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Ah! Cats are a mysterious kind of folk. There is more passing in their minds than we are aware of. It comes no doubt from their being so familiar with warlocks and witches.

—Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832) to Washington Irving (1783–1859)
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There was something inside the room that made Nim uneasy—something very old, something very wicked.

With ears perked and whiskers at attention, she prowled into the dimly lit room that Fletcher’s father used as his home office. A streetlight’s beam shone through the half-opened window blinds, but she didn’t need it. She could see perfectly well in the darkness. All cats could.

She drew to a stop and her fur bristled.

“Something’s definitely in here,” she whispered. “Something that shouldn’t be.”

Sweeping her gaze around, she spied the tip of one of Fletcher’s handmade arrows hanging over the edge of his father’s large desk. It was the one Fletcher made from the old gray arrowhead he found in the woods—his most prized possession. Nim frowned, wondering if she should return it to Fletcher’s room where it belonged.

But the old arrowhead wasn’t the problem. She turned her attention to the towering shelf along the wall, running her eyes over the rows of vintage horror comics and up to the top ledge where Fletcher’s father kept his figurines of classic movie monsters.

She didn’t understand why Fletcher’s father loved old scary movies or why he loved his job as a Saturday night TV horror host more than he loved his job as a weekday weatherman. But in her eleven months of life, she’d come to realize there were a lot of things she didn’t understand.

Narrowing her eyes, she scowled at the monster models: Dracula, with the huge white fangs hanging from his mouth; the Wolf Man’s pointy ears and dark, hairy arms and feet; the Mummy’s unraveling bandages; and the webbed and clawed hands of the Creature from the Black Lagoon. Fletcher didn’t like the monster models. She didn’t like them either.

She lifted her nose and sniffed, detecting a wispy thread of mustiness. She stepped closer to the shelf and the unpleasant smell grew stronger. Her ears perked higher as she followed the trail, tracking it along the top of the shelf to the sand-colored jar with a stone stopper wedged in its mouth. Spiky black claw marks were painted on its surface, along with an elongated animal skull filled with jagged teeth, saber-like canines, and huge empty eye sockets. A shiver rippled her fur. The old jar made her uneasy and so did its twin sitting upstairs on Fletcher’s bookshelf. They’d given her the jitters from the first moment she saw them.

With the fur on her neck prickling, she sniffed deeper, this time perceiving the scents of something ancient and cruel. She twitched her tail nervously, hoping the old jars would stay put where they were, far up and out of reach. What she wished even more was that they’d never been brought into the house in the first place. She stood glaring at the hateful thing when a sharp clank sounded in the kitchen, startling her. She whirled around, and with a soft snarl rumbling in her throat, she crept into the dark hallway to inspect the noise.

An aroma of steaming vanilla, along with a few herbs she couldn’t name, seeped up her nose, and her pounding heart slowed. “Aunt Caroline,” she growled. It was just Fletcher’s aunt making a cup of tea; she’d come to stay with them during Fletcher’s spring break while his father was away at the Florida Weather Forecasters’ Convention.

Nim supposed it was a nice thing for the woman to do, but really, Fletcher was her friend, and it was her job to protect him. She frowned, remembering that Aunt Caroline would be taking him out for a picnic tomorrow with fresh lemonade and sandwiches cut into little triangles. Nim peeked at the front door. Her shoulders slumped, and she took a step back.

There was nothing good outside, and she always worried for Fletcher when he left the house.

She had just turned to make her way up to his room to continue her nightly inspections when the sight of another black cat drew a hiss from her mouth and made the fur rise on her back. But it was nothing more than her own reflection peering out from the tall mirror on the wall, only a young black cat with an old, injured foreleg. Embarrassed, she glanced around, pleased no one else had witnessed her foolishness. “Stop being such a scaredy-cat,” she scolded herself.

She padded her way up the staircase, and when she slipped through the half-opened door into Fletcher’s room, her spirits lifted.

He was sitting up in bed, dressed in his pajamas with the wizard hats and wands on them. The light of the nearby lamp gleamed off the lenses of his round eyeglasses, and tufts of his fair hair stuck up like chicken feathers. He needed grooming.

“Where did I put those pliers?” he muttered as he patted the top of the starry-patterned bedspread. He leaned over and rummaged through the drawer of his bedside table. “Ah, here they are!”

Nim glanced around Fletcher’s domain, comforted by the tug of her bright green collar, the one Fletcher had chosen because it matched the color of her eyes. And he was the one who’d attached the identification tag to it, the small gold disk engraved with the family’s phone number and the name he’d given her when they first met: Nimbus.

She smiled as she began her nightly patrol of the room, carefully inspecting everything to make sure no insects or lizards had invaded. She passed the rumpled socks and T-shirts strewn across the floor. They smelled like Fletcher, like the pages of a well-read book, along with tree bark, chocolate, and oak leaves.

She strode to the tall bookcase and sniffed at the magical fantasy titles lining its lower shelf. She rubbed her cheek against The Hobbit, Fletcher’s favorite and the story he’d read to her when she was recovering from her injuries.

Up on the bed, Fletcher huffed with annoyance, then frowned at an item lying on his lap. Using the pliers, he tried to pry something from it. He was always working on projects and studying interesting objects. And not for the first time, Nim wondered if there was anyone else in the world as smart and curious and talented as him. Her heart swelled with pride. He especially liked things that he found in nature. His favorite discovery was the old gray arrowhead. She glanced up at the empty spot on the wall above his bed, the place where his prized arrow usually hung. “Aunt Caroline,” she growled again. The woman had taken it to the antique fair that morning to have it appraised, then forgot to return it to his room. Nim didn’t appreciate such careless treatment of Fletcher’s belongings.

Swishing her tail, she continued her inspection, strolling past Fletcher’s desk with the drawers hanging half-open. She glanced under the bed, peered into shadows, and studied the nightstand with the big jar of arrows sitting on top of it. Fletcher had made the weapons himself, carving those arrowheads from stones. Another surge of pride filled her heart. Then she stopped and pricked her ears, sensing an unwelcome presence nearby.

Rumbling a low growl, she climbed onto Fletcher’s desk and wound her way around his laptop and the small piles of rocks and feathers sitting there. She pushed down a slat of the window blinds, peered at the backyard below, then bent her ears in annoyance. The stray had returned—the silvery-gray tabby that had started hanging around a few weeks ago. She wished it would go away. What if Fletcher were to suddenly grow tired of her? What if he wanted a cat to join him on his explorations in the woods and decided to replace her with the stray? The cat was wild, though, a skittish thing, always hurrying away whenever Fletcher set out food and water for it. Nim didn’t begrudge the cat such necessities, she just wished it’d find a new home. A nice home like hers, with a nice human like hers, just not her home and her human.

She climbed down from the desk and peered up at Fletcher, propped against the pillow in his big bed, which always made him look so small and thin. She jumped up to join him, but when she stepped closer, she froze. A wispy odor of mustiness bloomed in her nose. Her fur bushed, and she drew her lips back in a silent snarl.
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The second old jar lay on Fletcher’s lap. He was so focused on it that he hadn’t noticed Nim hop onto the bed.

She frowned with disapproval. It was Aunt Caroline who’d brought the horrible things into the house. She’d bought them at the antique fair that morning as gifts. One for Fletcher’s father and one for Fletcher.

Fletcher wiped his forehead on the sleeve of his wizard pajamas. Then he set the pliers on the bedside table and turned his attention to a book lying open beside him.

Nim walked across the bedspread and right up to him, her nostrils flaring at the scent of the jar. It smelled just like the other one downstairs, and now that she was closer, the odors of panic and fear radiated from it like drafts of cold air. It bothered her that she hadn’t detected the smells as soon as she’d entered the room. She butted her head against Fletcher’s arm, trying to nudge his hand away from the awful thing.

He glanced up, and a crooked smile lit his face. “Hey there, Nim.” She meowed a greeting in return as he scratched her head. “I’ve been doing some research on this jar,” he said. “I know it doesn’t look very ancient because it’s still in great shape, but I’m wondering if it might actually be older than Aunt Caroline or the antiques dealer thought it was.” His eyes widened. “I’m thinking it might even be from the Mycenaean period! Wouldn’t that be amazing?”

Nim loved that Fletcher always talked to her. And while she couldn’t respond with words that he understood, she could still communicate her feelings. She smiled in reply, not because she was happy about the old jar, but because she liked to see Fletcher happy.

“See?” He tapped the page of the opened book. “Here are some examples of Mycenaean pottery for rituals. Except for the weird symbols painted on this one, they look very similar.”

Nim peered at the pictures, running her gaze over the different statues and vases, the buildings with tall white columns, and the people dressed in clothes that looked like sheets they’d tied around themselves.

“It’s possible it could’ve been used in a magical ritual.” Fletcher shook the jar. “It sounds like there’s some sort of grainy particles inside. Maybe it’s dried-up magic that’s kept this old thing in such good shape!” His eyebrows rose with excitement behind his eyeglasses. “Don’t you want me to open it and see what’s inside?”

Nim fixed her gaze on his face, bent her ears back, and yowled as loudly as she could.

Fletcher smiled. “Don’t worry, girl, I’ve been trying for a while now to get this stopper out, and it won’t budge. See?” He tugged at the top, but it didn’t move. “If there’s anything mystical inside this old thing, I guess it’s stuck there.”

Fear crept through Nim’s veins. If the jars had contained magic inside them, it couldn’t have been the good kind—not with such ominous smells still coming from them.

“Most people don’t believe in magic,” Fletcher continued as he ran his thumb along the strange claw marks painted on the artifact. “They don’t believe in the existence of secret laws and powers within nature. But I know it’s real.”

It surprised Nim that most people didn’t think there was magic in the world. Maybe they just couldn’t see things as well as cats could. She still didn’t want Fletcher to open the jar, though. She sat down and scowled at him.

He ruffled the top of her head. Then he pushed his glasses up onto his nose, returned his attention to the artifact, and jiggled the stone stopper again. When it didn’t loosen, he turned back to the book and flipped through its pages.

Still scowling, and with anxiety nibbling her nerves, Nim rose onto her hind legs. She rubbed her cheek against the side of his face, mingling her scent with his, creating the reassuring smell that always comforted her.

The stopper wasn’t going to come out, and she was glad. Though she was sorry to see Fletcher disappointed. Leaving him to continue his research on the ugly old jar, she hopped down to the floor and went to her small bed in the corner. She preferred it to Fletcher’s big bed, not only because it gave her a better view of the room and any intruders that might try to enter, but because Fletcher had made it just for her. And while it was nothing more than an old flat pillow stuffed inside a piece of green fabric and sewn together with crooked black stitches, she thought it was beautiful.

With a sigh of contentment, Nim rested her head on her paws. Other than the troubling clay jars, all was right in her world. She purred softly, and her eyes drifted shut.

“Fletcher?” Aunt Caroline called from the hallway.

Nim’s whiskers drooped, and her eyes opened. All was right in her world except for Aunt Caroline, with her sensible haircut and sensible shoes, always wearing a cardigan sweater no matter the temperature.

The bedroom door swung open, and the woman entered with a laundry basket tucked beneath her arm and her phone held to her ear. “Hold on just a second, Patrick.” She cast a puzzled look at Fletcher, then glanced around the room. “Who were you talking to?” she whispered.

“Nim,” he replied as he flipped through more pages of the book.

She arched an eyebrow, then handed him the phone. “It’s your father, calling all the way from Tampa. He wants to tell you good night.”

“Tampa’s only an hour’s drive away,” Fletcher pointed out as he took the phone. “Hi, Dad.” He nodded. “Yes.” He nodded again. “Yes.” He paused. “Yes, I will. Okay . . . okay. Good night to you too. Bye.” He disconnected the call and returned the phone to his aunt.

Aunt Caroline bit her lip, her face furrowing with concern. “Fletcher, I think you need some real friends . . . people friends. You should join a sports team, spend more time outdoors with other kids and not so much time in your room or out alone in the woods collecting . . . things.” She motioned toward the piles of stones and feathers sitting on his desk, the items that he used to make his arrows.

Nim huffed. As far as she was concerned, Fletcher already spent too much time outside without her, exploring the nearby wooded area looking for old arrowheads and interesting rocks.

Wrinkling his brow, Fletcher stared up at his aunt. “But spending time in nature is a good thing. Researchers have discovered that admiring plants and listening to the sounds of wildlife reduces stress.”

“I just think you’d be a lot happier if you mingled with other kids.” His aunt gave him a forced smile.

While Nim knew Aunt Caroline was genuinely fond of Fletcher, she didn’t like her trying to change him. And she most definitely didn’t like the woman implying she wasn’t a real friend for him.

Aunt Caroline sniffed the air, then grimaced at the sight of Fletcher’s clothes strewn across the floor. “It smells a bit stuffy in here.”

Nim watched sulkily as she marched across the room, raised the blinds, and opened the window. “There,” she said, looking satisfied. “Fresh air is good for you, especially on such a lovely spring evening.” An enormous ghostly-green moth fluttered up to the opening, and she flapped her hand at it. “Shoo!” she cried, sending it fluttering away.

“It’s just a luna moth.” Fletcher shook his head at her foolishness. “They don’t bite. They don’t even have mouths.” Then his eyes brightened. “Some people believe seeing one is a sign that a big change is about to happen in their life.”

“Whatever it is, it doesn’t belong in the house,” Aunt Caroline replied.

But to Nim, the moth was quite pretty, like a beautiful leaf with wings.

Leaning closer to the open window, Aunt Caroline inhaled the outside air. “Ah, just smell that night-blooming jasmine!” A sudden breeze blew in, bringing with it a scattering of oak leaves and depositing them on the sill. “Messy things,” she grumbled, and swept them back out.

As Fletcher returned his attention to twisting and jiggling the jar’s stopper, Aunt Caroline glanced at her watch. “It’s getting late. Time for lights out.” She plucked his sixth-grade geography textbook from the floor and set it on his desk. Then she gathered his dirty clothes, dropped them into the laundry basket, and tucked it under her arm. “Good night, Fletcher dear,” she called over her shoulder as she headed to the door.

“Good night, Aunt Caroline.” He took off his glasses and set them on his bedside table, along with the book and the old jar. “Don’t forget to tell Nim good night too,” he said, fluffing his pillow.

Aunt Caroline paused, and in a sugary-coated voice she cooed, “Good night, little Nim.”

Nim’s face warmed with shame. Maybe she’d been wrong. Maybe Aunt Caroline wasn’t so bad. Maybe they could even become friends. She lifted her head and gave a hopeful thump of her tail.

Aunt Caroline stepped into the hallway, but when she pulled the door shut, she narrowed her eyes and frowned down at Nim.

Nim’s hopefulness withered; she’d seen that expression of dislike before, right before she’d come to live with Fletcher.

As Aunt Caroline’s footsteps receded down the staircase, a soft click sounded from Fletcher’s bed, then he set a flashlight on the side table. Sitting up, he pulled on his glasses, and by the weak glow of the flashlight’s yellow beam, he took the jar and went back to work on it. “Why won’t you open?” He grabbed a large rock from his nightstand and tapped it against the stopper. “Open already!” he muttered.

Nim rested her head on her paws, watching him with worried eyes, wishing he’d leave the stinky jar alone.

“Hey! I’ve loosened it!” He grinned triumphantly as he pulled the stopper free.

The temperature in the room plummeted.

An ancient and malicious stench mushroomed in the air. Mingled within it swirled the potent smells of panic and fear. Not even the night breeze coming through the open window could erase the foul odors.

Nim sprang to her feet, her hackles rising.

Wrinkling his nose as a sooty fog seeped from the old vessel, Fletcher frantically waved his hand, trying to clear it away, and in the process knocked the flashlight to the floor. It rolled underneath the bed, its tiny ray of light nearly extinguished by the shadows. The grimy mist glided toward him, floating around his head, almost as if it had done so intentionally. Fletcher gasped, and with eyes squeezed shut, he fell back against his pillow. The jar tumbled from his fingers as the smoke drifted away.

For a moment, Nim thought the strange substance would vanish, but it gathered into a dense cloud and hovered above Fletcher’s heart.

A growl rumbled deep in her throat. She arched her back and dropped her tail. Her paws remained glued to her bed, though. She had no idea how to fight smoke.

Before her terrified gaze, the shadowy mass grew thicker, lowering itself, morphing and solidifying until, to her confusion, it assumed the form of a small hairy goblin clothed in tattered rags. It crouched upon Fletcher’s chest, peering at him through round, glowing yellow eyes. Then it leaned its pointy-eared head close to his, peeled its lips back over its fangs, and snarled.

Fletcher’s eyes popped open, and trembling, he stared in horror at the monster.

“Get away from him!” Nim spat, but the unearthly being ignored her. Hissing and unsheathing her claws, she crouched, ready to leap to Fletcher’s defense, when the creature placed the tip of its sharp-clawed finger to Fletcher’s forehead. Fletcher grew suddenly still, seemingly too terrified to move, like someone trapped in the middle of a terrible nightmare.

With teeth bared and fur bristling, Nim lunged from her bed, but her feet tangled, and she crashed to the floor. The goblin grasped Fletcher’s chin with one of its webbed hands, and in a raspy voice, it whispered a string of menacing, ancient-sounding words.

Nim scrambled up as Fletcher’s mouth dropped open, and a flickering bead of light, like a firefly or a blinking Christmas tree bulb, floated out.

“No!” she cried. Before she could leap again, the goblin darted its head forward and chomped onto the tiny light.
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The horrifying sight struck Nim like lightning, scattering her fear and confusion, jolting her with a surge of energy, and awakening her fierce feline instincts.

Hissing and snarling, she sprang up to Fletcher’s bed and onto the goblin’s back, driving her nails into its cold, musty-smelling skin.

The creature spun around with a squeal of surprise, its claws raking four gashes across Fletcher’s cheek and knocking his eyeglasses askew. It swung its arms over its shoulders, desperate to fling Nim from its back, but she only dug her nails deeper.

Twisting and snapping, they collided into the old jar, sending it rolling off the bed and smashing against the floor.

“Fletcher?” Aunt Caroline called from downstairs.

But Nim hardly heard; her only purpose at that moment was to destroy the monster. She clamped down on the side of its neck, and a vile bitterness flooded her mouth as if she’d just taken a bite from something poisonous. Nausea bloomed throughout her, unfolding like the petals of a deadly flower. The strength left her limbs. Her teeth and claws slipped from the creature, and she fell onto the bed.

She lay on her side, desperate to leap up, struggling to catch her breath. The goblin whirled around on her. Snarling, it glared down with its acid-yellow eyes. It pressed its clawed finger to her forehead, as it had done to Fletcher, and her muscles and limbs grew impossibly heavy.

She tried to climb to her feet but couldn’t. Her thundering heart seemed to be the only part of her still moving within her panicked body.

Baring its fangs and snarling, the creature crouched beside her. It drew back a hairy arm, its hand lingering above her as though relishing its victory. Then it swiped down, one of its talons slicing an opening through the flesh on her side.

Fiery pain reawakened her frozen muscles. She lashed out with her paw, slashing her claws through one of the monster’s glowing yellow eyes.

The beast screeched and stumbled back, cupping its webbed hands to its face as a burst of white light exploded in Nim’s head, blurring her vision.

“Fletcher?” Aunt Caroline’s footsteps pounded up the staircase.

Nim thrust out her paw, ready to strike again, but the goblin was shrinking, deflating like a ragged balloon. It dissolved into a cloud of ashy smoke, drifted to the open window, and disappeared into the night.

Nim trembled with relief. She’d done it! She’d killed the monster! Pride and disbelief twined inside her: pride that she’d been so clever and courageous, and disbelief because she’d never killed anything in her life.

Her heart still booming, she climbed to her feet and limped to Fletcher. His eyes were now squeezed shut as he lay gasping. She lowered her face to his and sniffed the four bloody gashes splayed across his cheek. Traces of the creature’s damp, moldering stench lingered there.

The bedroom door flew open. The overhead light snapped on. Aunt Caroline stood for a moment with her mouth gaping as her gaze swept past the broken shards on the floor and up to a wheezing Fletcher, fiery-red scratches swelling across his face, and finally landed on Nim leaning over him.

Her face pinching with panic, she hurried across the room and swept Nim away, sending her tumbling to the floor in a pain-filled heap.

“Fletcher?” She sat on the side of the bed, worry rising in her voice. “Fletcher, are you okay?”

He didn’t answer. His eyes remained shut, though his breaths were coming easier.

Nim struggled to her feet and limped away, taking shelter behind the wastepaper basket and the crumpled papers littering the floor next to Fletcher’s desk.

“Fletcher, what happened?” Aunt Caroline leaned closer, peering worriedly at his cheek. “How’d you get those scratches?”

He peeled his eyes open, lifted a shaky hand, and pointed toward the window above the desk, the one the creature’s grimy cloud of smoke had passed through. “It was a monster,” he rasped. “With dark hair, claws, fangs, and pointy ears.”

Aunt Caroline cast a glare where Nim hunched panting beside the desk. If Nim had possessed enough energy, she would’ve snarled at the woman, but she was too tired and too sick. Her wounded side shrieked with pain, and warm blood trickled through her fur.

Aunt Caroline removed Fletcher’s glasses and smoothed the hair away from his damp forehead. “You’re okay now. It was only a nightmare.” She cast another glare at Nim.

Fletcher’s breathing had grown slow and steady, and Nim knew he’d fallen asleep.

“I’ll get some antiseptic for those scratches,” Aunt Caroline whispered. She frowned down at the broken jar. “Then I’ll clean up this mess.” She rose from the bedside and moved across the room toward Nim, scowling.

Nim scrambled back and pressed herself against the wall, but it did no good. Aunt Caroline grasped her by the scruff of her neck and hauled her out. She tried to wiggle free, but every twist sent a rush of agony down her gashed side.

Holding her at arm’s length, Aunt Caroline carried Nim down the stairs, muttering how Patrick would never forgive her if he came home to find Fletcher mauled to bits by his own cat.

Summoning what little strength she could, Nim bared her fangs and whispered a hiss.

“Oh, poor Fletcher.” Aunt Caroline shook her head sadly as she hauled Nim through the kitchen. Then she frowned. “But I warned Patrick this could happen. I told him he shouldn’t allow a cat inside the house. Animals just cannot be trusted; you never know when they’ll revert to their feral behaviors.”

Nim narrowed her eyes and managed a weak growl.

Aunt Caroline opened the door that led to the garage, continuing her muttering. “I’d heard stories of cats stealing breath from babies, and now I catch you trying to do it to Fletcher!” She gave a huff of annoyance, then she shook her head. “I told Patrick black cats were unlucky, even evil. And this certainly proves it!”

She dropped Nim into a shallow cardboard box, one that the corner store had delivered groceries in. Nim’s injured side throbbed and her head grew woozy.

Then Aunt Caroline strode back into the house and closed the door, leaving Nim alone in the murky garage.

Nim wanted to leap up and run to Fletcher, but she couldn’t. She had no strength. A fresh wave of nausea rolled over her, and she wondered if the creature really had poisoned her. She shivered in the darkness, the odors of gasoline, paint, and cardboard filling her nose. Her discomfort didn’t matter, though. Fletcher was all that mattered. She needed to get back to him, to make sure he was okay. She tried to rise to her paws, but she sank down instead and into a deep blackness tinged with strange smoky swirls of purple.

The next thing Nim knew, the box that she lay in was rising. She had no idea how long she’d been in the garage. Confusion blurred her mind. Her eyelids were too heavy to lift. She heard the car door open. She felt the box lower onto the seat. The car door closed. Aunt Caroline climbed in on the other side. Nim recognized her by her rose-scented soap and the smell of her nervousness and fear.

It wasn’t the first time Nim had been dumped into a cardboard box. And now that her head had cleared a little, she remembered exactly what it meant. Boxes were the places where people put unwanted things before taking them away. Panic spread from the top of her ears to the tip of her tail. She had to climb out. She had to get back to Fletcher.

“Fletcher needs real friends, not a cat,” Aunt Caroline mumbled to herself. “It’s what’s best for him.” Her voice dropped, the anger dissipating and a thread of uncertainty creeping in. “It’s the right thing to do.”

The garage door rose with a rickety rolling rumble, and the car backed out.

Nim lifted her head and tried to stand, but her legs buckled beneath her.

The car drove away, and blackness swallowed her once again.
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Nim slept, yet the smell of the cardboard box swelled in her nose, and the sound of the car’s tires hummed in her ears. A part of her knew she was traveling far away from home, and far away from Fletcher. She tried to force herself awake, but like a falling leaf she drifted downward, into an even deeper slumber where she dreamed.

A woman stood in the shadows. A bat, or maybe a large black moth, flew back and forth behind her. She appeared to be a bit older than Aunt Caroline, with streaks of gray shooting through her black hair. A purple mist lapped at the hem of her long lavender gown. She looked like one of the ladies in the Greek history book Fletcher had been studying.

“Can you help me escape?” Nim asked her, remembering the last time she’d been trapped in a cardboard box and how awful it’d been.

The woman fixed her dark eyes on her and spoke, though her voice sounded distant and muffled.

Nim shook her head. “I can’t hear you. What are you saying?”

The woman faded away, and Nim found herself walking along a road. She could see the forms of people, animals, and objects up ahead, but they were so very blurry. Hoping to clear her vision, she squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them, though, she found herself on the sidewalk in the middle of a busy downtown. In front of her sat a tall cardboard box. She stepped up to it, rose on her hind legs, and peered in.

Inside the box was herself as a kitten, along with her five siblings.

Nim watched, unable to look away as events from her past played out like the scenes in a TV show. And as she watched them, she remembered.

The box’s sides had towered above them, far too high to climb over. And at only five weeks old, she and her siblings were too small to do anything other than cry out for their momma. People passed by, back and forth, most of them with their phones held to their ears or their eyes glued to the screens. Car horns and bus horns honked. Too many smells filled the air. Some of the people stopped and peered into the box. Some of them reached in and petted her siblings, cooing and speaking to them in high, singsong voices. Her past-self tried to bump her head against their palms or rub against the backs of their hands, but they always ignored her and petted her brothers and sisters instead.

Sometimes, though, a child would reach for her, but someone else would always caution them:

“No. You don’t want that one. Black cats are unlucky.”

“They’re evil.”

“Don’t touch it! It could be a witch or the devil in disguise.”

Until that day, she hadn’t known such things about black cats. But she had been pretty sure she wasn’t a witch or the devil, and that she wasn’t evil either. Could she really be unlucky, though?

One by one, her siblings were lifted out and taken away, hugged to the chests of the smiling people, until she was left alone in the big, tall box.

Day turned to evening. Evening turned to night.

Nim remembered how her stomach had rumbled with hunger. How she mewed loudly, calling for her momma, or anyone, but no one came.

The kitten-Nim tried scrabbling up and out of the box, over and over again, until she exhausted herself. Then she curled into a ball in the corner and cried.

Overhead, swollen black clouds rolled across the night sky. The rain came down, pelting her with cold, wet drops. Thunder and lightning followed.

Rain drenched her and she shivered. She flinched at every thunderclap and bright flash.

The box finally became so soggy that its sides wilted, and she was able to sink her claws in and climb out. She had been afraid and alone. Everything looked so big, and she’d felt so small.

Her past-self raced away, unsure where to go, searching for comfort to calm her terror. The pounding rain blurred her vision and she dashed into the street.

With a roar, a monstrous car came speeding around the corner. Its white headlights lit the world around her. She heard her body thump and crunch as she bounced off one of the automobile’s big tires. She flew up in the air and fell back down, crashing and tumbling beneath a bush on the side of the road.

The car sped on, its red taillights shrinking and disappearing in the distance as her pain grew. And while the cold rain pattered down, one truth had glowed bright in her mind: she really was unlucky.

Throughout the night, she drifted in and out of wakefulness. Then the sun rose, its bright rays piercing the lingering storm clouds.

People walked past. She tried to cry out for help, but only the softest squeak escaped her dry throat. If anyone noticed her, they didn’t stop. She closed her eyes, deciding she would struggle no more.

Footsteps approached. Someone knelt beside her. He spoke, and his voice pulled her up from the darkness. She opened her mouth, and with the last of her will she gave a weak cry, pried open one of her eyes, and squinted up at the small, skinny boy wearing round eyeglasses. “Hello,” he said. He reached out with one finger and stroked the top of her head.

The boy’s father knelt beside him. “I think her leg’s broken,” he said.

“We can get it fixed,” the boy replied.

His father shook his head sadly. “She might have other internal injuries, Fletcher. She might not survive.”

“She’ll survive,” Fletcher said. “I won’t let her die.”

His father gave a sigh of resignation. Fletcher slid his hands beneath her and gently lifted, careful not to wobble her twisted leg.

She was frightened, but she had no strength for fighting.

Fletcher held her on his lap inside the warm car as his father drove them away. She peered up, hardly able to keep her eyes open. Outside, the sky had again grown heavy with rain clouds. Fletcher stroked her nose. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you,” he said.

She believed him, and her fear began to fade.

“Now, to give you a name.” He looked out the car window and up at the drizzly, gray sky. “Nimbus,” he said.

His father arched an eyebrow. “As in cumulonimbus or nimbostratus?”

“No. Just Nimbus,” Fletcher replied. “As in the Latin word for black rain cloud.”

That day, a veterinarian named Dr. Glass operated on her. Dr. Glass told Fletcher and his father it was fortunate they’d found the kitten when they did. Nimbus was lucky to be alive.

That night, she slept on a stack of old towels and ended up soiling them because she’d been too weak to make her way to the litter box. She’d feared Fletcher would be angry with her, but he stroked her head instead, murmuring that she would soon be well enough to walk on her own. He carried her to the litter box when she needed it, administered her medicine, and changed her bandages, apologizing when she cried out in pain.

As she recovered, he read to her from his favorite book, The Hobbit, where
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