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      To Bittens & Nala,

      still in the universe, just elsewhere.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            UNICORN

          

        

      

    

    
      Some time ago on Earth, two girls were born, each with half a heart.

      The first girl was born at dawn. When doctors discovered her heart condition, they feared the baby would not live to see the night.

      One week later, as the attending physician placed the newborn in her mother's arms, he said, "In all my years, I've never encountered a case like this. Your baby is a unicorn."

      And Unicorn she became.
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            Chapter One

          

          UNICORN AND CAT

        

      

    

    
      "Unicorn, please get Cat off the kitchen table."

      "Sorry, Dad." Coni scooped Cat up from the stack of ungraded papers. "She's just curious."

      Dad looked up. He hadn't slept well again, and it showed in the shadows under his eyes and the way he kept blinking to stay focused.

      "If only my students shared half her curiosity," he said, holding out his empty mug. "Pour me some coffee?"

      "Sure." Coni placed Cat onto the laundry-filled chair beside her. Cat circled three times, then settled into a fluffy loaf.

      Coni poured the last of that morning's coffee into Dad's mug. Only she and Mom knew they'd switched to decaf months ago. Dad worried too much and slept too little as it was. She filled a second mug for herself, one of Mom's misshapen ceramic ones from her brief pottery phase, and brought both back to the table.

      Dad nodded at her cup. "Don't tell Mom."

      Coni wrapped her hands around the warm ceramic. "Never do," she said. Dad returned to the essay before him. She grabbed another paper from the stack, skimmed the first line, and frowned. "Dad?"

      "Yeah?"

      "I thought your university attracted top students." She counted the mistakes again and looked at Dad. He was already holding out a red pen to her.

      "Don't tell Mom."

      "Never do." She took the pen.

      
        
        ○ ● ○

      

      

      Coni finished grading the remaining essays at midnight. Dad had retreated to the orange sofa hours ago, claiming he'd rest his eyes for twenty minutes, a finals-week ritual that always ended with him sleeping there until morning.

      Coni set down the red pen and stretched. She clipped the stack of graded papers together and placed them into Dad's briefcase. Cat yawned and dropped from the laundry pile to the floor.

      "Had enough for tonight?"

      Cat meowed twice.

      "Me too."

      Coni switched off the kitchen light and fetched Dad's plaid blanket from the hallway closet. Cat padded ahead of her toward the living room. Coni draped the blanket over Dad and tucked it to his chin.

      "Night," she whispered before tiptoeing toward the stairway.

      "Con?" he mumbled.

      She paused and turned. "Yeah, Dad?"

      "When you gonna name that cat?" He pulled the blanket tighter and drifted back to sleep.

      Coni looked back at the stairs and smiled at Cat. "He's right, you know," she whispered. Cat bounded ahead. Coni followed, taking the stairs two at a time. "How about Turbo?"

      Two glinting eyes peered from the darkness beyond her bedroom door, accompanied by a single firm meow.

      "Yeah." Coni sighed. "I don't like that one either."

      She added Turbo to her growing mental list of rejected names, pushed open her bedroom door, and caught herself before tripping.

      "Seriously?" She flipped on the star projector Dad had made for her and grabbed Cat’s unused blue oval bed from the floor. "Can I just throw this one away?"

      Cat meowed once from the end of Coni's bed.

      Coni pushed her back against the door to close it. "Fine. But will you actually try to sleep in it?"

      Cat meowed once, then turned and strode to the fur-covered pillow next to Coni's.

      "Well then, you have to leave it here from now on." Coni opened the closet and dropped the bed inside. She turned back to Cat.

      Cat's black whiskers twitched. She meowed once.

      "No way. You just said you wouldn't sleep in it. Why should I keep tripping over it?"

      Cat meowed once.

      "Alright. We'll settle this the usual way."

      Cat sat up and walked to the edge of the bed as Coni knelt before it, so their eyes were level.

      "If I win, it stays in there." She pointed at the closet behind her. "And if you win, I'll put it right back in front of the door where you drag it every day anyway." She shook her head. "Why do you do that?"

      Cat tilted her head.

      Coni smiled. "Never mind. You ready?"

      Cat meowed twice and locked eyes with her.

      Coni stared back.

      Neither of them moved.

      The stars turned slowly above them. The grandfather clock ticked away downstairs. Cat's green eyes didn't waver. Coni's eyes watered. She tightened her jaw and tried to hold on. The projector completed another slow rotation. Coni's eyes burned. She blinked.

      "Show-off," she said.

      Cat stretched, sauntered back to her pillow, and settled down with her tail swishing the way it did whenever she won, which was often.

      "One day I'm going to beat you."

      Coni grabbed her towel from the desk chair.

      Cat's triumphant, singular meow followed her to the bathroom.

      When Coni returned to her bedroom, she slipped beneath the blankets, but sleep was far away.

      "Cat?" She turned onto her side. "Are you still awake?" A tuft of fur peeked out from beneath Coni's baby blanket, which Cat had claimed years ago and now burrowed under nightly. "I know you are." Coni lifted the corner, revealing Cat's eyes, which were squeezed shut. "Oh, please. Even I can fake sleep better than that."

      Cat cracked one eye open and stretched out a paw.

      "Do you think it'll hurt?" It was the same question she'd asked every night since she'd decided to get her ears pierced for her birthday.

      Cat blinked twice.

      "Great."

      Cat placed her paw on Coni's hand.

      "I know," Coni said. "I wish you could come with me, too."

      Cat rolled onto her back and wiggled until her head hung upside down off the pillow.

      Coni laughed. "You're very helpful, thank you." She rubbed the spot between Cat's eyes. "I could get a nose ring instead," she said through a yawn.

      Cat flipped over and blinked once.

      "Agreed. Can you imagine with my allergies? Wiping snot off a nose ring every five minutes?"

      Cat heaved like she was trying to hack up a hairball.

      "Exactly." Coni burrowed deeper under the blankets. "How about the name Flash for you?"

      Cat blinked once.

      Coni pulled her closer.

      Cat's purr rumbled against her chest and followed her into dreams.

      
        
        ○ ● ○

      

      

      The next morning, Coni and Cat took their usual shortcut through Milton Burbank's backyard. The house had been empty since the foreclosure, the grass grown wild, the FOR SALE sign faded and listing in the overgrown weeds. Coni slipped through the gap in the fence, tugged her jacket free from a loose nail, and stepped onto the narrow path that she took to school each morning.

      Cattails grew thick along the banks of what everyone called Mirror Pond, though the water ran too dark and scummy to reflect anything. It sat in the low ground between her neighborhood and Jackson High's football field, still and deep from years of runoff. A thin skin of ice clung to the banks. The late-March sun was already climbing, and the afternoon would turn warm, but the morning still held winter's edge. Coni's breath came out in faint wisps that vanished as fast as they formed.

      A weathered boardwalk crossed the pond at its narrowest point. Cat bounded ahead, her black fur stark against the bleached wood.

      "When midnight swallows up the moon," Coni sang, stepping onto the first plank. "Between the spaces, we'll..."

      The board groaned under her weight.

      Cat stopped at the center of the boardwalk and turned back. She meowed twice.

      "Between the spaces, they'll drift soon!" Coni grinned and took another step. "Yes, that's⁠—"

      The plank beneath her right foot cracked. She lurched forward, throwing her weight toward the next board, but it splintered under her left foot. She and Cat plunged through the broken wood into the pond below.

      The cold seized her. Water closed over her head. Her jacket soaked through in an instant. She hit the soft muck bottom, and her shoulder slammed something hard. The impact spun her. She lost all sense of direction. She kicked hard, fighting the weight of her waterlogged jacket, and broke the surface. Water filled her mouth, slimy and foul. She spat and spun, struggling to stay above the surface.

      "Cat!"

      A yowl answered her. No more than an arm’s reach away, Cat's head bobbed, and she thrashed at the chunks of ice floating all around her.

      "I'm coming!" Coni tried to shrug the jacket off, but the wet sleeves clung to her arms. She kicked toward Cat, but her dress wound tighter around her legs with every stroke.

      Cat yowled again. She dipped under, surfaced, meowed once more, and went under again.

      "No, no, no!"

      Coni dove straight down toward Cat. The freezing water stung her eyes, but she forced them open. Dark shapes and floating debris surrounded her. She surfaced, gulped air, and dove deeper. Her jacket dragged her down with its weight. She kicked toward what she hoped was the surface, but her dress snagged on something below and yanked her back down. One more desperate sweep of her arms through the murk brushed fur. Her fingers closed around Cat.

      She pulled Cat to her. Cat wasn't moving. Coni kicked toward the surface, but her dress still held her down. Her lungs screamed. She needed air. Cat needed air. A thin red line cut through the brown water above her. She reached for it.

      It was warm. Her fingers closed around it. The water around them began to glow red, and the cold and the dark and the burning in her lungs all fell away at once.

      Coni lay on the grass. White yard lines stretched away from her. Goalposts rose nearby. Cat lay beside her.

      "Cat." Coni reached for her and shook her. Nothing. She shook her again. "Please," she whispered. "Please, please, please." The football field blurred. Footsteps pounded closer, voices followed.

      "Are you okay?"

      "Someone call an ambulance!"

      The sky tilted. Everything went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          FIRST WORDS

        

      

    

    
      Mom’s lilac perfume filled the air. Coni opened her eyes. The glow stars on her ceiling shone pale yellow. Her head pounded. Her right side throbbed with every breath. She tried to piece together how she'd gotten here. The hospital came back as a blur of white lights and voices, Dad's face hovering over her in the car, the medication pulling her under.

      "Unicorn." Mom slipped her hand into Coni's.

      The bed dipped as Dad settled on her other side. "You're safe, Con," he said. "You're home." Coni tried to speak, but broken glass lined her throat. "Here, kiddo." Dad's hand trembled as he held a straw to her lips.

      Three sips of apple juice dulled the shards in her throat to an ache. "Wait." She grabbed his sleeve. "Cat, where's Cat?"

      "Right here, sweetheart." Mom gestured to the foot of the bed.

      "Cat," Coni whispered. "I couldn't find you," she choked. "You went under, and I couldn't find you in the water."

      Her small head butted against Coni’s chin.

      "I know, but I couldn't⁠—"

      Again, that insistent nudge, and then Cat tucked herself into the crook of Coni's neck, purring.

      Mom squeezed her hand. "She wouldn't leave you, Unicorn. Almost tore the paramedics apart when they tried moving her off you."

      Coni closed her eyes, piecing together the morning. She had chosen her blue dress with the black collar, the one Evangeline said Jordan would notice. She had woven her hair into a braid like the one Mom wore in that faded beach photo on the mantle. Then she and Cat had left for school, cutting through Milton Burbank's overgrown yard as they did every morning. Cat had been perched on the white fence, tail swishing, and then Cat was soaked and unmoving on the grass.

      She opened her eyes. "What happened?"

      "You fell through the old boardwalk at Mirror Pond," Mom said, brushing Coni's hair from her face. "Both of you went into the water." Her voice caught. "When the hospital called, we got there as fast as we could. Coach Hermann found you on the football field. He said he heard shouting and saw you lying in the grass, soaking wet."

      Fog filled Coni’s mind, like the pond water still filled her head. She remembered the crack of wood. She remembered the cold shock, Cat thrashing in the water, going under, the dress catching. And then the grass. Somehow, they’d made it from the pond to the field.

      "I don't..." she started, but the memory slipped away.

      "The doctors said you inhaled some water," Dad said, his hand warm on hers. "You have some bruising from hitting something when you fell. But you're going to be okay."

      Mom's hand trembled as she touched Coni's face. "My heart-and-a-half," she whispered.

      The words pulled Coni back to when she was five, sitting cross-legged on the kitchen floor with her stuffed rabbit. She'd asked why her heart was broken.

      Mom had knelt beside her and taken both her hands. "Your heart isn't broken. Everyone else has one whole heart, but you have half a heart that works twice as hard."

      She squeezed Mom’s hand. "I'm okay." The lie tasted like copper.

      In truth, her whole body screamed. Her left arm was rickety—Dad's word, the one he used when winter settled deep into his joints. The pounding in her head radiated down her spine.

      "How are we feeling, Con?" Dad asked. "Shield status?"

      "Forty percent."

      When she was little, and everything all at once had been too much, she couldn’t explain how she felt. So Dad, who'd watched enough Star Trek with her, suggested shields not just for pain, but for all of it. Ninety percent meant she could handle the world. Fifty meant she needed quiet. Below thirty meant the hull was breached.

      "Get some rest, Unicorn." Mom started to rise.

      "But–" Coni began.

      "What is it, sweetheart?" Mom searched Coni’s face.

      "Nothing. I just...I'm just glad Cat's okay."

      "You kept each other safe. That's what matters." Mom reached down and stroked Cat. "Look at these little racing stripes of yours," she murmured, running her fingers along the six silver streaks on Cat's back.

      "You two have always had something special. Always understood each other." Dad scratched behind Cat's ear.

      Cat purred louder. She sank deeper into her pillows.

      "Try to get some sleep," Mom said. "Tomorrow we can celebrate⁠—"

      "My birthday." Just yesterday, Coni’s biggest worry had been whether getting her ears pierced would hurt. Now here she was, about to start another year of her life with real pain and real fear.

      "If you're feeling up to it in a few days, you can still get your ears pierced like we planned." Mom's kiss was cool against her forehead.

      Coni touched her earlobes. After everything, the idea of hurting herself intentionally, even for sparkly emerald star earrings, made her queasy.

      "No," she said.  She thought about her friends, about the decorations they'd already put on her locker. "Can you call Bonnie and Evangeline and tell them⁠—"

      "I already spoke to their parents, love." Dad smoothed her hair.

      "Thanks, Dad."

      "Dr. Drierson will be here in the morning." Mom drew Coni's comforter over her and Cat. "Depending on how you feel, we can open presents tomorrow and eat cake and Zigfried's fries in bed."

      "Really?" Mom never let her eat the sloppy, delicious gravy fries from Zigfried's. Even Dad looked surprised.

      "Yes," Mom said, leaning into Dad. "Hell, I might even eat some, too!"

      "Heresy!" Dad declared.

      Most parents Coni knew were like planets stuck in different orbits. They moved around each other, talking about dishes, softball schedules, and bills. Mom and Dad were more like binary stars, always pulling each other closer and making each other brighter.

      "We'll be just downstairs, Con," Dad said.

      "Goodnight, Unicorn."

      Their shadows merged into one shape in the doorway, and before she knew it, sleep took her.

      
        
        ○ ● ○

      

      

      Much later, a sharp pain in her shoulder awoke her. She opened her eyes to darkness. The star projector sat dark, but the ceiling stars shimmered with pale green light. Night had fallen while she slept; the clock on her nightstand read 12:23 a.m.  Cat wasn’t on top of her, and the pillow beside Coni’s was empty.

      "Cat?" she whispered into the dark.

      She waited. No answer.

      She pushed herself upright. Moonlight spilled through the windows, illuminating an arrangement on her nightstand: a full cup of juice, a muffin, a banana, and two white pills. She swallowed the pills with the juice. The muffin top crumbled between her fingers as she picked off small pieces.

      "Cat?" She touched Cat’s pillow beside hers. It was cold.

      She eased out of bed and stepped toward her open bedroom door. A small turtle nightlight illuminated the hallway while another lit the open bathroom door to her right. Down the hall, across from Mom's studio, her parents' bedroom door remained closed. No light showed from underneath. But next to it, the attic door stood open.

      Coni froze. The darkness beyond the doorway was deeper than the rest of the hallway; it swallowed the nightlight's green glow. She pressed herself against her doorframe, keeping her eyes on that rectangle of darkness as she darted into the bathroom and shut the door.

      She clicked on the bathroom light and jumped at her reflection.

      "Come on," she said to herself in the mirror, "decide what's worth being afraid of."

      Under the bathroom's fluorescent light, she was pale, drained of color. Sleep circles cradled her dark, barred-owl eyes. Tangles knotted through her wavy red hair, the frizz making it stand wild in every direction. A purple bruise blossomed across the dark birthmark on her left temple, spreading down where her freckles scattered and blended into it, the way Mom's watercolors bled into one another. She touched the thin scratch cutting through her freckles and winced, then pulled up her sleeve. Deep purple bruises crept across her shoulder.

      "There's nothing to be afraid of, Unicorn," came a voice from the hallway.

      "Mom?" she called.

      A small black paw slid under the door, and Coni exhaled. Relief and confusion tangled as she cracked the door open to find Cat waiting on the other side.

      "Where have you been?" Coni asked her.

      Cat slinked between Coni's legs and leaped onto the edge of the bathtub.

      No one was in the hallway. Coni shut the bathroom door and faced Cat.

      "There's nothing to be scared of, Unicorn."

      Coni jerked backward and slammed into the bathroom door. "Cat?"

      Cat opened her mouth, and her pink tongue moved against her tiny white teeth, forming actual words. "There's nothing to be scared of, Unicorn," she repeated. "Not of me, not of the attic, and not of what's to come."

      "I'm dreaming." Coni squeezed her eyes shut. "I have to be dreaming."

      "You're not dreaming." Cat's voice came from closer now, and when Coni opened her eyes, Cat sat at her feet. "Though you do need more rest."

      Coni reached out with trembling fingers and brushed her hand over Cat's head. "You're really talking."

      "Of course I am." Cat leaned into Coni's touch.

      Coni swallowed hard. "Why haven't you ever talked to me before?"

      Cat's whiskers shifted forward as she opened her mouth. "I couldn't until now." She tucked her tail around her paws. "When you—" She stopped. "I'm sorry, Unicorn. This must all be overwhelming, especially after today."

      Coni's hand started moving again, stroking Cat in slow passes. How many nights had she whispered to her like this, pretending the blinks and chirps meant something more? How often had she let herself believe that she and Cat shared a connection only they could understand? And now that Cat spoke, her voice sounded just as Coni had imagined.

      "You can talk. You can really talk." She smiled. "We can talk."

      "That's my girl." Cat rose and jumped back onto the tub's edge.

      Most people would be screaming or fainting or asking big questions like "what are you" or "am I losing my mind." But Coni's brain didn't work that way. Impossible, fantastical things about the world made sense to her. The other stuff baffled her: why people said one thing but meant another, why they filled silence with noise that meant nothing, why they got upset when she asked direct questions or didn't understand when someone was joking. Those were the real mysteries.  She leaned forward. A talking cat didn't fit into the normal world, but it did fit into Coni's.

      "Why do you follow me into the bathroom?" she asked. "Is it some kind of weird cat surveillance thing? Are you reporting back to a secret feline headquarters?"

      Cat made a sound, a soft rumbling chuckle. Coni smiled. She knew that sound—the little huffing noise Cat made when Coni did something silly.

      "Of all the questions you could have asked, you went with that?"

      "I can ask something else," Coni began, but Cat lifted a paw to stop her. It was the cutest thing she'd done aside from letting Coni dress her as an elf for Halloween one year.

      "No," Cat said. "Let's start with the easy things first. I follow you into the bathroom because it's in my genes, like how you put your hands out when you fall. It's instinct. I protect you when you're vulnerable."

      "That makes sense," Coni said. "So why haven't you talked to me before tonight?"

      "It's because of what happened today," Cat said. "And…this would be easier to understand if I could show you." She turned toward the bathroom door. "Can you be brave one more time today?"

      Cat’s eyes held that same steady certainty that had always made Coni feel safe. She took a breath and stood. The bathroom door was cool beneath her hand as she opened it. Cat leaped from the tub and walked into the hallway, stepping toward the attic.

      The dark yawned before Coni, and it was like she was five again, clutching her Monkey Mouse stuffed animal when she was scared.

      "Cat?"

      Cat turned around. "Yes?" She walked back to Coni.

      Coni knelt. "Can I...Can I still pick you up and hold you? Like before?"

      "Always, Unicorn." Cat rubbed against Coni's legs.

      Coni picked up Cat and held her close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          NAMING

        

      

    

    
      Coni and Cat stood before twin windows. The lantern on the floor between them cast dull yellow light up through the attic.

      Cat raised her right paw and placed it on the dusty glass. "The best place to begin is the beginning."

      Grime came away on Coni's sleeve as she wiped the window. The big oak tree in the yard loomed over the Kowalskis’ house next door.

      "Look up at the sky," Cat said.

      Coni leaned closer, hands cupped around her eyes to block the lantern's reflection. The night stretched clear. Venus hung low on the western horizon.

      "What do you see?"

      "Stars," Coni said. "And Venus and a bit of the Milky Way?"

      "Anything else?"

      Coni squinted into the night. "Just darkness."

      "That darkness is where my kind comes from," Cat said. "Though the nearest one is so far away, you can't see it from here."

      Coni gasped. "You're from space? But you're afraid of the vacuum cleaner! And when Dad brought home a cucumber from the garden, you jumped three feet in the air!"

      Cat scrunched her green eyes into the scowl she saved for when Coni scooped her from a sunny spot and smothered her with kisses. "Those are reasonable reactions to sudden noises and unexpected objects. Plus, living on Earth means I've had to adopt certain peculiarities to blend in."

      Coni pinched the soft skin of her forearm, half-expecting Rod Serling to step out from behind a stack of boxes and explain to some unseen audience how Coni had somehow stumbled into the Twilight Zone.

      "So when you sit on the windowsill every night..."

      "...sometimes I'm watching more than the moths around the porch light," Cat finished. "Sometimes I'm looking toward home.”

      Coni stepped back from the window. Her heel caught on something, and she stumbled before catching herself on a dusty dresser. "Just grabbing the air for balance." She straightened up but kept one hand on the dresser. "Go on."

      "You might be wondering, how does all of that relate to you?"

      "Does it?"

      "Go ahead and pick me up."

      Coni picked her up. Cat placed her front paws on Coni's left shoulder and looked up at her. "Tell me what you felt in the pond."

      "Absolute terror?"

      "And?"

      "Cold?"

      "What about when the light appeared?"

      Coni could still feel it. The warm red light had streamed through the brown water, and she had reached for it before she understood her own movement. "You saw it too?"

      "I felt it," Cat said.

      "What do you mean?"

      "Let’s try something," Cat said. "Close your eyes." Coni closed them. "Now try to reach for that red light again." Cat pressed herself close to Coni. "Not the memory of it, but how it felt when you touched it."

      The darkness behind Coni's eyelids looked like the pond, all brown water and silt, and the shapes of things she couldn't name moving just beyond reach. She tightened her arms around Cat, and she reminded herself of the attic floor beneath her feet, the wool blanket, the lantern's warmth on her shins. Her eyelids fluttered. She wanted to open them, to remind herself she was home and safe, but she kept them shut and reached.

      The warmth came first, faint and far away. Slow heat settled into her skin. Whatever waited on the other end of this tether was not the cold absolute darkness of the pond. It pulled her forward.

      "Open your eyes."

      Coni did.

      Red light filled the attic. It shimmered along the rafters and pooled in the corners where the lantern's glow couldn't reach. It didn’t come from the lantern. It didn’t come from outside. Coni looked down at Cat.

      "Are you doing this?" Coni asked.

      "No," Cat said. "You are."

      Light rose from Coni’s arms. She turned her wrist. The light shimmered just beneath the surface of her skin, tracing the paths of her veins.

      "Light itself flows inside you," Cat said. "It has for millions of years with your kind."

      "The Feldins?" The question left her mouth before her brain caught up. "Sorry, obviously not."

      "You are an Oushraccan."

      The light flared.

      "Ooo-shraw-can." Coni sounded it out. The word rolled across her tongue with the cadence of Italian. A bead of sweat rolled down her temple. The red glow pulsed along her arms, and she realized it kept time with her heartbeat.

      "You feel that," Cat said. It wasn't a question.

      "It's my heart," Coni said. "The light is beating with my heart, isn’t it?"

      "Because your heart is the source," Cat said. "Half of it is human tissue, the half that pumps your blood. The other half consists entirely of photons."

      "But I don’t have another half," Coni said.

      "Yes, you do," Cat said. "The light that makes up a part of you existed in a dormant state from birth. Today, it was activated just as it’s been activated in other Oushraccans for millennia."

      The pond. The cold. The burning in Coni’s lungs. The terror when she couldn't find Cat in the murky water.

      "In space, there's a ceremony," Cat continued. "A young Oushraccan is ejected from a ship into open space. The terror of it activates the photons and allows the Oushraccan to travel, to thread from one place to another."

      "Is that what happened at the pond? When we ended up on the football field, we traveled there?"

      "Yes," Cat said.

      "So that means I’m an alien?"

      "Not quite," Cat said. "Oushraccan is not a species; it is a genome. It disperses itself across the universe, embedding in the genetic lineages of different species, lying dormant across generations until the biology is sufficient to carry it."

      "Like a seed."

      "Exactly," Cat agreed.

      "So being Oushraccan isn’t exactly being one thing?"

      "Right," Cat said. "The genome has been expressed in crystalline beings called Stelrim, whose bodies are built for photonic travel in ways human bodies are not. It has been expressed in Hemaliths, and in species I encountered long before I came to Earth." She paused. "And now, it is expressed in your lineage. Your parents carry the marker, though it seems it became active in you."

      Heat rolled off her skin. "So we had to almost die for this to work." She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. "That's very Peter Parker of us."  The heat pressed closer. Coni's shirt stuck to her back. "I need..." She shifted Cat's weight. "Why am I so hot?"

      Cat leaped from her arms.

      The light vanished. Coni stood blinking in the sudden dimness, her skin still radiating heat, her legs unsteady beneath her. She gripped the wooden frame of the nearest window and shoved upward. Paint cracked. Dust rained from the sill. The window groaned open three inches, and cool air rushed in. She sank to the floor. Her whole body buzzed, as if the photons hadn't gotten the message that the light show was over. She began to rock, forward and back.  Cat settled near her until the buzzing in Coni’s body subsided.

      "I'm okay," Coni murmured. "But why am I so okay? With you, with everything that's happened today? I'm handling this better than the cafeteria at lunch. This feels overwhelming, but not as overwhelming as it could be. Why?"

      Cat nuzzled into her before answering. "Because adaptability is one of your kind's greatest strengths." She looked up at Coni. "Among other things. Languages, for instance."

      Coni laughed at the irony. She hadn't spoken a word until she was five, and now she was proficient in Spanish and quickly learning Italian.  "Cat," she said. "Why did the light turn off when you jumped out of my arms?"

      "Because without me, your photons have nothing to hold them together." Cat settled her paws on Coni's leg. "Photons scatter. Light spreads across the universe and loses coherence. An Oushraccan made of pure photons would drift apart over time, their essence dispersing like starlight. That's why Oushraccans need cats, or Tath’iri as we’re called off Earth. Oushraccans bond with Tath’iri to help them navigate the stars and give their light a compass."

      A shiver ran through Coni. The breeze from the window that had felt so welcome a minute ago now bit at the damp skin on her arms. Cat jumped from her lap. Coni grabbed the window frame and pulled it shut.

      She rose and surveyed the attic. Boxes of holiday decorations and old furniture draped in sheets filled the space, and along one wall sat a small graveyard of unused cat beds. Cat picked her way across the dusty floor and stepped into a faded oval bed near the lantern, pale blue with little yellow ducks printed on the fabric. She circled once, twice, then settled into it and stared at Coni.

      "You've never touched that bed."

      "That's not true," Cat said. "I'm touching it now."

      "I walked right into that one." Coni shook her head. From the bottom drawer of the dresser, she pulled the thick wool blanket Mom stored there every spring, wrapped it around her shoulders, and lowered herself to the floor across from Cat.  For a moment, neither of them spoke. Outside, the oak tree's branches scraped the roof.

      "Are there others?" Coni finally asked. "Like me? Oushraccans?"

      "I don’t think so," Cat said. "Most left a long time ago."

      "Left Earth." Coni pulled the blanket tighter. "So there are aliens?"

      "'Alien' is such a strange word," Cat said. "The Unbound wouldn't think of themselves that way."

      "The Unbound?"

      "Beings who can travel the universe," Cat said. "Most of the universe is populated by species that have been traveling among the stars for longer than humans have existed. Earth is what we call Bound. Humans haven’t ventured that far into space. They haven't discovered the means to leave, and even if they had..." She trailed off.

      "Even if they had, what?"

      Cat's tail curled tight around her body. "Even if they had, it wouldn’t matter because Earth has been sealed for the last six hundred years. Something happened, and we don't know what, but nothing gets in, and nothing gets out. The Tath'iri who were here when Earth shut became trapped."

      "So—" Coni swallowed. "So that means you’ve been trapped on Earth then, too?"

      "Yes," Cat said.

      "Oh, Cat," Coni breathed. "Are there others, though? Like you? Other Tath’iri and Unbound?"

      Cat shook her head. "I think I’m the only one," Cat said. "The other Tath’iri, my friends,  passed on nearly three hundred years ago. Tath'iri are solitary by nature, but solitary and alone are not the same thing."

      Even a single week at summer camp left Coni aching for home. She couldn't imagine never walking through the front door to the smell of Mom's paints, or sitting at the kitchen table late at night while Dad graded papers.

      Coni picked Cat up and held her. "I'm so sorry," she said.

      Cat tucked her head into the hollow of Coni's throat. "The thing about time, Unicorn, is that it leads us where we need to be." She pulled back to meet Coni's eyes. "I don't know how you came to be on Earth. But I do know that light behaves differently from matter. It passes through barriers that keep physical beings out. Whatever is keeping Earth sealed may not be able to contain you." Cat held her gaze. "And if you can leave, once we're fully bonded, then maybe I can too. We can travel the stars as we were meant to."

      Coni straightened. "Did you just suggest that I might solve why Earth was sealed? That I could break whatever has kept you trapped here?"

      Cat nodded.

      "You're serious," Coni breathed.

      "Yes," Cat said.

      "Me?"

      "You."

      Coni sat with that for a long moment. The lantern flickered. The wool blanket scratched against her arms.

      "So we're not already bonded?"

      "We're partway there," Cat said. "But there's one more thing you must do."

      Coni sighed. "Let me guess. I have to fight a dragon? Solve a riddle? Because honestly, after today, that would barely crack my top five weirdest experiences."

      "Dragons might be easier," Cat said. "All you have to do is give me a name."

      "But I've tried!" Coni looked into Cat’s eyes. "Princess, Shadow, Midnight, Tip-Tap, even Dame Purrington the Third. None of them ever felt right. You've always just been Cat."

      She pulled Cat close and pressed her forehead against the top of Cat's head. Her fur was warm and smelled of the lavender sachets Mom kept in the linen closet. Cat began to purr. The vibration moved through Coni. It found her half-heart and matched its rhythm, beat for beat, and then something between them opened, the way a door opens into a room.

      She saw herself at seven, kneeling in the backyard with a magnifying glass, studying a beetle while Cat sat beside her in the grass. She saw herself at nine, reading under the covers with a flashlight while Cat lay curled in the crook of her knees. She saw herself at eleven, crying in the bathroom after school because Jenna called her a freak, and Cat pushing the door open with her head and climbing into her lap without a sound.

      The memories came faster.

      Birthday candles reflected in Cat's green eyes. The two of them beneath the covers during thunderstorms. The time she had tried to bathe Cat, and they had both ended up soaked on the bathroom floor, Cat glaring at her with such offense that Coni had laughed.

      Red light flashed behind Coni’s closed eyes.

      Sun-warmed stone pressed against her paws, Cat's paws. Cat's body. She sat on a ledge above a cobblestone courtyard where humans moved in bright swarms through a marketplace that smelled of split figs and salt cod and flowers already wilting in the heat. Her paw pads hummed against the stone, a low vibration she had not felt since she had last traveled between stars, when the dark itself had pressed against the bottoms of her feet. She had forgotten her body could still hold that frequency. She dropped from the ledge and began to walk, knowing and not knowing where she was going.

      Flash.

      She lay curled in the lap of a man with salt-cracked hands and a coat that smelled of rope and tar. He scratched behind her ears without speaking. The ship rolled beneath them. Gulls screamed above the masts. She watched the horizon for days, and on the last morning, a statue rose from the harbor, green and enormous, holding its torch above the water.

      Flash.

      She walked. Dirt roads became paved roads. Paved roads became cracked sidewalks. Fields gave way to towns, and towns to cities, and cities to towns again. Snow settled on her back and melted. Grass rose against her belly, browned, and fell.

      Flash.

      She stood in a parking lot, looking up at a brick building with wide windows. The sign read St. Francis General Hospital. The vibration in her paws had climbed through her legs. She could barely walk. She crossed the lot in short, unsteady steps and found a low hedge beneath a second-floor window that someone had propped open. There was nowhere left to go. Hours passed, and then from somewhere above her came the sound of a baby crying.

      Flash.

      She crouched in the bushes beside a house on a street lined with maple trees and watched a woman with paint-stained hands carry grocery bags up the front steps. A man came outside the next morning with a small dish and set it near the edge of the yard. He crouched beside it and looked toward the bushes where she sat.

      "Figured you might be hungry," he said. Dad said.

      Flash.

      She placed her front paws on the edge of the bassinet and looked down at the baby, who met her gaze. The baby reached out one small hand, and she pressed her nose against those tiny fingers.

      Small hands reaching for dark fur and dark fur pressing into small hands. Spinning barefoot on the kitchen tile, arms out and four paws circling in the same orbit, round and round. A blanket spread on the backyard grass and faces turned up toward the night sky a hand moving through fur fur touching a hand the weight of a body against a heart the beat of a heart against a body every hour every hour awake purring breathing breathing purring we us we. We.

      Coni opened her eyes and looked into Cat’s.

      "You are my Void," she said.

      "And you are my Unicorn."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          HAPPY BIRTHDAY

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight crossed Coni’s flower comforter in stripes. The digital clock on her nightstand blinked 11:00 AM in red digits. She'd slept later than any weekend she could remember. The smell of cinnamon rolls drifted up from downstairs. She turned her head. The pillow beside her was empty.

      "Ca—Void?" She sat up, the correction clumsy in her half-awake mouth. "Void?"

      Downstairs, the radio played. Mom laughed, the sound that meant Dad was dancing in the kitchen, apron tied over his blue bathrobe.

      Coni stared at the ceiling. Void was from the stars. And, in a way, so was Coni. Mom's laughter rang out again. Everything looked the same: her flower comforter, the plants along her window. But nothing felt the same. She and Void had agreed not to tell Mom and Dad, not yet. That was just fine with Coni. She couldn't expect them to believe something she barely believed herself.

      "Con?" Dad's voice rose from downstairs.

      "I'm awake!" she called back.

      "How are you feeling, honey?" Mom called.

      "Great!"

      "Want me to bring breakfast up?" Dad called.

      "No, I'll come down—getting dressed!"

      She slipped back into her room and closed the door. The black biology notebook sat in the backpack draped over her chair. She pulled it out and opened it at her desk. If Mom or Dad walked in and found Questions About Oushraccans, Tath'iri, and All Things Space scrawled across loose-leaf paper, they'd likely take her to the hospital for a brain scan.

      She grabbed a
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