sit with me if I’m not busy with something else. If you find you don’t want to see me again, then that’s fine, too. I won’t be hurt or offended—not a scrap. Come or not, whatever makes you and your red kitten happy.” She gave him another smile. “Those are my rules. Do you have some for me?”

	“Just one. Please don’t call me wee.”

	She put out her hand, and he laid his in it. “It’s a bargain.”

	 


Chapter Five: Good Companions

	 

	 

	1947, The Pixie Forest, Over There

	 

	Emer grew used to having Rory around. He usually came to visit in his red kitten form, but he’d morph into his lad form when Emer made the tea.

	He was good company in both morphs, affectionate but independent. After three years of their acquaintanceship, she found she enjoyed his visits for their conversations and for practical help, too. At thirteen he was as tall as she was, and his cat-self, though still lean and gangling, was close to full-grown.

	The first time he rubbed his cheek against her knee while sitting by the stove, she was startled, but she remembered in time that the red cat was a part of him. He’d been sketching with a piece of charcoal, but had put aside the work, relaxed his shoulders, and stretched, bringing his cheek closer to her chair to rub against her. When he did it again, she said gently, “Rory,” and waited until he looked up into her face.

	“Yes?”

	“What you just did then...”

	He looked confused and glanced at his drawing.

	“No’ that.” She reached down and rubbed her fingers across his cheek.

	“Oh.” He leaned away. “I’m sorry.”

	“No need to be sorry, laddie. I just wondered why.”

	“Why what?”

	She sighed. “Do you ever play with other—I mean with cats that are always cats?”

	“Mistress Clover has a kitchen tabby called Vashti. I roll a ball for her sometimes.”

	“That’s not quite what I meant
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