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For those with past paths,

More wretched than true,

There’s always a way forward.

It’s not over for you.

 


—We will overcome!

We will triumph.

 



A New Tail Up






“C’mon, Tails, stop being
so lazy. If I have to do chores then you at least have to watch
me,” Dory whined.

No, I don’t.

I yawned and got up regardless; stretching
out any regrets I might have over the warm spot I was
abandoning.

Besides, my chores are
much more grueling than yours, I told her
despite her mind being mute to my thoughts.

There were so many downfalls to being a
familiar all the time.

At least I got a smile out her.

“I see you’re finally up.
Don’t think you can laze about all the time. You haven’t saved me
since a few months ago, y’know? Why can’t you be more like Collin?”
she asked, referring to the annoying bully of a dog familiar—known
as the Drogue—who helped me defeat an abyss demon gloom—Heath—last
month in my supposed short life.

I haven’t seen him in well over a week now,
which was good for me.

She stretched to hang up another shirt on
the line that extended from the house to the old yagi tree in the
back. I guess being human once, I knew the many downfalls of being
a twelve-year-old girl. Chores, chores, chores, and oh so many
other boring things to do. But I never attended school as Dory
had.

Not fair. But still…

You win this round, I’ll
help, I told her.

I jumped down from the dying tree stomp that
had perfect access to the sun’s first warm rays this season and
sauntered over to Dory, rubbing against her warmth, taking it in.
Then I carefully, gracefully, jumped onto the thin line making Dory
laugh.12

Alright. This is what
we’ll do. You hand them to me, carefully, and I’ll hang.

It’d all be so much simpler if we could
afford the drying machine in addition to the one that washed.

Ah, well, if beggars could choose, we’d all
be choosers.

“Silly Tails, what’re you
doing? Are you finally growing a bone in that lazy sack and helping
me? Good,” Dory told me. “H-heeere. Almost. Here!”

No, I told her, reaching for and grabbing a heavy, wet pair of
pants from her. Did I mention they were heavy? They almost dragged
me off the line, but I was a trooper and pinned them down all the
same. I’m just trying to prove a
point.

What exactly, I didn’t know.

The Denbachers had a lot of pants for women.
Even here in Obal Time, Medina. Pants just weren’t in style for
women on this side of Greeves, which is part of why Dory had a hard
time with her peers. She was strange, even by my standards, and I
was the one who was trying to win back my soul.

A clack from the house window grabbed my
attention, and I almost lost my balance along with a dress.

“Dory, Tails! What are you
two silly heads doing? Those clothes are on the ground more than in
the wind,” Mrs. Merriam laughed from the window.

Dory’s mom.

If cats could blush.

I suppose Mrs. Merriam was right with how
heavy these clothes were and how short Dory’s reach extended, plus
her slow reflexes when I dropped something.

“Mom. Tails is helping me
because I’m too short, and that should be taken into account seeing
how lazy she’s been. She has to do something or we’ll have to stop
feeding her before she gets fat. But I suppose if you find my
learning how to work as a team such a bother you could just get the
drying machine,” Dory tried.

Not only did she just insult me, but she
threatened my livelihood. And that was never funny. Food was a
Remnant’s first trade.

Mrs. Merriam’s cheeks blew up red at Dory’s
hint.

Dory didn’t understand what it was like to
pinch pennies, the lucky troll. A choice between a drying machine
or supporting your family for a few months was a no-brainer, but it
did leave much to be desired.

“Finish your chores and
mind your mouth, Young Lady. And make haste. You need to be off for
school soon.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Dory pouted
dryly. “I’m just saying don’t come out here laughing at our best
effort. I’m doing my share of the work, aren’t I?” I made a
disapproving sound at Dory’s tone. She groaned at me. “Not you too?
Can we please get this done before I faint from boredom and low
morale?” she asked.

I yowled at her, amused. Did she always have
to be so dramatic?

I turned to see Mrs. Merriam wasn’t as
willing as I to deal with Dory’s carping. She was already gone, and
so we went back to work, Dory and I already committed to the task.
This time we dropped nothing, Dory helping hold the clothes until
they were pinned up.

“This would be a lot
easier if we had a drying machine,” Dory complained when we were on
our last blanket.

I feebly agreed. It certainly wouldn’t be
more difficult.

The scent of old wood chips and feces
accompanied with the smell of compost made me growl. One of the
downfalls of being a Remnant was that I’d always attract smells
like that as long as I was one. The smell of rats. The elevated
compost smell told me this one was a confident rat, probably hoping
for an easy meal.

I ran down the line and hopped into a tree
to the source of the smell. A gap in the tree contained a small
warp-hole most demons so loved to use. I hopped into it feeling as
if I were soaring over Medina. I couldn’t see anything, but my nose
told me this was false. I followed my nose to the source, the rat,
it probably thinking that I hadn’t a clue as to where he was, and I
viciously lashed out at it.

When I did some damage sight returned to me.
I could see that it was a rat as big as me. He tried to run and I
jumped on its back and bit hard into its backbone until it shifted.
The warp magic all but faded, and I quickly jumped out of the gap
with the rat still in my mouth.

I so wanted to eat it. That was the hard
part of being a Remnant. We were known as Gluttons. We could be
gluttons and devour everything in our wake. But I wasn’t going to
do that. I wasn’t going to eat this rat demon. I just couldn’t
afford to leave the body in its own warp. The last time I did the
body reabsorbed the residue magic and came back to life.

Dog-boy hadn’t told me they could do that.
The Jerk.

This was his job and he was making me do it
because he just disappeared without a trace over a week ago. The
Remnant’s job was merely to lure these scoundrels out, not take
care of them as well, but I had no choice since these creatures
weren’t indifferent to Dory or her mom or any other human for that
matter.

Stupid Collin. Hurry up and come back
already.

“Ah, Tails! Mom, Tails got
another one!” Dory ran over like I had an interesting dead snake
and not a treacherous dead demon. She followed intrigued and intent
to get a good look this time. I hurried away. “Good job, Tails. Ew.
Are you going to eat it? Is this what demon cats eat? Evil rats?
Gross,” she put across plainly.

I grumbled at her.

“So touchy,” she shrugged.
“Still, it is gross. But I guess you have to get rid of them
somehow. That’s the fourth one, though. Are there many more of them
around here?” She looked around.

I followed her motion, not really knowing. I
learned that without a decent lure, demons could hide even in plain
sight for serious stretches of time.

I shrugged and dropped the rat, instantly
missing the taste in my mouth. I shook out the overwhelming
sensation to eat and dug instead. When I scratched the liquid rot
of the other rat demons I kicked the one I just killed and reburied
the grave.

“Oh. So you don’t eat
them. You bury them. K.O. I’ll go tell Mom.”

Dory got up and ran from the field, back to
the house. I slowly trotted back. When I was still quite a few
paces from the house, Dory zoomed out with her school bag.

“Bye, Tails. I’ll see you
when I get home,” she shouted, disappearing from my
sight.

She forgot the last
blanket, I noticed.

I went over and hopped into the basket,
grabbing the blanket, and then I jumped with it over the line. It
wasn’t ideal, but at least it’d dry more properly, and hopefully,
it wouldn’t blow away.

I ran into the house and gobbled down the
dried perch left for me in my bowl. I rubbed against Mrs. Merriam
in appreciation, then jumped out the window to head for town.

“Bye, Tails!” I heard her
call. “Stay out of trouble!”

I gave her a bark to confirm I heard her,
but these days I didn’t promise anything.






~~~






“Hello,” the girl in pink
smiled at me. I walked past her as a cat would.

“Hello,” so many other
faces greeted me. I walked past them as a cat would. “Collin’s
still not back?” an old man asked me, tossing me a scrap of flesh.
I skipped to fetch it.

Ooh. Pork.

Ever since we saved that little boy, Kyle,
people’s temperament towards us familiars had flipped from
detestation to deference. I’m sure there isn’t a person here who
hasn’t heard of the boy who was spirited away by evil and returned
by protective spirits. That now made me very popular. And Collin as
well because now that he knew about me he all but affixed himself
to my life.

It was all very cumbersome. Normally he’d
come to my home and play with Dory while I tried to sleep. Then
when she’d leave for school, he’d eat my breakfast then chase me
into town. Then for the rest of the day, he’d drag me around
different parts of Medina and use me to lure out monsters. While he
got a thrill out of the rat, mole, and small black demons he razed,
I was completely averse to demon hunting.

Now it was quiet. For over a week Dory’s
been left to stew and pester, but I’ve had all my meals and enough
sleep. I went to town at my own leisure and dragged myself all
around Medina trying not to be eaten by rats, moles, and black
demons. I could do with several of those things, but the last was
indefinitely Dog-boy’s job.

I ran around all day to different towns.

East Medina, where I
dwelled, had several towns. Obal Time, where I lived, Wuthers, home
of the grand markets, Peropia, a quiet district, Ralleigh, a
disenchanted ghetto, Louvre, home of the wealthy
and/or the nice,
and First Medina, home of the royals and place I’ve yet to venture.
When I finally made it to Louvre, I turned around.

Apparently, my soul-self had no interest in
royals. That or she sensed something about that area that I was
missing. Either way, I was repelled and turned, once again, away
from First Medina.

A shiver started from my nose and crept down
my back, raising my hackles all the way down my spine. Every hair
on my body felt watched. Every cell in my being didn’t like it. So
when I turned and saw no trace of what I sensed, I knew my first
impression was correct.

I turned tail all the way back to Obal
Time.

A whole six hours without incident.

I’m setting new records.

I’ve been attacked every
day this week, all at later times than the day before. East Medina
was almost clean of all black souls. Good. Maybe that’d keep Collin
off my back if he ever returned. That or pin him ever closer
to me, the
reluctant victim of his bored fits.

I cringed.

“What’s wrong, Berger?”
Mrs. Arlene called, and I perked up.

Mrs. Arlene was the presently kind mother of
Kyle, a boy I rescued when he was kidnapped by Heath the gloom.
Collin and I took care of the gloom and returned Kyle to his
adoring parents. Now Mrs. Arlene rewarded me every time we crossed
paths.

“Here you go. Have a good
day, Berger.”

She put a bowl of porcus flesh down and
walked off with a wave. Just in time too. My stomach growled and I
started to eat when another scent bothered me.

I turned around at the blend of pen ink and
cut pine and sneezed, getting a few “Aw’s” from passersby. The
scent wasn’t a threat from what I could tell, but it still set me
on end.

I turned back to the meat and sighed. Then I
sat in waiting.

As a Remnant, I couldn’t let my guard down.
I was told over and over that Remnants didn’t last long. The
longest living one was two years, and it could take more than a
lifetime to pay back my debt. As a lure, I was a tasty little
nibble to both enemy and ally alike. I was told that I’d eventually
end up alone.

I caught a glance of yellow from the side of
a bush in front of an old apartment complex. I stood up and ready.
The sound filtered away, and all the people walking on the street
scuttled away.

What is… going on?

My soul-self told me to stay vigilant and
not to worry and I agreed. I stared at the bush, the scent of ink
and pine building around me. Like it was accumulating from all
around the town and converging to this one point. I looked around
and saw nothing of the sort happening.

I turned back to the bush, but from the
corner of my eye, I saw it. A huge yellow beast, glowing gold in
the sun, blasting towards me like a gust of wind. I had no time to
react.

So fast, I managed as the demon’s claws were already on the verge of
striking me before I could even turn my head.

I couldn’t even brace for impact as another
yellow blur zipped over me and latched onto the demon’s arm. It was
then that I could make something out. The demon was as large as a
delivery truck but as hideous as a newborn rodent, with sharp claws
growing out of multiple areas of its body, the most vicious claws
on its one large arm. It had no legs but a tail. And the teeth
under its snout were pointed and jagged.

The creature that held it was the exact
opposite. Just a little smaller than Collin’s Drogue, it was
covered with a coat of gold fur and had six legs, the paws of four
of them digging into the ground, its two front legs embedded into
the creature. Its long muzzle and sharp teeth were buried into the
demon’s arm, barely having to fight the demon for an inch. In a
graceful move, the creature leapt, tearing the demon’s arm off. The
demon didn’t even have time to react. The creature dropped the arm
and opened its mouth, letting a bright flash illuminate the
demon.

I rolled into a ball, feeling a few of my
hairs singe.

What in Greeves?!

I unfurled from my ball and in my face was
the creature, its gray nose nearly touching my pink one. I stared
into its steel gray eyes for a moment before it licked me. It
recoiled at the taste with a shake of its head, then stepped over
me. I heard wet noises and cringed again when I saw it eating my
porcus flesh.

Ah! Hey!
I started, then covered my mouth.

I just saw this creature take out that demon
as simple as if it were an ant. I was glad when the creature simply
ignored me. I didn’t want to provoke it, but I couldn’t just let it
push me over just because it was strong. What if it was a demon
too?

I carefully snuck around the creature and
hopped up on a perch, peering down to see the end of my porcus. The
creature licked its chops and looked up. I felt wary settling in,
especially when I realized how faint the creature’s scent was.

Are you a familiar?
I asked.

The creature smiled, giving me no answer. I
was tired of that. When it just stared, a shiver went down my
spine.

Fine! Don’t answer. I’m not going to worry
whether you can speak or not. If you are a familiar then I won’t be
bothered. If you are a demon, I suggest you make haste. You are not
permitted here.

I stood up and hopped onto the roof. I
hopped to the next roof and landed with my nose knocking into the
nose of that strange creature. I backed up as soon as I caught
myself, my heart starting.

Fast! I only managed to think, turning around, but when I looked,
there it was in front of me.

I looked back and there it was, but it
disappeared and in front of me it appeared again.

Wha? How’re you doing
that? I asked.

How come you don’t smell
afraid? it asked. Tasty things normally smell afraid when cornered.

I took a slow step back, my hackles
beginning to rise.

Am I cornered?
I asked.

It appeared behind me before my eyes as if
to prove a point.

Very, it answered.

It swiped its tongue along my back, and I
let my claws fly, surprised when I caught it in the nose. It yelped
and backed off, but I regretted it almost as soon as I did it. I
kept forgetting I was a lure and not a fighter. I got lucky a few
times but I was betting I wouldn’t get lucky with this
creature.

Uh,
sorry! I mean,
you stay away from me! I am not dinner and it’d help you to
remember that!

I wouldn’t let it get the best of me. I had
to be brave.

It whined at me.

I don’t eat furballs. I
wouldn’t even make an exception for something that smelled as tasty
as you. Ouch! I watched as an orange wisp
spilt out of the scratches before healing. Mater taught me better than eating creatures that can harm
us.

The creature lay down, and the curiosity of
my soul-self got the better of me. I tip-toed over to the
creature’s non-threatening frame and sniffed. It smelled like a
bird. Just not dirty. I smelled air, and water, and life. I found
both of my selves fascinated with the creature.

Then I backed away when the creature brought
its head around and sniffed me back.

Too proud to admit that it
both scared and fascinated me I yelled, What are you! Are you a familiar?

If it was, shouldn’t it have introduced
itself by now?

The you from over there and the you here are
so nosy. To answer your question, I’m contraband smuggled here from
afar. Mater called me Humor once so long ago. I don’t know why that
should change now? I miss Mater.

I was about to answer that
bit of nonsense, but his fur began to puff and swirl, pulling into
some invisible space, giving way to skin. His body contorted and
twisted silently until a rosy boy with
gold hair sat before me covered with nothing. I quickly turned
away.

“What are you?” he asked,
and I could hear the smile in his voice. “I’ve never smelled
something as lovely as ambrosia before.”

I’m a Remnant. Are you a
familiar? Do you know Cross? I
asked.

Aremnant? he thought at me.
That’s so pretty? Is that your name?
Aremnant?

I risked a glance at
him. No. My name is Emare. Remnant is my
familiar. Now I answered you, answer my question. Are you a
familiar or a demon?

His steely eyes met my
brown and green ones. He smiled again. All
I know is contraband and Humor. And Howler. I don’t know of
familiar and demon. I now know of freedom. And death. Mater never
allowed such things before she perished. And now Remnant.
Emare.

I gasped when he appeared behind me. The
scent of the sun. That’s what his smell was. Not a bird. A sun.
Like the clothes that dried in the wind, warmed by sunlight.

He touched my fur and my soul-self relaxed
into it. “This isn’t Emare’s true skin, is it?”

Now I flinched away from him. He looked hurt
for a moment, but his face formed yet another smile. Before my eyes
he became the other creature again.

What do you want?
I asked. If you’re not a
demon you should go before a familiar finds you.

He stood up.
I like the word you used. Fast. You may call me
that. And a warning you gave me, I give one back to you. You smell
like life so death will surely detest you. You feel like light, and
dark wants to smother it. If you are kind and love, then cruelty
and apathy comes for you first. You should not stand so still when
they arrive.

I gasped. He was gone before I finished.

Fast.


Hoyden and Pooch


“Tails, over here!” Dory
called as I went to pick her up from school. I could already see
something was different.

Today she had a smiling peer clinging to her
arm. A plain girl with short black hair that shined blue in the sun
and curled around her young round face. She was just a smidgen
shorter than my Dory with a dark pink coat.

I was in no hurry to get to her as usual,
but today my gait was extra slow. I had to be wary of her new
friend. Girls were the worst when it came to me. Young children
grabbed at me all the time, and older boys kicked at me, except in
private, they actually liked to pick me up and snuggle. But girls
screamed and cooed and snatched and pulled. The worst incident was
when I had to wait upon a delinquent Dory and became encircled by
more girls than I could count.

I shivered.

Never again.

“Ugh! Lazy slug!
Hurry up!” she rushed as
I neared. To show my enthusiasm for her remarks I yawned and sat
for a moment. She stomped as I gained a few giggles from her
classmates. “Ugh, Tails!”

Alright, alright already!
Save Greeves from your wrath, I chirped,
running the rest of the way to meet her.

I had an itch where my fur was singed, so I
rubbed it against her.

“Don’t try to suck up to
me now,” she scolded me with her hands on
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