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            The Familiar Who Broke Everything

          

        

      

    

    
      The ceremonial hall smelled of wet stone, boiled rosemary, and the sharp tang of sweat from people trying to exude confidence. Candle smoke curled under the rafters where the shadows were thickest.

      Decent perches up there, but no self-respecting cat would perform for an audience of hat-wearing bureaucrats.

      Chalk circles glowed on the floor, their lines so perfectly drawn they made my whiskers itch. Light pooled across the grimoire’s leather where it sat atop the pedestal, and the clasp twitched once.

      Someone else’s scent has marked this space. Chalk dust, authority, and the stale breath of committees. Time to improve the territorial boundaries.

      Felicity stood in the center, her robe pressed within an inch of its life, a wand gripped tightly in her palm, her breath coming in nervous little hitches. She had scrubbed the ink from her fingers, though the scent of fear still clung to her. Near the chalk, a dish gleamed with three sardines in oil, their silver skins catching every speck of light.

      At last, one wise decision.

      The Council perched on its dais, all threat display and puffed importance. The High Priestess wore an emerald brooch that caught the light, marking her as the alpha of this particular pack. The clerk smelled of ink and panic, clearly bottom-tier. The apprentices clustered at the edges, unwilling to stand too near the grimoire, each watching it with wary attention.

      I picked my way across the chalk, testing each line with my pads for texture and temperature before committing my weight to it. The magic hummed against my paws, curious but not hostile. I chose the fattest knot of lines and arranged myself in a perfect loaf, weight distributed for maximum comfort and instant escape if these bureaucrats proved more dangerous than they appeared.

      The air carried the scent of metal and mint, the smell of people determined to enforce order, whether or not it wished to be enforced. My whiskers twitched, mapping the room’s dimensions, cataloguing exit routes past robes and ceremony.

      “Mischief,” Felicity whispered, the word whispered urgently. “Please behave.”

      I slow-blinked at her, the way that means never.

      Ceremonies thrive on boredom, which means it’s my duty to improve them. Consider it a public service.

      The High Priestess raised her hand, and every mouse in the room went still. “Candidate Felicity Hargreaves,” she said, her voice sharp enough to make my ears flatten, “Begin.”

      Felicity stepped into the circle, and the chalk answered with sudden brightness. The grimoire creaked. From one rune, a golden mote drifted upward and hovered before my nose.

      I batted it toward a patch of dust and tucked my paws beneath me, settling deeper into loaf formation. The hum steadied, then rose to a pitch that made my fur want to stand on end. The clasp of the grimoire clicked once, sharp and hungry.

      Books with teeth never stop looking for their next meal. Time to help.

      The first verse rose, thirteen voices together, Felicity’s line running clean through the middle. The smell in the room sharpened to lemon and rain. The burning incense spat a tiny coal toward a loop of chalk. I extended one paw and pressed it flat, claws just touching the stone, leaving a smear of gray ash.

      “Keep the familiar focused,” a councilor muttered, his nose forever wrinkled as if the world smelled of litter boxes.

      “I am focused,” I said, because the best time to speak is the moment no one expects it. “On quality.”

      Half the dais jumped. The clerk dropped a blotter. Felicity’s mouth tried to smile, but then she brought it under control. Several apprentices shuffled backward, recognizing a predator when they heard one speak.

      The circle thrummed beneath my paws, the vibrations traveling up through my bones in a way that made my tail twitch with interest. I stretched deliberately, letting my weight shift forward as I brushed one line with my claw tip. The harsh angle softened under my touch. The tone shifted, less brittle now.

      Controlled mess prevents explosions. You’re welcome.

      “Please continue,” said the High Priestess, her eyes fixed on Felicity, brooch gleaming as if it were bearing its own teeth.

      Felicity steadied the second cadence, grounding the ritual’s focus through the grimoire. Her fingers held firm. The book whined, its binding stretched tight.

      I placed one paw deliberately on a peak at the knot’s center, pressing down until the magic flattened and behaved as expected. My pads read the chalk’s texture, too tight here, too loose there. I swiped another ember away before it could alter the pattern. In payment, I claimed a sardine, leaving the bones properly arranged once I was done.

      Cold, salty, perfect. Proper tribute to my obvious superiority.

      “Do not,” Felicity breathed.

      I did not, technically. Gravity has opinions, and I allowed it a few. My weight shifted, tail helping with balance as I adjusted angles. The circle breathed easier.

      Too easy. Their pattern was a trap with no exits. Even mice know better than that. Magic needs escape routes.

      I extended a single claw and shaved one chalk tail into a friendlier curve, the way I’d mark a favorite scratching post. A gold mote wobbled, then settled again. The floor’s vibration softened against my belly. The grimoire’s clasp twitched again, obviously paying attention to my improvements.

      “Assistance noted,” I told it, purring low enough that the vibrations sank into the chalk. The interwoven lines absorbed the rumble, each loop and crossing point lighting from within until the entire pattern glowed in rhythm with my chest. The room’s trembling steadied.

      But improvement never ends.

      I dabbed a pinch of ash across the line feeding the grimoire with the precision of a cat burying something distasteful. The mark was barely visible, just enough to bend the flow. The book pulsed, offended and eager. The golden light deepened to amber, then bled towards orange, sharp and hot like embers about to catch.

      The High Priestess’s fingers flinched. “Hold the resonance.”

      Felicity held, dropping the cadence a breath lower. She listened to the room instead of the rules. Pride swelled in me, inconvenient but real.

      Then the book grew greedy. A purple spark leapt, burrowing into a rune. It spun a wet ring, and the gold I had teased into fresh paths braided with the purple in a dance no one wanted.

      That’s when things got weird. One of the council members’ hats jumped to a new head, its owner yelping. A pair of shoes turned into mice and bolted under a bench. The clerk’s ledger spat paper birds into the air. One landed on the High Priestess’s shoulder and began grooming itself with grave devotion.

      Now this is interesting.

      “Contain the flux,” barked the High Priestess. Wands lifted. Lines flared. Apprentices scattered. A bottle rolled, shattered, the smell of vinegar searing the air and making my whiskers recoil.

      I planted both forepaws and pressed down hard on the knot, claws extending to grip the stone. The hum took my full weight, steady for two heartbeats. Felicity drew a countersign into being, the scent of iron and rain sharpening the air as she thrust it into the grimoire’s line. The book hissed. Its clasp cracked open another sliver.

      The opening began. It was as if the floor decided it was tired of being a floor. The stone beneath my paws went uncertain, neither warm nor cold. Light leaked everywhere, then faded. The smell of fish crept in—not just any fish, but the particular sardine-and-salt scent of home. Beneath it, Felicity’s soap, her skin, her heartbeat.

      The High Priestess slashed a sign. “Seal the rift!” A net of light sagged across the opening.

      The void snagged my whiskers, tugging them cruelly toward my spine, making every nerve ending shriek with its wrongness. My tail fluffed to twice its size. My legs braced, claws scoring the chalk as I fought for purchase.

      “Ground,” Felicity said, the word meant for me. I pressed my full weight into the chalk and purred with everything I had, the vibration thrumming deeper than claws ever could. The interwoven lines brightened, pulling my purr down through the pattern like water soaking into parched earth. Each crossing point flared as the vibration reached it, stabilizing the flow. The grimoire’s pull hesitated, confused by the sudden anchor.

      “Do not let him move,” a councilor barked.

      Too late. The circle had already claimed me for its own territory. It yanked. The floor tilted. I lurched forward, hind legs scrabbling for leverage that wasn’t there. The chalk rose to my knees as I began to sink. Felicity’s hand caught my scruff, and for a blink, I was dangling in the air. Her grip shook. She smelled of fear and lemons. Beneath it all, the desperate love of someone watching their cat fall.

      It yanked without mercy. My fur burned off in waves, leaving skin raw and defenseless. Cold air bit into nerves that should have been safely buried under a proper coat. I yowled, the sound coming out human and insulting, like trying to hiss through a mouth built for the wrong species.

      My ears flattened, then reshaped themselves under hands that used to be paws. Pressure exploded behind my eyes, sharp. My whiskers were vanishing even as they tried to measure the shrinking space.

      My bones began reshaping themselves into new formations. My paws betrayed me, stretching into fingers, pads flattening into useless human skin. Their absence left my feet defenseless, unable to grip anything.

      And then—the tail.

      The tail tried to lash, to balance, to communicate my outrage in the ancient language of cats. There was no tail. The void of it had teeth, a phantom pain that screamed from a limb that no longer existed. Balance shattered. I pitched sideways, body folding wrongly, a creature built for four legs trying to manage with only two.

      Where is it? Give it back!

      Felicity’s arms locked around my chest, heartbeat hammering against my cheek. “I have you,” she swore, voice fierce and determined.

      It dragged at me, hungry for more. Her grip slipped. Sardine oil was slick under my new feet. My knees bent awkwardly. The glowing threads stretched between the grimoire and the chalk pattern sagged under the strain, snapped taut, then tore.

      “Close it,” the High Priestess cried. She flung signs and salt. Apprentices shoved anchors into place, their panic-scent thick enough to taste. One fumbled his and swore. The clerk tried to snare a paper bird; it bit him and escaped toward the rafters I could no longer reach.

      I tried to stand the old way—back feet set, front paws stretched, tail for balance and pride. These alien legs crumpled under me, dumping me onto bare knees.

      “Let him go,” someone said. Cruel. Practical.

      “No,” Felicity hissed, her arms trembling with effort.

      I placed my hands on her shoulders, fingers spread wide where paws would have been precise and knowing. Her robe scratched my palms with a texture I couldn’t interpret. Her face filled my vision, pale in the candlelight, jaw set.

      “Mischief,” she said. Just my name, cracking around the edges.

      I wanted to tell her to stop being stubborn and just run. But the pull choked my voice, turned my yowl into nothing.

      The pull swallowed all. Sound died. Everything rushed toward the center. The grimoire’s pages fluttered. The sardine dish spun.

      Out of habit, I tried flexing claws that weren’t there. Fingernails scraped and failed where proper weapons should have been. Shoe-mice squeaked under a bench. A wand clattered. The High Priestess’s brooch gleamed cold and watchful, predator recognizing predator even as I was being pulled away.

      A cold sensation wrapped around my hips. The air dragging across bare skin in a way that felt unnatural without fur. My ghost tail thrashed at nothing. Phantom whiskers strained and mapped nothing, a sensory system trying to function in a body that had forgotten how to be a cat.

      I pressed my face against Felicity’s shoulder because home lives in a scent, and hers was the only one that mattered—soap, ink, and the warm oil of her skin. The smell that meant safety, sardines, and someone who understood that dignity could coexist with chaos.

      Her heartbeat hammered, burning itself into my memory. “Mischief.” The word cracked through the room. Candle flames bent sideways. The golden threads connecting us flared white-hot.

      The portal opened wide.

      The hall slipped away. Candlelight smeared. Chalk condensed to a seed. Felicity’s face stretched and broke into stripes of color. Sound rose to a needle’s pitch that made my phantom ears flatten. The smell of sardines became faint and then vanished, taking the last of home with it.

      I fell.

      There was no up, no down, only directions stacked and waiting to be knocked over. Ozone, stone, old ink, and chalk dust tumbled around me. Phantom whiskers flicked at emptiness, trying to measure spaces that didn’t follow mundane geometry. Balance collapsed in the absence of a tail that should have been steering my fall.

      Sardines flashed bright through spaces between spaces. Mine. Following. Pleased with their theft.

      Absolutely unacceptable.

      The last taste was metal against a tongue that didn’t know how to be human. The last sound was Felicity speaking my name like a promise that would reach across any distance. The last thing I carried was her heartbeat, stubborn as a purr, fierce as claws.

      Then all went soft and black.
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        * * *

      

      Rain tapped at the window. The room smelled of beeswax, dust, and scorched soap, the stink of laundry boiled too long. Straw pressed against bare skin unused to such sensations. A candle guttered in its iron bracket, the smoke sharp on my nose.

      I opened my eyes to see rafters deep in shadow. I tried to flick my tail and found nothing. I could feel the panic rising within me.

      Still gone. Still wrong. Someone owes me a tail.

      A face leaned over me. Ink on their fingers, old-style robes, and eyes too calm for comfort. “Steady now,” he said. “Just breathe. Start with that, okay.”

      “Book-mouse,” I croaked. My throat felt like I had tried to eat gravel.

      He smiled ruefully. “Rowan. Archivist. You’ve been unconscious… well, long enough for me to start a catalog entry.” He held out a steaming cup that smelled of mint and bitterness, medicine humans swear will help, even though it always tastes bitter.

      I bared my teeth at it. He lifted my shoulders without asking. The touch was wrong in every way. Too heavy, too flat. Skin where there should be fur. Fingers applying pressure like clumsy slabs instead of proper claws. Warmth without purr. Wrong weight on an alien body.

      Handled by strangers. This apprenticeship is already unacceptable.

      I drank anyway as warmth spread through my chest, chasing out the cold.

      The door opened and winter air rushed in, sharp and cold, carrying incense that scratched the back of my throat. Another man followed, older than Rowan, his scent marked with smoke and iron. The weight of him settled into the room; even the candle flame straightened. Rowan rose straighter.

      “Abbot Jeran,” he said. “Our guest is awake.”

      “Alleged guest,” I muttered. “Portal laundry.”

      The universe had folded me like a napkin and shaken me out. At least the sardines landed prettily.

      The Abbot studied me as if I were a puzzle box he intended to open. “You can speak. Good.”

      “I can do several inconvenient things. Two on purpose.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “They call me Mischief. It’s less a name and more a warning.”

      He nodded once. “Your arrival brings disturbances. The wards flicker, and my novices are behaving strangely.”

      A monk hurried past the doorway, rubbing his cheek. Fine phantom hairs quivered there, then vanished. His pupils narrowed to slits, then flared wide in alarm. He bolted. Farther down the hall, a novice kneaded a cushion with slow, dreamlike focus, then jerked back in horror and fled.

      Rowan glanced at me, a quiet apology in his eyes. The Abbot didn’t blink. He was waiting for me to say it.

      “Contamination,” I said. “Apparently, I shed personality now.”

      Apparently, my magic thinks sharing is a public service.

      The Abbot folded his hands. “Something’s leaking out of you. It’s making the wards behave oddly.”

      A bell tolled once. The sound crawled up through the stone and rattled my bones. Phantom whiskers twitched, hunting for walls that weren’t there. My ears rang, folding back against a body that wasn’t mine.

      Wrong body. Wrong place. Wrong world.

      Rowan set a tray on the table: a bowl of water with mint, a strip of ribbon, three chimes, and a small stone that hummed faintly. “We need to take some quick measurements,” he said quietly. “Then we’ll find you a better room before the monks start sprouting tails.”

      I folded myself onto the stool, knees betraying me with angles no cat was meant to endure. Cloth rasped against skin that still remembered fur.

      Rowan nudged the ribbon closer with academic patience. The moment my fingers touched it, frost bloomed across the fibers. One chime gave a startled tick before falling silent.

      Apparently, I freeze things now. Wonderful.

      The Abbot’s eyebrows climbed toward his hairline.

      The stone hummed under my palms, its vibration crawling up my arms and settling behind my ribs. Something gold and warm uncoiled from my chest, reaching toward Rowan with invisible fingers. He jerked back, hand flying to his cheek where phantom whiskers prickled against his skin.

      “Not imagination, then,” he murmured, rubbing the spot. “It spreads.”

      So, I touch a ribbon and it freezes. A stone hums, and the monks sprout whiskers. Congratulations, I’m contagious. Someone write it down before I sneeze personality onto the curtains.

      The Abbot’s mouth pressed thin. “If our wards falter, the city’s streets will split open and things from outside the walls will pour in.”

      A silence stretched. I could feel them weighing options, looking for the cage that would solve their problem.

      “No cages,” I said, fingers curling uselessly where claws should have extended. The pathetic scrape of fingernails against cloth was nothing compared to what it should have been.

      “We’re not discussing imprisonment,” the Abbot said carefully. “But containment⁠—”

      “A guest room,” Rowan interrupted, voice quiet but firm. “Window, blanket, and a box. I suspect he’ll insist on that last part, anyway.”

      “A box is non-negotiable.”

      The Abbot studied me for a long moment, perhaps recognizing that cooperation would work better than coercion. Finally, he inclined his head. “So be it.”

      The stone’s hum faded, leaving only silence. The Abbot rose, decision made. “Rowan will see you settled.”

      The halls stretched ahead, stone and shadow. We passed monks who tried not to stare, though my presence made them twitch. One novice froze mid-step, pupils slitting sharp. His hand jerked in a sudden batting motion, sending a cup flying from his tray to shatter against stone. Peppermint steam rose with the smell of panic.

      Everywhere I go, I improve things. You’re welcome.

      Ward-lines carved into a lintel flickered as I passed beneath, then steadied with what sounded almost like a sigh. The stone itself seemed to be breathing differently, as if my presence had taught it new rhythms that didn’t quite match its original purpose. Rain drummed against windows, and phantom whiskers twitched in response, mapping walls my eyes couldn’t see.

      “Here,” Rowan said, stopping at a narrow chamber.

      I catalogued the space with predatory efficiency: a cot with a scratchy blanket, a table, a stool, and a window leaking gray light. And there, against the wall, a wooden crate scrubbed until it smelled of apples and sun.

      Box. Sanctuary disguised as wood. My throat tightened. I couldn’t look directly at it.

      The Abbot appeared with a plate of fish. “Rest. We’ll speak again at None.”

      None. Mid-afternoon, when civilized creatures take their second nap. Monks give every hour a pompous name and act like it matters.

      Rowan lingered in the doorway. ’The suppression cloth helps when you concentrate on it,” he said quietly. ’Think of it as… dampening your natural resonance. But when you’re emotional or distracted, it becomes less effective. Worth knowing. If you need anything, I am three doors down. Knock if you like. Or throw something… you strike me as a good shot.”

      “Stool’s throwable,” I said. “Apprentices… less so. Keep it that way.”

      He smiled, tired and kind, and left.

      I devoured the fish with surgical precision, leaving clean bones arranged in neat rows. Oil coated my tongue, salt sharp between my teeth. Victory, temporary but acceptable.

      Rain blurred the garden beyond the window. Phantom whiskers twitched, trying to track the water patterns against the glass they couldn’t feel.

      Rowan returned carrying a wooden crate, setting it down near the hearth without fanfare. “Storage crate from the kitchens,” he said quietly. “Thought you might want it.”

      I stared at him. The crate waited, plain and square, smelling faintly of old apples and summer. It was human-made, imperfect, but close enough to matter.

      A flawed offering, but sacred all the same.

      I tested the edge with fingers that felt clumsy as clubs. The first attempt at entry failed—knees betraying me, nearly tipping sideways. The second attempt left me cursing ankles that refused to bend properly. On the third try, I managed to wedge myself inside, shoulders hunched, body folded into angles humans were never meant to endure.

      It wasn’t right. Not the way a real box cradles a proper cat. But the moment I settled in, something essential clicked into place. My ribs unlocked. My breath steadied. For the first time since the portal spat me out, my body stopped expecting attack.

      The wood even held sound correctly. My breathing echoed back, soft and contained. When I growled experimentally, it came out clean and satisfied. Rain drummed against the window, and my phantom tail twitched once without pain.

      “Acceptable,” I announced to the empty room.

      I reached to groom behind my ear, jabbed myself in the temple instead, and scowled. The box kept my dignity intact. No witnesses.

      New world. Wrong body. Contamination-spreading fur. Fine. After a nap, I’ll civilize the lot of them.

      I closed my eyes. Stone breathed around me. Rain kept time. My phantom whiskers finally settled.

      Day one in a stolen body. Three hours until the Abbot wants answers I don’t have. Plenty of time to make this place regret its hospitality.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Contamination Protocol

          

        

      

    

    
      Afternoon crept closer, heavy with the lingering smells of something grain-based that had given up on life. The midday bells had already rung. None would come soon enough. Three o’clock interrogation, dressed up as spiritual concern.

      My box had left creases on my shins but restored my dignity. The blanket had been acceptable. The fish, edible.

      Rowan brought a tray to the door. Steam rose from a clay bowl, beige and joyless. A chunk of bread leaned against it. Only the small dish of pickled herring gave me pause—not sardines, but at least fish, and therefore the only part worth respect.

      “I see the monastery’s food standards are a cry for help,” I said.

      “You can help by eating,” Rowan replied, maddeningly calm. “The Abbot wants you steady before the examination.”

      I ate the herring first. Priorities matter. Vinegar bit my tongue, sharp but alive. The bread crumbled. I gave the porridge two ceremonial swipes with the spoon, enough to establish dominance, then abandoned it to sulk in its bowl.

      They led me to the round chamber once I’d properly defeated breakfast. Light poured through a circular opening in the domed ceiling, harsh as an interrogation.

      Dramatic, these monks. Everything had to frame you in holy judgment.

      The air smelled of beeswax, rosemary, and ink—sharp, orderly scents that made my phantom whiskers twitch with suspicion. Ward-lines scarred the floor in chalk, humming loud enough to set my nerves on edge. The Abbot waited, hands folded, watching me carefully.

      “Today we measure your signature,” he said. “How far does it spread. What does it affect?”

      “Everything,” I said. “You’ll be impressed.”

      He ignored this and nodded to Rowan. The archivist kneeled with maddening precision, placing a pebble on slate and drawing chalk lines.

      “Stand here. Step forward when I say. Stop when I say.”

      I positioned myself on the mark, tail still stolen, dignity intact but threadbare.

      “Now,” Rowan said, voice flat as a ledger entry.

      I stepped forward. The pebble hummed like it had developed opinions. A wooden chime on the table rattled. The chalk tingled under my feet, curious.

      “Again.”

      Two steps. The hum swelled. Light ribboned along the ward-line. The chime gave a sulky cough.

      Three steps. Air prickled across my cheek. From the corridor came a thud, then a startled hiss—the sound cats make when furniture betrays them.

      Rowan cracked the door. A monk crouched on flagstones, staring at a sunbeam with religious devotion while claws he didn’t possess scratched furrows in stone.

      “Brother Hale,” Rowan murmured, his eyebrow ticking upward, filing the observation.

      “Report,” the Abbot said.

      The novice flushed. “Apologies, Abbot. I… slipped.”

      Brother Hale fled down the corridor. Rowan closed the door with deliberate care, then turned back to observe the sunbeam pooling on the stones. I glared at it anyway. “I improved your wards,” I announced. “They were antisocial. Now they have personality.”

      The Abbot’s stare could have pinned beetles to boards. “You’re dangerous.”

      “Obviously,” I said, letting my smile show teeth. Finally, proper recognition.

      Rowan reset the slate, adding a shallow bowl of water with mint floating in it. “My sister had a familiar,” he said quietly, not looking up from his instruments. “A raven. Smart enough to solve puzzles, stubborn enough to argue with professors. She vanished during a scrying mishap three years ago.” His quill paused. “I’ve been documenting irregularities ever since.” Three chimes formed a triangle around it, aligned with obsessive precision.

      “Hands over the bowl. Don’t touch the water.”

      “Everything here is so delicate,” I muttered, stretching fingers over the surface.

      Cool vapor rose. The mint twitched with false confidence. One chime ticked softly.

      The ward-line brightened beneath my feet. Outside, wood groaned.

      The door burst open. A breathless novice stumbled in. “Sister Mariel is stuck in the cloister window box. She insists it will fit if she exhales completely.”

      Rowan rubbed his forehead like editing a particularly dreadful manuscript. The Abbot’s eyes closed briefly, then fixed on me with weary certainty.

      “This is entertaining,” I admitted. “Also, my fault.”

      Responsibility settled on my shoulders. Unwelcome but undeniable.

      “Final test,” Rowan said quickly, gesturing to the ward circle. “We need you to purr.”

      The Abbot went rigid. “Absolutely not.”

      “Better controlled conditions than accidental,” Rowan said, tone gentle but immovable. “We need to know what we’re dealing with.”

      I settled onto the chalk, equal parts offended and curious, and built a purr in my chest. Small at first—the growl I saved for furniture that needed correction. The stone drank it greedily. Chimes shivered into harmony. Ward-lines blazed white. Dust in the light beam spun wildly.

      Every instinct screamed hunt. Phantom whiskers flared wide, missing claws ached for the pounce. Outside the chamber, monks hissed in chorus. A shadow appeared in the open doorway, hand rising to scratch at the frame before jerking away in horror.

      “Enough,” the Abbot snapped.

      I let the purr die. Wards sagged, then steadied with wounded dignity.

      Rowan’s quill raced across parchment, hand trembling despite his calm expression.

      “It strengthens with distance,” he muttered, scribbling frantically. “Everything conducts it. Stone, air, water. Not leaking, but spreading deliberately.”

      “Spreading what?” I asked.

      The Abbot answered, voice flat. “Your impulses.”

      Silence fell. Even the stone’s hum went cautious.

      I rubbed herring oil between my fingers, chasing the ghost of better fish. “I didn’t mean to break your monks. They were already cracked.”

      “We can establish boundaries,” Rowan said softly. “Rules. Think of it as… containing your influence until we understand it better.”

      The Abbot studied me warily. “Your presence creates problems. Until we find solutions, you will avoid wards, kitchens, and novices. No purring in public spaces.”

      “Harsh,” I said. “But acceptable.”

      He slid folded linen across the table. “Carry this. Touch it before touching anything else. It may help contain your… effect.”

      Cold, clean cloth. A human solution to a cat problem. I pocketed it anyway. “Restraint offends my nature. But I suppose I can try.”

      I claimed it. Territory trumps principles.

      The dismissed novices fled stiff-backed, eyes wide, trailing dignity. One paused to stare longingly at the sunlight before bolting.

      My chest tightened. This should have been amusing. Instead, it had become my responsibility.

      Rowan packed instruments with feline precision.

      The Abbot lingered, expression heavy. “We’ll speak again at Vespers. Lunch will be provided.”

      “Please tell me it’s not soup.”

      “Bread, cheese, and fish if I can negotiate for it,” Rowan said, almost smiling.

      “Finally, someone who understands priorities.”

      They left me with humming stone and sulking chalk. I folded into their ridiculous sitting position, joints protesting. My hands pressed against my knees—a reminder that these clumsy appendages had no business rearranging territories they didn’t understand.

      Dangerous and displaced. The combination should have felt empowering. Instead, the chamber pressed close, thick with obligations I’d never requested.

      Dust spiraled through the light beam, each mote begging to be chased. I watched without moving, denying the hunt.

      Let them dance. I have bigger prey to consider.
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        * * *

      

      The monastery garden smelled of mint, damp earth, and hedges sulking in rigid lines, pretending they were walls. Bells tolled Terce. I sat on the north walk as instructed, trying to ignore the mint patch making territorial advances toward my ankles.

      Then the scent of sardines hit my nose sharply and clearly. Real sardines—bright, oily, magnificent—not the salted ghosts the monastery called food. The smell threaded through the garden wall, sharp enough to make my mouth water.

      Non-negotiable.

      The Abbot’s rules crinkled in my pocket. I folded them smaller. The ward on the garden gate hummed complaints when I pushed, but I rubbed my cheek against the latch, marking it as mine, and it surrendered with wounded dignity.

      Rowan materialized from behind a quince tree, book under one arm, eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Where exactly are you going?”

      “Field research,” I said. “The sardines require investigation.”

      “You were instructed to stay on the walk.”

      “The sardines are calling. Ignoring them would be rude.”

      “Mischief—”

      “You may escort me,” I offered magnanimously.

      He sighed wearily but fell into step.

      The city spilled downhill in cobbles and chaos. Scents layered thick—bread, coal smoke, fish, dung—while stalls clustered around the square. The gate ward flickered as I passed, then steadied with nervous energy. The guard scratched his cheek where phantom whiskers might have threatened, then looked away quickly.

      The fishmonger ruled his domain near the well. Silver skins gleamed on wet planks, glassy eyes staring accusations. Crabs brooded in their tub. Sardines lay arranged in perfect rows, gleaming. The fishmonger himself wielded his knife with the contempt of someone who’d gutted better fish than me.

      I planted both hands on his counter. Cold bit my palms. The sardines glittered.

      “This territory,” I informed the crabs, “belongs to me now.”

      The fishmonger glanced past me to Rowan. “Brother, if your friend starts sermonizing about fish sanctity, I’m doubling my prices.”

      “I don’t sermonize,” I said. “I establish ownership.”

      He tapped my knuckles with his blade’s flat. “Move along.”

      I shifted precisely two inches left and claimed his scale with my palm. The fish approved. The gathering crowd pretended not to be entertained.

      Rowan attempted diplomacy. “One fillet, please. For… research purposes.”

      The fishmonger’s eyes narrowed, but he split a sardine in two clean strokes. Salt perfumed the air.

      That’s when I saw it.

      A flicker leaped from stall edge to awning post—quick and bright, reeking of sardines. Mine. A fragment of my own magic, smug as prey that thought it was clever.

      I palmed a coin from Rowan’s sleeve, devoured what mattered in two precise bites, and arranged the bones with proper ceremony. The fishmonger cursed. Crates tumbled. Sardines scattered across cobblestones. Lemons rolled toward the cooper’s stall. Voices rose sharply. Rowan lunged after the chaos, robes flapping, quill threatening escape.

      I dropped into the alley between stalls, tracking the spark. Phantom whiskers mapped its path—not random at all, but deliberate. Corners, anchor points, the same rigid geometry from the graduation ritual. A map carved in light and mischief.

      Showing off, are we?

      The spark skimmed a bread cart, scattered sesame seeds, then darted beneath a donkey’s belly. The donkey considered violence, then decided dignity mattered more.

      It led me toward the fountain where stone dolphins posed awkwardly. The spark kissed water, sending ripples spreading eastward in unnatural straight lines. My phantom whiskers recoiled from the ward’s metallic taste—hungry and wrong.

      Rowan caught up, breathless. “It’s following the ward conduits. Using them like highways.”

      “It’s drawing me a map,” I corrected.

      The ripples sketched patterns before collapsing. The spark zipped away, and I followed—but not blindly.

      Something shifted around me. Porters stepped aside without knowing why. A woman raised her basket, creating space that hadn’t existed. An awning snapped open as I needed passage. My body anticipated gaps before they formed, chaos bending reality into useful shapes.

      I nearly purred from satisfaction. A small sound escaped anyway, and the market rearranged itself obligingly.

      The spark darted into the Council Hall’s shadow, perching on the iron serpent carved into the steps—tail curled around to meet its own jaws. Light flared. The crowd gasped.

      “Theatrical,” I muttered.

      Rowan cursed in academic Latin. “It’s testing the anchors deliberately. This isn’t an accident; it’s reconnaissance.”

      The spark bolted down a side street, striking ward stones in a pattern I recognized: first, third, sixth, avoiding the obvious. A familiar’s approach—the kind built for finding weak points and exploiting them.

      “It’s teaching you sabotage,” Rowan warned.

      Of course. My magic has impeccable judgment.

      A guard noticed me, hand moving to his whistle. The shrill note pierced the air and bone. The spark froze on the stone above the door, then chirped mockingly.

      I hesitated—fatal mistake. The guard shouted. Boots thundered closer.

      I spun back toward the crowd as the spark pursued, offended at being ignored. It rattled a spice stall, jangled bells, and spooked a mule sideways. Pigeons erupted skyward in feathered chaos. The square filled with noise and panic.

      But the spark wanted me in that wrong-humming alley. Herding me like prey. I veered away on principle—never chase what wants to be caught. The spark sputtered indignation, then course-corrected to follow me instead.

      Better. Let it learn proper hunting.

      I threaded between cart and child through gaps the wind carved open, emerging near the fishmonger’s stall. The spark perched smugly on his awning rope.

      It tugged the knot loose.

      Canvas snapped. Sardines flooded the cobblestones in a silver torrent. I maintained dignity while admiring them intensely. The crowd showed no such restraint, lunging and slipping and grabbing fish under the pretense of helping.

      The spark flicked another rope. Poles clattered. Pigeons shrieked. Children laughed with pure delight.

      Then the net fell.

      Hemp rough, cold iron woven through every cord. Resin bit the air. Ward-knots burned against my skin. My knees folded. I scrambled for balance with clawless hands.

      Four guards cinched the ropes tight. The captain stepped forward, boots steady in the sardine chaos, eyes hard.

      “By Council order, you’re charged with ward vandalism, public endangerment, and inciting riot.”

      “I merely liberated sardines,” I said. “They were clearly unhappy with their arrangements.”

      He remained unamused.

      Rowan pressed forward, hands raised peacefully. “This is a misunderstanding. He only wanted food.”

      “And now there’s fish everywhere and the wards are failing,” the captain replied flatly.

      Above us, the spark bobbed with satisfaction before darting toward that wrong-humming alley—my pattern still waiting to be exploited.

      I jerked my chin toward it. “There. That’s your real problem.”

      “We’ll contain you first,” the captain said. “Then assess the damage.”

      The net lifted. Iron and resin stung my nose as the cords tightened. The spark stamped invisible feet, insulted I wouldn’t follow its script, then melted into the warded stones.

      I stopped struggling. Dignity lives in stillness, in waiting for claws to return.

      The guards bore me through the market. The fishmonger leaned over his counter, face purple. "If I see you near my stall again, I’ll—I’ll gut you like a mackerel!"

      "Understood," I said solemnly.

      He blinked, knife faltering.

      Agreement disturbs people more than argument.

      Rowan paced alongside, face creased with thought.

      “Don’t speak,” he murmured.

      “Unkind,” I replied.

      A child waved. A cat on a barrel offered solemn approval. The fountain dolphins glared with stony spite.

      As we passed under the Council Hall’s shadow, the door ward bristled. Behind us, invisible to everyone but me, the spark peeked from its alley, flicked a sardine-bright farewell, and vanished into stone.

      Mine, obviously. Clever, rude, and working an agenda, I should definitely worry about.

      The rope bit deep, and they carried me inside.
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        * * *

      

      Limewash and old paper—the smell of rooms convinced of their own importance. The guards dragged me through a warded door reeking of iron and chalk, sharp enough to make phantom whiskers recoil, then deposited me in a chair ringed with protective lines. Iron threads in the rope hummed cold against skin that remembered fur.

      The Council waited in formation. Two perched at a table, collars starched into rigid authority, hats aspiring to be mountains. A third stood with folded hands. A scribe hunched over his desk, quill squeaking. Rowan pressed against the wall, clutching his book.

      The standing councilor spoke first, voice graveled with self-importance. “State your name and origin.”

      “Two questions,” I said. “Pick one for a clean answer.”

      He didn’t blink. “Name.”

      “Mischief. Consider it fair warning.”

      “Origin.”

      “Wherever Felicity keeps her tea kettle. Different realm. Proper sardines. Her reading chair by the window. Oh, and no monks.”

      The woman leaned forward, rings chiming like tiny bells. “Species classification.”

      “Formerly cat,” I said. “Currently grievance.”

      The scribe’s quill protested with scratchy indignation.

      “You stand charged,” the man intoned, “with ward vandalism, public endangerment, and inciting civil disorder.” He glanced toward the captain. “Add resisting lawful detention.”

      “I resisted nothing,” I said. “Your rope disagreed with me.”

      Rowan muffled a cough. The captain’s ears pinked.

      The woman folded her hands, rings clicking territorial warnings. “Multiple witnesses saw you manipulating the crowd.”

      “People move when you show them interesting paths,” I said. “They performed admirably.”

      Her pupils contracted. Fear lurked behind that official pride, waiting to pounce.

      Finally, proper recognition of my capabilities.

      “Why were you in the marketplace?” the standing councilor pressed.

      “Sardines,” I said. “Also, because a fragment of my magic went racing ahead—sardine-drunk and showing off. It traced your ward conduits in a pry-bar pattern. Very educational.”

      Hats tilted forward in alarm. Even the scribe paused mid-scratch.

      “Describe this pattern,” the woman demanded.

      “I’ll show you instead.” I nodded toward their workspace. “Maps.”

      She gestured impatiently. An aide unrolled canvas across the table—chalk-crusted, over-folded, marked with circles and crosses. Intersections bled white where lines had been erased and redrawn. My phantom whiskers mapped the geometry automatically.

      “Your anchors cluster like nervous sheep,” I said. “Same spacing, same predictable connections. See how disruptions stack at these crossing points? Especially after the bells ring, especially when the humidity rises. Someone’s reading your patterns.”

      Rowan spoke quietly, “The fourth anchor stone was poorly repaired after the eastern earthquake.”

      The councilors shifted uncomfortably. Authority developing cracks.

      The captain’s voice dropped. “Three incidents this past week. Smoke that condensed into a boy with glass eyes. A burned-edge hound hunting voices nobody else could hear.”

      “Don’t forget the woman who emerged from winter fog,” Rowan added reluctantly. “Or the whispers from the well.”

      The chamber’s temperature seemed to drop. Ink hissed in the scribe’s well.

      “You have a collector,” I said. “Something prowling your boundaries, testing weak points, dragging through whatever fits. It tests weak points, waiting to see which ones give way.”

      “Conspiracy theories don’t excuse the sardine chaos,” the woman said crisply.

      “True,” I admitted. Guilt tasted sour as old fish. “The sardines were my fault. The mess was my fault. But the larger pattern isn’t. Someone else is working to split your city’s defenses wide open.”

      The standing man stepped closer. “This spark of yours—do you intend to exploit what it showed you?”

      “Absolutely not,” I said. “It wanted me to tear the hole wider so you’d blame me for everything. Instead, I intend to seal the breaches. You can assist, or continue drawing useless circles while your city crumbles.”

      The woman’s rings tapped an agitated rhythm. “Why should we release you from restraints?”

      “Because I’ll remain dangerous whether sitting or standing,” I said. “But I’m only useful if allowed to act.”

      Rowan straightened with unexpected backbone. “The Abbot confirmed the risk. If this contamination spreads beyond monastery walls, it will infect the entire ward network. The city’s defenses will collapse.”

      The councilors exchanged meaningful glances. They hated the truth but couldn’t deny it.

      “Conditional release,” the woman pronounced. “You remain within designated boundaries. You carry the suppression cloth at all times. No unsupervised movement.”

      “I require a proper box,” I said. “And fish of acceptable quality.”

      “Granted.”

      “What happens if I simply leave?”

      “We hunt you down.”

      I shrugged philosophically. “I’m already running—the question is direction. Toward your problems, or
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