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Chapter 1: Nimbus


In a world where cats despise dogs, trapping a dog in a hot car is as commonplace for a dastardly duo of cats as a mustache-twirling black-clad villain tying a damsel to train tracks.

The midday sunlight made Gleam look like a flame. He was a lithe, cinnamon-coated Abyssinian, and he was sitting in the hood of a white car at the edge of a supermarket lot.

“Nice day out, isn’t it?” he said.

“Most certainly, sir,” said Flint from his post at the left headlight. Gleam hadn’t been talking to the Maine Coon, though.

The haggard lump of fur in the back seat unraveled into a black Labrador. Two golden fireball eyes glared at her through the windshield. He clambered into the leather seat up front to face Gleam.

“Aren’t you hot out there?” the dog asked.

Gleam said, “No! The sun kisses us and bites you.” The phrase grated his sensibility right away. He hacked it from his mind, and from any potential future speeches, like a hairball.

“Always with the wordplay, sir,” Flint said. “Might be wasted on a dumb cur like him, though.”

Gleam shrugged his shoulders at that. “Identify yourself, dog.”

“I am a dog,” said the dog. Ten silent seconds passed in which Gleam and Flint exchanged a glance, and the car’s interior temperature rose a fraction of a degree.

“What’s your name?” Gleam asked.

“Nimbus,” the dog said. “What do you mean that the sun is biting me? The window is open a crack. I was told I would be all right.”

“Your human? She is wrong.” Gleam stared at the door handle on Nimbus’s left. “You are trapped in a womb of death. It’s balmy out here, but the sun will roast you alive in there. You have about half an hour before you are in danger of heat stroke. It’s true.”

Flint had to stifle a giggle. Of course it was true. Gleam said it.

Nimbus whimpered. “You’re right. I can feel it getting hotter. You have to get me out of here. I don’t want to die.”

“Be patient,” Gleam said. “I know you’re afraid, but fear helps no one. We’re going to work on a way to free you.”

“Are you two cats? Are you a mirage?”

Gleam couldn’t tell whether he was being asked if both he and Flint were cats or if there were two of them at all. “No, I am real, and my name is Gleam. I lead the Cabal around here, so it’s fortunate for you that we found you. Oh, I see now. No, I have my most trusted lieutenant with me. Flint, come up here.”

Flint alighted on the hood with a dove’s grace. As he spoke he found himself trying to bob his head around Gleam, who kept obstructing his view. “Gleam is the smartest cat in the state. And me, I’m all right. We are at your service, good sir.”

“All right, get back down there,” Gleam said. “Nimbus, your best course of action is to provide me with information. Creatures like me have to be careful with creatures like you. You understand.”

“Of course I do. Let me out before I cook!” His tongue dangled in dry desperation.

“How old are you?”

“A year and a half. Your Flint seems really nice.”

“How long have you owned your current human?”

“A couple weeks. That Flint is polite, like a hero. Brave, like an alpha male.”

“Flint is a ferocious killer,” Gleam said. “Are you intact?”

“You’re funny. I don’t know half the words you say. You’re a genius. It’s getting hot!”

“Everyone is everything today,” Gleam said. He swiveled around and gently squished his balls against the glass. “How do we feel about this?”

“Oh dear. I don’t have any of those,” Nimbus said.

“Anymore?”

“Any.”

Gleam tiptoed to the side of the hood and whispered, “It’s a bitch.”

“You didn’t correct me before,” Flint said, scraping his claws along the driver door. “You always correct me.” But Gleam had returned to conversation with Nimbus, leaving Flint to mull in ignorance about how to compromise the car. Maybe stick a claw in the keyhole?

“Nimbus, I have a proposition for you. The Cabal needs your help,” Gleam said.

“I’m a dog. The Cabal doesn’t like dogs.”

“Oh, no, no, no. No, we love dogs.” Strands of fur crawled up and tickled Gleam’s throat. “It’s curs that trouble us. Do you understand the distinction? Dogs are… honorable. Best friends to both man and cat, perfectly noble animals. But curs, well, they’re idiots. Always barking and slobbering, humping when it’s not welcome, and of course hurting innocents and spreading stupidity like mange. You… you strike me as a dog. A dog that we would like to invite back to the Cabal to foster mutual understanding between our species.”

Flint halted his futile lockpicking half-effort and almost peed himself. This was a revelation. Dogs… honorable? Gleam said that. Gleam? Huh. His whiskers twitched. A power play? A gentleness veiled by speech after crowd-incensing speech?

“Have you gone soft, sir?” No answer came.

“Oh, wow! No, I’ll juts stay with my human, thanks,” Nimbus said.

Gleam’s claws flickered out into the daylight. “You’ll be left in here again, on a hotter day, with no one to save you. You’ll bake so quickly in that beautiful black fur of yours. Think about this.”

“But the Cabal is scary,” Nimbus said. “I don’t want to live on the streets again.”

“We live in a house. No humans.”

“And no dogs!” Flint said. “Gleam, are you serious?”

“Just open the car, Flint.”

“I can’t. There’s no way.”

“Think harder, Flint. Nimbus, you should also know what even if you survive servitude to such a negligent human, you will be mutilated. You will be taken to a cold white room, and a human with a knife will carve out your breeding parts. Then they will stitch you back up like nothing happened, and if you move too much, your body will tear open and your guts will spill into the grass.”

“Wow, no!” Nimbus said. “Why is life so hard?”

“Come to the Cabal. You would be our first dog resident, as Flint so inconveniently revealed. As leader, I promise you that you will be given the respect you deserve.”

Flint lay on his side by the tire, having given up on the car, and his ears perked when he heard this. The respect Nimbus deserved was worse than none. The dumb mongrel believed whatever she was told. Further, if she had a cat’s elegant dentition instead of an imprecise barbarian’s mouth, or a cat’s discerning paws instead of dopey clumsy things, she could pull the pin that locked the door, or crank the window down. This idiot would offer the Cabal nothing but trouble. This had to be a trick.”

“I’ll do it!” Nimbus said. “I’ll become a cat!”

“Outstanding,” Gleam said.

“Gleam,” Flint said. “Come quick, sir. I’ve figured out how to liberate our new comrade.”

Gleam’s feet hit the pavement four at once with a smack, but the pain and force of the impact seemed to go nowhere at all, fading into nothingness. “You’re lying.”

“It is you who is lying, sir. Am I right?”

“Please consider very carefully what you have just said.”

“Sir, I am ashamed to admit that the power of your words has challenged my faith in their speaker. My confusion is twofold. First, are you really going to bring this creature back to the Cabal, after ingraining in our heads how super terribly terrible they are? Second, you must have known there was no way I could open the car from the outside, so how are you going to let her out if you really want to?”

“I don’t want to do anything anymore. We’re returning home.”

Flint twisted his head, puzzled. Gleam was always eight steps ahead. “Sir?”

“Don’t give me that mutty look. Didn’t you hear her say she wanted to be a cat? My work here is done. We’re leaving.”

Flint stared up at the window, and the sunlight pounding through like a burning drum.

“Where did you all go?” Nimbus said.

“I thought you were going to train her as a bodyguard or something,” Flint said.

“No. That’s insanity,” Gleam said.

“Then why go to all this trouble of making her want to join the Cabal?”

“Forget about it, Flint? It’s not in my head anymore. We’re wasting time.”

“Are we just going to let her burn alive in there?”

“Let who? Since when did you become a sympathizer? How shriveled and bent can a second banana be? She is a nothing creature.”

“It’s not about sympathy. It’s about integrity. You always tell us we’re different from them and they’re cruel and demonic. But we both bleed red blood, right? Isn’t the rift between their good components and awful nature what makes them most disgusting? I feel it in my gut that just walking away is… well… it’s something a cur would do!”

Gleam lunged toward Flint in an instant, the wind of his movement molesting Flint’s whiskers, the tips of his claws at his throat. “For the love of Bastet. Why don’t you save us both a lot of trouble and tell me right now if you are a dog lover?”

“No,” Flint said. “But that one didn’t even do anything to us. You were befriending her.”

“You are crying out for a slashed neck!”

“Did you already know Nimbus was a female? Do you not know the difference between a bitch and a—”

Gleam rammed his claws into Flint’s flesh, provoking a shrill screech that in turn instigated frantic barking from Nimbus. Gleam withdrew his nails and took off across the parking lot, whipping himself with his tail for not having enough time to rip the doubt from Flint’s eyes. Flint teetered for a moment and careered into the tire of the adjacent truck and collapsed.

Nimbus peered out the window and hime-himed in dismay.

“What happened, Flint? Where did Gleam the genius go? My skin is melting.” Then she saw little rills of deep red trickle along the asphalt. “Oh no. Oh no, oh no. Did Gleam do that?” Dogs had a certain simplicity to their reason that sometimes worked in their favor; she was incapable of denying that Gleam had wounded Flint, no matter how close their friendship may have seemed, because Gleam had been the only other animal there.

Flint rolled onto his back, mewling, blood staining his marbled fur. “Nimbus, do you see the tan thing under the window that looks kind of like a leg?”

“With a circle for a paw.”

“You need to do your best to turn it until the window opens enough for you to climb out. You will at least cool off if you open it wide enough, but to save me, you will need to open it enough to jump out.”

“Oh, how wonderful. I’m so glad you finally figured out a way to escape. You’re a genius, too. Just hang on, Flint.”

Flint sighed. Hi desolate plight offered no hope. Dogs were just too stupid to be able to wind a crank, and he would die alone in a parking lot, a throwaway puppet of a maniac. The drops of blood flowing from his neck sizzled in the heat. He released the pee he had been holding in and that boiled on the asphalt too. He closed his sad green eyes and prepared for Bastet to whisk him away.

There sat Bastet on a throne of clouds, swathed in heavenly curtains of orange and blue light, twelve feet tall and staring. Flint figured gods operated on so vast a timescale that they blinked only once every hundred years. The stillness of heaven haunted him, but he knew it was a trick. The pure of heart would be able to accept the beauty of a silence and slowness detached from the trifles of life. It wasn’t the goddess’s unmoving, big-eyed head that unnerved him. It was her human body, a figure that on earth always seemed to be in motion. A guest of heatless wind tore a pillar of white clouds away from next to Bastet’s throne, and Flint felt himself being pulled apart from all directions. Perched in the throne next to Bastet was Anubis. The fingers of the equally still and eldritch jackal-headed god of death intertwined with Bastet’s.

Flint ignored his body spiraling away from itself to contemplate this. Dog and cat, death and war, touching, purring, bathed in light. Gleam’s sermons had never hinted at anything like this, that the two gods would be so… friendly. It was so unreal that Flint wondered if he hadn’t just dreamed it up himself.

He now noticed that Bastet’s empty right hand was on its back, and the outstretched pointed
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