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      Wallace padded softly across the wooden floor, following his boy. He faltered slightly as they passed a puddle of golden sunlight streaming through a low window onto the flagstone entryway. His old bones creaked and he longed to rest in that sunny patch, allowing the warmth to soak into stiff muscles. But he followed the boy, mindful of his duty.

      In his prime, Wallace had been a mighty hunter. The terror of small rodents. Field mice and rabbits still avoided his domain, though he was far from his kitten days. Old age stalked him as once he had stalked prey in the greenbelt behind his humans’ dwelling.

      But despite his advancing age and loss of fluid grace, he held to his duty. The female of his pair of bonded humans had given Wallace charge of the boy when he had been nothing more than a squirming bundle wrapped in blankets.

      “Watch over him, Wallace,” his female had said. “Guard him, always.”

      And Wallace had. No harm had ever befallen the boy while Wallace was on guard. He would not shirk his duty now for the physical relief of sun-warmed stone.

      The boy continued downstairs, as Wallace had known he would, to the windowless cave the humans referred to as The Game Room. Wallace glanced toward the ceiling, thinking of that glorious pool of sunlight. Perhaps later, when the boy tired of sitting in that chair. Perhaps there would still be warm sun to bask in then.

      He glanced around the room looking for the most comfortable spot to maintain his guard. In the center of the room two tiered rows of dark blue cushioned chairs faced a blank white screen. Off to one side sat a low stool surrounded by sparkly red metallic cylinders. The male of Wallace’s bonded pair liked to sit on that stool and beat on those cylinders. Wallace could appreciate his human’s need to express aggression, but just the thought of that noise made his head ache.

      On the other side of the room was the object of the boy’s attention. A massive black leather chair surrounded by boxes full of mechanical whirrs and whistles. The boy sat on the edge of the chair pulling on skin-tight gloves that sparkled in the room’s low light. He touched one of the boxes and high frequency noise assaulted Wallace’s sensitive ears. The boy pulled a sleek black helmet over his head, covering his eyes with a darkened visor and completely occluding his ears.

      Wallace closed his eyes in a slow blink. Why would any intelligent creature choose to blind himself in the middle of the day? The boy spent hours in that chair, completely oblivious to the world around him. He saw nothing, heard nothing. Wallace knew. He’d tested the boy, cavorting around the room leaping lightly onto surfaces where he had no right to be, even sitting at the boy’s feet and yowling until the female had raced down the stairs to see what was wrong. All for nothing. The boy had not emerged from his helmeted stupor.

      With resignation, Wallace leapt onto the padded chair closest to his boy, circled three times and sat, tail curled around his paws. He watched the boy’s hands twitch on the arms of the big black chair. Sometimes he spoke, nonsense words and phrases that had no bearing on reality. Quest and Feyland and Thank you, kind sir were uttered with some regularity, but Wallace had long since learned to ignore anything his boy said while wearing the helmet and gloves.

      More disturbing were the moments when the boy thrashed in the chair, grunting and jabbing with gloved fists. At these times Wallace prowled around the chair, on guard against the foe his boy obviously fought. But nothing ever manifested, nothing a fierce Norwegian Forest cat could sink his claws and teeth into, and soon the boy would subside once more into twitchy somnolence.

      Wallace’s head drooped, and his eyes closed, his nose nearly touching the chair’s pillow-soft fabric. A frisson of warning jerked him awake and he gathered his legs beneath him, ready to spring.

      A dazzling light appeared over the boy’s right shoulder. A lightning-shaped tear in the fabric of the world. A delicate, pale green hand appeared in the rent, then another, fingers scrabbling to widen the opening.

      Wallace watched with narrowed eyes, crouched and ready.

      A small head pushed through the tear, followed by a shoulder and one long arm. Another moment and wings appeared, followed by a female torso.

      Wallace waited, confused. His previous experience hadn’t prepared him for a winged creature to emerge from a crack in thin air. His duty was to protect his boy, his totally oblivious boy. But was this small winged female a danger? How could she be? She was hardly bigger than a squirrel, and Wallace subdued squirrels with ease.

      The creature, fully emerged now, dropped lightly to the back of the boy’s chair and knelt there, resting. What manner of being was she? Her skin was palest green, like the tender shoots of grass in the spring, her tunic the darker green of oak leaves, her hair petal pink and her wings merely an iridescent shimmer. She blinked solemnly at Wallace with large, liquid eyes the color of molten emeralds.

      “Well met, friend cat,” she said, her voice as soft as a mother’s purr.

      Wallace blinked and eyed her warily, casting his memory back, searching. Images and sensations whirled past his mind’s eye. His tail twitched in agitation, powerful leg muscles ready for a predatory spring. He remembered the touch of his mother’s rough tongue as she licked him at birth, encouraging his lungs into action. He remembered the peace of floating in a fluid-filled sac safe in his mother’s womb.

      Further back.

      He entered the racial memories of his clan, the fierce northern forest cats of ancient days. He remembered creatures not seen by his clan in many lives of cats: gentle tomtens, deadly ogres, fierce trolls, and tricksy ice faeries.

      He licked his lips in triumph. The creature was a faerie. Not an ice faerie of the far north, blue-skinned and adorned in ice crystals, but a faerie none the less.

      “Why are you here, faerie?” he asked, allowing only a hint of a growl to color his words.

      “I’m no threat to you, friend cat,” she said. “I am in search of sustenance, but my food is not your food. I am not your competition.”

      She glanced hungrily at the back of his boy’s neck and smiled, showing needle-sharp teeth.

      Wallace rose to full height, arching his back, his fur spiking. He hissed a warning. “Not the boy,” he said, his voice deadly calm. “My boy shall not be your prey.”

      “Your boy?” she asked, turning to face him once more. “What allegiance have cats to human boys?”

      “This one is under my protection. Seek your sustenance elsewhere.”

      She swaggered along the back of the boy’s chair—his oblivious boy’s chair!—and surveyed the room.

      “I see no other prey, friend cat, and my options are limited. I can only enter this realm where the walls are thin, and the walls only thin where a human willingly enters our realm through the game, Feyland.” She gestured to the helmeted boy. “This human has self-selected. I need the sustenance of his hopes and dreams and
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