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			It all started on a day much like today, or to be more precise, rather like yesterday. The sky was clear and the frogs’ spring songs could be heard off behind the barn and out in the deep woods… Well, actually it was evening, not day at all. You see, the sun had come and passed its way over the face of the earth, and now the moon was up. So in that case, it was actually evening not morning, and definitely not daytime.

			So the evening of last evening was much like the day of the event of which I’m talking about. But remember, it all began in the evening, not during the morning, afternoon, or otherwise daylight hours. I hope you caught all of that; we cats can move pretty quickly in our logic from one place to the next, and sometimes a person can get lost trying to keep up.

			But anyway… where was I? Ah yes, who I am. That’s what I was explaining. Must have been. Cause you see, we’ve never met, and you don’t even know my name. So let me introduce myself. I’m Big—let me just note here that it’s pronounced like “bee” with a “g” on the end. So more like “Beeg,” instead of “Big.” Not to confuse you or anything, but it would be embarrassing if you were to call a new friend by the wrong name. Thought I’d save you some trouble. Now that that’s sorted, here we go, jumping back into it—I’m the biggest barn cat here on the W’s farm.

			They say when I was younger, I was called Cotton. They also say I got stuck in a tree my first day here, but we try to listen to everything they say with a grain of salt. Well, Cotton, if that was my name, is long forgotten now because as I grew up I earned myself the title of Big: strongest and ablest kitty-cat on the whole entire farm. That’s right, that’s me. You’re talking to him.

			What was that? Ah yes, I do indeed live on a farm, and this is it. Make yourselves at home, pull up a straw pile and stay awhile, dinner time will be here pretty soon.

			Now, Mr. and Mrs. W are the ones who own this place, and they have four kids of their own to help them out around here and over next door at Mr. W’s mother’s place. We’ve got lots of space and lots of woods and property for walks and hunting—if you like that sort of thing. We have tractors and lawn mowers, weed-whackers and garden plows—all the general machinery of a hard-working, well-oiled farm.

			We also have an upper and lower barn, a horse pen, goat pen, garage building, van shed, woodshed, gazebo, school house—Mrs. W homeschools, you see—a couple of apple trees, birdhouses, a vegetable garden, two flower gardens, and—my personal favorite—a nice porch just off the back door of the house with lots of room to spread out on during the summer evenings. Or fall evenings. Or any evening, to be exact. I love that place, might just be my favorite spot on the entire farm: under the bench on the porch.

			The youngest girl, third in line as the kids go, is my girl. She raised me from a kitten, and we’ve had all sorts of adventures together. We all help out around the farm and do our duty to each other, one big happy family.

			Several jobs come along with being the biggest of the barn cats, and I’ve humbly accepted them for the good of the whole place—animals, people, and machinery. That’s right. It’s good for the tractor that I do what I do. Just don’t ask me why. It just is.

			As one of my jobs, I often sit myself along the path to the lower barn, between the hill that leads to the upper barn and the van shed. The lower barn is where our food bowls are located, you see, as well as our water bowl, kitty beds, and other such necessities for living; not to mention, where the horses’ grain and the goats’ inside pen are. Anyways, I sit myself on that path, and I make sure none of the other felines are late for breakfast or dinner time, and if they are, I give them a swift reminder to never be late again. I whack them a little across the bum as they race past me into the barn, and yell, “Hey, pick up your feet and mind your tail; there’ll be no lolly gaggin’ on this farm!” And what do you know? It works. Though on occasion you get the lame excuse of “I was off hunting,” or “My nap lasted longer than I thought.” But in all honesty, there is no way to miss the dinner call around here unless you’re deaf.

			Every morning and night, my girl will come out to the barn whistling for us to gather to eat. It’s been like that ever since I was little, and it’ll be like that for as long as I’m alive. So excuse your excuses, but there’s no reason under high heaven to be late for dinner ‘round here!

			Another job of mine is to make sure everyone is accounted for, and if, for any reason, someone’s gone missing, I go find them. So as they stream past me and follow our lunch lady into the barn, I count them in my mind and rattle off their names. It’s pretty impressive if you ask me; there’s a lot to keep track of. Don’t believe me? Well, let me just introduce you to the gang real quick; then you’ll see what I mean.

			First of all, there’s the older brothers, who’ve been around longer than me: Tiger Poof and Black Poof—I’ll let you guess what colors they are; it’s a real mystery. They keep to themselves mostly, secretive old fellows, and know about the farm’s earliest days.

			There’s the two who are in charge of security ‘round here: Stripes—who’s got the extra toes—and Reese—the muscle cat. Those two are often out hunting and patrolling the area. If you have a problem, you call one of them and they’ll sort it out for you no questions asked.

			We’ve got the siblings who’ve been here the same amount of time as I have. Fact is, we grew up together after my girl brought me home. Poofenheimer’s got a bit of white on his chest and paws otherwise surrounded entirely by black and Vader—don’t be fooled, she’s a petite little lady—is all black herself. Her son is Misty-Bird—thinks he’s a superhero who can fly. Sadly, his daddy isn’t around anymore; no one ever knew who the feller even was.

			What are we up to now? Is that seven? Counting me, it’s eight. But I’m not done yet, not quite.

			There’s the squeaky one, Caramel, who’ll roll off just about anything if someone pets him on the back. There’s Henry, the guy who’ll rub a dent in your leg if you’re walking by and who drinks water so slowly and carefully it’s painful to watch. Then, there’s all the kittens. Gremlin—who has the bobbed tail; Whippy—the adventure girl; Suki—the dull calico who has a crescent moon shape on her cheek; and we already mentioned Misty-Bird. That’s all the cats, the outside ones anyway. Inside, they’ve got two more, but I’m not in charge of keeping track of them. And I’m also not in charge of the outside goats, horses, or bunnies. Or the inside lizard, guinea pig, or ferret. Oh, and don’t forget to count the dog. At this point, you might call us a zoo instead of a farm, and by George, you wouldn’t be far off.

			You see, some people ‘round these parts don’t want their kitties, so they drop them off here by the side of the road because they notice we’ve got a barn and assume we can take care of a few extra mouths. The W’s never turn a cat in need away—any animal in need, honestly—and if they can’t find the original owner, well, the new guy becomes a part of the family. And our family is pretty large, as you can see.

			Where were we? Large family, cat names… Don’t you believe me now about how hard it might be to keep track of all the other cats? There’s a lot of them! But my most important job, my top priority, is investigating any weird things that might happen around here. It’s not only a job I take on but a duty to my family, to make sure this place runs smoothly and operates in shipshape order.

			What kind of things do I investigate, you ask? Well, I was just about to tell you of one instance where I was scared on account of the entire farm’s livelihood. But there’s some backstory you need to hear first to understand how we got there.

			Here, have a kitty treat, sit back, and listen up. We’re about to get to the good stuff.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Stranger in the Night
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			So back to the night of the evening of that day a little while ago when the air was crisp and there was a slight breeze. About that night, late in the fall of last year… wait. Hold the kitty chow. Did I say the frogs had been singing songs of spring? Hmm… Well, I suppose they were a bit mixed up that year, for you see, it was actually fall, not spring, when this all began. And it was evening. Yes, late evening when the stars come out and sprinkle the heavens with their tiny pinpricks of light.

			Night feeding had come and gone, and most of us cats had eaten our fill and meandered our way out of the barn to stretch in the moonlight and chase some shadows. From the place I sat, off next to the gray garage building, I could see the moon as its pale face rose above the van shed—a metal pole construction with corrugated Ondura sheets covering three sides and the roof—which also doubled as our litter box in the spring, summer, and fall. Here and there, tiny bugs leapt from the grass and flicked their antennae; the younger kittens leapt along right beside the insects and took their soft bodies up in their padded paws, batting them to and fro.

			I stretched the kinks out of my back as I stood and began to stroll toward the house’s large porch, which opened out from the back door. I often made myself comfortable there when I was off duty—like I said previously, it might be my most favorite place on the whole entire farm.

			I padded my way toward the white-and-grey porch that was peeling from the weather. The late night traffic in the one-way lane leading to my favorite scenic overlook of the yard—aka the porch—parted as they saw me trooping their way. Some of the younger cats by the path rolled their eyes, probably with the mindset that I was taking too long to pass through and was ruining their fast-paced fun.

			I’ve learned to ignore most glances, glares, and otherwise looks shot in my direction and try to let life live and let live life… or something like that. I let them have their fun, and they let me have my naps. Live and let live, that’s the one.

			I stopped at the water dish on the edge of the porch to lick a few drops into my dry mouth, then turned on my blinker and merged off to the left, strolling under the over-passing bench, where I stretched myself out for a good nap before bedtime. I licked my paws, wiped my face, and wormed my tail up over my nose. And… wait a minute. I glanced up and noticed that some black shape of a creature was, well, lying there beside me.

			I cleared my throat. “Hey, fella, this is my territory. Just stay on your side of the parking lot and we’ll be fine.”

			I sent a hooded stare in his direction. Hey, if you didn’t get things straight with some of these characters, they’d just push you out of your space. And boy, did I need my space.

			“Hey you, did you get that?” I narrowed my eyes when he didn’t answer back.

			The two older brother cats are a bit hard of hearing and well, I wanted to give this guy the benefit of the doubt just in case it was one of them. But I didn’t think it was.

			No reply. Just a small echoing rumble. Hmm… maybe he was deaf?

			“Hey, hello!” I normally don’t get this rough on people, but tonight I was tired, and when I’m tired I usually get a bit grouchy. I mean, most people will go flyin’ off the handle when someone strange is in their napping space, but not me. No sir. I’ll be just as polite and nice as you please… to a point.

			“’Scuse me, sir, ma’am… whichever you are. This is where I’m laying my head tonight, and if you’ll please state your name and business, we can get on with the process of finding you a place to sleep that isn’t right here. There’s an upper section to this bench we’re under, you know, and I feel like maybe you’d enjoy the night life better from up there. I know, it’s a sacrifice for me to stay here while you take upstairs with the glam and glitter of the farm at night, but I’m willing to make that sacrifice.”

			Still nothing.

			I narrowed my eyes again. Ok, this kitty was pulling on my patience, and I only had so much left after a long day like today. If I couldn’t find out who the mystery cat was, I’d be forced to call in security to see if he—she?—had been cleared to be this near the house.

			“‘Scuse me, but if you don’t tell me your name, I’m going to have to call in the brute squad, and they’ll have to take you to interrogation. It’s not a pretty place.” I tried one last tactic, wondering if intimidation would work.

			Nope. Just that low rumbling sound again. Was this cat purring? I didn’t think so, but it was getting mighty cramped under that little bench with a stranger just across from me who wouldn’t talk to me but was… was that humming? Oh great! Just what I needed, a humming cat!

			“Hello? Hello, is that you humming?” I wanted to see if it checked out as the stranger making the noise and not just some bugs nearby.

			The low vibrating stopped a minute and then picked up again, pattering along in a strange tune. And you can bet your boots, it was being made by the shadowy kitty to my left.

			Oh boy! The hair on the back of my neck began to rise, and I let out a low hiss, then a full-blown yowl. That was the secret call to the security team, you see. You simply scream “Alert, come get the intruder!”; and they’ll come running. If they’re around, that is. Boy, did I hope they were around. I was missing my before-bed nap thanks to this.

			“Hey, the posse is coming this way, kid. I’d run if I were you.” I warned the stranger one last time, trying to be as nice as I possibly could, but I was getting a little uncomfortable in this odd situation.

			He didn’t budge.

			Whatever. It was up to him if he chose to stick around and possibly get pounded by the guys who kept all loafers and drifters away. We only have so much space here on the farm, and unregistered kitty cats aren’t necessarily allowed to just come through and take whatever they want for a night. There would be no law and order if we let that happen. Complete anarchy and chaos. Our little farm would never survive like that!

			I peered off into the night toward the barn, hoping I’d catch sight of either Stripes or Reese—or both—coming my way. I glimpsed a shadow, and by the size and shape I guessed it was Stripes, heading in our direction. Good. They heard my call to action. Although, he didn’t seem to be hurrying himself by any means to my rescue. For all he knew this could be a life-and-death situation, and he was walking? Hmm, I would have to have a word with him once this was all straightened out.

			Stripes meandered his way toward us, and as he got closer I whispered to the stranger, “See, I told you. You’re in for some questioning, fella, and you better get some answers sorted out on your tongue. He isn’t going to take silence for a reply.”

			The humming stopped and I could see in the shadows cast by the big harvest moon—did I mention there was a large, orange harvest moon that night?—that his ears were perking up and maybe he was finally realizing the errors of his ways.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			I’ll Ask the Questions
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			“What seems to be the problem?” the tabby with the extra toes and slick accent asked as he slipped up gracefully beside us on the porch and peered under the bench.

			“There’s a stranger here, Captain,” I replied, rising to my feet and climbing out from under the bench to leave the new cat sitting alone—and so I could finally stare at him from a new angle. “He won’t answer any of my questions. I wasn’t sure if he had clearance to be this close to the house or on the farm at all.”

			Stripes made a sound in the back of his throat and then cleared it. “Excuse us, sir, do you have a name?”

			The strange cat looked at each of us in turn, blinked his large, yellow eyes, and looked up at the moon. “Nice night,” he commented.

			I looked up into the sky and shrugged while Stripes kept his eyes on the creature in question.

			“I didn’t ask about the moon or about the night. I’m asking about you and your name,” the officer said again. You could just pick up on the slight edge that colored his tone.

			The trespasser just looked at us both again with those owl-like eyes. He finally shrugged after a moment and flicked an ear. His words didn’t seem disrespectful, just matter-of-fact. “Ain’t got one of those.”

			Stripes blinked several times, having never heard this excuse before in all his years of security.

			“Don’t have a name?” he questioned in reply, repeating what we’d just heard. “That’s hardly possible. Every cat has a name, or a title, or something like that to identify themselves by. Don’t you have any of those?”

			“Any what?” The cat’s voice was slow and had a slight twang to it, rather backwater if you ask me. He didn’t appear to be the brightest apple in the bushel either.

			“Any titles, ranks, jobs?” I cut in, trying to help the process along. I wasn’t sure if it was his game or total ignorance that was causing all this confusion between us.

			“What are those?” He brought his tail up and around the front of his paws and looked at us both with a kind of eagerness.

			“A title, for example, would be if you were an indoor or outdoor cat,” Stripes explained, beginning to pace. “Knowing where you come from will help us determine who you are and where you’re going.”

			“Well, I’m sitting outdoors right now. So I guess I’m an outdoor cat,” the fellow reasoned.

			I put a paw to my forehead, this seemed to be going nowhere. Even now that the stranger had decided to speak, he still made about as much sense as when he was silent.

			“No, no. Oh, never mind. How about a job? What do you do?” Stripes sighed deeply, trying to keep his annoyance to a minimum. It didn’t seem to be going too well.

			“What do I do?” The kitty glanced around where he was sitting under the bench and shrugged his little shoulders. “I suppose I sit under benches on people’s porches at night under big harvest moons.”

			“Uh huh.” Stripes narrowed his eyes. “So that’s what you do professionally?”

			“I guess this is as professional as I get.”

			The security captain and I shared a look.

			This fellow was indeed odd, and we were nowhere closer to finding out who he was and what he wanted here on our farm. He certainly had never dropped by before. We’d recognize a kooky kitty like this a mile away—not to mention, most cats questioned by Stripes or Reese didn’t often show their faces again, unless they were a part of the family.

			“See here, kid,” Stripes went on, sitting down from his pacing and staring hard into the deepest reaches of the shadows. “I’m a security officer. That’s what I do. Big here”—he motioned to me with a nod of his chin—“he investigates strange things, like you, and keeps the food schedule wrapped up in a tight paw. That’s a job. Loafing around other people’s property on nights with full moons is no occupation. Or at least, not a legal one. So I’d think about your answer and change it, if I were you.”

			The stranger looked down at his feet, then off at the moon again and all around him. We waited in silence while he gazed about, but it felt like hours and my eyes were getting droopy by the time he finally spoke.

			“I’ve thought about it,” he said simply.

			“And?” Stripes prompted.

			“Well, I don’t know what else to say. I’m an outdoor cat, by the look of things, who sits under benches under full moons. I don’t know what a loafer is, but I don’t think that’s me. Sounds like a cow.”

			“That’s a heifer, and we don’t have any cows around here.” I tossed my head, and my long hair shook around my neck.

			“No name, no real job, and no title.” Stripes stood up, and his lips rose over a tooth for a moment. “Looks like we’ll be taking you down to the station for the night and continuing questioning in the morning. Unless you’d like to be escorted off this property and go back to wherever you came from.”

			“Oh, no thank you. I don’t know where I came from, so I don’t really think I could go back. A station sounds nice, though. Is it warm and cozy?” The strange kitty stood and stepped forward a few times. At least it didn’t look like he would resist arrest.

			“It’ll be cozy, alright.” Stripes nodded and put a paw on the other cat’s back to lead him to the lower barn.

			As they passed by me and headed out toward “the station”—just a cat box they had designated in the barn for those under arrest—Stripes gave me a nod as a thank you for calling him in. I nodded back and watched them march off into the night. Then I rearranged my fluff back under the bench and settled in for part of the night.

			Man, was I one sleepy cat! But boy, did that strange kitty have a way of making you wonder about him—who was he and why was he even here? But hey, you can’t go letting every little thing that happens here get under your skin and make you lose sleep. No one would ever rest if that were the case.

			I’d head down to the station tomorrow morning and help Stripes and Reese sort this mess out. If tonight was any indication, they would need all the help they could get. This cat was no ordinary kitty.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			A Memory is a Terrible Thing to Lose
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			“What do you mean, Officer?” I asked the beefy tiger-striped cat who was pacing back and forth in front of the cat box in the lower portion of the barn. It was the following morning.

			You see, down here may be where we get fed, but it’s also where we hide out during gross weather and where we come to get cozy. There’s a handful of options for getting cozy: an old doghouse, one of the two enclosed cat houses, or various piles and bales of hay or straw.

			We also share a small corner of the lower barn with three goats—they have a much larger outside area, but this inside pen is where they come to sleep for the night in safety away from the coyotes and other wild critters. I could feel their beady little eyes on us even now, all three of them peeking over the wooden wall that separated us. If we weren’t separated by the wall, I promise you they’d have eaten all our food, our bedding, and probably torn up the wood of the cat houses! They chew on just about anything that comes within chomping distance of their mouths.

			Reese and I both lowered our voices so the uninvited company wouldn’t hear everything.

			Reese and Stripes had let the stranger spend the night in one of the cat boxes—the “station”—making sure he didn’t cause any more trouble. This morning before I arrived, and while the rest of the family was all outside playing or sunbathing, they took some time to question him again. Pretty soon though, it would be time for breakfast, and after that, his presence would be hard to hide—both from the other cats and the W’s—and Reese had just laid out some new information that was a bit shocking.

			Reese stopped his pacing and looked at me with a sigh. “I mean to say,” he drawled in that deep Southern accent of his, “this feller ain’t got no memory. He can’t remember his own name, where he comes from, or what he’s doing here. He’s forgotten everything that’s got to do with his past.”

			My mouth hung open a little. It seemed like such an odd concept to me and also utterly terrible. To forget one’s own past, well, I would lose my mind! How could I forget the farm or forget my girl, or Mr. and Mrs. W? How could I forget the family of other cats I knew and watched out for? How could I go on living knowing I’d forgotten? Wait a minute… would I even know at that point I’d forgotten? Or would it just be a dark world of forgetfulness?

			“We really don’t know what to do with him ...” Reese shook his head, and his tail dipped a little. “He’s just a backwards kitty without a home, without anything really. We think it best to set him free after we’ve escorted him off the property. But we’re not sure what would happen if he got lost again trying to find his home. There’s all kinds of dangers out there—coyotes, bears, cougars even.”

			“And with a memory like that, he could walk straight up to one thinking they were his best friend.” I continued the line of reasoning and shuddered at the thought. It would be bye-bye kitty if that was the case.

			I just couldn’t let it happen, even to a guy who’d tried to take over my resting place on the porch. Even to a guy who didn’t have a name and refused to talk to me last night. Why, even to a guy who apparently liked to hum! I just couldn’t let him wander off alone into the woods or the road—hokey Pete, did he even know what a road was?—and get mangled, eaten, squashed, or simply lost without food. No sir, that just wasn’t the way things were done around here.

			“Listen here, Officer,” I began, a paw tapping my chin as a plan came to mind. “We want to get this little fellow home to his own family and his own farm, but it would seem we can’t rightly do that just from asking him questions.”

			“Nope.” Reese nodded his agreement. “Doesn’t look to be the case this time.”

			“And we can’t let the W’s see him or they’ll be delighted to take him in, and we’re not sure yet if he’s actually a stray or just lost.”

			“Whooo’s lost?” There came a warbling call from beyond the wooden wall.

			Both of us peered up toward the chicken wire that completed the top half of the divider of the goat pen and saw all three sets of goaty eyes staring back at us, their jaws all moving in unison as they chewed their cuds.

			“None of your beeswax,” I said, fluffing my tail in their direction. They could be awful gossips and loved sticking their noses in where they didn’t belong. We didn’t need some tall tale getting circulated around the farmyard about anything or anyone.

			The black one with white on his face bobbed his head and shook his ears. “Waaax? For whaaat?”

			“For polishing your hooves with. I don’t know.” My reply made about as much sense as his question in my mind, but for whatever reason this got them all bleating at one another and excited.

			They hopped down and away from the wall and began dancing around in their pen, tossing their horns and rearing up at one another. Goats never made any sense to me. If they got excited over wax, then fine. It didn’t bother me.

			I turned back to the officer. Captain Stripes had come in through the little kitty hole in the back corner of the barn after completing his surveillance rounds and now joined us in front of the cat box that still housed the stranger.

			“Have we found anything else out?” the captain asked, sitting down and flicking his ears.

			We both shook our heads, and I held up a paw to continue with the plan that the goats had interrupted.

			“I think someone ought to go with this kid and take him to the other houses down the road, see if anything sparks his memory, see if he can recall if he was an indoor, outdoor, barn, or motor home cat.”

			“Walks are revitalizing.” Stripes nodded. “Perhaps that would help. If he saw things that triggered his memories, we could find out where he’s from and return him.”

			“And who’s this someone you’re talking about?” Reese glanced in my direction. “We got jobs to do here, ya know.”

			“As do I,” I replied with a nod. “But since I suggested it and since I’m the one who keeps track of everyone, I suppose I should go.”

			“Very well.” Stripes seemed pleased with the idea. ”It’s better than batting him in the tail and telling him to get lost. You have clearance to leave the farm and even the property, if need be. Be smart and look both ways before crossing the street.”

			I threw out a salute and wandered over to the cat house’s opening to tell the stranger the plan. “Hello in there? Hello. It’s me again, just checking in and giving you the lowdown.”

			“Low down?” I heard his scratchy voice reply. “This hay is low down, down under my feet. What else is down low?”

			“No, not down low, lowdown. I’m here to tell you the plan, the plan to get you a home.” I rolled my eyes and worked on conjuring up all the patience I had acquired over the years.

			“Home?” His head popped out of the hole in the box, and he stared up at me with his large, yellow eyes. “Who needs a home? Isn’t this your home?”

			“Sure is my home, but it’s not yours, buster. So we’re going on a little adventure to help you figure out who you are and where you belong.”

			“Oh wow!” he exclaimed and popped the rest of the way out of the box with a hop-skip in his step. “Sure sounds like fun!”

			“Yeah, well, maybe it will be and maybe it won’t be. We’ll see.” I had to take a few steps back to give him room to stand in front of the house so we weren’t whisker to whisker.

			Suddenly, I heard the whistling call of my girl, announcing to the whole farm it was morning feeding time. She’d be coming this way pretty quick, and if she came in here and saw this new cat, she’d want to pet him. If that happened, he’d probably never leave.

			I shoved the newcomer back towards the box with one paw, whispering to him as I did. “Hey, do me a favor, pal? Stay inside here until after the girl leaves the barn, okay?”

			“Oh, will she be scared of me?” he asked, only slightly resisting my pushes.

			“Who knows, buddy, who knows. I just gotta get out there and do my job, so stay here so no one sees you. Once everybody leaves again, you can have some chow.”

			“Okay, but -”

			“No buts, pal, this is do-or-die time. You want to go on that adventure or not?” I pushed his head into the hole of the cat box, and he darted inside, peeking back out at me like an owl in a hole.

			“I’ll wait here.”

			“Not a peep. I’ll be judging you on the scale of mouse to turkey, and a winning grade will be as close to a mouse as possible. You got that?” I spoke quickly, knowing I needed to get out to the front of the barn so nothing looked suspicious.

			“What’s a mouse?”

			“Never mind, just keep still and everything will be fine.” I darted away and out the cat hole in the back corner of the barn to go sit by the path and do my job. Not even a backwards kitty could keep me from fulfilling my duty.
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			Setting Out
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			After our breakfast had been served in our various kitty bowls, fresh water had been poured into our metal communal bowl, and all the other cats had eaten their fill and meandered their way outside, I made my way back to the cat house. Throwing glances over my shoulders in either direction, making sure we were indeed alone, I called out to the strange kitty inside.

			“Hey, you. You can come out now. The coast is clear.”

			He peeked his head out slowly, looking around shyly before clambering out of the house and stretching the kinks out of his tail.

			“How’d I do?” he asked, sitting down and giving me an excited, expectant look.

			“Great, spectacular, didn’t even know you existed until you came out just now.”

			“Does that mean I got the winning grade?” He looked hopeful, and I didn’t want to crush his spirits, and well, he had done a pretty great job of keeping a low profile.

			“Yeah, you got the winning marks. Great job. Not everyone gets those.”

			“Oh goodie, I was hoping I did a good job.” He suddenly stuck his nose into the air and took in a deep sniff. “Yum, what’s that?”

			“What’s what?” I stuck my nose into the air and also took a giant whiff. After sorting out the various barn odors—goat manure, old cobwebs, hay, straw, dust, bird droppings, bugs and mildew—I locked on to the one he must have been asking about. “That, kid, is breakfast. Why don’t you have a bite before we set off on our travels?”

			“Thanks! I think I’ll do that.” He hopped back onto all fours and scrambled over to a half-empty dish and began to scarf down the kibbles.

			I’d already eaten a bit and really wasn’t too hungry—which is weird for me because I can always eat and eat a lot. But today my mind was just too occupied with making sure this bloke got home alright, and that he had a home to get to at all. I sure hoped he did. I mean, he seemed like a nice guy and everything, but our family was already pretty big and adding yet another mouth to feed, and for me to watch out for, was another thing entirely. I liked him; he seemed like a good kid, and that’s why I had offered to help him out today. Hopefully, everything would go according to plan: he’d be at his home and I’d be at mine by dinner time, at the latest.

			“All set?” I asked as he finished his meal with a stop at the water dish.

			He wiped his mouth with the back of one paw and nodded. “I think so. What all do I need to prepare for when going on an adventure? I’ve never been on one before, so I don’t know what to do.”

			“Oh, they’re not hard; you don’t have to do anything too fancy. Just follow me and listen up and you’ll be fine. Most of the dangerous stuff comes out at night, so we’ll just wrap this up by then. Sound good?”

			He nodded but kept his mouth shut. Maybe I scared him a little when I mentioned the dangerous things, who knows.

			“Alright, follow me.”

			I led him over to the section of the cement half-wall that ran the length of the barn in the back third of the floor space. We hopped over it and scooted to the corner where the kitty hole was and out into the warm morning air. Well, it looked warmer than it was, really. It was fall remember? But being a long haired cat myself, it felt rather good out in the crisp air. I hoped the other guy would be fine, but he seemed unfazed as we slipped through the outside goat fence, wandered past the white-and-grey schoolhouse, and meandered out under the clothesline in the back.

			“Say,” I finally spoke up as we turned to the right down a well-mowed lane that led between two tall walls of grass and weeds. “I can’t keep calling you ‘kid’ or ‘fellow’ all the time.”

			“You could, but I don’t even know if I am a kid,” the striped kitty answered, looking around in wonder at the few remaining bugs that hopped in the grass. He paused as a black-and-orange fuzzy caterpillar slinked across our path.

			“Hmm, how about ...” I paused to watch the woolly bear inch along until it finally popped its head into the tall grass to our left.

			“... Skiziks.”

			“Skiziks?” He said it like he was testing the word in his mouth, seeing how it felt. He shrugged, then nodded. “Why not? But what is a Skiziks?”

			I motioned for us to keep walking straight along the path, which broke off into two other trails just up ahead, one to the left and one to the right. “Mr. W says that’s what his father used to call cats, so I figure it’ll work for now. At least until we find out your real name, if you have one.”

			We continued our stroll down the path towards Mr. W’s mother’s farmhouse and barn. I figured staying off the road, even an old country road, for as long as possible would be best. And the ball field behind Grandma’s house came out close to the neighbor’s house down the way, which would be the first stop on our journey—and if we were lucky, our last stop. But somehow, I doubted this kitty was from around here. I guess we’d find out soon enough, though. If Skiziks couldn’t remember who he belonged to, at least the people at each house would know if he was theirs or not.

			“So, Skiziks,” I began the small talk so as not to seem rude. Wouldn’t want any false news to travel about that we cats on the W’s farm were impolite. “Got any hobbies?”

			“Hobbies?” He tilted his head sideways and made a strange face. I think he was thinking, but I couldn’t be sure. He finally said, “What are those?”

			Right, I should have guessed that would be his answer. My bad. Maybe I could try to explain. “You know, a hobby, something you do in your spare time.”

			“Oh yeah, I guess I sit on people’s porches at night under full moons,” he replied absently.

			I would have scratched my head had we not been walking and had I not been using all four feet to keep me moving forward.

			“Yes, well, that’s an odd one. Any others? Like mouse chasing, chewing on some fine ol’ grass, exploring the territory, or sleeping under cars? How about chasing crickets in the spring or counting the caterpillars on the milk weed plants?”

			“I don’t know about any of those. I guess I really only remember last night. And last night I was sitting on a porch under a full moon until that captain took me down to the station to sleep in that nice, warm cat house.” He paused his movement for half a beat and then caught up again. “Maybe that’s a hobby of mine too, sleeping in stations and warm cat houses.”

			“Yeah, maybe, it goes hand in hand with your other strange pastime.”

			“It does? Well then, I guess those must be the things I do in my spare time. Those must be my hobbies.” He sounded a little too happy about all that in my opinion.

			“Let me give you a piece of advice, feller,” I began but he cut me off.

			“My name is Skiziks now, remember? You gave it to me.”

			“Right. Well, let me give you a piece of advice, Skiziks,” I started again… when he cut me off again. I was beginning to wonder if that was another of his so-called hobbies.

			“Yeah, what’s that? I like advice… I think.”

			I cleared my throat and tried to keep my tail from twitching. “My wisdom to you is to get yourself some new hobbies. You’re bound to get yourself into worse trouble than you are now if you keep those odd things up.”

			“I’m in trouble now?” He sounded a bit sad, and his mouth hung open just a little.

			“No, not anymore. But you might have been had I not been so nice. And had Stripes and Reese not had pity on you. So be thankful and change your ways, that’s all I’m saying.” I concluded my thoughts in as simple a way as I could so as not to confuse the poor guy and hoped he had understood the entirety of my statement.

			“Right, thanks,” he replied and we walked on in silence for a little while longer, Grandma’s big, red barn looming closer.

			Finally, Skiziks spoke again. “Hey, what’s your name? I’d like to thank you for going to all this trouble to help me, but I don’t even know your name.”

			I felt like saying, “It’s of no consequence who I am or what my name is. I’m merely a do-gooder, a guardian angel of sorts, here to help.” Because, well, I’d never see the chum again after today if all went according to plan.

			But instead I said, “Big, the name’s Big.”
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			It took us a little longer than I had expected to stop at all five houses on this end of the road, past Grandma’s. We had to stop at each door and meow until someone either came to the door and shooed us away, or no one showed up and our mouths got too dry to speak.

			At each stop I’d ask Skiziks if he noticed anything familiar, and at each new home he had replied with a firm no, that nothing was jogging his memory. So with heavy hearts—or maybe I was the only one with a heavy heart; he looked like he might have been skipping—we turned tail and began the long walk back towards Grandma’s, and eventually, the W’s farm.

			It was about an hour past noon, and my stomach was grumbling, as I usually indulged in a little midday snack about now, but it seemed today would not be a normal day. We still had to walk all the way back and then down the other end of the road, which had even more houses than this side did. I sighed and marched along the embankment of the small back road.

			“Look—corn,” Skiziks said from out of the blue. He was trailing along behind me, as it was safer to walk single file instead of side by side.

			“Yes, corn, lots of it. We passed it all on the way here too,” I said, reminding him we had come the exact same way earlier today.

			“Yeah, but would you look at it now?” he replied. Was that awe in his voice?

			“It looks about the same as it always does and as it did before.” I was a little confused. Was I missing something? I mean, I was the slightest bit surprised he knew what corn was, what with his memory and all.

			“You wanna hear a song about corn?”

			“Do I want to hear a song about corn?” I repeated his words back to him. This kitty remembered nothing of his past, not even his name, and yet here he was, trying to sing me a song. And one about corn, no less!

			I shrugged. What could it hurt? “Sure, Skiziks, hit me with your corn song. Songs are good for road trips, anyways.”

			“Oh great! You’re gonna love it! Feel free to sing along once you catch on. It’ll be fun.”

			“Sure, fun.” I wasn’t so sure about it being fun, but hey, I might as well give the guy a shot. Maybe he was a musician cat who got lost from a circus or band that was on tour or something. Maybe this guy was famous, and maybe his song really was fun.

			He took a deep breath and began to belt out his song, something along the lines of this:

			“O, look at the corn. What do you see?

			I see some corncobs where they’re supposed to be!

			O, look at the corn. What do you see?

			I see some corncobs where they’re supposed to be!”

			And yes, it just looped. Over and over and over again.

			Pretty simple song, huh? Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. But he kept bouncing up beside me with a wide grin on his face and bumping my shoulder with his, nodding his head and taking up the song again and again. I think he wanted me to join him, and by the sound of it, he wasn’t about to stop his rousing ditty until I did. What could it hurt, right? I guess, to get him to stop, I’d better sing along for a couple of bars.

			“O, look at the corn. What do you see?

			I see some corncobs where they’re supposed to be!

			O, look at the corn. What do you see?

			I see some corncobs where they’re supposed to be!”

			Well, it wasn’t the most beautiful or the most original of songs I’d ever sung in my life, but it made the little guy grin all the more and hey, maybe it did speed up our journey back to the ball field. From there, we headed back down the lane from Grandma’s towards the W’s.

			“We’ll stop at the barn and grab a bite to eat before we head down the other side of the road and catch the houses there. Hopefully, we can do it all before it gets dark.” I glanced up at the sky. It seemed to be growing unnaturally dark for how early it was in the afternoon. “Hokey Pete, a storm’s rolling in!”

			“How can you tell?” Skiziks seemed genuinely curious, and I had to remind myself he knew basically nothing about anything—even though he did seem to remember snatches of unimportant things here and there. Thus, the corn song from earlier.

			“See those clouds?” I stopped along the path between Grandma’s and the W’s farm and pointed up to the threatening weather that was gathering overhead. “Those are rain, lightning, and thunder clouds if ever I saw some.”

			“Wouldn’t that be funny if it down poured on us?” Skiziks cracked a grin in my direction.

			I gave him a blank stare.

			He snickered. “I’d laugh.”

			“You would not. You’d be soaking wet, and we’d be miserable, and that’s a terrible thought, so let’s get our hind quarters in gear and get back to the barn before your prediction comes true. Looks like we’ll be waiting until tomorrow to finish our adventure.”

			“Seemed more like a road trip to me,” Skiziks commented. He had sat himself down and was looking off into the long grass on our right. “We were on the road, and it was a trip, and we even sang songs.”

			“We sang one song not multiple. And yes, very astute of you; it was a road trip.” I nodded and motioned for him to get his tail off the ground so we could move on. If he was just stalling so that it would, in fact, downpour on us, he was gonna get it.

			“Hey, you know much about wildlife?” he asked me as I began to move along, hoping it would prompt him to follow.

			I shrugged. “I guess I know a fair bit. Why do you ask?”

			“Could you tell me what that is?”

			I couldn’t see what he was pointing at because I was ahead of him, but it was probably either a toad, a snake, a woolly bear, or a rabbit—all of which frequented this trail.

			“I have no idea what it is, and right now that’s not the most pressing matter. Those clouds are,” I explained, turning back to give him a meaningful look. A meaningful look that said, “Put it into first gear and get a move on!”

			Holy horseshoes and magic tricks! He’d disappeared!

			I rushed back to where I’d left him sitting and just caught a glimpse of his tail disappearing into the tall grass heading toward the nearby clump of woods.

			“Skiziks! Hey, don’t go in there! We have to get home!” I was just a touch frantic because if he didn’t come back that meant I’d have to go in after him, and let me tell you, I didn’t want to!

			The clump of woods he’d headed into was the place no one ever went. Not humans, not us, not even normal wildlife. No sir! Not now, not ever. I didn’t want to follow a forgetful kitty into the clutches of who knew what!

			Why, you ask? Why would a big, strong cat like myself be afraid of a little cluster of trees? Well, first of all, it’s not little; and second of all, that section of woods was the Deer Sanctuary!
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			Honestly, until the end of my days I don’t think I’ll ever understand why I followed him in there. Maybe because I figured it was my duty to make sure he didn’t get hurt and was able to find his way back to his home. But this place gave me the creeps!

			I sat there, fidgeting and getting up to pace and then siting back down again, staring down the little rabbit trail I’d seen Skiziks take before he disappeared. I called and I hollered and I about went hoarse trying to get him to come back but all of it was no use. Finally, I mustered up my courage, sent pleading eyes towards the sky, and as the first raindrops began to fall, I plunged into the deep, thick weeds.

			As I parted the grass with my nose and shivers ran through my body, I thought about all the poor souls who had gone into the Deer Sanctuary and never come back. The two older brothers—Black Poof and Tiger Poof—said their mommy, Blacky, disappeared in here. They also say their brother came out of here with… well, let’s not scare the kids. Suffice it to say he disappeared again a short time after, wandering back into the Sanctuary and never coming out again.

			There are all sorts of rumors about it. It’s where the coyote dens are, where the bears winter, where all the mean, rotten, and deadly things roam. One could say it’s the biggest mystery of the entire farm, but it’s one I’d gladly leave alone. Yet here I am, wandering into it head on. Oh boy.

			I’m not a scaredy-cat by any rights, and some might even call me dumb to not be more scared than I am, but in general, not a lot makes me jumpy. So you know this is serious business when my tail is shaking like a sapling in a tornado. Full disclosure everyone, I was fully freaking out.

			I made it to the edge of the first set of trees, stopping to look them up and down and all around, pretty much every way I could think of. Yes, okay. I was stalling. Do you blame me? I trotted in place, trying to think of a good reason why I needed to keep going into the most dangerous part of the woods after a cat I didn’t even know very well. Not a lot came to mind, other than it was just being a good cat to help someone else out, even when it put your life in danger.

			The rain had begun to fall, and little Skiziks was still in there somewhere, as lost as I was about to be. To be honest, I hadn’t really thought of that fact. Gulp. Lost. Once I went into those off-limit woods, I wouldn’t know my left from my right or how to get back to the path. But what choice did I have? None. Zip. Literally zero! Okay, maybe I had one: to leave the poor soul in there and high-tail it back to the barn and forget I ever met him. But who would be able to do that? A poor, heartless, snake-skinned, little inchworm, that’s who. I was none of those things, so I guess there was no choice.

			Here we go. Deep breaths and the plunge!

			Did I ever tell you how I hate to get rained on? Well, I do, and unlike most cats I have a pretty thick coat, and sometimes it takes a minute for me to even realize it’s raining. It might look like I don’t mind it when the raindrops splash down from the sky and wet my white fur, but I do not, I repeat, do not, care to get wet. It ruins all the hard work you do to lick yourself down and clean your fur; it’s just rotten, and that’s the bottom line.

			Why am I talking about rain, you ask? Hmm, well maybe it’s because it’s raining right now, and I’m getting wetter than ever before because I’m standing out here in the natural nature of things. Oh, fine! You weaseled it out of me. I didn’t actually rush in like I said I was going to, and I’m still just stalling for more time. But that’s only a possible reason for why I’m talking about the rain. Maybe I did rush straight into the woods like a brave-hearted kitty. We’ll never know.

			Okay, fine! You win, lying is bad. Here’s the truth: I’m stalling, and I don’t want to go in there cause, well… if I’m honest, it scares the living daylights out of me to think I’ll be stepping into a forest no living cat should be stepping into. I know I have to go in eventually; otherwise, I’ll feel guilty for the rest of my life, but stalling is a normal thing—everybody does it! I bet you stalled just the other day from having to clean your room! So don’t go pointing fingers when it comes to who’s stalling and when. It’s perfectly—oh, alright. Here we go.

			I held my breath, lowered my tail so it wouldn’t get snagged on any low-hanging branches, and dashed into the trees. Courageous, right? Well, I think it was a harebrained thing to do, and I’ll probably regret it my whole life, but a cat’s gotta do what a cat’s gotta do.

			The trees looked a little darker from the other side of them, and those chills from earlier were returning. The hair on the back of my, well, of my back was rising up ever so slightly. One snapped stick, one set of scary eyes, and I’d be leaping ten feet in the air and all my hair would likely pop off. Talk about creepy, folks.

			I crept further in, keeping an eye out for any sign of movement, my ears lying almost flat to my head—it’s a tactic we kitties use to make ourselves smaller and less detectable. The leaves on the ground had changed their colors, and the leaves still on the trees—birch, oak, maple, and some pine (which don’t have leaves, by the way; they have needles and those stay put all year long)—were also turning. The carpet of dead foliage beneath my padded paws was soft and dense. I could see that a lot of moss and mushrooms were growing on or near the base of each of the trees, meaning not much sunlight ever made its way in here, at least not very often. And let me tell you, this was one of those days where next to no sunlight was making its way through the upper canopy, especially with all the rain.

			I turned on my night vision and took a little whiff of the air for further analysis from the olfactory engines. Uh huh, just as I suspected. Decay and rot, damp leaves and needles, that classic pine sap odor, and… what was that? Another breathing creature? Gulp.

			I was very hopeful it was a mouse, a squirrel, or even a woolly bear, but the shadows between the tree trunks made my mind want to believe it was a bear, a coyote, or a cougar. All of which are bad-tempered, eat kitty cats, and have odors to blast your nose back into last week. So logic says this other creature can’t be one of those as the scent wasn’t so strong I wanted to bury my head in the dirt. But it was strong enough that I highly doubted it was a little ol’ inchworm. But I suppose you never know.

			“Hey!”

			I about jumped out of my fur when the little wheezer called out from behind a tree.

			“Hey, yourself,” I muttered back, trying to calm my skittering heart.

			It was Skiziks, the little mister-disappearing-act himself. Great, now that I’d found him, we could go home and get out of this terrible weather and dry our fur off in the barn and grab a snack. Who knows, maybe we’d also grab us a few winks of sleep.

			“I didn’t know if you saw where I went ‘cause you weren’t right behind me for a while,” he said, coming out from the darkness of the forest and into the dim nearness.

			“Yes, well, following right behind you seemed foolish. Especially considering where you went.” I shook myself and tossed a few raindrops onto his already sodden nose. “Are you ready to get out of here? This place gives me all sorts of bad feelings.”

			“Yeah, I guess. Never did catch up to that strange critter I was chasing, though.”

			Hmm, strange critter? “Say, what did it look like?”

			I’m not sure why, but we cats have a sense of curiosity that hits at the worst of times, and boy, was this a terrible time for mine to be showing interest in anything other than getting home.

			“Oh, a normal ol’ thing,” he began, explaining what he had seen. “It had two floppy ears, a huge tail, brownish fur, and four eyes.”

			Wait, hold the kitty chow. Did he just say four eyes?
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			“What are you talking about?” I stared right into his dripping face. His whiskers twitched under my intense gaze. “Four eyes?! Since when has any animal around here had four eyes?”

			“I don’t know. Haven’t been around long myself. But it sure did. Two pairs, that makes four.”

			“I know what two pairs make.” I rolled my own eyes. Fine, whatever. Maybe he saw something with four eyes. Maybe he saw something with one hundred! Point is, it didn’t matter. We were still in the outskirts of the Deer Sanctuary, so it should be easy enough to turn tail and get far away, and quickly.

			I stuffed my curiosity back into my paws and motioned with my front foot for him to follow me. “Come on, Skiz, let’s get ourselves out of here before that creature you saw comes to eat us up.”

			“Oh wow! Really?” He sounded surprised, and I guess a bit frightened. Good. I needed him to keep close, no questions asked.

			“Yes really. Son, what you didn’t realize in your wild goose chase –”

			“I don’t think it was a goose.”

			“Let me finish, won’t you?”

			He nodded, and I shook my head.

			“As I was saying, in your wild goose chase you didn’t realize you had run right smack into the Deer Sanctuary, a grove of trees that stretches for good miles in many directions and that houses all sorts of nefarious creatures and fiends.”

			“Not fiends!” He gulped and jumped a little, his eyes darting about for felons.

			“Yes, you heard me. Fiends. And they’ll take you away into the deepest heart of the forest, and we’ll never see you again. So stay with me, son, and we’ll get out of this alive.”

			He nodded fervently, and I accidentally almost kicked him in the throat, that’s how close he was to my back legs when I started walking again. We worked out the spacing and then marched back the way we’d come.

			We clambered over the damp pine needle-strewn forest floor and weaved in and out of the path of the trees, always watching our backs and always keeping one eye on the shadows.

			We walked and we walked and well… we walked. And I could have bet my food dish this was the way I’d come. But you know, from down here among the trunks, it looked pretty much the same any way you turned, and I guess I didn’t know which way to turn anymore. Yeah, okay, say it. I got us lost. L-O-S-T. The worst possible thing to be in the rain, in the lengthening hours of the day, toward the end of October, and in a seriously scary part of the woods. Great, good job. A plus for me.

			I paused, and the guy behind me almost ran into my tail.

			“Why’d you stop? Didn’t you say we had to get out of here or we’d be eaten?” Skiziks asked, sneezing in the damp air.

			“I did, and we could, and it might happen, but there’s no point in moving forward if I don’t know which way is what and what way is out and which out is where.”

			“Sounds confusing.”

			“It is if you don’t keep your wits about you. And this place has a reputation of stealing them.” I sniffed, the cool air making my nose run.

			“Oh boy, getting stolen from and eaten. I don’t like either of those things.” He came up beside me, and we both stared off into the darkness.

			“I suppose we’ll just have to keep walking,” I finally decided, “because sitting still is the worst possible plan so there can’t be anything worse than that. We’ll keep going until we walk right out of here, one way or another.”

			“If we’re not going in circles, that is,” he added.

			“Why do you say that?” I asked him, a little concerned he knew something I didn’t. Had we been going in circles? How could he tell?

			“Well, circles get you walking in the same places you’ve already walked, and you just keep turning and turning and never go straight. Then you never walk out, and we never get home.”

			“Great deduction and what a heartening explanation.”

			“Well, I do my best to help where I can with what I remember.” He nodded.

			“Uh huh.” I sat down and looked him in the eye. “Guess all that’s left to do in that case is find your four-eyed creature and ask it to help us find our way out.”

			He gulped.

			“Got a better plan?” I looked around and noticed that at least the rain had mostly stopped. I say mostly because now it was only coming through the trees as a fine mist—which might have been worse, honestly. I didn’t know.

			“I could climb a tree and see where the barn is.”

			His idea wasn’t a bad one, so sure, why not? I’d let him climb a tree.

			He chose a nice tall birch tree and scampered his way up its trunk and high into the branches. I sat my wet behind down on the needles and leaves and watched him as he ascended.

			A kitty could get dizzy looking up that high for so long, or pretty near go cross-eyed, least ways.

			I looked back out at the woods and shook my head to realign all the compartments and gears. My eyes buzzed a bit, and there was two of everything for several moments. Good gracious. If I could help it, I was never going to look up like that again.

			“See anything?” I hollered up to him, not looking, of course.

			I didn’t hear much in reply, just some leaves rustling and some twigs snapping up above me. I rolled my eyes and hoped to high heaven he remembered how not to fall out of a tree.

			After a time, with several sighs on my part and other various noises, I heard his faint voice call out to me from above.

			“Hey, I think I see something.”

			“Good, which direction is it?” I asked back.

			There was a pause.

			“Skiziks? Hello, which way do we go?” I repeated myself in case he hadn’t heard me the first time.

			“What’s a direction?”

			Oh mercy. Here we go again. “Right or left?”

			“Yeah, it’s right there. Hasn’t left since we took our road trip, still sitting there.”

			“I’m relieved, but what way is it? Left or right?” I tried to keep myself from sounding angry or panicked.

			“Yup, left it right there when we left, and it’s still right there since we’re back.” He sounded too happy about all of this. I passed a paw over my brow.

			“Can you just come down here and point whichever way we need to go?” I didn’t even bother to ask about north, south, east, or west. Those would be long gone from his mind since left and right didn’t even hold a place there.

			“Oh sure!” He scrambled around, and then I heard a shriek and a lot of rustling leaves.

			I broke my solemn oath to myself about not looking up again and swung my eyes to the upper regions of the forest. “What’s going on up there?”

			To my utter surprise, Skiziks was no longer in the tree but rather hanging from a branch a ways above my head, his two front paws latched onto the limb while the rest of him dangled down. His little head peeked through his arms at me.

			“I stepped on something,” he said, and his tail twitched.

			“Probably just some loose bark. The tree is covered in it. I guess you’ll have to jump the rest of the way down.”

			He gulped. “That’s a long ways. I think I’d like to get closer to the ground first, if it’s all the same to you.”

			“Whatever you want, kid. Do what works best. I just don’t see how you plan to get lower while you’re hanging there.”

			He looked up, then down, then out at the branch he was clinging to with his upper paws. Then, slowly, he began to monkey-bar his way along the branch, further away from the trunk of the tree. Now everyone knows the further from the trunk you go, the smaller the branches become, and that the more weight you have on them, the lower they’ll sink and bend toward the ground. I had to admit, it seemed like a pretty smart idea, and he seemed to be doing just fine. That is, until he got about halfway down the branch.

			His lip stiffened, and he looked to be concentrating hard, then he said, “Dadgum, I’m slipping.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Fred
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			Skiziks was on the ground seconds later, and you guessed it, he landed on his feet. He looked okay, so that meant we could finally go home.

			“You alright, son?” I asked, sidling up to him and checking to make sure my visual assessment was correct.

			“Yeah, I think so.” He flexed his claws and twisted around to look himself over.

			“Great, glad you’re safe. Now, which way do we go? We gotta get out of here.”

			“Well, let’s see.” He looked at the birch, then glanced at his front feet, then looked at the tree again, and turned in a circle. “I don’t know,” he finally declared. “I got all turned around when I fell off the branch.” He sat down to scratch his ear with a hind foot.

			“Oh, that’s just marvelous.” I slumped down next to him, looking and feeling a bit miserable. “What’d you even step on anyway?” It was good to know that even when my hopes were dashed, my curiosity was still intact.

			“I don’t know. It was fuzzy, and I wasn’t expecting it, so I jumped and yelled. That’s when I slipped and grabbed on to that branch.”

			“I’m fine, thanks,” said a wee little voice from a few feet away.

			“Who’s there?” I leapt to my feet and half expected to see Skiziks’ four-eyed monster lurking in the mist. But no, not exactly.

			“Hey, what do you know, it’s a little fuzzy caterpillar.” Skiziks grinned and pointed his nose toward the base of the tree where an orange-and-black furry worm was lying.

			“Those ones are called woolly bears, remember?” I tried to jog his memory from earlier that day when we’d seen one on the path.

			“My name is Fred, thank you. If you don’t mind, I don’t really care to be called a woolly bear. Although it’s what I am, I think it often gives the wrong impression of either a friendly, huggable bloke or a mean, masquerading monster. It’s Fred, if you please,” the little caterpillar said, inching towards us a few inches. “In fact, that’s the name of every one of us you’ll ever meet. Fred.”

			I had to process this information for a minute, and I think I must have just stared at him dumbly while my mind’s wheels were turning.

			“That’s a nice name.” Skiziks nodded politely.

			“Hold it.” Now that my mind was catching up, I think I had about five hundred questions. “You’re all named Fred? Every single one?”

			“Yes, sir.” The caterpillar nodded and peered up at me with tiny black eyes from behind the bushy fuzz on his face.

			“Even the ladies?”

			“Even the ladies.” He nodded.

			“Well, that ought to be one of the most confusing things I’ve ever heard of.” I couldn’t imagine. It was like the W’s naming all of us cats Kitty or Bill. Could you imagine them calling for one of us but then getting all of us because we all had the same name? Yeah. It just wouldn’t work.

			“We find it simple enough. And we’re mostly solitary, so it’s not that big of a deal.” Fred shrugged and waddled forward a little more. “But when there’s a Fred family reunion, you know it’ll be a big one!”

			I chuckled. It might have made him feel like I understood, but truth was, I didn’t. Don’t know if I ever would. It was a rather odd concept.

			“Do you live in the tree?” Skiziks asked our new acquaintance.

			“No, no, just scavenging. I’m headed back out to the field where the findings are a little better. Gotta get all plumped up and fat before the winter comes so I can cocoon up and last until Spring,” Fred explained, sounding almost cheery at the thought of the long sleep ahead of him.

			“Oh, say, if you’re headed that way, mind if we tag along?” I spoke up, trying not to sound desperate, eager, or frightened. But man, I was all three.

			We needed to get out of there and faster than ever before. We’d stuck around in these dark woods for longer than I’d even want to stare at it from the outside. Something was bound to find us if we didn’t get out soon.

			“Why not? I don’t mind company,” the caterpillar began, then paused and added, “That is, so long as it’s not Fred. He’s known for his rambling nature, so I really don’t prefer his company.”

			I wanted to pretend I knew who, or rather, which fellow Fred he was referring to, but I hadn’t the foggiest. Skiziks and I fell into line behind the little guy—who was actually pretty fast—and we headed off toward what I could only assume was the field and the path to our barn.

			“So you mean you’re a rambler, or are you speaking of a friend?” I puzzled, even though I guessed this would probably make me more confused and lost. That’s the good old cat curiosity for you, just has to know everything about anything, even if it’ll confuse the living daylights out of you.

			“No, not me, my uncle Fred. He’s the one you gotta watch out for. Though cousin Fred on my mother’s side, twice removed–and don’t mention this, but personally I think he was adopted by the Freds—he’s one to avoid if possible, as well. Though Fred, Fred, and Fred from my father’s side aren’t bad company. Although, they aren’t the brightest when it comes to directions, so I try to stay away from their lunch outings. They always end with empty stomachs because they never know where they’re going.”

			“Sounds like you may need other species to keep you company then,” I said, completely confused about who was who and who to stay away from and who to go to lunch with. My brain hurt a little, to be honest. But I was trying to be polite.

			“It is delightful to have a conversation with someone who can think well enough for themselves, yes,” he agreed.

			Fred squirmed along, and we followed close on his tail, me throwing glances over my shoulders every few feet. A fellow could never be too careful in here.

			Thankfully, we were pretty close to the outer edges of the woods—way closer than I’d thought—and we were soon parting the weeds to get back to the path.

			We waved goodbye to Fred and promised to visit him again before his long winter’s nap. What do you know it, it started to rain again as we headed back up the trail. As I glanced back at where we’d just exited the weeds—just in case something had followed us—I thought I glimpsed a creature in the shadows. One that had four eyes.

			You know what, just never mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Home Again
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			We ran the rest of the way to the barn, and I’ll be completely honest, the old place never looked so good or felt so warm. And all the stares we got from the other cats, well, I can’t say as I even remember them. Yeah, I was that thankful to be back from the clutches of the dark woods, I didn’t care if I’d missed a meal, my job, or if one of the W’s walked in at that moment and saw the new kitty, who was just as drenched as I was. It didn’t matter. Who cared? Not me, that was for sure. I was too thankful and too busy planning out where I was going to lay my weary head for the next several hours.

			I can’t remember exactly what Skiziks asked me as we stumbled in among our fellow felines. War heroes, that’s what we were. Survivors of the creepiest place on the farm! Hey, I’ll bet it’s the creepiest place in the world! We’d made it back, but I didn’t have the energy to tell anyone, at least not yet. Gossip spread like kitty litter around here, and eventually everyone would know, but right now it just didn’t matter.

			“Find a place to rest. We’ll get back to your problems and lost mind in the morning. I just know I’m fixin’ to sleep, buddy, and sleep for a long time. I’m bushed. I can barely keep my eyes open.” I yawned, worn out from all the stress of the day, and settled down into my favorite place in the barn: an old royal blue folding lawn chair the W’s had left in here for us to use. It sat between the doghouse and a small-animal wire-cage frame that had an old pillow on top of it. The chair was almost straight on from the door. At least if I’d been missed, they would see me first thing when one of them came back down here.

			I tucked my head under my arm and my tail round my chin. The warm embrace of the barn and the chair pulled me in, and the sweet, sweet feeling of sleep lulled me into its embrace, one that I never wanted to leave.
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			Oh, hickory and gravy sauce! Such sleep! I haven’t slept like that in weeks. It was glorious, melodious, and I wanted to hang on to it for ever and ever. But nothing lasts forever, even the best of things. I didn’t wake up to the morning whistle, and I didn’t wake up to the barn door being opened. The only thing that pierced through the mist of my stupor was the sound of my girl’s voice, and man, did what she say make me wish I had woken up sooner. If I had, this problem could have been avoided, but I didn’t and it wasn’t.

			And this what she said:

			“Oh, who are you? You’re a cutie.” Her voice was pitched a littler higher like most humans do when they’re trying to coax one of us nearer and think we might run instead.

			Huh? What? No wait! Skiziks was still supposed to be hidden. He had his own family! Don’t get attached yet! Don’t go and pet him! He doesn’t belong here!

			I jerked awake, and for a minute I was cross-eyed and couldn’t tell my left from my right and if my girl was petting one or two Skiziks. I shook my head from side to side, and my eyes went back to normal. What I saw made me about jump out of my fur. I’d just failed the entire stealth operation. Skiziks was now on the radar of my girl, and I was certain he would be on the radar of the entire family in less than fifteen minutes.

			I hopped down and inserted myself between her hand and Skiziks’ entire body, trying to act like a nonchalant attention hog and distract her while whispering “Shoo” out of the corner of my mouth to the striped kitty. Guess what? It didn’t work.

			“I don’t wear shoes,” Skiziks whispered back to me and sauntered up to the other side of the girl to get more of the precious petting.

			I tried to convince myself that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. We’d just wait until my girl left the barn and then we’d be off again down the road going the other direction, and by George, I was sure we’d find the little feller’s family down that-a-way. I could leave him with his family, and we could all go back to normal. My conscience clean that he would be happy, and hopefully, in time, his memory would return if he went back to his original home.

			But don’t you know, the best laid plans are the ones that are bound to fail? Well, sir, they are. And that’s just what happened. Yup. Instead of just going back up to the house like normal and telling the whole family about the new arrival, my girl invited Skiziks along with her, saying she and her younger brother were off with Mr. W to Grandma’s garden to pick out pumpkins and get them ready for carving.

			Hold on! Wait just a minute! You just met this guy and you’re inviting him to help you carve pumpkins? I put a paw to my head and sighed. The whole plan was going to the birds just like that.

			“Hey Skiziks, how about you and me meander on down the road again today? I’ve got another whole half to show you that we didn’t get to yesterday.” I sidled up beside him and tried to derail the new ideas that my girl had planted in his mind. We couldn’t go to the pumpkin patch. We needed to take another road trip.

			“Oh really? What a treat!” he said and looked excited, but then a cloud of shadows overshadowed his shadowy face of shadows—yes, there were a lot of shadows—and he spoke again. “I’d really like to. I enjoyed our time yesterday, but this nice girl invited me to go to the pumpkin patch with her, and I wouldn’t want to be rude.”

			“No, no you wouldn’t want to be rude,” I replied with a nod. “But what if they expected you to be rude? What if they asked only expecting you to refuse their kind offer?”

			“Boy, that sounds strange. I’m not one to refuse nice people.”

			“Yes, but what if you agreed when they expected you to refuse and in agreeing you were actually refusing their agreement of refusal?” I think I confused even myself with that one.

			He blinked several times, and I tried to run that question through my mind again to see if it actually made any sense. Hmm, it was still coming back negative, just like before. It made no sense.

			“Never mind that last bit, but listen to what I’m going to say now,” I began again, blaming the last odd thought process on my cloudy brain, which was still waking up.

			He nodded and we sat down on the threshold of the barn door, my girl going about the morning feeding of the goats and horses in the background.

			“Okay, Skiziks, you have to understand humans actually don’t think we’ll go with them and do everything they ask of us. They expect us not to, in fact. And to dash their expectations and ruin the fine picture they have of us cats in their minds would be cruel and criminal. They expect us to act aloof and do our own thing.”

			“I’m not a criminal. I just like to sit under people’s benches at night.”

			“Yes, I remember we’ve been over this and Stripes thoroughly questioned you. But not a criminal of benches and porches. A criminal of the mind,” I explained.

			“What’s that mean? I don’t steal minds. I lost my own memory. So if anything, I’m a victim of the mind.” He cocked his head to one side, confused.

			“It means if you go to the pumpkin patch with the kids and you help them pick out their pumpkins and you come back and watch them carve them, then you’ll have broken everything we cats have worked for. We’ve kept the humans believing we’ll do whatever we want any time we want, and they can always ask us to do something else, but we rarely say yes. It’s a long tradition handed down from cat parents to cat children for generations and generations. You wouldn’t want to break our image, would you? Don’t go to the pumpkin patch, son. It will only bring tears and sorrow.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Harvest Time
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			Can you guess where we were headed? You think you might know what we were doing right then? If you guessed headed down the other side of the road in search of Skiziks’ family, I hate to break it to you, but you’d be wrong. Yes, I said wrong. Wrong with a capital W. Sorry about that.

			We were walking along with Mr. W, the youngest son, and my girl toward Grandma’s garden with the wheelbarrow squeaking along in front of us. We were passing by the very same place we’d been trapped yesterday afternoon. Just walking past it gave me the willies! My tail puffed up, the hair on the back of my back rose up, and I gave the woods to my left a dirty look.

			We scampered our way down the trail with the Deer Sanctuary to our left and a corn field to our right. We followed the path back through an opening in the shrubs and trees behind the barn and followed it straight to the garden that lay beyond.

			“Alright, Skiziks, now we have to sit out here while they go inside the fence and pick their pumpkins,” I explained, pretty sure that was how it worked seeing as there was a fence around the place—usually fences were there to either keep animals out or keep them in. Seeing as there were no animals inside, just dying veggie plants and overgrown pumpkin vines, I assumed we weren’t meant to go inside. That’s how logic works, after all. And fences too.

			We sat ourselves down just as my girl called out, “Come on, guys. Come help us pick the pumpkins.” And huh, I guess she was calling to us cause her brother and dad were already over there and nobody else was around.

			“I think she wants us to go in,” Skiziks said, blinking slowly at me and smiling.

			“Whatever gave you that idea,” I asked, and yes, it was rather sarcastic.

			Either he didn’t hear me or he understood it was sarcasm because he didn’t answer. He walked on over to where the bit of fence used for the door was rolled back and marched himself right into the garden and the pumpkin patch. Me? Well, I was a little more hesitant because I knew the rules about the garden. Yes, I know there was an open invitation to come in, but the rules I had known previously had been so ingrained into my mind, it was hard to overcome them in the moment. But by George, after an inward battle, I did it. Finally. I went on inside to help them pick their orange gourds. Even after all the logic and big talk about ruining the cat image in human minds, I did it. I guess the times were a changin’ and this backward kitty was turning everything upside down.

			Inside, I tiptoed my way under and around the massive, green leaves growing from the pumpkin vines.

			“Oop, ‘scuse me there. My bad,” I said when I bumped into one of the veggies. Okay, I know it was only a pumpkin, but I wasn’t about to get ousted from the garden for rude manners.

			“How about this one?” my girl—affectionately nicknamed Scoo by her brothers and two cousins—asked, straddling a gourd that was almost as big as she was and then sitting on the side that was exposed.

			“Let’s pick them all!” her little brother—nickname of Lem—exclaimed, wildly gesturing to the whole patch.

			Their father, Mr. W, explained that only a few of them would fit into the wheelbarrow at a time and even though they would likely pick them all eventually—and maybe even sell the ones they didn’t carve—they were here to pick out their individual pumpkins today only.

			“But can we carve more than one?” Scoo looked expectantly upward and smiled.

			Who in the entire world could say no to that face? Not me, no sir.

			“Yeah! Let’s carve them all!” Lem replied, reaching down past his boots and lifting one of the pumpkins into his arms with a grunt, smearing plant dirt up the front of his shirt.

			All of them, huh? Sounded like a tall order in my opinion, but I guess that’s what they settled on because they started to pick every last pumpkin. After the wheelbarrow was full, they started lining up the leftovers next to the fence so they could come back for a second (and maybe even a third) trip. Not sure how they convinced their dad to get in on that plan exactly, but somehow they did.

			They also cut down some old corn stalks from the garden to use as decorations, and the kids carried those while Mr. W huffed and puffed with the overfilled barrow.

			We—I guess I should say they—got everything back to the yard and unloaded their pickings onto the picnic table right in front of the house. The kids got some binder twine from the upper level of the barn and tied the dried cornstalks together and then tied the bunches to different pillars of the porch.

			After Mr. W got them buckets for the pumpkin guts, knives for cutting off the tops and then cutting out the faces, and a seed bucket (so he could grow more for next year), he headed back to the garden for the second round.

			“I think I’m going to do a wolf silhouette with stars and a moon on my first one,” my girl said to her brother after they’d settled in on the porch with their prizes.

			“I’m going to stick with a weird face for this one,” Lem chimed in, sticking the knife through the top portion of the pumpkin. He began to saw it back and forth around the top to form a circle around the stem.

			I sat and monitored them, making sure they kept themselves safe and were cutting the tops off using the correct procedure—cutting into the pumpkin at a slight side angle as well as down so the cap could be replaced after the insides were taken out, the design had been cut, and a lit candle was placed inside. It’s a very precise procedure, you see. Seemed like they had it covered, though.

			“What are all the corn stalks and pumpkins for?” Skiziks asked, curling his tail around his front feet and perching on the top of the picnic table.

			I leapt up to the bench and then to the tabletop and sat down next to him, ready to give him a holiday lesson.

			“You see, every year about this time, people dress up and go around to different houses asking for candy. The folks here don’t go out, though; they host a party and invite their friends over instead.”

			“Are they hungry? Did they run out of food so they need the candy to eat?” He looked half confused and half saddened by this question.

			I had to think for a moment to remember why they went out in the first place asking for candy. Why, if it were me, I wouldn’t be asking strangers for candy. No sir, I’d just eat my own. Unless, maybe, they didn’t have their own and then Skiziks would be right. Maybe they were hungry. Hmm ...

			“You know, those are good thoughts there. Maybe we’ll have to look into that more and see if you’re right.” I said this with a pretty straight face, but inside I was beginning to wonder.

			Hokey Pete! If my family were starving and all they could do to help themselves survive the coming winter months was to invite friends over for a party, what kind of job was I doing? Eating all that fine cat food they fed us without a guilty thought too. By George, we’d just have to look into that.

			“So they dress themselves up with the corn stalks then? Do the pumpkins go on their heads?” Skiziks’ voice broke into my thoughts and shattered my concentration.

			“Good heavens, no. That would be extremely strange. Humans might be odd, but they’re not that weird. No, they dress up their homes with the corn stalks, and most people put the pumpkins on their front porches after they carve faces into them. Then at night, they put candles inside and light them so the faces glow.”

			“Well, that sounds scary.” He blinked with wide eyes down at the two kids sitting on the ground pulling out the pumpkins’ insides and throwing them into buckets. “Or it could be cute, depending on what they carve. They seem real happy, though.”

			“Yes, yes, they do.” Honestly, now that I was thinking about all of this and someone was asking questions about things I’d never bothered to wonder, it was all starting to seem rather curious to me.

			“So do the pumpkins on the porches mean the people in those houses have candy? They light them up at night to let the starving people know they can come ask for what they need? That’s mighty neighborly of them.” Skiziks nodded and slowly flapped his tail up and down. “I bet the people who dress up do it so they can hide their shame of having no food and asking for it for free. And I bet the people who dress up their homes do it so people will feel a little happier when they see how pretty it looks.”

			“Hmm, that does seem like it could be the case. But then, if my family dresses up their home, do they have candy or not? Are they actually starving? If they’re not, then why do they dress themselves up and ask for candy from other people?”

			“Who are they asking for the candy? You said they didn’t leave the house but had people come here.” Skiziks remembered more than I gave him credit for.

			My ears perked up. “That’s right. Once they’ve all come over, they go around to the different doors of this house, knock on them, and get candy from whoever’s inside. Maybe the W’s don’t have any candy or food and the people who come to the party bring it all.”

			“Maybe the W’s just supply the house and the decorations, and the food is brought by the rest of them,” Skiziks mused.

			“That’s a lot of maybes. But maybe you’re right, Skiziks. Maybe the W’s are in need of more to eat, but they can’t get it so their friends bring it to them.”

			“I hope if I ever need food I have friends who would bring it to me,” he said with a thoughtful look on his face.

			I stared at him for a minute. How had I never noticed this before? Every year my family was starving and the only way they could get food was by dressing up their home with corn stalks and carving pumpkins for their porch. I wasn’t sure what I could do, but this all had to change.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			The Eve of Night
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			Several days passed, and evening was on the eve of breaking. It was October thirty-first. That’s right, you guessed it: Halloween. The night my family invited a bunch of their friends to come visit them. They would play games and go to the different doors on the house, knocking and then performing a trick to get a treat in return. This was the night I had been blind to for years, thinking it was all in frivolous fun! But really they were reaching out to their friends in desperation, trying to stockpile enough candy to get them through the approaching winter months.

			I had decided not to press the issue of finding Skiziks’ home these last few days since I would need him to help me look into the bigger issue on the farm and help me come up with a solution to fix the mass food shortage. I figured after this was all sorted, then we could take a stroll down the other side of the road to see if his home was there. And if it wasn’t? Well, I wasn’t prepared to ask that question just yet, my mind was on other problems. Food problems.

			“How we going, Skiziks? All set? Feeling ready to sneak around and do some reconnaissance?” I rolled my shoulder blades and stretched out my back legs.

			He looked at me, and I think if he were a dog his tongue would have popped right out of his mouth and his tail might have wagged a good bit. “Yeah, super ready. I’m good at getting places without people noticing until after I get there.”

			“Right. Like the porch?”

			He nodded and looked pleased with himself. I squinted my eyes at him. Was he really a cat who’d lost his memory and ended up on some random porch by accident and had no clue about half of anything? Or did he know exactly what he was doing, exactly who he was, and exactly where he was? A clever mastermind under the fake facade? Yeah, not likely. I shook my head to clear those preposterous thoughts away. I didn’t have the time to wonder about it anyway.

			“Well then, all that’s left is to see about enlisting one more agent. One who can slip through the darkness like a black cat.”

			“Oh, that’s funny!” Skiziks laughed and hit the ground once with his left front paw. “I thought Vader was a black cat.”

			I rolled my eyes. He clearly wasn’t understanding, but that was fine.
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			“Yes, she is. And she’s just the cat for the job. Small, light on her feet, and able to blend into the shadows. Now, we’ll just have to see if she’s able to help us out. She and I and her brother, Poofenheimer, were buds growing up for a while, all of us arriving at relatively the same time here on the farm. I’m sure she’ll lend a paw when she hears about the plight the W’s are in.”

			Of course, I’m always wrong every once in a blue moon. I hadn’t looked at the moon tonight, but I didn’t think it was blue ...

			“That sounds like a very pressing matter, but I don’t know if I can leave Misty here on his own for that long.” Vader glanced over at her son, who was playing in the hay next to the tall shelving units in the upper barn. She looked back at us with a knowing nose twitch and whispered, “He sometimes gets the notion he could fly if he were to jump off something tall enough. I can’t let him do that or he’ll bust his tail.”

			“That would be unfortunate,” I agreed, trying to think through the options of what we could do to help her so she could help everyone else by being our inside eyes and ears.

			“I could watch your kid, ma’am,” Skiziks offered, a lopsided grin on his face as he watched the half-grown kitten bouncing and pouncing through the hay. “Seems like fun.”

			I quickly butted in, “No, that won’t do. I need you out there, little buddy.” This was a bullet I wanted to dodge, as it were. Skiziks would no doubt keep the little fella entertained, but he would also just as likely join in on the jumping off of places that were really tall, and then they would both wind up with busted tails.

			“Well, if he can’t watch him and you both have to go on this important mission, I don’t think I can help you, sorry,” she said with a sad nod to one side. “I’ve got to keep this little one in line. Misty, don’t eat that! You spit that out now!” She whirled around and glared at the black kitten until he spit the random pebble he’d found on the ground back out.

			“Aw, Mom,” he whined, and shuffled his paw on the cement floor. “I was just taking it to my hideout, I wasn’t going to eat it.”

			“Well, never mind. Just leave it be. You don’t know where it’s been. Now behave or we’ll have to go to bed early. Let me finish talking with these two and then we’ll play a game.”

			I hadn’t noticed, but Skiziks had walked back over to the sliding barn door during this exchange and was peering out into the yard by the house.

			“Hey, some more cars are pulling in,” he informed me.

			I nodded. That was good. It meant the party would be starting soon and we could make our move. It also meant we were running out of time, and Misty’s bedtime wasn’t for a bit yet, which meant his mama couldn’t help us out like I had hoped. The plan was falling to ribbons. Fiddlesticks. What to do, what to do ...

			“I really wish I could help you, Big, I really do. I just can’t neglect my duties as a mother.”

			“I understand, Vader. Thanks anyways. Somehow I’ll come up with another plan to make this run smoothly.” I gave her an understanding nod.

			Skiziks watched me as I said goodbye and walked over to where he was sitting by the door. We looked out into the night, and I thought it might rain later by the look of the clouds. If that happened our entire plan would be in shambles and we’d be ruined. The W’s would spend another year in candy-stashing near-starvation.

			“Don’t worry,” Skiziks said, having noticed the downtrodden expression that had come over my entire being. Even my tail was drooping for goodness’ sake!

			He smiled at me and placed a paw on my back. “I’ve got an idea.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Hide and Sneak
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			How did I get saddled with babysitting? This was Skiziks’ grand plan and somehow I’d gone along with it. In the long run it meant Vader could get into the house and ask the two house kitties the questions we needed answers to and Skiziks could be the distraction to help her get in and out again. And, I suppose, it meant Misty-Bird wouldn’t be leaping off any high rafters or platforms and his mother’s mind would be at rest. But really? Me? The mastermind of this entire operation and I was stuck in the upper barn watching a kid root around in the hay and trying to keep my tail from being stomped on and my whiskers from getting tweaked. Not exactly my idea of a party. Oh, what my people would do for me if they knew how much I sacrificed for them.

			“Hey, Mister Big, you want to play hide-and-seek with me? Huh, do ya?” Misty asked me when I didn’t reply to his first or second, or maybe even third, question. All the same thing: if I would play hide-and-seek.

			I guess I was a little distracted. But what’s a guy to do? Sending two of his friends off on a mission and then staying behind himself? I felt like I had wheels and gears in my stomach, and let me tell you, it’s not a comfortable feeling. You know, we barn cats aren’t allowed inside the house, but I had just sent two of them off to do that very thing, and I was sitting here, safe in the barn. My conscience was eating me up from the inside.

			“Well, will ya? Will ya?” The black kitten bounced up and down in front of me.

			I held out a paw to slow his jumps and blinked into the ceiling. “Whoa there, little buster. Slow down. You’re fixin’ to make me sick with all that bouncing you’re doing. Alright, we’ll play a quick game of hide-and-seek and then I think your mom said it was time to head down to bed.”

			“Aw, bed’s not my favorite. Won’t you let me stay up till she gets back?”

			How was I supposed to tell the boy his mother might not be coming back? How was I supposed to feel knowing I would be responsible for leaving this child an orphan?

			Okay, okay, it wasn’t all that bleak. But it sure as cat kibble felt like it. I sighed.

			“Sorry, son, that’s gonna be way past your bedtime. I could take you down to bed right now. But if you come downstairs afterwards without any fussing, I’ll play a game with you first. Deal?”

			He looked to be thinking it over and weighing the options in his mind. He finally nodded and jumped back to his feet. “Alright, so long as I get to be the one to hide!”

			“Yes, sure, that’ll be fine. I’ll just go sit on the lawnmower and count to one hundred.”

			He watched me walk over to the green and yellow machine and hop up onto the cushioned seat. I wrapped my tail around my two front paws and closed my eyes, starting to count out loud. “One, two, three, four, five, six ...

			“...Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine, one hundred.”

			I opened my eyes and blinked the surroundings back into focus.

			Bats. That was the first thing I saw, all the bats hanging from the rafters in the barn like little upside-down mice with wings. A few of them dropped off their perches and flew their flip-flopped way out of the crack in the sliding door and into the night beyond.

			I hopped off the lawnmower seat and sniffed the air. “Ready or not, here I come.”

			You might have been surprised to learn that I could count to one hundred, but I’ve been to school many times in my years of living here. You see, when Mrs. W holds classes out in the schoolhouse instead of inside the main house, us cats are allowed inside to get some water and nap on the lovely cat tower the oldest son and Mr. W made for us. It’s best when you get there first and can take the top seat by the window. So yes, I can count that high and maybe even higher. I really haven’t had the need, though.

			“Here kitty, kitty,” I called, wondering if the boy would make a simple mistake and forget what we were playing so I could quickly find him and whisk him off to bed. Hmm, my wish was not granted. The kid must have played this game a time or two before. I’d have to find him the old-fashioned way: by actually looking for him.

			I started over in the hay pile against the barn’s back wall. He seemed to enjoy playing in it earlier; maybe he had gotten himself in between a few of the bales and was hunkered down chuckling to himself over the clever choice of a hiding spot.

			I peeked around the bales and circled the lot, looking for the little kid. I didn’t see him initially, so I began to root about in the hay at the base of the bales that were loose and easy to dig in. Boy, was I surprised to find not one kitty but two!

			“Hokey Pete!” I jumped back as two heads rose out of the pile and blinked their glowing eyes at me. “Eh heh, sorry there, boys. Didn’t see you.”

			They blinked back at me slowly, and I shook my tail. It was the two brothers, Black Poof and Tiger Poof. I remember hearing about when they were kittens, how they were hiding in pretty much the exact same spot when the older W boy stepped on one of them by accident, and by George, I could see how he had done it! I had done the exact same thing! What was with them lurking under the hay like that anyways? Kinda strange, if you ask me.

			“Hey, you didn’t happen to see the little kid, did ya? Misty-Bird? We’re just playing hide-and-seek.” I tried once again to break the awkward silence. What did you say to someone whose head you’d just stepped on?

			They looked at each other and yawned pretty much at the same time, which got my jaw to stretching, and I let one out too.

			“If you’re playing hide-and-seek, wouldn’t it be cheating if we told you where he was?” Black Poof asked, finally.

			“If we knew where he was,” Tiger added. They both yawned again.

			Hmm, they had a point. And—yawn—goodness, was it that late already?

			“Look, I just need to find him so I can put him to bed. I gotta get out there to my friends and make sure everything is running smoothly.” I yawned again. Boy, those things had a way of sneaking up on you.

			“Are you worried they’ll bungle the mission?” Tiger Poof asked. Looking up at the rafters, he yawned.

			“Well, no.” I paused a beat. “And yes. Mostly just Skiziks. He hasn’t been here long, and I’m not sure he fully understands the situation.” I yawned. Whew, the night air sure was getting to me.

			“Sounds as if you don’t trust this new cat.” Black Poof sniffed as if he was going to sneeze, but he just yawned instead.

			“Well ...” I paused and thought back through our misadventure in the woods. Gulp. I mean the Deer Sanctuary. Yikes. “Yeah, his memory is a little lacking, and he tends to be a bit impulsive. Otherwise, he’s a great guy. You should meet him sometime.”

			The brothers exchanged a look and then turned their lazy eyes back to me.

			“He got me lost in the Deer Sanctuary just the other day, an experience I’d rather not relive,” I blurted. Their stares had seemed a little accusing, and hey, I wanted to give them a reason to believe what I was saying.

			I felt a yawn coming on, but I swallowed the pesky thing before it could come out and keep us all in this never-ending cycle. I could also tell my words had some sort of impact on the two, and I knew why. Their brother, who’d gone missing inside that place and had never come back, must have been brought to mind. Maybe to them, I was some sort of living marvel who’d made it out of those woods alive.

			They stood up together, shook the hay off their backs, and smiled at me in a slow old-cat kind of way.

			“The kid is that way,” Tiger whispered, his weird lion-shaped tail flicking to the side. “We think he slipped into the old cabinet by the stairs.”

			“Thank you,” I whispered back. “You’re doing a great service to the farm. Believe me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			The Secret Mission
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			Who knew one kid could put up so much fuss at bedtime? Probably any mother with a small child would know, but who else? I’d found him—maybe not all that fair and square—and he’d come down to the lower barn without so much as a peep, like we’d agreed. At that point I must have been lulled into a false sense of security because I sure wasn’t prepared for all the whining that ensued when I asked him to get his hiney into bed and settle down for the night.

			Somehow, I managed to get him to lay down and eventually to sleep. I slipped out of the barn more quietly than a mouse with sneakers on. I’m telling you, I was as silent as the grave. I tiptoed my way around the back and side of the barn and made my way toward the house.

			Finally feeling far enough away, I burst into a fast gait and bounded up the path between the van shed and the garage. I nearly tripped on my tail and choked on my whiskers when I heard a little scream. I about jumped clean out of my fur! My front feet fumbled, and I came crashing to the ground on my chin with a thud. In the near distance I heard the sound of cows mooing, wolves howling, roosters cock-a-doodle-doo-ing, and a couple other random noises. Was that a police siren? I must have been going insane because we had neither cows, wolves, nor roosters on this farm. And why in the world would the police be here? I hadn’t called in any security forces yet.

			I got back to my feet, brushed myself off, and looked around for whatever had screamed.

			“Hello?” I asked into the darkness, the moon beaming its bright face down on the fall grass. “Is anyone there? Who screamed?”

			“Oh dear,” a little voice muttered into the night, and I heard a tsking sound rising up from somewhere to my right.

			I peered over to the side and almost rolled my eyes in relief. It was the woolly bear from the woods. Or, at least, it sure looked like him.

			“Hey, remember me? I met you just the other day,” I said, chuckling to myself at my skittishness.

			The little guy’s head turned to me, and he looked upward. “I don’t believe we have met, sir.”

			“Ah, I’d know that fuzzy face anywhere.” I flicked my tail and twitched my whiskers. “You’re Fred, I’m Big, and the only one missing is Skiziks.”

			“Big?” He sounded my name out curiously.

			“Your name is Fred, right?”

			“Of course! But I’m afraid we, sir, have never met before. And what an odd way of meeting in the first place! You nearly stepped on me!” He sounded a bit indignant, so I quickly interjected.

			“I am sorry for that, Fred, but I’m on a top secret mission to save the farm from starvation. It was nice to meet you, or meet you again, or whatever the case may be. I hope you have a great night and no one steps on you again ever. Best of luck, merry Christmas, happy birthday, and please take a slice of grass to go—it’s on the house.” I slapped a smart salute in his direction with my front paw, turned tail, and raced away. Or rather, darted to the car parked closest to the house and peered out from under it in the direction of the porch and the weird animal noises.

			Ah yes, I wasn’t going crazy. You see, I knew for a fact that we didn’t have any roosters or cows, and I sure hoped there weren’t any wolves around. But it wasn’t actual animals making those sounds at all; it was my family and their friends out in the ball field playing a game. It was one Mr. W had come up with, and it was a favorite to play on party nights like this with lots of other folks. They simply took a slip of paper from the hat supplied by Mr. W and read it to themselves–it had the name of an animal on it (or sometimes a police car or train). After everyone had their papers and they had all wandered out into the ball field, Mr. W would turn off the yard light, and the animal sounds would explode. The goal was to find the others of your “species” amidst the noise of the other animals all while in complete darkness. The first group to get all together were the winners. It was loud to me and looked like chaos, but they seemed to enjoy it. And it was the perfect distraction for me to slip by unnoticed.

			I made my way toward the porch, pausing in the shadows cast by the pine tree near the house and the picnic tables in the yard near the driveway. Everyone still seemed to be having fun with their game, and Mr. W had just turned the yard light back on so they could regroup and pass out new slips of paper to play again. I snuck to the porch quickly, jumped the single step, and slipped down the section that held the bench—the bench I had met Skiziks under that fateful night several days ago and the very same bench that I now found him beneath.

			“Skiziks,” I whispered, sitting down and acting like nothing was happening. We were just two friendly kitties, minding our own business.

			When he didn’t answer me I tried saying his name again. “Skiziks.”

			Still nothing.

			I glanced sideways at him and he was staring over at me with a big sloppy grin, the tip of his tail twitching back and forth. I gave him a significant look.

			“Skiziks.”

			“Yep, that’s my name alright. You’ve said it three times now.”

			“And you didn’t respond to the first two, so I had to say it three times.” I rolled my eyes.

			“Oh, you wanted me to say something? Sorry, just thought you were trying out different ways to say my name. Can we try again? I’ll answer this time.”

			I sighed and tried not to grimace. “Sure, okay, let’s do this.” I paused. “Skiziks.”

			“Oh! Hey, Big! Would you look at that moon tonight? Nice evening, ain’t it?” He nodded at his own questions and blinked off into the darkness.

			The humans were all congregating right in front of us and on the porch in front of the door, lining up to get their new papers and then head back out into the ball field, which was out past the woodshed. I waited until they had begun to walk back in that direction, then I turned my piercing blue eyes to the other kitty beside me.

			“Excuse me? Since when were we talking about the evening? I don’t want to talk about the evening. I want to know about the mission!” Needless to say I was a bit exasperated. “I didn’t bust my tail putting the kid to bed and playing hide-and-seek so we could discuss the moon!”

			“Oh, my bad. Seems tonight my mind is all misplaced, and I forgot you’d be here so early. I wasn’t expecting to see you till later.” He sounded apologetic, and I felt a little bad.

			The yard light flipped off, and I sighed deeply, trying to contain myself, breathe, and think more rationally and less emotionally. Out in the ball field the sound of various animals began to rise into the crisp, clear sky. After they were done with their game—however many times they would play it—they would be doing their door-to-door quest for treats, and that would be when we’d sneak our operative out of the house and back to the barn where she belonged. None of the humans any the wiser. And it was then that we could finally learn how bad the food situation was.

			I took another deep breath as the animal sounds slowly faded and were replaced with shouts of “We won! We found each other first!” and “I feel like we were first, though!” Shortly after, the yard light flipped back on again.

			I glanced over at Skiziks and sighed. “You got her in there without being seen?” I asked, referring to Vader and sneaking her into the house while the people trailed out to play their game.

			Skiziks nodded, and he looked back at me with high hopes written in the depths of his eyes.

			Man, I felt like a jerk. I threw a paw across his shoulders and nodded. “You did good, son. No hard feelings. Sorry about flying off the handle. Now, let’s finish this mission. The candy bowls are about to come out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			A Trick for a Treat
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			The group of people flowed past us as Mr. W handed out plastic shopping bags from the porch and numbered people off into four groups—since there were four doors on the house and having people split up kept the traffic flowing. They did this every year. Skiziks and I snuck closer to the door and hunkered down to wait and see if Vader would appear. One of the grownups had taken a candy bowl and was standing in the doorway.

			As the kids filed past and up the porch steps to knock and perform their tricks to receive their treats, Skiziks and I kept a weather eye open, our ears trained for the slightest of sounds. Which didn’t end up coming in handy when someone in the group decided to yodel for their trick, and it was mighty loud! I’m pretty sure we both winced. I know I did at least. Great harpoons in the night! I was not prepared for that.

			I turned my listening volume down a few notches and turned my observation instincts up, trying to catch sight of the lady cat and whether or not she was lurking in the entryway of the house behind the human woman’s legs. Hmm… I didn’t see anything except boots and shoes.

			“You think she’ll come out a different door?” Skiziks asked after the first group of trick-for-treaters… treat-and-trickers… tricky tricksters… whatever. After the first group of kids moved on and the next group arrived.

			“Hmm, maybe. However, this is the door with the widest porch area and the most shadows. It would be the easiest to get out of. I’m going to wait. If you want to take a look somewhere else, that’s fine. Just don’t stay too long. Once she gets out, we’re making a beeline for the barn.”

			“Got it. If I don’t see her, I’ll just follow the bees to the barn.” He paused and I stared at him. “Won’t it be a bit hard to see normal ol’ bees in the dark? Wouldn’t it be better to have fireflies make you a line to the barn?”

			I just rolled my eyes and motioned for him to get going. There was no point in arguing the issue; we’d be there for days talking about bees, fireflies, lines, and who knows what else that didn’t pertain to anything we were doing or thinking and nothing we were hoping.

			He slipped off silently and slinked around the side of the house—I was actually pretty impressed with his slinking abilities. If we could just shine up his memories and get him some classes on slang words and sentences, he would turn out pretty alright. To be honest, I found myself hoping we wouldn’t find his home and he could stay here. After all, I needed some help to make sure the farm ran smoothly, espcially if we found out tonight the rumors of a food shortage were true; there was a lot to handle and a lot to get your paws dirty with.

			I waited there, trying to look like I was minding my own business but keeping almost everything on high alert. Group after group cycled through, and we were on the second round of Group Three when I saw a whisper of a shadow behind the lady in the doorway. I leapt to my feet, and when I was sure it was Vader, I jumped between the people on the porch and let out a yowl that would have knocked your socks off. I’m pretty sure everyone leapt in surprise and looked at me, which was the whole point. A couple of them had hands over their hearts or to their mouths, but they were all smiles when they realized it was just a kitty-cat. A few even asked who had stepped on my tail. Ha ha! It had worked. Vader had slipped out into the dark behind them as their attention was fixed on me.

			I flicked my tail in farewell, though most of them had already turned back to the candy anyways, and darted off toward the barn. Ready to finally get some solid answers.
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			“I heard you wail, and I nearly tripped myself running all the way back here. I didn’t see any bees though, probably cause I was running so fast.” Skiziks panted, sitting down just inside the cat opening at the back of the lower barn. “Hope I didn’t step on any of the bees. It doesn’t feel like I did.” He picked up each of his front paws and inspected them in the weak light of the moon that was filtering in through the cobweb-dusted windows above us.

			Vader looked to me with confusion on her petite face, and I simply shook my head and cleared my throat. I’d sort Skiziks out later.

			“What’d you find out, Operative V?” I asked, trying to whisper so as not to wake the other sleeping residents. “Are they wasting away on the inside? Must we take desperate measures to ensure there’s enough food for them with winter at our very doorstep?”

			“No.” She shook her head and shrugged her little black shoulders.

			“We’ll store up mice and whatever birds we can find. Start rationing the food we eat at meals so they won’t have to spend so much on our food and can afford their own. We’ll even eat hay all winter if that’ll help! We’ll...” I trailed off and my mouth hung open with other words I was thinking of saying. My brain had finally caught up with what she had said.

			“No?” I repeated back to her. “You mean there’s no food shortage?”

			She shook her head again and licked her right paw. “No. They have plenty of it, and both Softy and Kit said they’ve seen the pantry shelves stocked, and Mr. W still goes out for groceries. And,” she added, putting her paw back down. “They had heaps of food set out for their party tonight. So many delicious smells. I was a little late getting out because I was detailing their lovely spread of morsels. Garlic pretzels, white chocolate chip and strawberry cake, fruit and veggies, and oh,” she paused dramatically as she sorted through her memories and licked her lips, “cookie bars.”

			Oh, cookie bars. Just the mention of the name made my mouth water and my mind wander off in a dream of heavenly goodness. They were pretty much chocolate chip cookies, just in bar form, and oh, so delicious. I blinked my eyes and tried to remind myself of our purpose. I had to get this straightened out.

			“Hmm, that is a lot of food for people who are starving. Are we sure their guests didn’t bring it all?” I asked, looking at every possibility. I had to make sure we didn’t need to go into red alert mode.

			Vader nodded her little head resolutely. “Absolutely. Straight from Softy’s mouth. She saw them baking all day, and Kit did too.”

			“Well, I’ll be.” I stood up and began pacing back and forth in front of them, their eyes following my movement.

			“Isn’t that all good news?” Skiziks asked, curious as to why I looked so serious.

			I stopped pacing and looked at them both with graveness. “Yes, it’s great news to know the family isn’t starving and they’ll be fine throughout the coming months and even years. Likewise, we’ll also be well taken care of, if there was ever a doubt of that. However,” I lowered my voice even more and moved in a step, “someone has been spreading rumors that there was a food shortage, and we have to find whoever it was and make them retract their statement and promise to never tell another falsehood in their lives. This could have sent the whole farm into a needless panic about nothing and brought fear and doubt down upon us all. We might have made some crazy decisions, and everything we know and love would have been thrown wildly out of proportion.”

			Let me just insert at this point that you probably know who started the rumor and that you’re probably wondering why I didn’t when I was there and even took part. Well, let me just tell you that my jobs and position take a lot of my attention and time and I think I was still recovering from the scare of the Deer Sanctuary so my mind wasn’t fully functioning when I happened to have that odd conversation with Skiziks on the picnic table, the one where we thought that my family might be starving to death. No, this doesn’t let me off the hook for any of it, but I’m just letting you know, I was still recovering from the stress of earlier and that made my judgment waver a bit. I don’t know why I chose to believe someone who didn’t even know their left from their right, but I did. Like I said, wavering judgment.

			At this point, all I could say was that I was glad the mission hadn’t gone awry and everyone was safe and the farm wouldn’t be suffering this winter in regard to food.

			Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go have a long talk with the fella who started this whole thing. Have a great night. And happy Halloween.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Duck, Duck, Goose
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			Days later, after things had settled down a bit, Skiziks and I walked down the right side of the road to look for his home. As we walked Skiziks hummed a tune of his own making called “The Red and White Cars.” It went like this:

			“Look at the red and white cars,

			the ones with stripes and stars;

			hear them roar, hear them roar,

			zooming down the road.

			Look at the pink and green vans,

			full of bottles and cans;

			hear them roar, hear them roar,

			zooming down the road.

			Look at the snazzy new trucks;

			sure hope they’re not driven by ducks;

			hear them roar, hear them roar,

			zooming down the road.”

			A touch more inventive than the one he sang to me on our last road trip.

			We visited all the houses on both sides of the road and made our rounds, ending up back on the farm as the sun began to sink a bit on the horizon.

			“Oh, look up there!” Skiziks exclaimed once we were halfway up the circular driveway. He pointed to the sky in wonder and bounced a little. “It’s some ducks! I was just singing about those earlier.”

			“Naw,” I said, shaking my head and walking on. “Those are geese. Flying south for the winter.”

			“They fly south? Don’t they like it here?” He hurried to catch up with me.

			“Some people, or animals in this case, just can’t stand the cold when it comes to winter-time. So they head south where it’s warmer and where they find food to eat and a place to live until it warms back up over here.”

			“But do they ever come back?” He looked up at them one last time.

			“They sure do. Some humans call the people who do that ‘Snow Birds.’ They fly away when the snow comes and come back when it leaves.”

			“Sure would be fun to try someday,” he mused.

			I had a fleeting thought—what if Skiziks’ owners were like the geese and they left for the South in the late fall? What if they had looked for him but couldn’t find him and had to leave without him? If that were the case, they’d be back come late spring and summer. Until then, I guess he’d have to stay here.
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			“You want to fly south with those birds? Or would you like to stay here on the farm?” I stopped near the porch and turned to look at him. His eyes were wide, and he had paused in his tracks.

			“You mean it? I can stay here? I haven’t even found my real home yet.” He sounded hopeful but also like he didn’t want to get his hopes up too high.

			“We’ve looked but no one seems to be the people you belong to. Either you were dropped off here cause your original family couldn’t take care of you anymore and knew you needed a good home, or you never had a real home to begin with. And besides, flying south with the geese would be awful hard since you don’t have wings.” I sat my fuzzy rear down on the withered grass.

			“I don’t remember if I had a real home,” he murmured, and his head kinda drooped a little.

			“Then this will be your first real home. And I guess that makes me, and everybody else here, your first real family.”

			His eyes lit up, and he grinned bigger than I’ve ever seen a cat grin before—again, if he were a dog, his tail would have been going a mile a minute and his tongue would have popped clean out of his mouth.

			“My first real home!” he exclaimed, looking around the barnyard like it was the first time he had ever seen it.

			I nodded and threw a paw over his shoulder. “Welcome home, Skiziks.”

			THE END

		

	
		
			If you enjoyed Big’s first book, would you please leave him a review on Amazon or Goodreads? Just search Big the Barn Cat.

			Thanks for reading!

		

	
		
			Extras

			If you take a picture of yourself, family, or friends doing any of the fun extras listed below, ask your parents if you can send it to bigthebarncat@gmail.com, and I’ll share it on my social media.
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			Recipe: Cookie Bars

			Time: 30–40 minutes.

			Ingredients:

			1 cup of butter–not melted

			½ cup white sugar

			½ cup packed brown sugar

			2 eggs

			1 teaspoon vanilla

			2 cups flour

			1 teaspoon salt

			1 teaspoon baking soda

			Half a bag of chocolate chips

			Directions:

			
					Preheat the oven to 375 °F.

					Cream together butter and both sugars.

					Add the eggs and vanilla. Mix until combined.

					Add the flour, salt, and baking soda. Mix until a dough forms.

					Add the chocolate chips and mix until well dispersed.

					Grease a 9x13 pan and spread the cookie dough evenly into it.

					Bake for 20–30 minutes. Tip: The longer you cook them the more cake-like they become. Twenty minutes is a good gooey cookie and twenty-five minutes is a good middle ground. Thirty is usually too dry for me, but if you like that, it’s also an option.

					Let cool and enjoy!

			

			Please ask an adult to help you! The oven will be hot, and we don’t want anyone getting burned!
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			Activity: Pumpkin Carving Or Painting

			What You’ll Need To Carve:

			
					1 medium to large pumpkin per person involved (small pumpkins don’t work as well for this)

					A bucket for the seeds/pumpkin guts (the bigger the pumpkin the bigger the bucket you’ll need)

					A giant spoon for scooping/scraping out the seeds and insides

					A tarp or old sheet to lay over the floor if you’re carving inside

					A pencil for drawing the design on the pumpkin

					A sharp knife for cutting off the top and carving the face (Please ask an adult to help you!)

					A candle to go inside once you’re finished

			

			Directions:

			
					If you’re inside, put down the tarp or sheet to protect the floor from falling pumpkin seeds and guts.

					Set up your bucket next to you for the seeds.

					Ask for help carving out the top and stem of your pumpkin so you can get inside it. The cut should be in a circle around the pumpkin’s stem—far enough out to give you a decent-sized top, but not so far out it’s the entire top of the pumpkin. Cut into the pumpkin at an angle so that once you have gotten the “lid” and stem off, you can set it back on and it will rest there without falling inside (this will help keep the light from the candle from shining through the top once the pumpkin is finished).

					Once the stem and lid have been removed, cut the hanging seeds and insides off the lid and put them into the bucket.

					Go wild! All the stringy guts and seeds inside have to be completely cleaned out or else they could catch on fire if you put a candle in there! Scrape the sides and bottom with the big spoon if you need help detaching the insides. Throw it all inside the bucket. Tip: Want to try to grow your own pumpkins? Save some of the seeds to plant next spring. Make sure they dry out before you put them into a plastic bag to save.

					Once all the insides have been taken out and the pumpkin is nice and clean inside, take a minute to draw up your design—either in your mind or on a spare piece of paper. Then draw it on the pumpkin with the pencil. Tip: You can’t erase the pencil marks once they’re on your pumpkin (they’ll show up as a darker orange), so make sure you’re confident before you begin. And don’t worry, if you do make a mistake, once it’s out in the dark with the candle lit inside, you won’t be able to tell!

					With an adult’s help (please respect if they ask you to just watch), carve out the face or design you’ve drawn on your pumpkin. Throw all the extra pieces into the bucket with the seeds. Tip: Is there a spot that’s pretty skinny once you’ve cut out the shapes that might be too flimsy to stay by itself? Take some toothpicks and add them to the thinner spots for stability).

					Find a candle, put the pumpkin on the porch, set the candle inside the pumpkin, and ask an adult to light the candle. Tip: Wide-based candles are best so they don’t tip over. If you don’t have a wide-based candle, take a smaller one and melt a little wax into a non-flammable container—old tuna cans that have been washed and saved are great for this!—and then quickly stick the candle’s base into the hot wax. After the wax dries, you can set the container in the pumpkin and light the candle.

					They look awesome! Take some pictures!

					Clean up.

			

			Some Pumpkin Design Ideas:

			
					Carve or paint a face with one square eye and one triangular eye, a big ol’ smile with a few teeth showing or missing, and a little nose in between.

					Try a silhouette of an animal, car, boat, or plane.

					Words are easier to paint then carve, but you can do either!

					Do you have a show you really enjoy? Try a symbol or a character from one of those.

					A flower.

					A paw print!

			

			What You’ll Need To Paint:

			
					1 large, medium, or small pumpkin per person involved

					A pencil to draw the design on the pumpkin(s)

					A tarp, old sheet, or newspaper to go under the pumpkin(s) where you’re painting

					Paints (acrylic works well)

					Paint brushes

					Water for rinsing off paint from brushes

					Paper towel or a small rag to dry off the paint brushes

					A paint holder or old plastic container lid

					Old clothes you can get paint on

			

			Directions:

			
					Put down the tarp, sheet, or newspaper under your pumpkin to save whatever surface you’re working on from any paint drops or splatters. Make sure you’re also wearing your old clothes, the ones you can get paint on.

					On a piece of extra paper, draw up your design and then draw it on your pumpkin with the pencil. Tip: You can’t erase the marks you’ll make with the pencil once they’re on your pumpkin (they’ll show up as a darker orange), so make sure you’re confident before you begin. Don’t worry too much if you make a mistake, you can always cover it with extra paint.

					Choose your colors and put the paint—little bits at a time as you need it, or ask a grown-up for help—onto the paint holder or lid.

					Using the paintbrush, add the paint for your design to the pumpkin. Wash off the brush in the water between colors and dry it on the paper towel or small rag before choosing a new color.

					Let it dry before you move it too much! Place it some-where where you can see your lovely design.

					Clean up.

			

			[image: ]

			Game: Animal Noises Game

			Amount of people: 6 or any higher even number.

			What You’ll Need:

			
					Slips of paper

					A pencil

					A hat or bag

					An open space outside or a large open room inside

			

			How To Play:

			
					Make a slip of paper for every person who is going to play.

					Write animal or vehicle names on the slips—usually three or four slips for each—and fold the slips in half. Example of animals: Cow, Wolf, Cat, Rooster. Example of vehicles: Train, Police Car, Motorcycle.

					Put the folded slips of paper into a hat or bag. Have everyone pick a piece of paper at random. Don’t show anyone what you get!

					Turn off the lights and then begin to make your animal’s (or vehicle’s) sound. Listen for the same sound and move toward it—whoever is making that same sound is your teammate. Find them!

					Whoever finds all their teammates first wins!

					Have fun!

			

			Here’s an example if you play with 6 people:

			With six people there would be two teams of three or three teams of two (the more people on a team and the more teams there are, the more fun it tends to be).

			With teams of two, pick three animals or vehicles, one for each team. Write those animals (or vehicles) down on six slips of paper—two of one noise, two of another, and then two of the last animal or vehicle. Then put them in the hat or bag.

			Mix them up and have everyone pick a slip of paper at random, but don’t let anyone else know what you picked!

			Turn off the lights and begin to make the noise that goes along with what your slip of paper says.

			Find your teammate by listening for the same sound you’re making. Whoever finds their other teammate first wins!

		

	
		
			website

			Visit bigthebarncat.wixsite.com/books for more farm fun!

		

	
		
			About The Author

			Trista Shaye has had dreams since she was small of the things she wanted to accomplish in her life, and being a published author is just one of many. She’s been an avid reader since the beginning and has been writing stories since she could hold a pencil.

			She grew up in the country on her family’s farm with a multitude of animals to take care of and have fun adventures with. Big (or Cotton, as he was first called) was her special kitty on the farm, though she loved all the animals. Feeding the critters each morning and night was one of her jobs, and she had a special whistle she would use to call the cats to eat.

			Big still lives on her family’s farm (as of 2020), even though Trista has now moved out. She still visits him on the farm, and he still remembers the sound of her voice.

		

	
		
			Other Books

			Diana Alderoot and the Gilded Mage

			Diana Alderoot isn’t sure about summer school, but she’s hopeful to learn at least something new and maybe even some magic from their teacher—the first mage to ever visit The Magic Vale. But school isn’t business as usual and the things Diana discovers are about to unravel the very fabric of her realm.

			Determined to uncover the source of evil rising in the world around her, Diana embarks on an adventure that is quite unlike anything she ever expected. For the world is vast and filled with many realms and creatures of all kinds; and Diana is, after all, only one small fairy. What can she do?

			“Trista Shaye’s fantasy novel, Diana Alderoot and the Gilded Mage, has everything a young fantasy reader looks for in a grand adventure: good, evil, fairies, wizards and magic. Trista Shaye has a way with words, a knack of pulling the reader into the story, making the reader feel a part of the story.

			With the power and imagination of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, Diana Alderoot and the Gilded Mage is an exciting adventure for readers young and old.”

			—Readers’ Favorite, 5 Star Review

			The Guardian Elf Scrolls, Book 1

			Quest for the Swords of Healing

			A storm that heralds the coming of an army of creatures that strike fear and death into those that behold them. A Dark Lord who orders a force of thousands in search of his quarry that has escaped him for ages. That is until he found a scroll that revealed the location of his foes. Earth would soon feel his looming presence.

			Actors for years, eight teenagers work alongside hundreds of others in an attempt to create a medieval film of astounding battle sequences, that is until something puts them off their schedule. Until someone blows up their studio, until two opposing forces divide the teens in half, until mind-blowing possibilities are presented to them of who they really are, and until their world is shaped into another.

			Sent on a quest to find relics of years gone by, the young warriors encounter things that send them reeling, surpass the bounds of reality, and remove all doubt of their past. Without knowledge of what the relics really look like, or where they lie hidden, the teens embark on the journey of a lifetime to help save their world, or send it into hopeless peril.

			What will happen to the teenagers in this time where combat is deadly real, and if they make a wish, death waits to claim them? Adventures are not always what you make them out to be, sometimes they are so much more… 
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