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            Introduction

          

          FAMILIAR TERRITORY

        

      

    

    
      Animals and magic go together like pen and paper, books and a warm beverage … writers and cats. We, the editors of this anthology, know that last to be particularly true. We have seven cats between us. 

      Which is why when our fifth cohort of Publishing graduate students earning their Master of Arts degree at Western Colorado University settled on Feisty Felines and Other Fantastical Familiars for their group thesis project, we knew they were on to something. 

      These fifteen students developed the call for submissions and spent their fall semester wading through the slush pile to find the best familiar stories. And as it turns out, we had not only a clowder of cat stories to choose from but also a plethora of creative familiar stories. So, after careful consideration and much discussion, this anthology holds to its name: about half of the stories are about feline familiars and half are about other animal familiars. 

      These stories range from light to dark, with several poems threaded through, but all adhere to our most important criterion: that the familiar be the main voice.  

      The students then arranged the stories, worked with the authors on copy edits, chose the art for the cover, and assisted in all aspects of production and marketing. 

      So, thanks to the hard work of these Publishing MA students, and generous funding from Draft2Digital, Feisty Felines joins the previous Western Colorado University anthology projects: Monsters, Movies & Mayhem (winner of the 2021 Colorado Book Award for Best Anthology); Unmasked; Gilded Glass; and Merciless Mermaids. Like its predecessors, this book contains an incredible collection of fantastic stories. 

      We hope you enjoy reading them as much as we all enjoyed working with them. But don’t be surprised if once you’re done reading this anthology, you find yourself seeking out your own fantastical familiar.…

      
        
        —Kevin J. Anderson and Allyson Longueira

        Graduate Program in Creative Writing

        Western Colorado University

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Dragon’s Cat

          

          JODY LYNN NYE

        

      

    

    
      Warm,” said a tiny, high voice somewhere around the armpit under Sochel’s left wing. The dragon began to nose through her iridescent pearl-and-coral-colored scales. It wasn’t unknown for parasites to nestle in against her hot skin. But they hardly ever talked.

      She nudged the scales back, searching, but the tickle receded farther away, toward her spine. It annoyed her to be infested. How long had it been since she had given herself a good, cleansing burst of fire? But this felt larger than the usual insects that burrowed down to get away from the chill of her mountainside lair. Sochel kept twisting her long neck until she uncovered a small mat of gray fur. Ah!

      She picked it up between thumb and foreclaw. An unexpected tasty morsel. She opened her jaws and extended her long, pink tongue. The bundle struggled, fighting to loosen her grip on it.

      “Reeeeow!” it exclaimed, clawing at her paw with minute ivory talons.

      It wasn’t an insect! It was… a kitten? It had fluffy light gray fur embossed with stripes of darker gray, small round paws, and an isosceles triangle of a ringed gray tail. Its head seemed much too large for its little body. It wasn’t scared. Rather, the small creature opened indignant, large green eyes, as though furious to have been pulled away from its warm nest. Sochel was taken aback.

      Well, predators didn’t normally eat predators. True, they often fought for the same food supply, but this tiny creature couldn’t possibly eat enough, maybe in its whole lifetime, to take away a full meal from her. She set it down on the stone floor, just short of the jumbled pile of gold treasure that made up her bed.

      Immediately, the tiny beast leaped for her forearm, clambered up, and attempted to burrow its way back under her wing.

      “Just a minute, where do you think you’re going?” she asked, taking it by the scruff again and lifting it to eye level. The black pupils spread across the green irises, and it blinked beguilingly.

      “Warm,” it said again.

      “You’re too young to be out on your own,” Sochel said, looking around. “Where’s your mother?”

      “Yours,” the kitten said.

      “You’re not mine.”

      “Yes!” As if to prove it, the kitten rubbed its cheek against Sochel’s nose. She sniffed, and the intake of air made the kitten wobble in her grasp. It smelled… good. Clean. Familiar, like her own babies of decades past. “Yours.”

      Sochel fought against the scent. It was making her feel maternal again. “How did you get in here?”

      “Dunno.” It waved its front feet, and a bubble of light grew between them, and an image formed inside of it. Sochel was so surprised, she nearly dropped the little creature. It had magic. No ordinary cat could manifest an illusion. Was this kitten part dragon?

      She peered at the colorful cloud. The little creature was in the middle of it with two, no, three more like it, lying against a smooth wall of striped fur. That must be the mother’s belly. Then, the image of the others dropped away as though the kitten had been picked up by the scruff. Light suffused the image, and the next thing she could see was the entrance of her own cavern. She knew it because of the smear of melted gold on the stones at the opening.

      “So, your mother left you here,” Sochel said. “Well, we need to get you back to her.”

      But where to begin? Finding one cat out of the thousands or millions in Ombroad must be impossible. Fortunately, she knew someone who was well versed in the impossible.

      She tucked the kitten under the scales at the back of her neck.

      “Come along,” she said. “We’re going to find your mother.”

      Sochel spread her wings and arrowed out of the cave into the cold morning air.

      “Eeeee!” the kitten sang, its tones piercing her eardrums like a spear. It didn’t sound scared. It sounded thrilled.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t need a kitten,” Sochel complained to Borun, the court wizard who served the queen of Ombroad, the kingdom just over the mountain range from her high cave fastness. His circular stone tower stood high over the capital city, Duranton, and its crenelated roof was large enough for her to land on if she curled up around the flagpole at its center.

      Borun looked at her, his blue eyes twinkling over his gold-rimmed half-spectacles, so startling in his dark brown face. She suspected he didn’t really need the glass circles, but their presence gave him a look of greater wisdom. They had been friends for nearly a century, and had seen four kings and queens take the throne in that time.

      “Obviously, someone, I suspect the mother, believes that you do,” he said, chuckling. The kitten had crawled out of Sochel’s scales and nestled in between Borun’s silvering beard and fluffy knitted scarf. “Friendly little fellow, isn’t he?”

      “It’s a boy, then?”

      Borun plucked the small beast from his garments, held it up, and peered under the tail. “Yes, definitely a boy. He did magic, you say?”

      “Yes. An illusion. A memory, I think,” Sochel said, watching the wizard playing with the kitten. “His mother and the rest of the clutch.”

      “Litter,” Borun corrected her. “Well, I think you can rule out giving him away.”

      “Why? I can’t be forced to adopt him!”

      “It’s not a matter of being forced. I take it you have never heard of the Cat Distribution System?”

      “No!” Sochel lashed her tail into one of the stone crenelations, causing it to shift against the mortar holding it in place, threatening to send it falling over the side of the tower. Borun flicked out the hand not holding the cat, and the stone settled back. Grinding sounds ensued as the cement mended itself. “That sounds like foolish wizard talk.”

      “It’s only that it has proven to be true over and over again. A cat or, in your case, kitten appears in your vicinity, to assuage a need that one of you has. It aids in the balance of power, offers companionship to those who need it, augments or controls magic, and sometimes provides something to care for to those who have forgotten compassion.”

      “I don’t need a cat,” Sochel snapped.

      “Well, maybe he needs you,” Borun said. “Did you ever find out his name? Perhaps there is a clue there. What are you called, son?”

      “Merrow,” the kitten replied. He leaped from Borun’s grasp and snuggled back into the beard and scarf. Purring emerged from the woolly nest. Sochel shook her head.

      “You see? He doesn’t even know his name.”

      “I think that is his name,” Borun said. He reached into the air. Suddenly, a huge, royal-blue-bound book was in his hand. He thumbed through its pages. “Hmm. Hmm! Well, you have a new friend there whose name is steeped in legend. ‘Merrow’ means ‘defender.’ Such a well-named creature would make an excellent familiar, my friend.”

      “I do not need a defender that is less than bite-sized,” Sochel said. “Nor do I require a familiar. My magic is sufficient for my needs. I want only to find his mother and return him to her.”

      “I believe I can help with that,” Borun said. He pulled a chair and a low table out of the air and sat down at it.

      “You’re a wielder of arcane power. Do you have a cat from her?”

      Borun chuckled. “Oh, of course I do! Edriu is in the palace at this moment, keeping an eye on the queen’s third son. Prince Harint is four, bound to take over from me one day. Quite a wizard in the making.” Borun kept flipping through the pages. “Ah! I found it!”

      Sochel peered over his shoulder. “The Cat?”

      “No, no, the spell to locate her.”

      Referring to an ornamented leaf in the big book, Borun waved his hands. “Let us see the Great Cat Mother, O spirits. Find her for the sake of this small one.” He gestured toward the kitten. Sparks flew from Merrow’s head to Borun’s fingers, scorching them red. He shook them with a hiss. “Bless Nature, this one is a powerful familiar!”

      Sochel refrained from repeating that she didn’t need one. For whatever reason, the wizard didn’t believe her, or simply thought that he knew best. That was typical of her old friend. She watched him work.

      The blue book vanished, and a rough crystal the size of his head appeared in its place. He set both hands at either side of it, and it illuminated with a deep red light. He reached out to touch the kitten on the head. It rubbed against his finger. He smiled. Beams of the same green as the kitten’s eyes shot off from the crystal in a number of directions. One of the fierce lines pierced directly through the dragon’s body. She flinched, but it didn’t hurt.

      “What are those?” Sochel asked.

      “Beacons. Traces. They show where the Great Cat Mother is, or where she is going to be. She will be delivering kittens to the places that they ought to be. We want the freshest trail, so you can meet her there.” He followed each beam with his finger, then lit upon the one that led to the west. “This is it. She is not there yet, but will be shortly. Out to the west,” Borun said, pointing toward the blue shadows of a distant mountain ridge. “Near the Six Cascade Falls. I sense her approach to a warren of caves underneath their cataracts.”

      The dragon frowned. “That is Ochse’s home. He and I do not get along.” That was, if anything, an understatement. They had been in a blood feud for almost thirty years. She could hardly recall how it had begun, but incursions upon the villages she had protected had all the earmarks of a cyclops attack: stomped houses, wells kicked in, trees uprooted bodily. Naturally, she had retaliated in kind, tit for tat, and the land between their domains had suffered horribly.

      “Well, carry a flag of peace,” Borun said, his eyes twinkling again. “It’s certainly time you reached out and mended fences. She’ll be there in a matter of hours. You must catch her, or I’ll have to do the invocation all over again. The Great Cat Mother goes where she must. Time is of the essence, my friend. Do not dally.”

      “I will not. I can take Merrow there and explain that a mistake was made,” Sochel said. “Thank you, good wizard.”

      “The Great Cat Mother seldom makes mistakes, my friend.” Then, Borun looked thoughtful. “Although it’s not unknown. I remember… well, never mind. Go. I estimate it’s a six-hour flight for you, and you have just about that much time to make your appointment. Fare you both well!”

      Sochel gathered up Merrow, removing him wailing in protest from the wizard’s mop of curly silver hair. She placed him in a nest of scales behind her right ear, and prepared to spring upward. He carried on squalling. She frowned, bringing her impressive brow ridges to the base of her long snout.

      “It would have been less trouble if I had just eaten him.”

      Borun chuckled. “He would have given you bellyache, my friend! He’s meant to be your companion and protector.”

      “Hmmph!” Sochel couldn’t even find the words to retort. She thrust upward into the air and spread her wings.

      She flew away with Borun’s hearty laughter following her.

      The dragon was not looking forward to confronting the one-eyed giant. She had to think of what to say to appease Ochse that would allow her to enter his labyrinth, greet the Great Cat Mother, divest herself of the pesty little kitten, and depart, all without causing another war. Calming words didn’t come easily to her. She preferred to fight with fire and magic, and let people give her the space she desired. If Borun hadn’t been so insistent that approaching the Cat was vital to the balance of power, she’d have dropped the little beast off on the doorstep of a cottage, and let the villagers within deal with his magic.

      The wind began to stir, flicking tiny droplets of rain in her face. She didn’t mind a storm, but she worried about the small creature on her head catching cold. She had never thought much about how mammals coped in weather.

      Merrow must have been worried, too. He chirruped urgently.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Lightning!” the kitten exclaimed.

      “What, in this drizzle?” She  glanced at the thin curtain of clouds overhead.

      Suddenly, she was surrounded by stabbing bolts of blinding blue-white. The first one jabbed her in the belly. Sochel bellowed in pain. Another carved a gash in her left foreleg. She dodged away from the silver claws. They weren’t coming from the clouds! She breathed out a burst of red fire imbued with magic. The red haze swallowed up one bolt after another, but more kept coming, clipping off scales or plunging into her limbs. Sochel fell a dozen yards and caught herself. Opening her wings, she arrowed up toward the clouds. She looked around furiously, trying to determine the source of the lightning.

      A form appeared above her, eyes glowing red with fury.

      “You stole my cat!”

      Sochel backwinged, dipping underneath the figure. Although the being’s golden skin had wrinkled and the long tresses of straight hair had gone from black to silver in the decades since she had seen the human, she recognized the enchantress Zindara.

      “I didn’t!” she exclaimed.

      Zindara whirled like a winged seed, shooting up to confront the dragon. Lightning shot from her fingertips.

      “You did! I see him right there on your filthy ear! He was promised to me! Give him to me!”

      Sochel dodged back and forth, trying to stay away from the hot white points. One took her full in the belly. Out of pure reaction, her wings closed around her body to protect it. She moaned. That was a vicious strike! She could have hit the kitten!

      The dragon writhed in pain but flapped her wings hard, putting distance between her and Zindara. She inhaled deeply, and expelled hot golden fire at the enchantress. Zindara’s form turned black as onyx. Most of the fire bounced off her, but she doubled over as some of it scorched her. The darkness faded, and her small face contorted in anger.

      She threw more lightning at Sochel, in every color of the spectrum. The pale green burned like acid, the orange struck her with the force of boulders, and the sickly purple made her feel ill on contact. That was the most insidious. Even as Sochel fought back, sending every spell she knew at her foe, her muscles started to weaken. Her wings couldn’t hold enough air to keep her aloft. She began to fall. Zindara crowed with triumph.

      “Bad!” Merrow shrieked. “Up!”

      Limbs of brilliant green, the same color as the kitten’s eyes, appeared in the air. Some of them molded themselves around the dragon’s body. Others warded off the onslaught of jagged arrows, though not perfectly. Some arrows zipped through the defenses and struck the dragon. Merrow leaped out onto the farthest emerald green bar and hissed at the enchantress.

      “Such spirit!” Zindara exclaimed. She whirled close and seized Merrow in mid-air.

      “Give him back!” Sochel shouted. Somehow, she found the strength within herself to break free and winged after the human.

      “No! You intercepted my delivery from the Great Cat Mother!” Zindara called over her shoulder. “All is right now.”

      “No! He’s… he’s mine!” Sochel surprised herself. She realized she did like the lively little fellow. The enchantress had no right to take him.

      Zindara, with hardly a backward glance, flicked a dismissive hand over her shoulder. The supporting green limbs vanished, and pink, fleshy bonds of magic wound around Sochel like a serpent.

      Her wings pinioned, and she plummeted toward the ground. She landed with a tremendous thud. The pink snake tied her down, stitching itself through the turf to hold her.

      Zindara sailed down after her, her red eyes gleeful.

      “You see what happens when you steal from me?” she asked. She threw Merrow up in the air and a transparent globe of power surrounded him. “Now, my little beauty, we’ll go back to my home, and we will make beautiful magic together!”

      Merrow fought and raked at the transparent bubble with his tiny talons, but couldn’t get a clawhold. Sochel threw all the magic she still had at it, striving to break him free, but the pink snake tightened on her, squeezing her chest. The harder she fought, the fiercer its grip.

      “Leave off,” Zindara warned her. “It’ll strangle you if you struggle. In an hour or two, or ten, it’ll dissolve. I advise you not to follow me.”

      Sochel gritted her teeth. With all her strength, she wrenched one limb free. She had to save Merrow. Though she started to lose feeling in her other limbs, she stretched out the claw and swiped at the enchantress.

      Smack! A flat hand of golden fire slapped her paw to the ground. Sochel bellowed.

      “I told you not to! Why don’t you listen to me?”

      Suddenly, a bolt of green fire blasted down from the sky and knocked Zindara out of the air. Merrow hissed and fizzed inside his floating bubble.

      Her hair smoking, Zindara sat up. She grasped the bubble and took a good look at the kitten.

      “By the Storm King, this isn’t my cat! Looks just like him, though.” She turned to Sochel, who was nearly strangling, and waved a hand. The bonds loosened. Sochel prepared to breathe fire, but Zindara’s snap caused the fire to go out. “Who is this one, and where is my kitten?”

      Sochel gasped in a deep breath, and all her fury came raging back. “I don’t know! I never asked for a protector or a familiar! I have no idea why I have him, or where your cat is. I’m trying to bring Merrow back to the Great Cat Mother. I have no need for a familiar. I brought him to Borun to get an explanation. He told me that I had to ask the Great Cat Mother. I was to meet her in Ochse’s cave. I only had a short time to get there, and you delayed me! I don’t know whether I have enough time now.”

      Zindara’s mouth gaped in astonishment. She waved a hand, and the pink snake dissolved into insubstantial smoke.

      “Undersea Goddess, I’ll have a piece of my mind to give the Great Cat Mother myself! We’d best be on our way.”

      “We?” Sochel asked, prying herself off the greensward. She shook her wings, dislodging clods of earth.

      “Yes, of course, we! Give me a ride to Ochse’s so I can talk to the Great Cat Mother myself.”

      “Walk,” Sochel said, turning her back on the enchantress. She pounced on the bubble, which popped with a sound like shattering crystal. Merrow crooned and leaped onto the dragon’s snout. “My mission doesn’t include you.”

      “Now, don’t be like that,” Zindara said, with a persuasive smile. She laid a hand on Sochel’s wing joint. “This has all been a misunderstanding. I didn’t mean to…”

      “…To snatch me out of the sky, bombard me with lightning bolts, and squeeze me in a web?” Sochel glared.

      Zindara shrugged. “Oh, well, that. Look, you want to give back the wrong kitten, and I want the one that should have been delivered to me.” She fluttered her eyelashes. “I’ll owe you a favor. You can always use a favor from a powerful friend.”

      “Well… all right,” Sochel said, grudgingly. “Hop on. But don’t touch the kitten again.”

      “Agreed.”
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        * * *

      

      Night had begun to draw her cloak over the earth by the time Sochel set down at the rough-hewn pillars that marked the entrance to the warren of twisting corridors and chambers Ochse had occupied for centuries. Putrid stench hovered in the air as she and Zindara crept in. The enchantress lit the way with a globe of golden light. Ochse usually lived alone, but once in a while other terrifying creatures huddled within—until the cyclops drove them away, or ate them, as the gnawed bones in every corner attested. A few hundred yards in, the main corridor split into two. Sochel’s keen ears picked up voices to the left.

      “She might still be here,” she said, turning. Zindara followed her.

      “No! No!” a hoarse voice echoed in the distance. Sochel frowned. It sounded like Ochse, but he had never trembled like that in her experience. “Get it away from me! Please!”

      She traced the voice, going deeper and deeper into the labyrinth than she ever had before. He must be in distress, but what could frighten a cyclops?

      “This way,” she whispered. “Be ready!”

      Zindara nodded, and prepared a handful of golden fire. Merrow perched behind the curve of Sochel’s right nostril, leaning forward like a ship’s figurehead.

      The sound grew louder and louder until they knew they must be nearly upon it. Sochel hesitated in the darkness before a well-lit doorway, then plunged into the room.

      There, plastered against the far wall, was Ochse, standing on a stone shelf ten feet up. He looked as if he had been trying to claw his way through the stone.

      “No, please! Leave me alone! Go away! Please!”

      His booming voice all but drowned out the tiniest of noises: a mew. A plaintive mew. A cry from the smallest of gray-striped kittens, looking up at the giant with curious eyes. He was almost a twin to Merrow except that his eyes were golden. The whole cavern trembled with the giant’s fear.

      Ochse stared at the intrusion, and his single orb widened. He begged Sochel and Zindara: “For the love of the Stone Spirits, take that thing away from me!”

      “Well, there he is!” Zindara said, pouncing on the kitten and scooping him up. The little beast rolled over in her hands, purring like an earthquake. “Yes, you’re all that I was promised, and more! What a cute little thing you are. What’s your name?”

      “Prem,” the kitten said, nuzzling her fingers.

      Ochse stood with his back to the wall, looking from enchantress to dragon to kitten with open horror.

      Sochel tried not to laugh at her erstwhile rival. “Are you… are you scared of cats?”

      The giant nodded, his expression sheepish. “Aye,” Ochse said. Now that the creature was under control, he climbed down from the shelf and pulled his rough-spun tunic down over his trousers and patted it. “I don’t know what that crazy big feline was trying to do, but she said he was to be delivered here. Nary a word more!”

      “She’s not here?” Zindara asked.

      “Nay, gone this hour or more,” Ochse said. “No notion why she came or why she went.”

      “She knew we would come here,” Sochel said, with sudden enlightenment.

      “Cats move in mysterious ways,” Zindara said, trying to keep Prem from burrowing into her hair. “We’ll get him out of here at once, Ochse. You can owe us each a favor for saving you from this fierce little tiger.” She shared a look of amusement with Sochel. “And we’ll keep your secret. My promise on it.”

      “Agreed,” Sochel said. “Mine, too.”

      Very grudgingly, the cyclops nodded.

      “Brother!”

      Merrow emerged from Sochel’s nose and trilled at the new kitten. It trilled back, and Merrow leaped down to greet his sibling. The cyclops’s single eye nearly rolled out of his head, looking from one kitten to the other. But he held his wits about him.

      “Do ye want refreshment?” he asked. He gestured to the table near the wall. A couple of large, meaty bones lay on its surface. Sochel’s stomach turned at the rotting smell they gave off. He was trying to be hospitable, though she could tell that all he really wanted was for them to take the tumbling kittens out of his home.

      “Thank you, no,” she said, very politely. She hesitated, and remembered Borun’s words. “Ochse, we haven’t been on the best of terms. I won’t say we haven’t had our disagreements, but I want to call a halt to them. Let there be peace be between us.”

      “Aye,” Ochse said, and let out a gusty sigh. “I agree. Peace. Just get those terrible beasts out of here!”

      Sochel smiled, showing all her teeth. “Gladly.”
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        * * *

      

      She took a deep, grateful breath of fresh, fragrant air as they emerged from the stinking cavern. Night had fallen by then. The two kittens raced around them, up into the air under their own power, zooming over Sochel’s back and through the silver tresses that brushed against Zindara’s long skirts.

      “Well, that was an unexpected bonus after a strange day,” Sochel said. “I never thought I’d exchange civil words with Ochse ever again!”

      “All is well,” Zindara said, clapping her hands. “You’ve mended fences. I have my kitten, and a fine fellow he is. Now, you can take me home, then you can return to Borun and have him descry the next place the Great Cat Mother will be.”

      “Why?” Sochel asked, startled out of her thoughts. Zindara regarded her with a curious look.

      “Why? So you can give this scamp back and have him delivered to where he ought to be, since you don’t need a familiar.”

      Merrow paused in his game with Prem. He looked up at Sochel. His big green eyes widened wistfully. He had, after all, tried to save her from Zindara with powerful spells, almost as strong as one she could summon. Who knew what he could become when he grew up? The Great Cat Mother thought she should have him. And he was a charming little creature, with quite a good purr.

      “Well…” Sochel said, her heart brimming over with resignation… and joy. “Maybe I do.”
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      There is already ice in the mud, tiny crystals that bite through the delicate skin of my toes, stabs of warning.

      Do you feel it? That sense of danger in the air, subtler and sharper even than the needles of ice? The sun is barely up, but something is already wrong with the day.

      Humans carry their purpose with them when they go to carry out a task. Sometimes they’re bored with the job before they even begin it; that purpose is to hurry through it, or else to ignore it, choosing not to care. Humans are very good at the latter…

      As are you, I sometimes think.

      I worry about you.

      A team of men come into sight, bearing axes. Not an unusual sight, but I feel my skin tighten and my fur begin to stand on end.

      Sometimes, humans laugh as they go about certain tasks together—like cutting wood. It can be a great pleasure for them to work at tasks that will bring warmth to their families. Sometimes they find satisfaction in doing a job properly; a well-honed axe blade sinks deeply into a tree with each swing. Firewood is a need they all share. Even you, my beloved witch, need firewood. It is simple work. Clean work.

      It is strange for there to be shame amongst woodcutters, Mother, but that is what I see now. Four men go out to the woods together, leaving the town behind. The autumn dawn is pale and cold and their breath makes great plumes that should make them laugh…

      They do not laugh.

      They are silent.

      They seem ashamed. Furtive. They avoid looking toward our home as they pass us by.

      This is the last farm before the endless forest. You have grown a beautiful garden, lovely in all seasons, your pride and joy over all the years I have known you, all of my lives.

      They should look at it.

      People often come just to look.

      These men do not.

      The ice in the mud is too cold. Pain radiates up through my too-thin body. My coat is not as thick as it once was. My muscles are not as strong. Leaping onto a fencepost is harder than it was, but thankfully the wood is old and soft and my claws, at least, are still sharp.

      Sunlight reaches me up there, although it is not yet touching the ground. It warms me through my black fur. I sit atop the post and curl my tail around my paws, watching the men walk by until there is nothing left to see.

      What shame can there be in cutting wood? Why is there warning in the air this morning? I remain very still, listening—not just to the world, but to the currents moving through it.

      There should be some hint of what tomorrow might bring…

      The sun rises higher and brings no answers. Birds sing, but very few of them; most have already fled these northern lands. The sky believes this winter will be one of its finest accomplishments. I tried weeks ago to warn you of this, that we should flee like so many birds do every year, yet here we are.

      Ice in the mud.

      Shame in the eyes of woodcutters. Furtiveness in their walk.

      Needles of warning.
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        * * *

      

      After the cold, it feels sweltering inside our home.

      You did not always keep the cabin so warm.

      I am pleased by the heat—it seeps into my bones as I sit as close to the fire as I dare—but you have changed. You usually want to stockpile wood, to use it sparingly, especially on these first cold days. You like to “get used to the cold” and adjust by adding layers of wool over your body until the wool doesn’t help you enough anymore and you tire of breaking ice in the water pitcher.

      Do you think I don’t know this of you? Nearly eighty-one years together, you and I. Don’t you know it has always been me? Don’t you suspect?

      Don’t you know I worry about you when things change?

      My meowing makes you smile, but there is something in your smile that angers me. Your eyes seem distant somehow, like you’re smiling at something that isn’t here. Well, I am here. Stop smiling like that. Is it because my voice is as old and worn as this body?

      Or do you know something I do not?

      This will be my last life with you, Mother. Don’t you know that, at least?

      You never answer my questions.

      You rarely accept my gifts.

      I meow at you, somewhat more pointedly.

      “Hush, Oliver. You worry too much.”

      The sound of your voice is sunlight in my heart, even if I know you don’t really understand me. Or if you do, you don’t let on. I want to be annoyed with you, but your old trick always works and you employ it now, as you place breakfast down before me:

      Cream, with all that remains of last night’s bread and fish…

      And an egg?

      You’re spoiling me.

      Shouldn’t you eat that egg? Daisy won’t lay them much longer this winter, and she may be too old to lay again when spring comes.

      I look up, licking my lips, and mew at you.

      “Don’t worry about me, Ollie. I find I’m not very hungry today.”

      Well. If you’re sure.

      I eat.

      It is hard to eat and purr at the same time once one is no longer a kitten, but your knobby hand is still the best touch I’ve ever known. Never once have you struck me or hurt me. How many animals are so lucky? Time has bent your fingers and weakened my bones, and yet here we are, loving each other as we always have…

      As we always will.

      Why aren’t you eating anything?

      Or even sipping tea?

      I finish my breakfast and begin grooming—I still have standards, after all—but you are still not eating. Aren’t you hungry? Or… maybe you feel those little needles pricking their warning through the fabric of the day after all.

      Explain them to me, Mother. Please. Explain this quiet dread sitting halfway up my spine. Explain.

      But you do not explain.

      You pick up your favorite teacup and smile sadly, tears suddenly bright in your faded eyes.

      “My hand looked beautiful when I held this once, Oliver. And now look.”

      Your hand is still beautiful. Everything that you are is beautiful. My eyesight may be slowly failing, but I can still see that.

      “What a beautiful cup.” Your thumb caresses the worn blue porcelain delicately as you whisper. “They won’t have it.”

      Have what?

      The bone china?

      Why would anyone take your teacup?

      “I don’t want—I don’t want anyone else to drink out of it. It won’t mean the same thing to them. I don’t want them to have it!”

      You suddenly hurl the cup into the fireplace where it shatters with a horrible noise. I am up on the table, back and tail arched, my fur all on end, hissing, before I fully understand what has happened.

      You…

      You broke it.

      You love that possession!

      Why?

      Why would you do this?

      You pick me up. My tiny heart is beating too fast against your hand. You hold me against your chest and I can feel that your heart is beating hard and fast, too. Your grip is too tight and I want to squirm away, but you’re crying.

      Sweet Mother. Why are you crying? Why? Are you sad that you shattered your own cup? You didn’t have to do that. Who would take it from you?
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        * * *

      

      The woodcutters go back and forth several times. They always avert their eyes. You pretend not to notice them and they pretend your house does not exist, and I pretend there is not a terror growing in my heart with every passing hour.

      Everything you can burn, you burn. One precious thing at a time, even the knitting needles your mate made for you from the very walnut tree that later took her life. How can you burn those?

      What you cannot burn, you break if you can, or else hurl out into the yard for the cow and the pig to walk over, to stomp into the mud.

      Won’t we need those things?

      Weren’t they important for your life?

      Why are you using so much wood, Mother? I do not like the woodcutters, but you’re going to need to buy from them soon if you don’t stop….

      Stop!

      That sweater keeps you alive when you go outside in winter!

      Stop!

      The smoke is awful!

      What are you doing?

      Why are you doing this?

      But you ignore me. All this time together, all these lives, how can you ignore me now? How? Why? Have I done something wrong?

      I’m sorry, Mother. Whatever it was, I’m sorry. Just stop! Please? Please stop.

      Stop destroying yourself!
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        * * *

      

      At least you do not burn your spell components. As you settle in to a working, I try to settle too, but I am still on edge.

      Slowly, my nerves calm as I see what you are making.

      The poppet is a work of art.

      You’ve always had a hand for them, but there’s something about this one that stands out, almost humming with power. Maybe it’s because every stitch costs your gnarled hands so much pain. Maybe it’s because the tears do not stop falling all the time you sew.

      Maybe it’s because you have destroyed nearly everything else you own, and the power of all that destruction flows into the poppet.

      This is all you have left; you can devote your whole self to making this poppet. Is that what you are doing? I hope so. Either way, I am proud of you.

      The young, black-hearted fools of the village have so often been cruel to you. I heard every name they called you. I felt every stone they threw. These people are so self-righteous. They believe such foolish things and believe them so ardently that even a cat such as I must be embarrassed to look at them.

      This is better, Mother. It is better that you make this poppet. Whose face will you put upon it? Whose name will you stitch into it? The vain young man who leads the cruelty?

      It is better that you do not hurt yourself anymore.

      Hurt them, if you must hurt someone.

      You have never deserved pain at anyone’s hands… including my own claws. I am sorry for scratching you the time you tried to take a goldfinch out of my mouth. But even when you did that, you were gentle. You were always gentle. Your kind soul, your loving heart, your gentle nature. These are the reasons I was sent to you, the reasons the earth chose you as one of her Blessed, the reason the moon smiled upon you when you were young, when you and your mate laughed and danced and spun, skirts flowing out, hair unbraided.

      Before the walnut tree.

      She was so slender, even the weakest branch would have held her. But they didn’t use the weakest branch, did they?

      How could you forgive them?

      I still don’t understand that.

      They have done you so much harm. Keep working on that poppet. Let at least one of them finally pay for all of this.

      When I see that you are turning the poppet into the village leader, I purr in satisfaction. Yes. This is as it should be. He leads their folly. Let him lead their loss.
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        * * *

      

      There are very few noises from the village. The autumn air is almost warm now, the day at its peak. No wind, nothing to stir the trees. Everything is still⁠—

      And so I hear the noises, and the silences between them.

      I do not hear any cries from children. I do not hear the striking of hammers, the creaking of wheels.

      Is no work being done in the village?

      For a while, I heard the hollow impacts of firewood being tossed, all the wood the men brought back this morning, but now there is nothing. A dog barks and is quickly hushed. A horse whinnies. A child calls out and is scolded, worse than the dog.

      People are waiting for something, quiet as animals who sense they are in danger.

      What does this mean?

      I sit on the porch, tail tapping lightly against the broom leaning by the door; there is a pumpkin in my spot, just as there always is this time of year, or else my perfect tail would not touch the broom.

      Pumpkins usually give me joy. I like their shapes and smells, like the energy they contain, and something about their texture is particularly nice to bite and claw on occasion, but I am not in the mood for these things right now. Something is too wrong, even if the day is peaceful and beautiful—something to do with that quiet in the village.

      If you won’t investigate it, Mother, I will.

      I stand and stretch and, to show that I am not spiteful even if I am irritable, I rub my cheek against the pumpkin’s curled stem. It really is a lovely texture and I could enjoy scratching my face against it all day—but I can’t linger. I have a mission.
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        * * *

      

      You are the only one whose words I can understand unless people are speaking about you. Normally this means that a walk through the village is like walking past kittens babbling their nonsense, but not so today.

      Today, everyone is speaking of you.

      Speaking of you—and fearing. Children are being held tightly. Dogs are on alert. Geese are not roaming. The other cats all refuse to meet my gaze, although that last is not necessarily new; they’ve always sensed that I wasn’t like them. Housecats and familiars do not fraternize.

      But people do. They are fraternizing now, most gathering in an aimless sort of way, as if they all want something but are afraid to admit it.

      “Always was different,” one human says of you. It has the air of justification.

      “You know, we just couldn’t get through to her.”

      “It’s a mercy, really. At her age.”

      “And we have to think of the children.”

      “Yes, yes. We must always think of the children.”

      “Still,” a woman says with mock empathy, doing such a poor acting job that I want to sink my fangs into her chest and chew until I discover if there was ever a heart in there, “it does seem like a terribly painful way to die.”

      Die?

      My pupils go huge.

      A growl rises in my chest but I choke it down. If anyone spots me hiding under the baker’s wagon, they’ll throw stones at me.

      “It is nothing compared to the pain she will face in Hell,” another man says. The leader. Ah, yes. The poppet was a wonderful likeness. Look how his neck juts out in the front, sharper than anyone’s.

      “We must do the right thing,” he continues. “We must protect ourselves. It will all be over quickly and then the village will be at peace.”

      “Now, who is going to help me fetch her?”

      The leader moves aside as he speaks, revealing a massive pile of firewood that has been stacked in the town square. The pyre has been built around one tall timber still standing upright.

      Firewood.

      A painful way to die.

      A mercy.

      Think of the children.

      No.

      Are they going to…?

      No, no, no, no, no!

      I don’t wait to see who volunteers to fetch you. I race back to you, running as I have never done before, a streak of blackest lightning on a desperate mission.
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        * * *

      

      “Oliver. I wondered where you were.”

      You smile so sadly, but you look beautiful, in your old chair on the porch, the pumpkin beside you gleaming in the golden afternoon sunlight.

      You pat your lap, but I couldn’t jump up even if I wanted to. That run did something to my body. I can feel the strangest sensation, as if there was firelight within me but it is starting to flicker now—a sensation I know well, the beginning of death. Running took more than my body had left, it seems.

      I yowl at you.

      “Oliver!”

      You reach to grab me and I can’t help it. I lash out, my claws tearing right through your papery skin. Blood beads and you yelp and I hiss with everything I have in me.

      What are you doing?

      This is no time to sit and watch the day go by.

      We have to flee!

      “Oliver,” you sigh. “I know what you want me to do, but don’t you see, my darling? I’m too old to run. Where would I go? My life was here.”

      No.

      No!

      NO!

      I knock over the broom as I clumsily leap onto the pumpkin, uncoordinated in my exhaustion. See the broom? Why have you never heeded the dreams I sent you? You don’t have to run, you can fly, I can show you how! I’m supposed to show you, I’m supposed to protect you!

      “Oliver.”

      You knew!

      You sensed the warnings just as I did and you understood them better and so you fed me all of the breakfast and you ruined everything you owned and now you won’t even try?

      “Stop that yowling,” you snap.

      I hiss and thrash my tail violently, claws all digging into the pumpkin, releasing its sweet scent. But I stop yowling, as you ordered. My green eyes are fixed on you. I’m not going to forgive you, if that’s what you think. You’re my family, you’re all I have.

      You use an old lace handkerchief to dab at the blood, sigh, and look out at your chickens. They’re old, too, like us, and barely lay anymore. Does that mean you won’t fight for them? Are none of us worth it? You won’t stay for any of us? For me?

      “You don’t understand.”

      No, I don’t.

      You knew, you had time, and what are you doing now? Sitting and waiting for them? They’re going to burn you! Don’t you understand?

      Where is your poppet? At least take one of those bastards out first. One pin is all it will take. You always used your poppets to heal, but you can use them to hurt. Do it, do it now!

      “Stop yowling, my love. It’s all right. Everything will be all right.”

      No.

      It won’t.

      You’ll be gone.

      Nothing will be all right.

      Who will feed me?

      Who will pet me?

      Who will understand me?

      Who will I send dreams of magic to?

      Whose witchcraft will I bless?

      Who will love me when you are gone?

      I don’t have much time left.

      Can’t we steal every last minute?

      Why can’t I weep? It isn’t fair that cats can’t cry.

      I yowl and yowl. Understand me! Agree with me! Come with me! Let’s run away and live, maybe it’s not too late. This doesn’t have to be the end. You can save my life if you just let me save yours.

      Can’t we have more days in the sun, more nights by the fire?

      “Oliver. Sweet Oliver.”

      No. Not sweet Oliver.

      If you won’t do this, I will.

      If we can’t have a future, then neither will they.

      I dart inside, sniff around, and find the poppet—unfinished, set aside. Your anger didn’t last long enough for you to see it through. They’re going to do this to you and you won’t even fight back?

      You healed their injured and their ill. You always had a kind word and a patient ear. If someone needed food, you gave them yours. You were wise, gentle, nurturing, everything a witch is supposed to be⁠—

      And they’re going to burn you for it.

      I won’t let this happen silently.

      Not unavenged.

      If all that is left is spite, so be it.

      I run back out, the poppet hanging from my mouth like a dead rat, and stare up at you defiantly.

      “Oliver.”

      Don’t use that stern tone with me.

      “Oliver, give me that.”

      You reach. I growl⁠—

      And the gate hinges creak. The latch jingles.

      They’re here.

      We’re out of time.

      Your pupils go wide with horror. Anyone else would probably think you’re afraid of the men from the village coming to drag you to the pyre, but I know better. You’re afraid of what I will do.

      “Get her damned cat,” a man shouts, but I’m already gone, racing away.

      One last race.

      One last errand for my witch.

      If you won’t avenge yourself, Mother, I will do it for you.
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        * * *

      

      It doesn’t take so very long to run from house to house. No one is home. They are all going to watch you die.

      I slip into every home, needing no more space than a shadow or a nightmare, fury and grief summoning more magic than I have ever been able to call on before.

      In every house, I lay down in the kitchen, which is the heart of any home, and drop the poppet between my paws. You would need a spell for this, ingredients and words and time to channel your intent and tie threads into the energy of the homes, but I am what I have always been: magic itself. I do not need the trappings. Only the vessel.

      Only the will.

      The spite.

      Flow into the poppet, all you safe and sturdy and oh-so-respectable houses. Become one with it. Tie your fate to it. Winter approaches and I have no mercy for those who possess none themselves.

      Hurry.

      Hurry.

      Yes.
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        * * *

      

      The village square.

      I see her. I run to her.

      To my final death.

      Nine lives lived.

      I will not be born again. Not this time. There is some fear in that, but I will also never die again. This is the last time.

      There is comfort in that.

      The crowd of dozens seems like thousands. All their hearts are full of hate and every mind closed to reason. How many of them think themselves good people? How many will later claim there was nothing they could do to stop this?

      Well, my dear despised townsfolk, let me walk among you with hatred and madness of my own.

      The poppet feels heavy and dirty in my mouth. There’s a bitter taste to it now. I do not let go. It is so full of magic that it numbs my jaw, but I will never let go.

      I feel the threads spun from it, finer than any spider’s web. They drag it down, threads connecting it to every home⁠—

      Even the one I shared with her.
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        * * *

      

      Your prayers for my witch’s soul are ending as I make it to the small clearing around the pyre.

      There she is.

      An old woman whose actions were only ever kind, even when she was hurt.

      You people have tied her to a stake as if you expect her to run.

      Fools.

      All of you.

      Monsters.

      Someone starts forward with a torch, some young husband who thinks too often of the children and believes this intolerance is a lesson worth teaching them.

      I dart past him.

      He shrieks like a frightened puppy.

      People gasp and draw away from me.

      A few nimble hops and I am next to my mother. My witch. My friend. My fate.

      I sit next to her and look up, my jaw heavy and numb from the poppet, from all of that magic, a thread to every house, a vengeance that will be complete the moment these people decide it to be. No one but I can see those threads. I see them glowing, see their promise. They will not fail me.

      My witch’s eyes shine brightly. The sun is nearly set. It turns her white hair back to the gold of her youth. She is the most beautiful being, just as she has always been.

      “Oliver,” she whispers.

      There are new tears on her cheeks. Even if she wishes I had escaped, she takes some comfort in my presence now. She always has.

      We gaze into each other’s eyes for the last time, seeing and knowing and loving all that we can about each other. She is kind and I am cruel, but here we are, at the end, and we are perfect for each other.

      The pyre reeks of pitch and kerosene.

      The people are overcoming their fear.

      They feel strong in their numbers. In their righteousness. They have no idea what their actions will bring down upon them.

      The torchbearer moves closer. He is shouting words about my witch, doubtless vile ones, but I choose not to understand them. I sit primly next to her and wrap my tail around my tiny paws. I still have
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