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Covenant Key seemed like every other island on the Alabama Gulf Coast. Sugar-white beaches and emerald-green waters surrounded the small, picturesque beach community. Tourists came in warm months, which most years stretched from late March to early November. Unlike the nearby bustling beach towns, Covenant Key remained a closely-guarded secret that only a few, privileged people ever found. 

Tourists came by ferry to the small community for a day or even a weekend. If they tried to make their way back by private boat, they would find themselves hopelessly lost. Of the island’s many charming shops and restaurants, there was but one place to stay—The Rossmont Inn. 

Morgan Monstros, the oldest of four children, grew up on the island. His three younger sisters were as wild as their names. Laurel, a year younger and currently estranged from the family, dabbled in law in New England—Salem, to be precise. Kestar, the artist of the family, came and went at her whim. Jessamine, at eighteen, the youngest and brightest, had recently started college on the mainland. 

For the last two months, Jessa came home on the weekends dragging her cat with her. Their parents officially retired the moment Jessa graduated from high school, and were on an extended vacation in Europe, leaving Morgan, with Jessa’s help, to run the inn. With his business degree, Morgan was more than capable, but the thought of spending a winter isolated on the island with no one to talk to didn’t appeal to him.

Last year, he’d taken over the daily running of the inn, with his father always right behind him guiding his hand. Now, he was on his own. 

October usually saw the small community of shops and picturesque houses, brightly lit, and decorated for the season. A season few outside their own ever saw. Morgan was late getting the lights up this year. Pumpkins sat forlorn on the deep Victorian porch. He leaned against a rail watching the sun sink lower in the crystal-clear autumn sky. Alone. He’d never been alone on the island before.

“You don’t have to stay you know.” Jessa parked her suitcase on the porch and tugged on her sweater. Her raven hair, worn long and loose, floated on the cool breeze. With up-tilted turquoise eyes and full lips, she looked every bit the Monstros Witch. The skinny jeans and ear buds belied her heritage. What self-respecting witch listened to boy bands and girl pop? Jessa did. And she was a damned fine witch. While Kestar was the one who looked the part. Jessa looked like, well, a typical American teenager.

“I know, and it’s not as if I’m trapped here. The ferry will still come on the weekends, and the supply boats as well. I can leave when I need to.” Morgan let the smile he didn’t feel, touch his face, and color his voice.

“But you won’t. You’ll stay because a Monstros has always stayed on the island.” She pulled her hair into a fabric-covered elastic, trying to tame it. 

“I’ll stay to finish work on my dissertation. I’ve put it off far too long as it is.” 

“And because you have nothing better to do. Maybe it’s because Father ordered you to stay.” She ran her hands over Morgan’s shoulders tugging at the dark strands of his straight hair until the tangles disintegrated. “You should go into the city and find a friend or maybe a... boyfriend.”

Morgan stepped away quickly, closing his thoughts to his sister. He was never sure just how strong she’d become and he sometimes forgot to block his thoughts. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Morgan, stop throwing up mental walls. I’m not poking around in your skull. No need to attack me.” She sighed a long-suffering, put-upon sigh as she buttoned her sweater. “Look, Morgan, I don’t need to read your mind. I can tell. Okay. I could always tell. You’re twenty-five and lonely. Go meet a guy and stop being lonely.”

“I’m not lonely. I’m busy. There’s a difference,” Morgan replied in his defense.

“And young. Too young to be saddled with all this responsibility.  Come on, Morgan, what do you think will happen if a Monstros witch isn’t on the island at all times? That it would crumble into the Gulf? Go have some fun. Get laid. Something.”

Morgan tried to suppress the angry blush before his sister noticed. “Jessa, my sex life is none of your business.”

“Which one of us is the virgin here?” 

“I thought you weren’t poking around in my head.” Betrayal, that’s what it was. He had none of her talent, none of any of his sisters’ talents. The one true normal in the family, and they all used it against him. 

“I don’t have to poke around in your head to know you won’t let anyone close enough to go all the way. I don’t meddle, dear brother. But I might start if you don’t look at your own life. The fine young men worthy of you are not going to come here, Puddin’. You’re going to have to go to them.”

“And risk everything. Thank you, sister mine, I’ll pass. Better a powerless witch than a dead one.”

“It’s the twenty-first century. I hardly think that law still applies. I never did understand why the persecuted are the first to persecute.”

“When does your boat leave?” 

“In a few minutes, but it won’t leave without me. I have plenty of time to walk you through Starbuck’s routine. I won’t be back until Thanksgiving—”

Morgan, stuck on the part about Starbuck’s routine, cut her off. “What do you mean ‘routine?’ Are we talking about your cat? Did you name that unfortunate thing, Starbuck? And why the hell are you leaving it here with me?”

“Because I can’t hide him in the dorm any longer. He’s miserable. He likes it here, and he likes you.” She rushed to explain. “Please, Morgan, he’s a good cat. You won’t even know he’s here. With no guests around, he won’t be a problem. You can let him have the run of the house during the week, and then lock him upstairs on the weekends when guests are here.”

“No, Jessamine. Absolutely not. I don’t have time to look after an animal. And the fleas—”

“He doesn’t have fleas. He’s incredibly clean. Fastidious, just like you, except that he likes heights. He could be your soul mate... if he wasn’t a cat. Please, Morgan. If I take him back, I’m going to have to give him away. I’d rather know he was here with you and not strangers.” 

She looked so young standing on her tip toes, looking him in the eye to plead her case. “Please. All you have to do is keep his box clean and feed him.”

“It’s the box thing I take issue with. And the fact that cats creep me out.” The old Siamese their grandmother had when she was alive used to stare at him all the time. He disappeared shortly after her death. And now Jessamine had one that could be its doppelganger. “Why, of all the cats out there, a Siamese, Jessa?”

“I remember Granna’s Loki. I wanted one just like him for as long as I could remember.”

“You were a little kid when Granna died. That cat was too strange.”

“Really? I remember him being very playful. Please, Morgan, please. I’ve got to go. Please just take care of him. He needs a large place to run around in. Don’t let him outside. You won’t even know he’s around. Please.”

Morgan groaned through his teeth. “Fine. But if he bites me, I won’t be held responsible. Do you understand?”

She flung her arms around his neck. “Yes. I knew you were a wonderful brother,” she replied, her voice shrill in victory.

“Sure. Now that you’ve walked all over me with your pointy little...” he looked at her feet, “ballerina slippers, I’m great and wonderful.”

“I don’t remember saying ‘great’. But, I will miss you. You’re my favorite brother.” She pecked him on the cheek, before running down the walk toward the marina.

“I’m your only brother,” he shouted to her, “and you’re forgetting something.”

Jessa turned back, she looked puzzled, until she spotted the case she’d left sitting on the top step. Instead of coming back up the walk, she held out her hand and seconds later the case materialized on the concrete in front of her. “Thanks. I’ll call you tonight, as soon as I get back. Okay?”

“I’ll be waiting.” He waved, knowing she could easily contact him without the phone. He remembered when she was a child with her powers just developing. His brain nearly exploded from her tantrums. He’d learned from Granna how to block her, but that was all he’d managed to learn. The first Monstros witch to show no sign of his heritage in centuries. That was him. Morgan Monstros, chief normal in a family of extra-ordinaries. 

He waited on the porch until the boat chugged out of the marina and disappeared from sight. There would be no more boats today, in or out. The breeze came from the northwest, a slight chill to it. He wrapped his arms around his chest and shivered. Feeling morose, he went into the foyer and closed the door on the outside world—or at least the tiny speck of an island that constituted his immediate outside world. 

The cat sat at the top of the ornate staircase, tawny body gleaming in the light from an upstairs window, blue eyes fixed on him. 

“Starbuck, my friend, I hate to tell you this, but that is a horrible name.”  

The cat only squinted at him in answer. Siamese were supposed to be nearsighted. Morgan had the distinct feeling that this one could see just fine and, like the one his Granna had once owned, found him to be less than tolerable. 

“Yeah, well, same back at you.” He squinted back to the cat and left it to its sunbathing.

Later that evening Jessa called, not because he’d asked her to, but because she’d forgotten to walk him through the care and feeding of her precious Starbuck. During the season, the family squeezed into the third-floor rooms, leaving the lower two floors for guests. When they were children that seemed like an adventure. They all bunked in one room, while Granna had a small suite of her own and their parents another. As they grew up, the girls inherited Granna’s suite for the simple reason that there were more of them and only one of him. Which was fine, he had a bathroom to himself, if nothing else. With the rest of the family gone, he saw no reason to change the arrangements. Tonight, would be the first time he’d ventured into the girls’ suite since childhood, all in the search for Starbuck and his litter box.

The cat wasn’t to be found, when he went up the third flight of stairs, or when he found the plastic bin in the girl’s bathroom. Moments after scooping the clay of the litter box clean, the cat appeared seemingly from nowhere. “There you are. I’ll be closing up for the night if it’s all the same to you.” 

Morgan received no answer, other than scratching. He left the cat to his business and found the food station in what had been Granna’s reading nook by the window. He put out fresh kibble and water. The cat sat staring at him when he finished, almost as if he was royally put out over the selection. “What? Don’t look at me. I’m just following orders. Jessa said you get a can of tuna in the morning and kibble at night. Be grateful you get this much. If it were up to me, you wouldn’t be here now.”

He left the cat delicately sniffing the food in the bowl and carefully shut him in the third-floor space, while Morgan went downstairs to close the house. No sense in having it prowling around downstairs while he tried to sleep.

Around two, he gave up trying to read the text in the incredibly dry and downright boring research tome. Sleep came slowly. The quiet on the island seemed deafening now that he was alone. A distant rumbling of thunder, followed by the pattering of rain on the roof, brought him an unwelcome bedfellow with luminescent blue eyes. 

“Don’t get used to this,” he told the cat after its fishy-smelling and very toothy yawn. 

* * * * *
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A blood-curdling yowl chased Morgan out of bed. His heart racing, he found the source of the screaming, because that’s what it sounded like, sitting in the hall pawing at the closed door to the girl’s rooms. 

“How in the hell did that get closed?” he asked the cat while trying not to stumble over it as it wound its way around his legs. After opening the door, he put an old wrought iron cat statue in front as a doorstop and left the cat to his morning duties. 

Back in bed, he lay on his stomach trying to find the warmth he’d lost, but it was hopeless. Rain continued to pelt the house. The sky beyond the blinds hung a heavy gray. The air felt damp and chill. A heavy weight landed on his back. A rough tongue scraped his ear. A soft furry body curled on him, purring loudly as the thing wriggled making licking noises. 

“You’d better not be doing what that sounds like.” He rolled the cat off and the two sat glaring at each other. The cat lifted his leg and licked himself again. 

“Dude, that is disgusting.” Starbuck looked up at him, tongue suspended mid-lick as if to say ‘hah, you’re just jealous that you can’t do this’ and returned to licking himself.

* * * * *
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Two days later, Morgan and the cat had established a routine in which they were the only creatures on Goddess’s very rainy, green Earth. “Starbuck is really not a great name for you. What the hell was Jessa thinking? How about Bond?” Morgan said just to hear the sound of his own voice in the silence of the house.

The cat loomed overhead on the china cabinet in the dining room, while Morgan avoided working on his paper. He leaned back in his chair and stretched as he talked to the cat that most likely didn’t care what he was called as long as it wasn’t late for tuna. The cat just stared at him from high above. “No? Not a Bond fan, huh? Then you tell me what would be a dignified name for a good-looking cat, such as yourself? I’ve got to tell you I’m not calling you Starbuck. That’s just stupid.” There was no answer.

When the kitchen timer went off, he retrieved the frozen pot pie from the oven. It wasn’t frozen anymore, but hot and steamy and full of vegetables. “Want a bite?” The cat stared at him intently.

Ignoring the cat, Morgan ate slowly, blowing on the pie while he played and lost another game of solitaire. His head ached, almost as much as it did when Jessa first started messing with his brain. Except Jessa wasn’t anywhere nearby, and he could block her. He couldn’t block this. He looked up at the cat that was still staring at him and rubbed his temples. “Okay, this rain has to stop. My head is killing me. Stop staring at me, Fane... Fane? Where did that come from?” 

The cat dropped onto the table with enough force to send candlesticks toppling over his cards. He sat in the middle of the table as if he did this every day, his tail wrapped around his haunches, front legs nice and straight. He seemed to preen. “Fane? You like that?” The cat angled his head up to stare Morgan in the eye as if he understood what Morgan was saying. Maybe he did.  “Sure, why not. Exotic, and one syllable, rhymes with vain.” The cat purred at the attention.  “Good enough for me. Fane it is.”

Fane became his shadow in the days that followed. Long dreary days, very unusual for this time of year, settled in with the bitter cold. Fane slept with him, sat on the floor in his bathroom while Morgan showered, and followed him around the house while he fought boredom. If Fane thought he was being ignored, he yowled loudly. 

Morgan found himself talking more to the cat every day. Some days, he would notice that the cat seemed to talk back. On those days, he thought he was crazy. “I’m talking to a cat and it’s talking back. Next thing you know, I’ll be heading over to the mainland to the local shelter and picking up another five or six. How’d you like that Fane? Some kitty company?”

Fane hissed. 

“Okay, not so much. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were jealous. What? Do you think I’d find a prettier pussy than you?”

Not if you want it to live to see the sunrise.

Morgan rubbed his temples. This happened more often. The feeling that someone was inside his head. He threw up mental blocks that did little more than make the headache worse. The cat just sat on the table and stared at him with unblinking, innocent blue eyes. “Aren’t Siamese supposed to be cross-eyed?” 

He could have sworn the cat crossed its eyes out of spite. 

That night, another cold front rolled through, bringing more rain and a blackout. He lit a fire in the seldom-used fireplace in the girls’ suite and as many candles as he could find. His e-reader, fully charged and backlit, offered him something to read, but the thunder and lightning had the cat dancing in circles and yowling so loudly that Morgan couldn’t concentrate on the book. 

“Is the storm bothering you?” He scooped the quivering bundle of fur-covered muscle up and nestled him in his arms. “It’s pretty bad. I don’t remember it being like this. The weatherman on the radio said, ‘clearing and cold tomorrow.’ We just have to get through tonight.” 

He stroked the soft fur behind the ears as he tried to get comfortable on the settee beside the fireplace. “We could go to bed, but it’s too early. I’d much rather be alert in case the tornado warning goes off.”

The cat wriggled out of his arms and climbed up his chest, tail wrapped tight around its body as he inched upward. A dry nose touched Morgan’s nose. Two frightened eyes stared into his. The cat meowed softly, his body shaking from the last blast that shook the old house. Morgan squeezed him behind his ears, making soft noises. He rubbed his forehead over the cat’s soft fur and tried to calm it. 

“Hey, Fane, it’s okay, buddy. It’s just thunder. It’s okay.” He practically cooed and then he did something strange even for him. He placed soft kisses on the furry head, right between the ears. The cat turned, looking at him in surprise, just as he aimed another kiss, which landed near its nose. 

Feeling strange, as if lightning had somehow entered the house and struck him, he let the cat leap from his arms. Morgan brushed at the numb feeling in his lips. He forgot the tingling as the cat staggered to the center of the room. Its body twitching in a strange way. 

Morgan moved to follow it, stopping when an inhuman yowl echoed around the room. The cat seemed to be having a seizure or something. With the window right behind the settee, maybe they had been struck, and the cat had absorbed the worst of it. Fane stumbled over his own feet and collapsed onto the rug.

Blue eyes stared unseeing at him, the color seemed magnified in the candle lit room. Morgan pressed his temples at the sudden bombardment of thoughts, complete with images exploded in his brain. 

Cannon fire across the dunes. 

Mines exploding in the bay. 

The Yanks had broken through. 

A shell exploded too close and he went flying through the air into the surf. 

A pained howl shattered the images, but not the pain in Morgan’s head. The cat extended a paw towards him. Not a paw, a hand. 

Fane had hands. Morgan reached for one, but the cat drew up in a ball, arms extended over his head, knees tucked to his belly, feet... his feet extended as Morgan watched, fur disappeared, claws became toes and fingers. Fane flung his new limbs out, and screamed from his cat-like snout, as his tail retracted into his body. Fane rolled and thrashed as he changed, slowly and painfully. Tail all but gone, his ears rounded, his forehead grew until the ears were along the sides. The cat snout became a human mouth and nose, his whiskers were the last to go. The screaming stopped and the cat... creature lay curled up on the floor, it was small and frail with long fawn colored hair shrouding its face and hanging past its shoulders. He was nude and undeniably male and shaking with pain and cold.

Morgan fell backwards onto his ass in stunned silence. A set of bright blue eyes peered out from the long hair. The creature emitted a yowl, as if he were still feline rather than human. And that’s what he was. Human.

“Fane?” Morgan had no idea what to do. A magickal creature lay on the floor before him and he was helpless. No human words came from the newly formed human mouth, just a weak meow. “What are you?”

The cat—man didn’t answer, his body convulsed violently as he scrambled onto his knees. The familiar sound gacking sound sent Morgan hurtling across the room where he scooped the creature into his arms. He managed to carry the creature into the bathroom before kibble and a few other interesting items ended up on his grandmother’s rug. He sat on the floor holding the creature’s head over the toilet until he was certain that everything that was going to come up was up. “Are you human?”

The creature leaned against his chest, still shaking. He nodded, trying to curl his body into a cat-sized ball in Morgan’s lap. Another meow issued from his lips, followed by a sob.

“Is your human name Fane?” The thought came to Morgan out of the blue. Another nodded answer. 

“You were turned into a cat?” Of course, he was, why else would he not be one now? Something had broken the spell. The storm maybe. The lightning that sizzled between them.

Fane, the cat—man, sat up, drawing his small body into an approximation of his usual hunched cat stance, except now his legs were longer than his arms and nothing worked the same. He looked more like Gollum from the Lord of the Rings movies than a person or a cat. He moved his mouth to form a word, but all that came out was meow, and he scrambled off Morgan’s lap to cower beside the tub. 

Morgan went to the sink for a glass of water, mostly to give himself time to think. He would call his mother. This was her wheelhouse. She was the spells expert in the family. She knew all about breaking and, unfortunately for little boys who had a penchant for leaving the house without supervision to play in the surf, casting. She wore out her wand on him when he was a child to keep him from harm. He drank deeply and refilled the glass before turning back to the thin creature shivering on the tile floor. Hand extended in front of his face, he seemed to be marveling at the fact that he had hands and fingers, instead of paws. “How long ago were you cursed?”

Fane pulled his hand back against his body, as if Morgan had slapped him. His hair still obscured his face. He looked young. Younger than Morgan, closer maybe to Jessa’s age. He didn’t try to speak. He just stared intently at a spot between Morgan’s eyes. More images assaulted Morgan’s brain in bright shining color. A gray uniform faded by the sun, his brown hair secured by a strip of shirt from a dead man. They were rounded up and marched over the dunes.  But he was ill from a shrapnel wound and infection. The war was over, or nearly over. The prisoners were to be exchanged. He was left with one of the camp followers. A woman. She cared for him. Saved his leg. When he spurned her affections, she gave him a draught. He woke up with fur. 

“The war? The Civil War? You were a soldier during the Civil War? You would have called it the War Between the States.”

The creature nodded, and focused again. This time, Morgan was prepared for the image. A white grave marker. Fane Llewellyn, March 14, 1845, ‘went to war in ’64 didn’t come home no more’. “You were what? Maybe twenty when you were turned? The war ended nearly a hundred fifty years ago. And you’ve lived all this time?”

Morgan had to sit down after the creature nodded again. He reached out his hand, his sharp eyes never leaving Morgan’s. Fear seemed to want to slither along Morgan’s skin. He couldn’t move to save his life and then the creature moved his mouth, lips pursing, a soft whispery sound issued forth, not exactly a meow, but far from words. He slapped the floor in irritation and tried again, his lips pursing as he tried to form a word. “Wa-wa-wa-ta-ta-er...”

Morgan looked at the glass he still held, then to the lips, trying so desperately to form the sounds. “Water?”

The creature nodded, keen eyes focused on Morgan’s mouth. “Wa-t-er, p-p-p-lez.” Fane stammered over the words, trying to make his mouth work correctly. His lips and tongue didn’t want to move that way, a mewling sound came before and after each attempt. 

Morgan dropped to his knees beside the creature and held out the glass. Fingers with long nails wrapped around his. Morgan helped Fane steady the glass to his lips. 

“Can you remember how—” he didn’t get the words out before the water spilled over lips used to tonguing water inside. “It’s okay, Fane, it will come back to you. It’s okay. Maybe a straw?” 

The creature shot him a look that told him how ridiculous that suggestion was. 

“They didn’t have straws when you were human did they?” He tilted the glass again so Fane could tongue water into his mouth. The movement wasn’t as graceful as with his cat tongue, but it seemed to help. 

“Better?” he asked when the creature, when Fane leaned back against the tub, his slim body still shivering. 

“Are you cold? I bet you are without the fur.” 

Fane seemed to glare at him from behind the hair still hanging in his eyes.

“Y-y-es, c-c-ol-d-d,” Fane stammered, but the words came more naturally. An image of him lying in a stone room on the floor wearing nothing but a shirt and trousers entered Morgan’s mind’s eye. Memories from his life seemed to be spilling over the floodgates, making him tremble more. “Wit-ch. You... are. T-t-urn... b-ack?”

Morgan didn’t understand. Was he asking or accusing or thanking him? “I have no powers. Witch or not. I can’t turn you back.”

Fane sighed in obvious frustration. “No... don’t want go back... want... thank you.”

“I see. I don’t think I had anything to do with it. Come on, let’s get you warmed up. Are you hungry?” 

Fane shook his head vehemently. 

“Okay, not yet. We’ll work up to that. First, let’s get you on your feet.”

He took Fane’s hands and helped him to his feet. Words became hissing meows as body parts moved in ways a four-legged animal wasn’t accustomed to. The creature wanted to drop to all fours but Morgan held him upright. “Come on, Fane, just stretch your legs. I know it’s going to take time. It’s okay, baby.” 

The cat—man—hissed at him for the endearment. 

“Sorry. Listen, I’m probably just as freaked out as you are. I’m trying, okay. I might have carried you in here, but you are not as light as you were twenty minutes ago. You’re a person, not a cat. We need to get your limbs used to being human again.”

“Mrrow...” he shook his head. “I... try-ing. H-h-urts.”

“I’m sorry.” Morgan slipped his arm around the man’s back and with a grunt lifted him off the floor. Fane leaned back to look up at him, his hair falling from his face to reveal a stark almost feline beauty. He seemed almost delicate with fine-boned face, narrow nose, and incredible blue eyes that tilted up much like Morgan’s sisters’ eyes. His lips, though not full, were exquisite. Morgan had no way of knowing if this was how he looked in his original form or if he retained some of his cat self that would fade as the spell wore off. 

He laid Fane on the settee and pushed it closer to the fire. “You’re so small, my clothes will hang on you.” He dragged a quilt from Jessa’s bed to wrap around the trembling... he had to stop thinking of him as a creature. “Jessa might have something that might fit. She’s taller than Laurel and Kestar.”

“Poisons.” The word hung in the air, his accent almost lyrical. His blue eyes followed Morgan around the room as he went through his sister’s closet. 

“Yeah, Mother had a twisted sense of humor. Naming them for poison, Kestar and Jessamine anyway. Laurel was a happy accident.” He found several pairs of sweats wadded in a drawer and dragged them all out. “These look about right.”

“No clothes. Sleep, need sleep, and warm.” Fane’s words were less stilted. “Still cold.”

Morgan took another quilt and did his best to tuck the small body into the settee. “I don’t have a fireplace in my room. We’ll sleep in here tonight.” Not that he’d considered sharing his bed with a cat in the first place. Now that the cat was a man, even less so. “Let me go put these on to wash. From the smell of things, Jessa probably threw them in after a workout and forgot them.” 

He turned to leave, but the pitiful yowl stopped him. 

“I’ll be right back, I promise,” he said to the man-cat quivering under the covers. Fane nodded and seemed to make himself smaller on the diminutive piece of furniture.

Morgan raced downstairs to start the washer. Which didn’t start. Because there was no power. “Genius.” He left the bundle of clothes in a basket and went back upstairs. 

Fane wasn’t on the settee where he’d left him. For a moment, panic set in. He heard a distant yowl followed by a thump, as if something large hit the floor. When he found him, Fane was curled into a ball in the middle of Morgan’s bed, still shivering but breathing evenly. Morgan stood for a while, watching the crea... man with no small amount of trepidation. The shock of the evening, kissing a cat that turned into a man. What the hell was this? A fairy tale come to life?

Resigned to his role, he went to extinguish the fire and despite the time he stripped down to his boxer briefs and climbed into bed with the... with Fane.

The shivering man instinctively curled closer, seeking Morgan’s body heat. Morgan sighed and wrapped Fane in his arms, spooning him against his body. Whether his shivers were from the cold or fear or any combination of the night’s strange happenings, Fane eventually grew still. His breathing deepened and evened in sleep. Only then, did Morgan let himself drift off to dream about bombs, shackles, and hardtack laced with maggots, followed closely by images of chasing mice and lying in the sun doing absolutely nothing. Life was absolutely beautiful whilst lying in the sun doing nothing.
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Chapter Two
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Silence filled the room so close to the roof. Fane liked it up here in what used to be the attic. Not much separated him from the sky here. He remembered when this really was an attic and the days he’d spend chasing mice or dust motes through the stacks of boxes and cast-off things. People things. Once he’d been a people. Sometimes that seemed like a dream. Or a nightmare. He remembered bad things happened to him when he was a people. But that was long time ago.

He liked this now. Other nows had been pretty good. The last now had been lonely. He missed the boy. But the baby had found him and brought him home and the boy was here again. There’d been other boys on the island, but none smelled like this boy. He liked this boy. Wanted to keep him, especially when the boy had heard his name. He liked that. No people had ever known his real name. No people had ever heard him before either. Not even Lala. He missed Lala sometimes. When they took her away he was sure they’d take him away too. He didn’t want to leave the island. He’d never left the island until Ess had taken him away. He hated away. The boy wasn’t away. The boy was here. Gan. His name was Gan. Maybe. 

He smelled good, Gan did. Like warm sheets hanging in the sun. He’d loved running through Mother’s sheets. The laundry soap and the water drying to crisp goodness. That’s how Gan smelled. He could feel Gan’s heart beating beneath his ear. Gan had a strong heart. He was warm, smelled good, and gave him tuna. Yummy for cuddling. Mmmm, tuna would be good. He was hungry after the strange dream. He’d been so cold and achy until Gan had cuddled him close and purred him to sleep. Gan didn’t purr, but it felt sort of like a purr listening to him at night. Something sounded right about Gan. Ess was always moving. She left him alone, away too much. He was happy she left him home with Gan this time. He didn’t like away. The smells were wrong.

“Gan?” he meowed nuzzling into Gan’s neck to lick him. “Ga-an. Wakey, wakey, I’m hungry and the sun is up. It’s not raining anymore. We can have tuna now and go play on the china cabinet.”

“I’m too big to fit on the cabinet, Fane.”

Fane stopped mid-lick. Gan tasted different. Not like warm bacon at all but like something different. “How do you know if you’ve never tried? We could jump up and wait for spiders to come out. It’s so much fun to watch them swing across the dining room.”

“I’m taller than the china cabinet now. The last time I climbed on top of furniture Granna whipped me with a switch from her broom.” Gan yawned and curled around him, he lifted his neck for Fane to lick which was good. He didn’t seem to fit correctly this morning. “That feels good.”

“I remember when Lala did that. I scolded her that it wasn’t your fault, and she chased me with the switch too. I climbed into the attic and hid for three days.”

“Why’d you call her Lala?”

“That’s her name. Gan is your name, Ess is...” But Gan was looking at him now as if he’d never seen him before, his scent changed from happy sheets to scared fish. Fane didn’t think he’d want tuna now. He licked Gan’s chin and went for his nose. “Why did you change flavor?”

But Gan just lay there looking at him. Fane reached up to whap him on the nose with a paw. Except he didn’t have paws any more. “I dreamed I was a people again. I have a... whas it called? This thing? How am I a people again?”

Gan took his paw and held it between his fingies. He did the big sigh sound and his scent changed again. Fane didn’t know what this scent was, but at least it wasn’t scared fish. 

“It’s called a hand, and these are fingers.” He stroked Fane’s fingers softly as if he were petting him. Fane had never had anyone pet his paws before. This was new. He wanted to purr, except that didn’t seem to work anymore. 

“My purr is broke.”

“People don’t purr.” Gan brushed aside the long fur that was covering his face and petted his head and behind his ears. Fane loved the feeling of being petted. Made him happy. He moved against the hard object that touched his happy spot. He needed a morning rub against something warm and Gan smelled like warm sheets again. “It’s too early for tuna, anyway. Sleep some more and I’ll cook something later.”

The thought of tuna didn’t appeal much anyway. His stomach wasn’t on his mind. His happy spot was and, by the feel of things, so was Gan’s. He licked Gan’s chin again, noting the rough feeling of the morning fur he grew and shaved away. It felt nice on his tongue. Gan continued to pet his fur and down his back where the fur wasn’t anymore. He made a rumbling sound in his chest and rubbed his happy spot into Fane’s. Fane purred. Oh! Sweet, pretty Gan smelled so nice, like spicy cake. Fane rubbed furiously catching Gan’s bottom lip between his teeth. Paws, no, hands. He had hands again. He used his hands to stroke Gan’s warm arms and his furry belly. He didn’t like the short johns Gan wore over his happy spot and started pushing those down. Gan’s scent changed again. The scared tuna smell came back, only worse this time. But Fane didn’t really mind, Gan liked what he was doing to him. He liked how their skin touched. He liked Fane’s hand holding them together. He liked it so much he threw a leg over Fane to hold him captive. 

“Gan tastes so good, I’ll have him for breakfast, then tuna. And then we’ll play on the china cabinet and rub ourselves on each other until...” Fane buried his nose deep in Gan’s neck and licked him with his whole mouth wide open, being careful not to bite with his teeth. He felt so good erupting against Gan’s furry belly. He loved the smell of his eruption. He loved how easy it was to slide against Gan’s belly now. When it was his turn, Gan threw his head back and humped into him... hard. His breath turned harsh, his heart sped up, and he smelled like sweet bread. Fane wanted to be there with him when he erupted. He wanted to dominate and take ownership of this Gan. 

Gan didn’t stop Fane from pushing him onto his back. He wrapped his long people legs around Fane’s body and let him hump him. Moving in the slick of his eruption, Fane grew large again. The tingly feeling along his spine said it wouldn’t be much longer. Gan’s fingers in his head fur said the same. He couldn’t speak anymore, but kept saying nonsense words over and over. Then he jerked into Fane’s belly, hot and wet that smelled so sweet, slathered them. Fane joined him in his release, erupting again against the boy who smelled so much like home. He wanted to keep him as his own.

Gan lay below him for a long time with his eyes and mind closed. Fane knew something was wrong. Gan was angry. He didn’t know why. Of course, he’d never rubbed his happy spot either. Maybe if Gan rubbed his happy spot, he’d be less growly in the mornings.

When it became obvious that Gan wasn’t going to get up and feed him, Fane climbed over his body and fell face first on the floor. He noticed that he didn’t have back paws either, or fur. Oh, my sweet fish. “What happened to my tail? I need my tail. It must be cleaned after breakfast and chased before lunch. I don’t have a tail anymore, Gan. Where’s my tail? Oh, my tuna, I’m people. I’m a people. I can’t be a people. How’d I be a people again?”

“We were struck by lightning last night. I think that ended your curse,” Gan said softly from the bed. He sounded funny. A strange salty scent that didn’t smell anything like happy spot cream filled Fane’s nostrils. He climbed back onto the bed and tried to sit on his haunches but it didn’t work
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