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″No one does space opera better than Lee and Miller.”—SF Site

“The writing is as rich with detail as anything by C. J. Cherryh, while the general approach... reminds of Andre Norton.”—Tom Easton, Analog

“...tight, well-wrought prose, economical characterization, and basically charitable vision of humanity—characteristics I found in all of these stories.”—Thomas Marcinko, Tangent

“...the authors’ craftsmanship is top-notch, recalling the work of Elizabeth Moon and Lois McMaster Bujold ....”—Publishers Weekly

“The combination of wit, relationship, and space opera may appeal to readers of Lois McMaster Bujold.”—Booklist

“The craftsmanship and love that clearly went into them makes them easy to read, the way a well-made chair feels good to sit on.  There’s an element of wish-fulfillment in these stories, but the wish is to reach some kind of meaningful understanding with a strange or estranged Other.  It’s one of the great themes of science fiction, and it’s a wish well worth having.”—Thomas Marcinko, Tangent

“...good, solid space opera ... a very fine piece of entertainment.”—Don D’Ammassa, Chronicle

“As a writer, I admire (the authors’) deft turn of phrase, subtle humor, and elegance of prose. As a reader, I especially enjoy stories in which a member of one culture must find a way to adapt to another.”—Susan Krinard, author of To Tame a Wolf

“Sharon Lee and Steve Miller are so good it’s scary.”— S. L. Viehl, author of the Stardoc novels

“These authors consistently deliver stories with a rich, textured setting, intricate plotting, and vivid, interesting characters from fully-realized cultures, both human and alien.”—Elizabeth Moon, author of Speed of Dark

“Imagine Georgette Heyer crossed with James Bond in a universe of starships and psychic wizardry, and you’ll have something like the Liaden novels of Sharon Lee and Steve Miller—nobody else in the field combines space opera and comedy of manners with the same deftness and brio as these two.”—Debra Doyle, co-author of the Mageworlds novels

“...I loved the action, the conflict of cultures, the characters, the romance.  But best of all, and what makes each story enduringly special to me, is the strong sense of honor that impels the actions of the main characters and is often the basis of the conflicts among them.  The Liaden world is an admirable world.  Bravo!”—Mary Balogh, author of The Secret Pearl
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Double Vision is a yours, mine, and ours collection from long-time Liaden Universe co-authors Sharon Lee and Steve Miller.  This volume of twenty-nine early works was originally published in 2009 by SRM Publisher, Ltd. This Pinbeam Books edition replaces the long-out-of-print SRM Publisher paper edition published 15 years ago—you can consider this a 15th anniversary edition of that 2009 collection if you like. Most of the text of that edition has been retained but some additional editing and reformatting has been performed.

NOTE: The cover of this edition is used by special permission of the artist, Chris McGrath—it was previously used for the Meisha Merlin edition of Low Port, edited by Lee and Miller.
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Sharon Lee and Steve Miller

Pinbeam Books

PO Box 1586

Waterville, ME 04903
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This is a work of fiction.  All the characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious, except those mentioned in "Ginger and the Bully of Lowergate Court"
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Sharon Lee and Steve Miller

Twenty-nine short works
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Ginger and the Bully 

of Lowergate Court
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Sharon Lee  

––––––––
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FOR NINE YEARS Steve and I (with Archie, Arwen, Brandee and Buzz-z) lived in an impossible little townhouse on Lowergate Court in Owings Mills, Maryland. Lowergate was one of five courts that comprised the stunningly misnamed Bright Meadows, the entire campus of which was roughly three quarters of a mile around.

The best thing about Bright Meadows (besides that the rent was cheap and the roof kept the rain off. Mostly.) was that there were many dozens of cats in the neighborhood. Steve and I would go for walks up and down and around the various courts and say hi to Jazz and Mom, Sasquatch, Pirate, Taffy, Sandy, The Gentleman, Blue and Ginger.

Ginger was the mayor. I didn’t say he was the mayor—anyone could see that he was, just by looking at him. An orange striped cat of middle years with a habitual demeanor of grave attentiveness, he made his rounds every day, up, down and around the courts, across to World’s End and down the back woods.  

He would stop by our place mid-morning and trade orange cat stories with Archie through the bottom screen in the kitchen door. At least once I saw him at World’s End with Brandee, hunting moles. He cuffed Buzz-z once when they first met and that took care of that—deference to the mayor was Buzz-z’s rule, ever after.

Ginger was a non-partisan mayor. He was a cat, true enough, but he held every resident of the courts to be citizens, equally subject to his authority— and his protection. Steve saw him run off a stray dog that had frightened one of the toddlers in the playground. I saw him streaking to the rescue, the day Pirate was treed by a couple of boys with too much time on their hands.

The Gentleman, who was Brandee’s special friend, was a Cat of the World—a wire-tough black-and-white with gnawed-up ears and a limp off the back right leg—and even he accorded Ginger the respect of his rank, whenever he found himself on Hizzoner’s turf.

Not so, the Siamese.

I do not at this distance remember the Siamese’s name. Perhaps I never knew it. Steve claims some vague recollection of having heard him called “Khan.” 

I’m not so sure. What I am sure of is that he arrived outside my kitchen door one April morning, just before Ginger’s daily visit, swearing and cussing and hissing at Archie, who was standing up on his hind legs and giving back as good as he got. I threw a glass of water on him through the screen and told him to get a life, which, as it happens, was a mistake.

From that moment on, the Siamese targeted our house. He would show up at all hours, bitching and screaming. He would crouch under the bush by the door and leap on Brandee, or Steve or me as we left.

But we weren’t the only ones.

He made Taffy’s life a misery. He jumped The Gentleman so many times that The Gentlemen went to visit friends in the country. He clawed Jazz so badly the vet was afraid he wouldn’t be able to save the eye. S’quatch would scream when he saw the Siamese coming his way and scramble up the drain pipe to sit wailing in the rain gutter until his lady fetched him down. Brandee would flatten herself to the ground and her ears to her head and dare him to try it, which was also Sandy’s approach—damages there were minor, but the name-calling sessions were deafening.

Ginger tried to reason with him, to no avail. I tried to reason with his owner and was told to mind my own business and if that cat come missing, she’d know who to blame.

This went on from April until August.

And one hot August afternoon, with the heat beating out of the sky colliding with the heat rising off the tarmac at the level of your ears—up at the top of Lowergate Court, right next to the dumpster—an amazing thing occurred.

The Siamese was sitting in the parking lot, swearing at Pirate, who was scrunched down under a starveling cedar tree, pretending to be invisible. 

They had been doing this for some time.

Suddenly, in other parts of the court, there was—movement.

From up-court came Mom and Sasquatch; from down-court, Brandee and Sandy. Taffy and Jazz drifted down the hill across and Blue pussyfooted in from somewhere and sat next to the cedar tree, tail wrapped around his toes.

The Siamese cut off in mid-curse and looked around him. The rest of the cats kept moving, slowly and purposefully, even Snowball-called-Avalanche, who never left her patio, until they had made a circle, with the Siamese in the center.

The Siamese yawned. He got up and headed for the gap between Jazz and Taffy. The cats moved closer together as he approached. Somebody growled. The Siamese backed up.

After a minute, he chose another direction, this one toward the cedar tree. He started to growl as he got closer and puffed himself up. But Pirate screamed back and made himself even bigger and Blue said something that was perhaps not quite polite.

The Siamese slunk back to the center of the circle and sat, carefully, down.

***
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WHICH WAS WHEN Ginger left his place in the ring and walked forward.

Immediately, the Siamese was on his feet, fur every-which-way, swearing like a ship full of sailors.

The circle of cats drew a little closer together. Ginger kept moving forward.

The Siamese flattened his belly to the tarmac and his ears to his head and swore he was the master of every cat there and a black belt in seventeen secret martial arts, besides.

Ginger kept coming.

The Siamese yelled for his mommy.

Ginger reached out and smacked him upside the head, none-too-gently. The Siamese babbled and wailed.

Ginger smacked him again, a little harder, but not nearly as hard as the Siamese had hit Jazz.

The Siamese stopped screaming. V-e-r-y slowly, he sat up. Even more slowly, he got his ears back into position. He licked his lips. Ginger sat down, utterly at ease, and began to bathe. All around, the cat circle waited.

They held that tableau for half-an-hour, I guess, then, one-by-one, the cats in the circle drifted away, back to their usual rounds. Ginger, spotlessly clean, left last, saving only the Siamese, who waited another four or five minutes, blue eyes darting this way and that. When he was certain he was unobserved, he got up and headed for home.

I never heard another ill word out of him, from that day until we moved.

First published in Central Maine Morning Sentinel, 1996
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Steve Miller  

“THE CAT’S JOB is to be pretty!” Sheila said with some asperity. “That’s all a cat in my house has to do. Purr once in awhile, let me touch it, and be pretty. What more would you have a cat do?”

Greg shook his head sadly. They’d only moved in together three days ago and things had looked so bright. This might not work out after all....

“Well, for starters, I expect the cat to sleep in the same room I do. It helps guard against things that come in the night. It gets the flies that buzz around in the summer. It kills the smelly socks, finds the balled up trash paper, hides the extra pens and puts them away—normal stuff for a cat—and it reminds us the world is not run for our convenience.”

The cat at hand was majestically above such discussions. So gray it was nearly blue, with a large squarish face and a wonderful tuft of fur on each large ear, this was no ordinary cat. This was the cat who lived here. It felt, without ever putting it into so many words, of course, that what a cat does is solely up to the cat.

“Come now, Greg. Really, I don’t mind your cat sleeping in the same room with us, though I don’t think it ought to stare at us that way when we make love. I don’t even mind if it sleeps at the foot of the bed. But I don’t think we have to keep that stupid bag of his.”

“Hers! I told you that ‘Landy’is short for Mrs. Landsdale!”

“Whatever! Just let me get rid of that bag!”

“Sheila ...” he said and now the argument moved out of the kitchen and up the stairs.

Landy continued to sit serene on the kitchen floor for several moments and then jumped without preamble to the table, with a good view of the bag.

The argument wandered around the townhouse as the couple got ready to go out. It stayed for a few moments in the bathroom while he shaved; it meandered into the bedroom while she changed her blouse twice, decrying the weather forecast, then it moved into the upstairs hall as he searched again for the new can of deodorant in the linen closet.

“But you were serious,” she said again. “I like you, Greg. I love you. I like Landy. But I know when you’re being serious and I don’t think people are going to think we’re quite sane if we keep a beat-up old grocery bag on the kitchen floor all of the time. You sounded so damn serious and convincing last night when you told everyone that Landy’s job was to guard the monster in the bag!”

Slowly into the front bedroom went the argument, the bedroom that doubled as the electronic entertainment center. “I promised him a tape last night. Somewhere. Somewhere ...” Greg said as he stared at the wallful of tapes, until finally saying, “ta-da!”

He turned to Sheila as if finding the tape had made his point.

“Sheila, listen to me. Landy has been with me ever since she was a kitten. Seven years. In those seven years she’s had two or three toys, a couple of pets, and a couple of jobs. You know, things that she took a shine to and played with or watched or what-have-you. I want to keep her happy, because I’ve only had good luck since she’s been with me. So what if I say she catches the monsters? It keeps me happy and it keeps her happy. It can keep you happy, too, if you’ll give it a shot.”

Downstairs, from the kitchen table, Landy spotted a subtle movement in the bag. She was positive that the little bunch of paper there in the back, next to the second crease north of the red “F” in Frank’s Foodarama had moved again. Twice this week it had moved!

Cautiously, Landy moved herself to alert, changing her casual side-lean into a genuine crouch. Her ears were near tuft-forward, she was concentrating so hard, and all four feet were firmly under her. She didn’t try to control her tail; the tip of it started the count of a proper launch rhythm as she waited.

Now the bag appeared to puff a little, to expand.

They were trying to sneak through, again. Hah! As if she’d ever let one in without a tussle!

NOW!

The ugly green-black of the silent tentacle slid out of the bag, slowly, as if testing the air, as if vivid memory might have lent some caution.

Landy leapt, uttering a war-cry a thousand generations old as she pounced on the very tip of the insidious invading pseudo-pod.

She felt it move as she landed on it, felt it try to wriggle away to the left and she attacked it there, too, threatening to get her good, strong claws into the ugly flesh and drag it into the light, to blind it forever and then carry her trophy to Greg.

That fast it was gone, withdrawn into the world that two-legged people can’t see at all and which cats—special, big gray cats—can sense just the edge of.

Greg stood at the top of the stairs, a proud grin on his face, a grin punctuated by laughter and the soothing call of “Good Landy, brave Landy! You saved the world again!”

“And that noise!” came Sheila’s voice, half in laughter. “What will the neighbors think is going on over here?”

Sheila stepped from the bedroom, found herself swept into a strenuous hug.

“Lady of mine, it comes to this. Landy stays with me because I feed her and appreciate her for what she does, not just because she’s another pretty face or because she purrs good. And what she does best is save the world. If I convince some of our party-hearty friends that she saves the world, what’s to hurt? It’s only the truth. Getting rid of her bag would be like forcing her to retire. Let’s let her keep the bag, and that way you get to keep me ....” She hugged back, shaking her head.

“I still think you’re serious,” she said as she gently bit him on the nose. “But you’re right, I do want to keep you ... and if that means keeping the world’s bravest cat happy, we can do it.”

“Good,” he said, and leaned the hug into a firm kiss as they stood on the landing at the top of the stairs.

Down below, Landy had barely caught her breath, and now ... the wrinkle above the first “A” in Foodarama twitched, very, very slightly.

Landy ignored the couple, eyes and tufted ears intent. You never knew when the world might need saving!

First published in Chariot to The Stars, 1997
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Sharon Lee

HANK JENKINS STOOD like a mannequin in his stiff black suit in the center of the circular Room of High Ceremonies, his cat draped, purring, around his neck. A yellow-robed official, his jeweled and leathered cat tall upon his shoulder, detached himself from the surrounding crowd and stepped close to Hank, hissing, “You could have had the decency to let the dressers attend him.”

Hank’s light blue eyes were innocent. “Well, I told that young fella they sent around that Sundance don’t usually take to strangers; but he said he knew all ’bout cats. Pushy kinda fella, y’know? Well, I let ’im try it, ’course, since he was so set ... Doc said his hands’ll be fine, couple weeks.” He reached over this shoulder, rubbed the orange-and-white’s ears. The purr intensified and the official’s cat twitched his ears forward. “I combed him, see, and got all the burrs and twigs out of his coat. He does like to bang around in the woods, though—”

Yellow Robe straightened abruptly, horror in his face.

“In the woods!” He shuddered and walked quickly away, leaving Hank and Sundance in undisputed possession of the floor. The shoulder-carried cat looked back once.

Hank sighed and shook his head. Nervous fella; lot of pressure in a Government job. His hand dropped from the cat’s ears to join the other in the job of mangling his good black hat. Like a kid caught in the act, he muttered, ’cept he hadn’t done anything wrong. Nothing at all, he repeated to himself firmly; but his hands twisted the rim of his hat into an impossible pretzel while Sundance purred into his ear like a happy dynamo.

Sure were a lot of people in the place. Hank wondered what the hold-up was. There was a long, low rubbed steel table to his right. The Judge would sit there, maybe. That was it, they were waiting for the Judge. That made sense. Hank reached up toward Sundance again, but pulled his hand back in mid-motion as the subdued muttering in the room abruptly stopped and three tall, robed figures, a cat riding tall on each right shoulder, filed in from his left, moved stately across his field of vision and seated themselves together at the table.

Quiet enough to hear a spider weaving at fifty yards. Hank pivoted slowly to face the table, suddenly calm. Now here were people who knew what was what. They’d understand that he hadn’t done anything wrong. He felt Sundance shift position smoothly and arrange himself, sitting high in imitation of the Judges’ decked-out kitties, on Hank’s right shoulder. The man squared his shoulders as best he might and they waited for the Judges to notice them.

The Judges—an old man, to Hank’s far left; a younger man in the middle; and a woman of indeterminate age at the far right—sat with their faces forward, eyes closed. They looked like wax-work dolls, in their bright blue and orange and violet robes, with their cats so still, just like them. Hank wondered for a minute if they’d fallen asleep. Then, like somebody finally got around to closing the switch, three sets of eyes opened at once and swept the faces of the silent crowd; came to rest on the square-standing man and his ragged-eared cat. The younger, orange-robed, man glanced down at the sheaf of papers he had pulled from his sleeve and began to read.

“We are here-gathered upon this day—the twenty-fourth in the month of Sept in the year since we joined the Cat, 400—to perform the Ritual of Decattment, which has fallen to the lot of this man—” he paused and glanced at Hank and Sundance with distaste that Hank could see across the room, “—Henry Jenkins.”

The pause was longer this time; and Hank figured that now maybe was the time for him to explain. He took a step forward, “Well, yessir, that’s me. An’ this here, this is Sundance—”

He stopped at a slight shake of the woman’s head, “You will be allowed speech in a short time, Henry Jenkins. Be still for the nonce.”

Hank retreated his rash step, “Yes ’m.”

The orange-robed man dropped his glare once more to his papers.

“The reason for this Decattment is that said man Jenkins improperly acquired the company of a cat of the House of Brunt, with neither knowledge of the special bond between the Chosen and their Companions or the uses to which that bond is properly, and legally, put. It is at the request of the House of Brunt, which is acting in concern for the dignity of their abducted Companion, that this Court has been convened for a full ritual Decattment.

“The man, Henry Jenkins, lacks the status to demand this ceremony in his own right, and should bear this in mind before he exercises his option to speak in his own behalf.”

The silence stretched, unnatural, all around the room. Hank stayed as still as he could and watched the face of the woman Judge. She’d been neighborly to him once....

“You may speak now, if you so desire, Henry Jenkins.” Hank barely caught the deadleaf rustle of the old, old man’s voice.

“Yessir. Thank you, Judge.” Hank approached the table until the look on the face of the younger man stopped him; and spoke to the woman.

“I’m Hank—Henry—Jenkins, just like it says in the paper the boy read. And this is my cat, Sundance. That part’s all right, what’s puzzlin’ to me is all the rest of that fol-de-rol about abductions and status and the House of Brunt—I never had any truck with the nobles, Judge. Like the fella says, I’m a farmer. I tend my farm and let the politics lie, ’slong as the taxes are reasonable and people don’t mind pickin’ their own apples, now that I got the arthritis. So, if the House of Brunt is bringing me and Sundance to Court, Judge, I don’t know why. An’ I’d like to, if you can explain it better’n the paper.”

“How did Sundance come to be ‘your cat,’ Henry Jenkins?” the woman Judge asked him.

Hank turned to face her. “Well’m. There’s a stream—creek, really—runs through my property, down by the cornshed. Well, one morning I went out—early, ’cause it’d rained the night before an’ sometimes the shed floods—an’ was checkin’ things out an’ I heard this little cryin’ sound, down behind some reeds. So I went to check it out—figured it could be somebody’s kid, y’know?—an’ there was this soggy and mad-lookin’ little kitten kinda scrooched up on this little raft kind of thing....

“Well, I couldn’t just let ’im sit there, could I?” Hank was suddenly indignant, “I took the poor little thing home, dried  ‘im off and gave ’im some milk and he’s been with me ever since. Four years that’s been, ma’am. An’ he’s been a real comfort to me. We get along fine. An’ if that paper says what it sounds like—that I stole Sundance—well, ma’am, that’s just a plain lie.”

“And how many other people of your acquaintance own cats, Henry Jenkins? And just to comfort them?” That was the boy in the orange robe. Somebody oughta teach ’im some manners.

“Well, sir; nobody. At least—there’s Diplomat Jurie—she’s the Agriculture Overseer for Melbrome—and she’s got a cat. Never see one without the other, so I reckon the kitty comforts her some. She’s gettin’ up there, too, y’know. Must be nearly eighty.”

Orange Robe waved his hand in impatience. “Diplomat Jurie is an honored member of the House of Axtan, one of the oldest in the Brotherhood. I would be amazed to learn that she was not Companioned.” He leaned forward, speaking loudly and with insulting clearness.

“The question is, Henry Jenkins, how many people—common people; farmers, like yourself—how many of those people are you acquainted with who enjoy the Companionship of a cat?”

Somebody really oughta teach that boy some respect for longer experience.

“Well, sir, like I said before, I don’t know that anybody else like me has a cat. But, like you said, sir; I’m only a farmer. Could be there are things happening in the world that I don’t know anything about.”

A titter ran through the crowd at Hank’s back and died. The woman Judge mastered the beginnings of a smile. The oldest Judge remained impassive, “Perhaps you and Xaltin should work more diligently at the art of patience, Roderick.”

The boy glowered at the table top. His shoulder-kitty raised a dainty paw and licked at it with a careful tongue. “We shall endeavor to do so, sir.” The old Judge nodded gently. 

“Henry Jenkins.”

“Sir?”

“Henry Jenkins, surely it cannot have escaped your attention that only a certain group of people have the honor and the responsibility of Companionship with a cat. You must know, sir, that only those of us who administer the workings of the multifaceted government, who have been adopted by one of the seven Great Houses—only these select people, Henry Jenkins, have need of the wisdom and counsel of a feline Companion. The lives of the common people are not complex, nor—forgive me—ultimately important enough, to squander the companionship of cats upon them.

“If your farm were fired this evening, Henry Jenkins, so that by tomorrow this time you were destitute, it would make no real difference in the ordering of the shire or the lives of the people therein. If, on the other side, I were to misjudge a case involving the ethical holdings of a co-unity, History would be altered. Therefore, my need is clear. Yours is unimportant.”

The old man stopped speaking and closed his eyes. Hank stood, feeling Sundance like a stone on his shoulder, and was cold inside. The Judge didn’t think he’d done anything wrong. But it didn’t matter. They were going to take Sundance, anyway; without any more reason than ordinary people just didn’t count against the Government....

“Henry Jenkins,” it was the woman, speaking softly, “we are sorry. But there are too few Companions and our need for the newly-adopted of the Houses is great. You have had four years of comfort as a freely given gift from one of the Wise Ones. Be satisfied, Henry Jenkins. Be wise. There is work for Sundance, now; and he knows his duty as well as any other.”

Hank stood, silent and unconvinced. The woman sighed, reached up to touch the leather-harnessed breast of her Companion. “Listen to me. Henry Jenkins. To be Catted is the most solemn and beautiful ceremony in a lifetime. To feel for the first time that mind link with yours, to hear sounds through those ears, where before you heard only silence. Henry Jenkins, it is a way of life you challenge. We who are honored with the Companionship of a cat do not take that honor lightly. There are heavy responsibilities, and much to learn. We are never alone, Henry Jenkins; and we are never again only ourselves.

“You have not been through the full ritual. You do not know—do not really know. If it should have befallen one of our number—this Decattment which you so strongly resent—the human member would have chosen suicide. There is no other way for us, Henry Jenkins; and it is only half of honor that we think at such a pass. Your very lack of position saves you, man Jenkins. I bid you once more—be content.”

Hank kept his mouth shut; reached one hand over his shoulder to touch a silky-furred foot. The woman sighed and leaned back in her chair, waving her hand vaguely before her.

Roderick Orange Robe straightened and announced, “Let the Ritual begin.”

From the crowd at Hank’s right marched the yellow robed official who had spoken to him before the Judges’ entrance, flanked by two uniformed, but cat-less, men. They stopped directly in front of Hank and Sundance and the official recited, “By the authority vested in me by this gathering and the Wisdom learned through companionship with Mrrabin, who sits upon my right shoulder, I hereby and for all time declare that you, man Henry Jenkins, are Decatted and alone. Therefore, hand over to me the cat you have called Sundance, whose name in the House of Brunt is Pertt, that he may be taken to the Place of Resting before he is given Choice of another Companion.”

Hank didn’t move, “He’ll come to you if he wants it, Mister.”

The official reddened, glanced back at the Judges’ table and received that gentle nod from the old Judge and a slight smile from the woman. “Very well, then.” And he reached out toward Sundance.

The crowd gasped as the cat leaned toward the approaching man and swung his paw—claws out—once, twice. Yellow Robe jerked back with a yelp, left hand cupping his right, as one of the uniformed men leaned toward him with a linen handkerchief.

Hank grinned and reached up to rub the cat’s ears. Sundance ducked his head down beside Hank’s and purred.

The official, right hand wrapped in white, approached once more; the audience drew breath like one person; held it. Sundance leaned forward again; swiped at the approaching hands, claws battle-ready—

The official’s cat leaned sharply to the left, smacked Sundance on the forehead, claws sheathed. The official stopped. Sundance and Mrrabin settled back upon their rightful shoulders. Hank felt Sundance’s tail beat a light tattoo on his back, then stop.

The official licked his lips and murmured to Hank, “Hand me the cat, sir; this is undignified.”

“The cat don’t like you, Mister. Whyn’t you go home an’ let us be?”

“That’s impossible. Don’t force the issue, Henry Jenkins, as you love your life. Turn the cat over to me now; no more nonsense.”

“Come an’ get ’im—if you think you can, that is.”

The official looked trapped. He looked back at the Judges again; received no support that Hank could see, and reached out his hands again.

Mrrabin swatted—once, twice, three times—claws sheathed, at the white-wrapped hand. The official bit his lip on a sob. Sundance and Hank stayed absolutely still.

Yellow Robe bowed stiffly to Hank and Sundance, spun precisely upon his heel to face the three Judges. “I regret to inform the Court that it is beyond my skill to remove the cat Pertt from Henry Jenkins’ shoulder, where he rides against all law and custom. Wise Mrrabin does not aid me in this. Rather, she, too, seems to believe that there is something wrong with the conduct of the ceremony. I beg leave of the Court to retire.”

The woman Judge nodded, “You may.”

The three Judges sat as they had when they’d first taken their seats, shoulders high and square, eyes closed in serene faces. Hank mopped his forehead with his jacket sleeve and wondered what was going to happen next. By everything they’d said, they weren’t going to let him and Sundance go home just ’cause the cat scratched one of their pretty boys. If they wanted the cat bad enough, there were ways, and not much old Hank could do to prevent it, either.

Like before, all the eyes opened at once. Young Roderick cleared his throat. “It is the unanimous opinion of the Judges that the Ritual of Decattment must be followed in every particular. The dignity of the cats would seem to demand this. We have had no input from the three Wise Ones here; for the moment they choose to hold their own counsel. We therefore must proceed as we see best, in our purely human understanding.

“Man Jenkins, stand forward, please.”

Hank moved forward one slow step at a time. Somewhere over his head Sundance was purring, loud and steady. They stopped two paces from the table.

“Well, young fella, what d’ya have in mind this time? Like to pitch 

Sundance three to one?”

“The situation is far too grave for joking, Henry Jenkins. You do not seem to understand that the failure of Politician Lea to relieve you of the unauthorized Companionship of cat Pertt has left us no choice but to demand that you end your life.”

The woman Judge looked as if she might cry.

Hank wouldn’t believe it. “That’s crazy, ma’am, if you’ll pardon my sayin’ so. I’m an old man, sure, but I plan to go on livin’ ’til Death wrestles me down to stay. I in no way intend to commit suicide, ma’am, and that’s fact. If you and this House of Brunt want Sundance, you’re goin’ to have to figure a way to get ’im. An’ if you can’t, then you’ll just have to let us go home—fair’s fair and if you people are outsmarted by a kitty-cat, then why don’t you admit it? I got cows to milk, ma’am, and crops to tend. I don’t have much time for games.”

The woman nodded, and the old Judge shifted in his bright blue robes, “Fetch the Honorsword, Roderick, please.”

The boy rose to obey—and three cats on three brightly-clad shoulders raised themselves into high arches, tails slashing air and jeweled whiskers quivering. Xaltin, claws deep in Roderick’s orange shoulder, raised his head and screamed. Another scream echoed his and Hank saw the woman Judge rub her fingers hard against her temples, eyes closed in pain.

And through the crowd at Hank’s back the words ran like brush fire, “The cats ... The cats object ... It’s the cats, they don’t want it done.”

“Silence in the Hall!” the old Judge’s voice rose almost to conversational level. The murmuring ceased.

“Judges. Compose yourselves. Open your minds and speak with your Companions. There is something very wrong here. We may have gravely erred. Fortunately, we are warned in time....”

Hank stood looking at the blank, closed faces before him, then twisted his head sidewise and up to look at Sundance, tall and calm on his shoulder. Well, it was worth a try. Sundance wanted to stay with him, didn’t he? That meant they were friends, right? Companions, even, ceremony or no. Hank closed his eyes and tried to not think of anything. It was hard and he kept seeing flashes of color behind his eyelids. He was about ready to give it up when...

“Grrreetingsss, Man-Jenkinsss....”

Hank started and swallowed; squeezed his eyes tight and thought hard, “Sundance?”

There was a ripple of a sort of sunshine sound that Hank somehow understood to be laughter and then something—no, someone—warm in his mind, friendly-like, not scary at all, and then—pictures.

Hank saw cats, lots of cats—ordinary cats, like Sundance, not dolled-up and jeweleried cats like the ones the nobles favored—all marching out of the seven Great Houses and Choosing their own Companions, working alongside people, equal to equal, sharing wisdom and learning, too. He saw the years run by with more and more kittens being born and Choosing their Companions, freely. And he saw great machines being built that rose majestically straight up through the sky and out of the world to land on other worlds, where men and cats learned to till those fields and build cities on that soil and then build more world-traveling machines to take more men and cats to other worlds....

Hank opened his eyes. The Judges were all standing behind their rubbed steel table, cats sitting high and calm on each right shoulder. The eldest Judge spoke in his deadleaf rustle that carried through the crowd easier than any shout. “We have conferred with the Wise Ones and bow to their vision. This day a new era has come to us and Henry Jenkins is the vanguard of that time. It will commence immediately that the Seven Great Houses will open their doors to all who desire Companionship of a cat, to let the cats that now reside in those Houses Choose for themselves who they may wish. And as kittens are born, they, also, will be granted this privilege and so on, until the whole world is Catted. And thus we will enter a new age.”

The Judges bowed slightly to Hank and Sundance and filed out to the left.

The crowd turned upon itself and began to dissolve, here and there a voice already raised in jubilation, speculation.

Thoughtfully, Hank tried to tug his mangled hat into some order, set the hopeless knot on his head with a shrug and a lopsided grin, and reached up to scratch Sundance on the chest. The cat purred loudly and shifted himself until he was draped around Hank’s neck like a lady’s stole. “Guess we’d better get on home, Sundance, how ’bout it?” 

Sundance continued to purr.

First published in Amazing Stories, May 1980
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Sharon Lee

“AARRW!”

“That’s easy for you to say! After all, you’re a cat. Highest level of evolution and all that. Just back among us mere mortals for one more incarnation, to prove to the Eternal All that you finally and for all time have gotten your act together—”

“Ow!”

“Hey, don’t get sore; I didn’t mean anything by it. Monkeys are bad tempered, is all—especially when they can’t get their paws around their morning coffee. How’m I supposed to create, I ask you, without coffee?” A pause which the cat refused to fill, then.

“Listen, cat, there’s a theory—genuine scientific stuff, now, done proper— that makes coffee the Prime Motivator, the creative force of the Universe: ‘In the Beginning, there was Coffee, complete unto Itself. But, in the fullness of Time, Coffee became lonely and called into being Cream and Sugar—’ You listening to me?”

But the cat had followed the rays of the early morning sun and now sat in the center of a lightpool, unconcernedly washing its toes.

The Magician sighed and returned his attention to his worktable, empty except for two objects. One was an outsize and very empty earthenware coffee mug.

The other was a common tree toad. It blinked at the Magician, bemused.

The Magician blinked back, made a few properly mystic passes, muttered a word that may have been ‘echranstratz.’ The toad vanished.

The coffee mug remained empty, a comment on the amount of joy to be found in the Magician’s universe at that particular moment.

The Magician therefore settled his hat tightly on his head, pushed back his sleeves and Strove. He made many mystic passes, accompanied by many words, some of which may have been ‘echranstratz’— 

“Dammit!”

The cat paused in its toilet to stare reproachfully at the Magician, who, in his turn, stared at his littered worktable. He was talking to himself.

“A jack ball. Three robin-egg rubies. A ticket to the 1965 World Series— upper reserve. A brass lamp. Two ingots of gold and one of—silver?—no, platinum. Fourteen velvet hair ribbons. One raccoon’s tail. A coupon for one free anchovy and green pepper pizza. And still it’s empty, empty, EMPTY! 

Gods, what do I have to do to get a cup of COFFEE in this joint?!”

So saying, he hurled his pointed hat against the nearest wall, wrapped his arms wildly around his chest, screamed a word that was definitely NOT ‘echranstratz’and vanished with a craack in a cloud of black smoke.

The cat finished washing his face, sat for a moment, staring at nothing, and then strolled across the room to the worktable. A light leap, a dainty landing. He pointedly ignored the jack ball, played a brief game of bat-about with a ruby until he lost it to the floor; stropped himself on the lamp and, at last, walked over to glance, with great incuriosity, inside the coffee mug. Then he stretched, yawned and left the table in search of a sunny sill in which to nap.

Presently the steam rising from the mug on the worktable filled the empty room with rich, brown aroma.

First published in Owlflight #5, 1986
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Sharon Lee  

THE RAIN STOPPED.

Agnes Pelletier sat up in the feather bed she and Jakey had shared for forty-two years before his dying, startled wide awake by the absence of sound.

It’d been raining steady, the last three days, the mercury sitting just above 32. The air was too warm to freeze the water as it fell, according to the weather fella on the radio. So they had rain instead of a regular Maine January snowstorm. Some towns, there’d been floods. Up on the Interstate, the radio told her, cars and trucks slid off a roadway sheeted in ice, for the rain froze where it struck.

Down on the Wimsy Neck Road, at Pelletier’s farm, Agnes slipped and damn’ near broke her leg walking down the drive to the mailbox day before yesterday. Yesterday, there’d been a special announcement on the radio: The Post Office had canceled rural route delivery, due to conditions. Agnes had already decided not to risk another walk to the mailbox. Fine time to take a fall, she’d told herself; the way that rain’s coming down, you’d be froze flat to the drive in a second.

But the rain had stopped; and there was a rosy glow showing around the edges of the shuttered window. Agnes pushed back the quilts and eased out of the feather bed. Sunshine! Now, there was a welcome difference.

***
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IN THE KITCHEN, she added wood to the stove, then hauled on a pair of heavy work boots and laced them up. She squinted at the mercury reading as she zipped Jakey’s old barncoat over her sweaters. Thirty-two and windless—she could do without the watch cap. She pulled on the mittens she’d knitted for herself and went over to unlatch the door.

She hesitated on the sill, looking up at the big old oaks that shaded the dooryard, their January-bare branches glittering like they’d been dipped in diamonds. They stretched tall against the bright blue sky, and Agnes felt a little dizzy, seeing something as familiar as their trees made strange and discomfortable.

She moved her eyes, squinting against the bright. Everything—trees, truck, dooryard and barn—was covered in ice. Thick, shiny ice that the sun struck sparks from, like a hammer against steel. There wasn’t a sound to be heard in all the bright, frozen world. Agnes wondered if the birds were frozen tight to their trees.

She took hold of the doorpost and eased down the ice-cased steps, skidding off the bottom and scrabbling to keep her feet when she struck the yard. Slowly, half-skating in her work boots, she went across to the bird feeder. Froze solid: she could see the seeds through the ice, double-sized, like she was looking through a magnification glass. She had a couple whacks at it with her mittened fist, holding onto the slick pole with her other hand, but the ice didn’t so much as take a nick.

“Damn,” she said, and her own voice spooked her, too loud in the brilliant silence.

Careful, careful as she could and then some, she turned and skated across the dooryard, heading for the truck.

She was doing all right til her forward foot slid a little too quick, the bad knee gave and she sat down sudden on ice hard as stone, feeling the jolt from her tailbone to her head.

It was a comedy skit, then, with her trying to get upright with nothing close by to hang onto and her boots everywhichway on the slick. Finally, she gave it up and scooted the last couple feet to the truck on her can, the beginning of a breeze tickling her ear. She reached up for the door latch and didn’t quite connect, reason being she was staring at tires fully encased; the ice sheathing the rubber growing right into the ice surface of the drive. Three, four inches of ice.

“Need the axe for that work,” Agnes muttered, and her own voice wasn’t quite so spooky now, what with the breeze moving around and pinging off the frozen branches. Not quite a natural sound, that ping, but better than silence.

She put her attention on the matter, got a hand on the latch and hauled herself upright, shoulder popping and knees complaining. When she was pretty sure her feet were going to stay where she’d put them, she let go the latch. The mitten stuck to the ice and mites of wool pulled loose, but the knit held without unraveling.

The breeze had picked up to a near-wind, burning her ears on the way by, which made her regretful of the watch cap. Just over her head, the oak groaned and she heard that ping again, which she thought might be the ice, cracking.

The truck was in solid: axe work, sure enough. She figured to hack out a couple sections of ice, expose some metal, and let the sun do the best of the work. There was plenty food put by, between the freezer and the pantry; plenty wood for the stove. A drive into town wasn’t an urgency, but she didn’t like being without the means to travel, if travel was called for.

The wind snarled, sudden and winterly; the oak over her head moaned.

Out in the back wood, some damn fool fired a gun. Agnes jumped, skidded, threw herself flat against the truck and managed not to fall. Following the shot was a sound like a barrel-load of jelly glasses being smashed, and a thud.

“Tree,” Agnes gasped into the cold, while the wind chewed the tips of her ears. “Tree down.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to settle out the tightness in her chest. She opened her eyes again and looked over to the barn, which was where the axe would be, hung up on its peg, just like Jakey’d always done it.

It was then she saw the cat.

They’d always had cats—barn cats, that was. Working cats, not your tuna-fed layabout the pedigree for which cost more than Jakey had paid for the farm, back in ’48. There were fewer cats now—maybe two, maybe three, since Jakey died and she’d sold off the animals. Still, where there was a barn, there were mice. And where there were mice, there were cats.

This cat—Agnes had seen this cat around the barn. It had stared at her, like cats stared, about as friendly as you’d expect. A big gray it was, shaggy as a pony, with a back as wide as both Agnes’ hands put side-by-side. Strong, upright ears lined in long gray fur, a white muzzle and white feet the size of snowshoes, with fur growing out between the toes. A barn cat, like all the others.

Except barn cats didn’t march purposeful across the drive, round golden eyes focused, she would swear it, on her face.

“Brow-wow,” the cat announced, as soon as it saw it was seen. “Brow-wow.”

Calling to her, Agnes thought, and the next instant told herself not to be an old fool.

The wind slapped her face with a gust and she shivered where she stood braced against the truck. “Best fetch that axe and get on with business,” she said and slid a step away, letting go of her support with caution. Her tail hurt where she’d sat down sudden, and her knee did, too. She hesitated, wondering if she might leave the axe work for later, if it was worthwhile trying to work the latch loose. If she could get the door wide, get the key in the ignition, she could try rocking the truck....

“Brow-wow!” the cat shouted. “Move!”

Move Agnes did, from sheer surprise. The ice turned her start into a skid, which she fought down to a slide, then to a skate, heading, by no intention of her own, toward the cat, or the barn or— 

Behind her, a cannon went off.

Agnes stumbled, pitched forward, flung her arms out to break the fall and felt the shock in every joint when she hit. The world slid sideways, roaring. Then came a smash, a shatter and—silence.

Belly down on the ice, Agnes took stock. Nothing broke, she decided, though much was considerably shook up. After a minute, she undertook to gain her knees, and then her feet. Twigs tumbled off her back and she dared a look to the rear.

Overburdened with ice, one of the biggest limbs of the oak she’d been standing under had let loose. The truck was stove in; windshield shattered, the glitter of glass lost among the hard shine of the ice. If she’d’ve stayed where she’d been....

She turned back the way she’d been going, careful. The big gray cat was sitting on the ice, bushy tail wrapped around white toes, ears perked forward, green-gold eyes intent on her face.

Agnes stared back. Cats could be talky, when the mood took them. She couldn’t recall ever hearing one speak out in plain English before, but that didn’t count for nothing. She’d been a twice-a-week regular customer at Halley’s Variety for close to ten years before she heard old Ben Halley launch a sentence. If barn cats didn’t break out into English as a regular event, it likely just meant they had nothing to say.

Agnes glanced back over her shoulder, wincing at the size of the branch across the truck. Her head would’ve been stove in along with the cab, if the cat hadn’t decided it was time to speak out. She looked away from the wreckage; the cat was still sitting on the drive, staring at her.

“Appreciate the warning,” she said, nodding politely. The cat stared at her a second longer, then looked aside, and yawned.

Out of the woods came a volley of shots—onetwothreefourfivesix! trees dying between one breath and the next. Agnes shuddered and slid a foot forward, intending to get into the house and stay there, tending her bruises by the woodstove until—

Another cannon spoke, which was the oak at the front corner of the yard dropping a branch the size of a tanker truck. Encased in ice, the branch fell, hit the power line leading into the house—and kept on going. The wire held for a second against the added weight, ice scattering as it stretched ... and gave way of a sudden at its weakest point, ripping loose from the power box on the side of the house.

Live wire went down across the drive, tangled in oak branch, and spitting like a mad cat.

Agnes changed her course, moving away from those wires. Electric could run through ice, same as through wire. She knew that. Jakey’d worked for the power company a couple years when the farm didn’t bring in enough to satisfy the bank. Jakey’d told her all about wires and how electric was nobody’s friend.

Agnes skittered back, aiming to put distance between herself and a nasty shock. A stealthy movement down low drew her eye, which was the cat, belly to the ice, bushy tail straight behind, all its attention on the spitting, jerking wire.

Barn cats don’t have much fear, especially not a hearty, Maine-bred cat with furry feet as big as dinner plates. The cat drew in on itself as Agnes watched, setting up for the spring—

She swooped, got a handful of neck fur and an arm around solid animal, teetered and went flat on her can again, both arms full of fighting, twenty pound cat, which commenced to screech, claws deep into Jakey’s old barn coat.

“Stow it, you fool!” Agnes gasped. “That thing’ll kill you!”

The cat went quiet. The claws withdrew. Arms around the cat’s middle, Agnes scooted them backward along the ice, away from the wire, toward the barn.

Her back hit the wooden entry ramp and she let the cat go, following its dash into the barn at a more sedate crawl.

She collapsed just inside the shelter of the roof, glad of a wooden floor and relief from a wind determined to turn nasty.

Outside, she heard more shots—more trees breaking under the weight of the ice. Sooner or later, a tree would take down the main line on the road, or a power pole itself would let go. At which point, she figured it would be safe to go back across the ice to the house. Meanwhile, she’d be lucky if her ears weren’t frostbit and her tailbone sprained.

“Brow-wow?” The cat, very soft.

Agnes turned her head and squinted into the dimness of the barn. The cat was sitting about three feet further in, pushing a paw against what looked to be a mound of straw.

“Brow-wow,” the cat said again, and it was grief Agnes heard in its voice, no question.

Sure of what she’d see, still she had to get up on her feet, walk over and look. It was only respectful, to go and look, and to pay proper condolence.

The dead one was orange and white, not quite as big as the gray that was using its paw to gently push at the dead one’s shoulder, as if it couldn’t quite believe what its senses must surely tell it.

But you didn’t believe, she knew, not at first. She remembered finding Jakey face down in the mud between the barn and the house. She’d shaken him, yelling his name, took in that he was sick, ran inside and called the Rescue, telling herself it looked bad, but it wasn’t death—not dead. Not Jakey.

She swallowed, throat tight, and sat down on the floor by the cat.

“We wear out and we go,” she said, which was how she’d finally settled the matter to her satisfaction, months after Jakey’s dying. “Those of us who’ve done our best, we get to go easy. The ones left behind, we’re lonely. But we go on. Life goes on, until it ends.”

“Lone-ly?” The cat’s big eyes were on her face.

“Lonely,” Agnes agreed, and then did something she knew better than, meaning only to offer comfort to an equal independence, who right now sat in a pain she understood: She put out a mittened hand to stroke the cat’s head.

The cat ducked, shied and bolted into the depths of the barn, disappearing, like barn cats knew how to do.

Agnes sighed, took another look at the dead cat, then went back to her post at the door. The town would be by in a while to clear the road, is what she figured. Trees down all over and more falling. Conditions like this, there was bound to be accidents. Rescue had to get through, and it was the town’s part to keep the way clear.

So, she sat at the door, waiting for the town plow, or a road crew, or a wire team, and maybe she drowsed, already used to the sound of cannon and gunfire in the nearby woods.

What woke her was an unexpected weight on her outstretched leg. Inspection proved that to be the barn cat’s not inconsiderable head. The cat opened its eyes when she shifted her leg.

“Lone-ly,” it explained and Agnes sighed.

“I know,” she said seriously and the cat blinked its green-gold eyes, nuzzling its chin down on her knee—and was upright in the next second, ears to the fore.

Agnes heard it, too, deep in her gut: the ground-shaking rumble of heavy machinery.

“Plow’s coming,” she told the cat, and hauled herself to her feet.

She took the ramp slow and careful and went a ways down the drive, wary of the wire, though it wasn’t spitting anymore. The wind was a steady push against her face, carrying the racket of trees breaking. She gauged the progress of the town plow by the rumble in her chest, and her hand come up to flag ’er down the instant the blade cleared the drive.

The plow rolled on another eight feet, braking, which is no small thing for a piece of machinery the size of your town snowplow. When it was stopped, the driver climbed down and walked back.

“Keep back from that wire!” he called up to her.

“I plan to,” Agnes answered.

He hit the end of the drive, braked sudden enough to skid, caught himself and stood there, hands in the pockets of his jacket, taking in the damage. Fella maybe her own age, watch cap pulled snug over his ears and a salt-pepper beard keeping the south portion of his face warm.

He studied on the tangle of busted limb and wire, looked over at the truck, then at the barn.

“Fine lookin’ cat,” he said. Agnes nodded, but he’d already put his attention back on that wire.

“Jakey Pelletier’s place, ain’t it?” he asked, after he’d studied the situation to his own satisfaction.

“Was,” Agnes said. “Jakey passed summer before last.”

“Jakey? No. I heard that. I did hear that.” He shook his head. “He left right close to the time I lost my wife. Cancer.” Another headshake. “I’m Tom Oullette—me and Jakey worked the lines together couple years, before I come on with the town. Good man. Solid.”

Agnes swallowed, recalling for no good reason the orange cat, laying cold and quiet in the barn. “All of that,” she said, but not loud, due to her throat closing up.

“Listen,” Tom Oullette called up to her, “I need to get back on the job— things are this bad and worse all over. I’ll call in to the town, tell ’em about the wire. You need anything? Want a lift out? Elementary school’s setting up as a shelter.”

“I’m fine,” Agnes told him. “Plenty wood. Pantry’s stocked. Freezer—” she looked at the down wire. “Freezer’s in trouble, I guess.”

“Radio?” he asked her. “Batteries?”

“All set.”

“You’ll do,” he allowed, his grin a sudden flash of white in his beard. “Best thing’s for you and the cat to get inside. Load up the stove and put the kettle on. That wire—main line’s down, all the way back to the four corners. You don’t want to touch that wire, but it’s safe enough to get on over to the steps. Once you’re inside, you’ll be fine. I’ll put in that call to central first thing I’m back in the truck.”

“I appreciate that,” she said, and smiled. “Thanks.”

“That’s all right,” said Tom Oullette. “Go on inside, now. No sense standing out in the wind.”

He turned and half-walked, half-skated back to his plow truck. Agnes saw him climb into the cab before she turned herself and skated, all her bones and bruises complaining, over to the steps.

It was a scramble to stay on the step and get the door open, but she finally managed it, and without a tumble, too. Boots firmly on kitchen floor linoleum, she looked out once more across the yard.

And saw the cat, sitting in the middle of all that ice, tail ’round its toes, eyes on her face.

“Well,” Agnes said, pushing the door wider, “what’re you waiting for? Come in, if you want to come in. There’s room.”

The cat blinked its green-gold eyes. Slowly, taking its own good time, it got up on four feet, stretched its middle talltallTALL and strolled across the ice. When it reached the steps, it neatly jumped over them, landing on the linoleum with a solid thump.

It stayed where it was for a second or two, taking stock, Agnes thought, then stropped itself once against her leg and moved deeper into the kitchen, bushy tail held high.

Agnes smiled, and shut the door.

First published in Catfantastic V, 1999
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