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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Maybe I write about cats because I live with them. I have had as many as 12 and as few as one. Much as I love them, I do feel as if I’m living with alien creatures. I understand what they do, but the understanding is shallow. I can predict their behavior, but never truly know why they do what they do.

      The only cats in this collection who are pure cats are the cats in “The Secret Lives of Cats.” Inspired by a German photographer who really did rig up cameras on his outdoor cats, I thought as I read about him what if his cats brought home pictures of an unexpected subject?

      Sometimes I think Solanda, the Fey Shapeshifter whose chosen form is feline, is also a true cat. She’s loyal, but surprised by it. Her story spreads through the first few novels of the Fey. “Destiny” happens before those dark days.

      I wrote “What Fluffy Knew” and “The Poop Thief” for invitation anthologies on particular subjects. I wrote “Fluffy” for Alien Pets. Since I already thought cats were alien, I decided to explore something else. That thought, along with the recent death of my very pampered cat Ashley, inspired “Fluffy.”

      I wrote “The Poop Thief” for an anthology called Enchantment Place, a loosely collected group of magic-shop stories. I had no idea at all for the anthology until I heard an ad for a local clean-up company that promised to “steal the poop from your backyard.” Suddenly, in the rather magical ways that stories come about, I had “The Poop Thief.”

      As for “Scrawny Pete,” I have no idea where that story came from. It just happened one day. Rather like Scrawny Pete himself, I think.

      Anyway, I hope you enjoy this small group of stories. I will publish other five story collections. They’ll unify around genre or topic. So enjoy this first offering. I had fun putting it together.

      

      
        
        —Kristine Kathryn Rusch

        Lincoln City, Oregon

        July 1, 2010
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            The Secret Lives of Cats

          

        

      

    

    
      Homer Ziff didn’t believe in old adages, but after his long and eventful spring, he couldn’t help but think that whoever put the words “curiosity,” “cat,” and “kill” in the same sentence had to be onto something.

      It all began about his own curiosity—about his cats. Homer Ziff lived alone with two indoor cats and six outdoor cats. Well, six he could pet and hold; there were others—the friends, neighbors and hangers-on, he called them—who visited at meal time or for a rest on the back forty in the mid-afternoon sun.

      Not that he had a real back forty. But his back yard was an impressive three acres, complete with woods and stream. One of the reasons he bought the house was that it had the best of both worlds: in the front, he had a small lawn that led to a quiet residential street; in the back, he had the acres of property that covered a protected wetland. No one would ever build behind him, the lots next to him were full, and the houses across the street had reached their maximum size according to code.

      He knew his neighbors by sight (rather like he knew their cats) and he would nod at them whenever he saw them, but didn’t engage in conversation. He couldn’t bring himself to talk to them, not after his first attempt, when he’d stuttered at a man several doors down, and the man had rolled his eyes and walked away.

      Homer would liked to have blamed his surly neighbor for his own lack of congeniality, but that wouldn’t be fair or accurate. Homer didn’t engage most people in conversation. He had a stutter that got worse when he was nervous.

      Over the years, he’d learned to prefer his own company. He liked being alone with his thoughts and his cats and his property.

      And it was his thoughts that made being alone possible. Not that his thoughts were original—sadly, they weren’t—but they were organized, and that had given him an edge. Once upon a time, he had been a professor of physics at Oregon State University. A rising star when he was hired, he’d become a stalled star by mid-career—a man for whom the great things expected never materialized.

      Which would have been well and good except that stalled stars had to be stellar teachers and he was not. He was pathologically shy, and his stutter got worse in front of large groups. He was better one on one, but stalled stars weren’t allowed to teach the smaller classes. He had to teach some large sections as well, and he dreaded them like he dreaded a visit to the dentist.

      But he did have one valuable skill. He could explain things clearly. His gift of clarity had gotten him through graduate school and into an important teaching position, but that gift also stalled him. And it made him into something of a rebel.

      Because of his gift, he threw out the suggested text for 101 Physics (a more confusing book he’d never seen) and wrote a series of notes that sold in the campus bookstore—not just to his students, but to students from other physics classes. The bookstore owner called him one day to ask whether students at the nearby University of Oregon could purchase the notes. Then students from some of the private colleges made the drive from McMinnville and Portland to get his notes, and finally, the chairman of his department said, “Y’know, Ziff, you could make a fortune on those notes if you just turned them into a book.”

      So he did. It became the number one 101 physics text in the country, which led his publisher to ask if he would write a simple physics book for the masses, which he did, and another for children, which he did, and suddenly Homer Ziff no longer needed to worry about being a stalled star. He had become a rising star again—or maybe even an established one—and could have his pick of the course load within his department.

      Only the books had given him another gift. Financial independence. He no longer had to teach. And since standing in front of students made him so nervous that he sometimes spent the hour before class in the restroom, he decided that the prudent move would be to quit.

      He bought his marvelous house, made sure his finances were in order, and then retired to write a half dozen more popular science books, with more under contract.

      Some days, the cats were his only companions. He didn’t mind, really. He never stuttered when he spoke to cats, and they didn’t care that he lacked original thought.

      They were happy that he provided food and shelter and a bit of companionship.

      He was happy to have them purr.

      Because of them, he had become a little cat-obsessed.

      He had been surfing the net one night when he discovered a website designed by a man in Germany. The man sounded like a kindred spirit. He lived with a cat to whom he devoted an inordinate amount of time. That cat was an indoor-outdoor cat, and the German man wondered how his cat spent his time outside the house.

      So the man, who appeared to be some kind of engineer, modified a digital camera, put it around his cat’s neck, set it up to take pictures every minute and a half, and sent the cat on its way. The resulting photographs were charming and inspiring.

      Homer found himself staring at his outdoor friends, wondering how their days went. One cat’s routine illuminated the life of one cat. Six cats’ routines might actually be the beginning of some kind of scientific study.

      At least, that was what he told himself as he used the instructions on the German man’s website to build six catcams. After some struggle, Homer managed to attach them to five of his outdoor favorites (he gave up on the wily old tom—who not only drew blood, but managed to slice him up badly enough to require fifteen stitches on his left hand).

      Then he sent the five on their mission, hoping to discover the secret lives of cats.
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      And he did. He discovered all sorts of marvelous things.

      He saw the same feline faces in his yard, in his neighbor’s yard, at the century-old schoolhouse down the street. He realized that each cat had not only its own routine, but shared a neighborhood routine as well.

      Mornings began at his house, with a treat of kibble and soft food, followed by a trek to the dumpster behind the local Burger King, then to a long rest under the bleachers at the old school.

      The ground beneath his neighbors’ cars and his own Ford pick-up served as sites for daily conferences. A house three blocks away provided an afternoon snack, usually followed by a dumpster diving at a local fish market and the nearby Diary Queen.

      On warm days, the cats tromped down to the wetlands for drinks from the springs that prevented anyone from building behind Homer’s property.

      He would have blessed those springs, if he hadn’t seen something curious.

      On the earliest photos the springs looked like a primeval swampland. Cats, due to their low-to-the-ground perspective, took the most amazing photographs. Apparently the wetlands at dawn (or was it dusk?) had ground fog, which made everything opaque and surreal.

      The swamp (he didn’t know what else to call it) had tree limbs and branches and sticks rising from the muck, all hidden by the ghost-like grayness of the fog. To his surprise, the cats didn’t drink from the water here. They sat in front of it—all five of them—as if they were watching something.

      Subsequent photos on different days showed something that resembled an elephant’s graveyard. What he’d initially thought were tree branches were bones sticking out of the mud. Some of the bones were covered in moss. Others had ivy growing around them like large green cobwebs.

      The ivy gave him some perspective, but not enough. He couldn’t tell what kind of bones these were. Cats are small creatures and the cameras took photographs from that small perspective. Bones which seemed huge in some photographs seemed tiny in others.

      Those others, he soon realized, were taken from some kind of height. Either that particular feline photographer had climbed a tree or it sat on a bank or it watched from a stump.

      Homer found it curious that the cats never got close to the elephant’s graveyard. They always sat back. But as the weeks went on and the photographs accumulated, Homer realized that the graveyard was a spring haunt, just like the school had been in the winter.

      The cats weren’t interested in food; they were observing something.

      And that intrigued him.

      Because cats, like humans, had a scientific turn of mind.
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      He had noticed that scientific frame of mind from the day he brought home his first kitten. Cats not only studied things, but they made a study of things. One of his cats decided to probe the mysteries of ice cubes—how they turned into water, whether they could be carried, why they sometimes shattered. Another spent an entire week learning how the front door knob turned. Eventually that cat learned how to turn the knob herself; fortunately she never did figure out the necessity of pulling the door open.

      Or maybe opening the door didn’t interest her. The front door was the only one with a cut glass door knob. It refracted light. Maybe the cat had been more interested in the prisms inside the knob than in using that knob to go outside.

      Homer never mentioned these thoughts to anyone else. He often felt as if he put too much time into his cats. And then he discovered that German man’s website, and realized he was not alone in his obsession with cat thought.

      But, Homer would have wagered, the German man did not have an entire second computer devoted to the photographs that the cats created. Nor, Homer suspected, did the German man spend as much time trying to figure out what his cats were thinking as they stared—not just at the elephant graveyard, but also from underneath cars or beside Dumpsters.

      The cats seemed involved in a part of life that Homer had somehow missed.
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      As the spring went on, he realized the cats were studying the elephant graveyard the same way that his indoor cat had studied that doorknob. They just hadn’t gotten to the touching stage yet.

      He would know when they did. Daily, he got a series of photos of the back of pink tongues, lapping water from a puddle or a stream or a bowl that someone had placed outside. He would get photographs of near-dead prey wriggling out of a mouth.

      But he saw nothing like that near the bones.

      Only cats, watching the swampy water as if it held the secret of the universe.
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      Then, one Sunday afternoon, everything changed.

      A little white female he called Mata Hari because of her attractiveness to the males (even after she was fixed) and her tendency to wander off on dangerous and secretive missions of her own brought home a defining photograph.

      Every day, she sat in the same spot near the swamp. The little camera around her neck took a variation of the same photograph—a bone fragment sticking out of the primordial ooze. Sometimes the fragment was brown with mud and sometimes it looked almost white. But, over time, he realized it was the same fragment, which meant she sat in the same spot daily, studying something that she felt was important.

      Only that Sunday, the fragment was covered by a human hand.

      The hand loomed in the photograph, the fingers dominating the scene. They rose upward toward the sky, the ridges of the knuckles visible against the blackness of the muck. Dried cuts marred the flesh along the back, and the fingernails—clipped short—had dirt embedded all the way down to the skin.

      Mata Hari had brought home ten pictures of the hand, which meant she spent fifteen minutes contemplating it, twice as long as she usually spent at that spot. The cat had managed to get several different angles, and oddly, each was farther away than the previous one.

      The hand put the other bones in perspective. He returned to his photo files, opened the relevant pictures next to the photo of the hand and compared.

      His breath caught. What had seemed like animal bones—small and fragile, old, abandoned, like elephants in their graveyard—were not. They were too large. He had been more accurate with the foggy photos when he’d thought of the bones as branches and logs.

      These bones were large. No domesticated animal, except maybe a Husky or a Rotweiller, would have bones like that. Nor would most of the wild animals around here. This area was too populated for bears, even with the wetlands below. Maybe a deer or two had died down there, but certainly not a bunch of them. The coyotes were the size of raccoons, and barely larger than the cats, and there were no wolves here.

      Which left only one other creature that could have provided the bones.

      Humans.

      And the latest victim had just arrived.
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      He needed to know if any of the other cats had photographs of the hand.

      He got up and peered out his window. Two of the other cats had returned. He stepped outside and removed the memory card from both cameras, careful to put in a new card before he shut the cameras off. He’d tried night photos before, but the flash had scared the cat so badly that it had run in circles, screaming.

      He hadn’t known cats could scream.

      He gave each cat some pets and a small treat, then went back inside and downloaded the photographs.

      In every bunch, a handful were duds—blurs, unrecognizable objects, a paw in front of the lens. These two batches were no different. But he set aside the blurs and unrecognizable objects this time, deciding they might be useful.

      Then he scanned the images until he got to the swamp.

      These cats had come to the graveyard as well, and at about the same time as Mata Hari. In fact, one of the unrecognizable objects might have been her haunch as the other cat sniffed her in greeting.

      These cats stayed even farther away. He got found photographs of an entire arm, covered in bruises, and a bit of shoulder. His hands were shaking as he magnified the images.

      The arm and hand had clearly come from the same place. He could see the bone fragment, the moss-covered bones, the ivy-covered bones and the brackish water. Now he knew why the cats didn’t drink here.

      He wasn’t even sure why they came—they were well fed, so they didn’t need to eat decaying flesh. Were they watching something decompose? Or were they hunting the rats or some other creature that frequented the wetlands?

      For the first time since he started this experiment, he felt frustrated that he couldn’t ask.

      And then he found the money shot.

      Or what would have been a money shot had he been a photographer along the lines of Weegee—the man who photographed corpses at crime scenes.

      This shot was worthy of Weegee as well: a naked woman, her back arched, arms and legs splayed over what he had once thought were branches, her face turned toward the camera.

      His shaking grew worse as he magnified this image. Her face had no real expression. The mouth was open, battered and bloody, the nose flattened, the cheeks covered in either blood or dirt.

      But the eyes got to him. The eyes didn’t look human. They looked like something out of a bad horror movie—filmed over with white, unfocused, and empty. It wasn’t even fair to say that they were staring, because they weren’t. There was no intelligence behind them, no thought, no anything. No staring happened because there was no intelligence inside those eyes to stare.

      He leaned
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