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“Come to me children, it’s almost time.”

The old woman shifted on the narrow mattress with a grunt. Her skin was a maze of wrinkles and her hair, what remained of it, was thin and white. Her green eyes, which once sparkled like emeralds, were dim and dusty with age. She beckoned weakly. Her hand was little more than translucent parchment skin stretched across fragile bones.

A midnight black crow waddled across the floor, hopping awkwardly from leg to leg as it approached the bed. A frantic flutter of wings lifted it to the mattress where it wobbled and squawked. After a moment it settled down and cocked a shining black eye at the old woman.

An orange and white cat leaped over the foot of the bed, landing beside the crow with much more grace. The cat favored the crow with a narrow-eyed glare before focusing on the old woman.

“My time is up, little ones. No, no, don’t fret, you’ll have someone to take care of you, my great-granddaughter.”

The cat’s ears went back; she wasn’t impressed with this pronouncement.

“Nimue, don’t be like that. I know you’ve been with me for ages but I’m dying. Neither my fool of a daughter nor my granddaughter could summon fire without a match, but little Millie, she-”

A coughing fit shook the crone. Her pale face turned red as she choked.

The crow squawked and flapped its wings in agitation, buffeting the cat in the process. Nimue’s tail puffed and she emitted a short hiss but she turned away from the crow.

The coughing fit passed and she sucked in ragged, wheezing breaths.

“Come closer, I have one last bit of power to spare for this and then I’ll be done.”

Cat and crow inched forward until they stood on opposite sides of the fluttering chest. The old woman to stroked each, lovingly.

She lifted a pendant with a glowing green crystal from her breast with a shaking hand. She muttered ancient phrases that made the air contract and sparkle with power.

“I bequeath you both to my great-granddaughter, Millie. You will serve her for as long as she desires and guard her as you have done me. So be it.”

The crystal flared, blinding the animals. A crack of thunder and a tinkling sound like a thousand tiny bells striking the ground filled the air and then the blinding light was gone.

The old woman lay, dead, upon the bed. Her hand rested on her chest still clutching the chain but the crystal was gone, shattered into a million pieces.

“Oona? Oona, is this a new game?”

Nimue the cat glared at the crow. “Balthazar were you born stupid or has age dimmed your mind? She’s dead. Didn’t you feel her power leave?”

Balthazar the crow, squawked and bounced up and down on the other side of the body, unwilling to accept the cat’s pronouncement.

“Oona, wake up. Nimue, do something. Oh dear. What will become of us? Who will feed us?”

Nimue turned away with a snort and leaped to the floor.

“Bird brain. We’ve been bequeathed to her descendant. Can’t you feel the geas? I can feel it pulling me like a claw in a fish. I feel drawn east to our new mistress. ”

“Is that what that is?” Balthazar fluttered to the floor beside the cat.

“Great Goddess, it hasn’t been that long since we were bequeathed to Oona. It’s only been what, a hundred years? I’d think you’d remember the pull.”

“Oh, that, of course, of course. I... feel it. I was just...testing you.”

“Goddess, I hate getting a new mistress. This one will probably be mean or not like cats. I wish Oona had taken the time to introduce us first.”

Nimue padded to her bowl and had a leisurely drink of water. Afterward she strolled to the front door of the tiny house. She looked up at the wooden portal, towering over her. Oona had never bothered to install a pet door. Nimue sat and stared at the round knob several feet over her head.

Balthazar waddled over and stood beside the cat.

“What are you waiting for?”

“How the heck are we going to open the door?”

“I’ve seen Oona do it thousands of times. You just turn the knob and pull.”

Nimue shot a withering glance at the crow.

“In case you haven’t noticed, neither of us has thumbs and that knob is out of reach.”

“Oh Goddess, what shall we do? Oona!”

“Still dead, bird brain.”

“Oh yeah. I know, the phone. We can call for help.”

Without waiting for her input, Balthazar hopped across the room to the small round table where the phone sat. How hard could it be? He had seen Oona use the phone hundreds of times. He looked up at the table, towering over him. It was so high.

He paced around the table, there was nothing to climb. Even the legs, assuming he could grip them, would only bring him to the underside of the table. He cawed in distress and glanced back at Nimue who sat thumping her tail impatiently.

He ruffled his chest feathers and spread his wings uncertainly. Nimue continued staring like a sphinx. Balthazar flapped for all he was worth and rose into the air.

Too high!

Too high!

He fluttered to the floor again and gurgled in fear.

“Do I need to jump up there for you?”

“No, I can do it.”

He spread his wings again. “Why in the name of the Goddess did they make me a bird?”

Balthazar closed his eyes and flapped for all he was worth. His back slammed into something hard, stunning him and making his eyes snap open. The ceiling, he had hit the ceiling.

He spotted the table, miles below him, and in blind panic stopped flapping his wings.

He fell.

At the last second, he spread his wings and glided to the tabletop beside the phone. He paced in a tight circle until his heart stopped racing.

“I told you I could do it.” His voice did not sound even half as cocky as he hoped it would.

Balthazar studied the ancient phone for a moment and then gripped the handset in his beak. He lifted it from the cradle and placed it on the table.

Now, what did they always do on the TV?

He pondered the buttons while the handset hummed a dial tone near his feet. Memory finally provided what he needed and he pecked at three buttons.

“Nine one one, what is the nature of your emergency?”

He squawked his joy, it had worked.

“Help us. Oona is dead and we’re trapped in the house. We have to reach our new mistress.”

“Hello? Is someone there?”

“Idiot,” Nimue called from her spot near the door. “The police aren’t witches, they can't understand you. They only hear you caw.”

Balthazar turned away from the phone, chagrinned. He fluttered to the floor, happy to be on solid ground again.

“So what do we do now?”

“I have no idea but I’m not going to fret about it. I’m going to get a snack, I still have a little food in my bowl.”

Nimue curled into a ball after her snack and immediately fell asleep while Balthazar paced. The sun peeked over the mountains to the east and a single ray entered through the window and bathed the bed and its motionless occupant in the morning light.

The door rattled as someone pounded on it, startling him.

“Police. Is everyone all right inside?”

He hopped to the door, squawking the entire way.

“In here. In here. Help us.”

Nimue uncurled and stretched and then strolled over to sit beside the hopping bird.

“Will you shut up? They still can’t understand you.”

A shadow blocked the sunlight and the animals looked up to see a man staring through the window.

“I think we have a medical emergency,” he shouted.

The doorknob turned above their heads and the door opened to reveal a different man.

“Let’s go,” Nimue said and dashed between the human’s legs.

“What the heck?” The man staggered aside, startled by the cat darting past. His motion opened the way for Balthazar to hop through the door.

“Thanks, buddy,” he squawked and hopped after Nimue as fast as he could.

The pair of men rushed into the house, leaving the animals alone outside.

“Don’t worry, the humans will take care of Oona’s body now.” Nimue trotted toward the rising sun.

Balthazar looked back at the house. They had been with Oona for a century, forty years in this very house. He shivered at the thought of serving a new mistress in a new place, but the power of the geas tugged at him. He had no choice but to follow its pull.

Oona’s house sat at the end of a long dirt road, one of only a handful of houses in the tiny desert community of Desert Springs. Like many witches of her generation, she shunned humanity and preferred solitude. The nearest neighbor was a quarter of a mile distant so no one noticed the small cat and crow walking along the path from the house.

“How far do you think we have to go?” Balthazar’s voice struggled to keep up with Nimue. “Do you think we’ll have to get on a boat like we did after Granny Wurzil died? Will it be cold where the new mistress is? Do you think she’ll be nice? What if she doesn’t like birds?”

Nimue sat and looked over her shoulder.

“You know, cats eat birds. If you don’t stop with the stupid questions I will gladly demonstrate.”

Balthazar fluttered his wings and rose several inches into the air. He drove himself backward, out of easy reach before landing.

“I’m sorry. It’s just been so long since we had to move. I don’t like change.”

“You know, if you really wanted to know how far we’ll have to go you could fly ahead and see where the geas leads while I wait here.”

“I... I can’t... It wouldn’t be... fair to you. We should stick together. It’s only polite for me to walk with you. Who’d keep you company otherwise?”

Nimue snorted and then continued down the dirt road. After several seconds she heard the tell-tale scritching of Balthazar’s claws on the sandy soil in pursuit.

“Have you ever flown?”

“Of course I have. I’m a crow after all.”

“Really?”

“Well.... No. It’s just... It’s so high. What if I fall? Do you know how fragile bird bones are?”

“You have got to be the worst familiar ever created.”

Nimue shook her head and continued on in silence.

Eventually, the dirt road intersected a paved one. Nimue didn’t need to guess, the geas pulled her eastward along the asphalt-covered lane.

“Oh, that looks tasty. Want a snack?”

Nimue’s fur twitched, she knew what she would see if she looked back. Balthazar’s eating habits were disgusting. The crow stood in the center of the road next to a smear of fur and meat that used to be some small desert animal. There was no way to tell what it had been; a human car had thoroughly crushed it.

“How can you do that? It’s disgusting.”

Balthazar ripped off a chunk of dripping flesh and swallowed before responding.

“Oh come on, this is the best kind of food. It’s been tenderized and you don’t even have to work to get to the good parts.”

“I am a civilized cat, not some feral beast. My food comes from a can, the way the Gods intended.”

“Suit yourself but what are you gonna do if we’re not there by dinner time?”

Nimue didn’t want to consider such a terrible option. She curled up beside the road and waited for Balthazar to finish his meal.

The desert sun was warm and the sand was comfortable against her belly. The sounds of Balthazar gurgling and chuckling to himself as he ate faded as she drifted toward sleep.

Her ear twitched. There was a sound, a familiar sound, and it was growing louder. She didn’t want to wake up, it was so comfy here but the sound sparked a sense of danger. Nimue opened one eye and looked around. The stupid crow was still gorging himself and there was nothing else in sight. What was that sound?

It was a rumbling buzz accompanied by a deep roaring as if some enormous beast was approaching. She sat up and groomed for a moment while straining to hear. Whatever it was, it was growing closer. It sounded familiar. She was never very quick on the uptake when she first woke up. She arched and stretched and spotted a plume of dust in the west. The cloud was getting closer along with the roaring sound. A glint of sunlight drew her eye. Oh Goddess, it was a truck and it was heading toward them.

“Balthazar! Car!”

The crow was oblivious as he buried his head in the carcass searching for choice morsels. Nimue could see the truck clearly now. It was the size
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