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Blade of the Malkin

War of the Malkin Book 5

Chapter 1


The gauntlet. Maybe no one else called it that, but that’s what it was and she had to run it several times everyday. The halls were filled with voices and lockers slamming. It was enough to make your ears ring, if you were listening that is. Chelsey was trying not to. She clutched her books to her chest and marched down the hall toward her own locker. 

She stared at the floor, watching for the sudden darting of a leg in front of her, and scanned the two rows of other students lounging along either side of the floor for missiles coming in her direction. She didn’t hear any mocking words, but, then, who could hear anything in this chaos? She was sure they were there at any rate. 

Never let them see you sweat. The old commercial tag line popped into her head. Maybe it was true. Maybe it wasn’t. All she knew for sure was if you let on that they scared you, they’d torment you every minute of every day—any chance they got—and the teachers wouldn’t do anything about it. Nobody would.

With a sigh, Chelsey reached her little bit of quiet space, her locker. She might have to run the gauntlet to get to it, but at least it was at the end of the hall. She shuddered to think what it would be like if it were between two of their lockers. No, it was safely tucked between the English teacher’s room and the stairwell—one among a half-dozen others taken up by the social outcasts. 

She pulled up on the handle that was no bigger than her thumb, glad that the school administration hadn’t decided to yank out the paper jammed into the lock to keep it from locking. It was risky, leaving her locker exposed, but nobody wanted to memorize their locker combination and she knew her locker-mate wouldn’t appreciate having to take the time to unlock their locker every time she needed to get her things. Chelsey wondered if the only reason no one thought to touch her stuff was because they didn’t want to upset her classmate by accidentally ruining her things, too. Whatever the reason, Chelsey was glad.

She shoved her books onto the top shelf and reached to grab the book for her next class, on the bottom of the pile, of course. As she inched it out, the rest followed, teetering as she pulled. This isn’t going to work. She sighed. Her locker-mate was easily a head and a half taller, but she insisted on taking the lower shelf, leaving the top shelf for Chelsey. She glared at her books. The only way to get the one she wanted without a tumble of heavy books on her head was to grasp the lip of the bottom shelf, balance on the locker floor and wriggle the one she wanted out from the rest with her free hand. 

She glanced at the clock above. In just a few moments the bell would ring for class and she’d be late. Being late meant having to knock on the door to be let in. That brought unwanted attention almost as bad as knowing the answers in class. With a growl, she levered herself into position and reached.

Something scraped against the floor behind her. It smashed against the wall below her feet, the sound of shattering glass clear above the noise of students hurrying between classes as something thunked against her ankle. Laughter. Her ears burned as she grabbed her algebra book and yanked it from the pile.  Her mind was quick to put it together. Someone had launched a bottle across the floor at her moments before she’d stepped onto the lip of her locker and it had burst on impact, showering the area in broken glass and catapulting a chunk at her ankle. 

She glanced at the floor beneath her and saw the remains of a clear bottle, evidence that she’d been correct in her deduction. It made her thankful she’d decided to wear her ankle boots today. At least it had missed her… mostly. Yesterday had been a lump of chalk to the head. Carefully she stepped down and closed her locker. She wanted to slam it shut, but she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

Chelsey turned and stalked up the stairs to her next class, blinking and trying to swallow the stone in her throat. They have no idea who they’re dealing with. She dropped into her seat just as the bell rang. Two stragglers dodged into the room as the teacher shut the door. They grinned at her and snickered, then turned toward the whiteboard. Chelsey gritted her teeth and narrowed her eyes in a glare, wishing she could burn holes in their backs. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and pushed the thought aside. With a last glance at their reclining backs, she turned her attention to what the teacher was writing, though her thoughts went on for a moment more. Someday.

***

The children’s eyes were wide as they leaned forward to get a good look at the pictures on the page. Some of them even bounced on their knees with barely contained excitement. As the librarian turned the page, there were gasps and giggles amid feverish pointing. It all left Henry wondering what human education had fallen to.

In his humble opinion, which had been much sought after among the Malkins of his time, the story wasn’t exactly riveting—full of inaccuracies and even a few blatant lies—but the current audience was eating it up. Of course, as Henry had come to understand, that was the nature of children. The story of the moment was nothing like the ones he had read as a kitten and not what he read during those all too rare moments he stole away in the library to catch up on the history of the last hundred some years. Of course his personal reading time meant he’d had to tag all the security cameras and put a set spell in place first, something his housemate and friend, Liz Manning, worried about. Not because she thought he wouldn’t do a good job making sure the cameras never saw him float a book down from a shelf, or even that one might catch his studiously flipping the pages of some lofty tome. 

No, she worried that his magic would be too good and not catch a criminal because they decided to act while he was reading and the cameras were down, or, worse, that he’d forget to turn the spell off. Of course, he would have rather have his fluffy chocolate tail cut off before forgetting to pull any leftover magic back into himself. Magic in the twenty-first century, it seemed, was a luxury—even for one as accomplished as him.

Whoever would believe me back home that mage energy would become so thin in the future? He licked his foreleg and settled back into his usual lounging position on the window seat, letting his expression turn vague. When he’d decided he was going to stay with Liz and become the newest member of the library staff as a certified library cat, he’d put set spells on everything he’d known he would be using on a regular basis from the doors to the security cameras. All it took to activate them was a touch of will. At least that’s good for the library, I suppose. Since they end automatically once I leave the area, I’ll never forget to end a spell and leave the building unprotected.

For most libraries, the biggest worries were late returns or vandalized materials. For Mervale Public Library there was the added concern of theft of their museum-quality artifacts, thanks to a project Liz had spearheaded. 

How long ago was that? Henry stretched his leg out over the window seat and laid his head on it as he narrowed his eyes, thankful the children were engrossed in the story the assistant librarian was reading. It gave him a few moments respite between forceful pats and sticky finger fur pulling. His mind turned over the days, weeks, months, that had passed since his arrival in the twenty-first century. Had it really been a year since the Horde’s leader had tossed him through time to this place?

His ears twitched in annoyance as he totaled up the time. A year had come and gone, sure enough, and he was no closer to being home—the place he needed to get back to before the Horde were able to finish their plan and end all of creation.

End all of creation. His narrow-eyed gaze swept the room, taking in the books, furniture and, most importantly, the children. If I don’t get back, will all of this disappear, or am I fooling myself because I’m just homesick?

It was a question that plagued him and a reason that he was careful about his spell casting the security in the library. While a common burglar would more likely target someplace with ready cash or things easy to pawn, the thieves Liz and Henry worried about hitting the library were those connected with a cult who worshiped the Horde. Henry tried to comfort Liz by telling her it was doubtful there were any more magical artifacts hidden amongst the historical treasures yet to be cataloged, but neither of them believed it.

Henry swiveled his ears toward the story teller, trying to gauge how much longer before he would be pummeled by little hands. Hmmm… We just hit the self-reflective mid-point. He smiled to himself. The idea of a children’s book having a “self-reflective mid-point” was a bit of a stretch, in his opinion, but that was what Liz called it. He yawned and curled in a C, burying his nose under his tail, and went back to his own thoughts.

Thieves and vandals aside, Henry was more concerned with dying of boredom before being able to spellcast his way back to his time. The stories he endured during children’s reading hour topped the list of those things which might push him into an early grave. When he’d complained to Liz about catering to the lowest denominator, her response had been less than comforting.

“Library cats don’t have a say in what’s read during children’s story time and if you want to keep eating like a pig, then you’ll have to put up with the books I choose for them,” she’d said.

She’d gone on to tell him his choice of reading would drive the younger patrons away, actually it was more like “send them shambling away like zombies,” and their parents along with them. No children, no parents, no need for a head librarian and three assistants and that, she’d made clear, meant no room in her small apartment for a four-legged furry stomach. He’d kept quiet after that and suffered through any number of inane stories from talking pig architects to bunny-stalking carrots.

Something bonked him on the head, while something else pulled his tail. Little voices rang in his ears. Looks like story time is over. He sighed. Time to endure the children’s attempts at being “gentle with kitty.”

Why do I put up with this? I’m a fully trained mage—a full Malkin— with arcane knowledge dating back centuries tucked away in my mind. I can banter with the best humans around. He pulled his beautiful chocolate tail out of a little fist and folded it under his back legs, as he endured the pat-pat-pat between his ears of another child. Because I’m stuck in this place until I can find a spell and all its components to send me home. That’s why. 

It wasn’t just that he wanted to see his comrade-in-arms, but he knew they were back there, fighting the Horde and doing everything in their power to keep the world from ending. The library assistant coaxed the children away to work on various art projects and story-related crafts, leaving Henry to stare out the window at the bright blue sky. The tops of the maple trees were just beginning to turn yellow. 

The world was still ticking on as if nothing had ever changed, the Horde was nothing more than a cat’s fevered nightmare. So why do I feel the need to return to that long-ago time? He licked his ruff to hide his unease. The problem lay in the very nature of time travel. Was the world still moving forward because he had returned to his time to aid in the fight or was it because he wasn’t needed back then? Stay or go?

His skin shivered and he turned to lick his shoulder. Liz argued that maybe his friends had found a way to defeat the Horde without him and he should consider this an early retirement. As retirements went, this life wasn’t so bad. Still, even with the fascinating array of new information and a veritable buffet of new foods to try, there was something inside that pulled at him, a small voice that said he must return to his time encouraged by the few notes left for him by the mysterious The One Who Carries the Power of the Collective One. 

He’d managed to uncover rumors and hints of an ancient spell, a spell using three of the most powerful artifacts from the treasures of the Malkins. He assumed, since someone had given the medallion necklace back to him, that it must be one of the three. All he needed to do now was locate the other two and the spell itself. Should be easy. He snorted and shifted into a more comfortable position. 

Finding the first one, a medallion necklace, had nearly cost Liz her life. Henry glanced toward the lobby desk. Liz re-adjusted her dark ponytail, eyes never leaving her computer screen. For the millionth time he considered leaving her to do the job of finding his way home on his own. To say it would be harder was like saying the ocean was just a body of water, but at least he would know his new—and only—friend was safe.

She glanced his way and grinned. If anyone saw her at that moment, they would never guess she was looking at him, grinning because of their last conversation over children’s imaginations. Apparently some of them thought he could, if he wanted to, talk to them like anyone else. At first it had alarmed them, but when the parents of those particular children simply smiled indulgently and, in an aside to Liz, mentioned how active their child’s imagination always was, they relaxed. 

Henry took care to act more cat-like around the children after that, but otherwise he did his library duties. That is to say, he purred and meowed as people came into the library and stayed during story time with the children, not the late night filing he helped Liz with on her nights so that they could leave early to continue researching for his “get home spell.”

A pot-bellied man in a tweed jacket stalked to the front desk. Henry caught the slight grimace on Liz’s face before she covered it. Wray Smithe, the man the board had hired to oversee the library, was there to harangue her about Henry’s presence—again. Despite the board’s unanimous approval, Smithe still tried to keep Henry out of the library. 

The sole exception were the times patrons who made large donations because of Henry came in. Those times Smithe fussed over him as if it had been his idea. Henry guessed that the library’s water bill went up those days and the soap dispensers had to be refilled. If he didn’t make Henry’s fur crawl so much, he would have laughed. It seemed some people were only happy when they had something to complain about, and Smithe was one of those people.

Henry watched them from half-closed eyes. Smithe glared at him from time to time, jutting his chin toward the children’s area as if to make sure she knew exactly what he was talking about. Liz said something in return, which clearly didn’t satisfy Smithe, but must have made him think the matter had been or would be attended to and left. Liz watched him go, then looked back at Henry and made a show of rolling her eyes.

Henry hid his face in his paws to keep from betraying his grin. Whatever had transpired between them he was sure Liz would tell him later, and a fine show she would put on, too. He made a mental note to file with all do speed tonight.

Researching artifacts can wait a little longer.

***

The apartment was dark, save the light from the security pole outside the kitchenette window. Henry prowled the rooms, checking the magical wards he’d put up. Liz told him it was silly, that there was a greater possibility they’d be robbed by plain old run-of-the-mill thieves than be attacked by some magician or otherworldly demon, but he wasn’t about to let his guard down. He was surprised she wasn’t more cautious, given what they’d been through together.

Facing the Dark Angel alone in a hotel bathroom should have made a bigger impression in his opinion. Then again, maybe that was why she always left the bathroom door open when she went in. When they had company she managed to find ways for him to be trapped in there with her. His whiskers twitched at the memories. It made for an uncomfortable situation when he had to use the litter box.

Thinking of the apocalyptic demon led his paws in the direction of the hiding place for the medallion necklace. It was still secure, no trace of a mage trying to fetch it by magical means, no demon claw marks on the energies surrounding it. 

He leaped to the hulking gray mass of couch in the center of the living room and let his gaze roam, switching from mage sight when he was satisfied that there had been no tampering. Henry padded across the top of the couch and nimbly leaped the space between it and the tiny dining table they shared. The quiet sound of tires shushing over pavement came muted from the window over the little table. He stared out the window at the alien landscape, wondering if he’d ever get used to seeing cars instead of horses pulling coaches. The thought called up a sharp longing for his home, his time.

He turned his attention to the square plastic box laying on the table beside him. They hadn’t done any research tonight, though Liz’s story about Smithe’s latest complaint had made him forget for a short time. Apparently this time it was concern over leaving hair on the pillows in the children’s room. Although no one had said anything to Liz, or any of the other librarians, about anyone having an allergic reaction, Smithe swore that Henry’s fur was setting off sneezing fits to rival a war zone amongst the
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