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DARKNESS RISING

Book One of the Catmage Chronicles






For Neil Clarke, who has waited the longest.

For Sarah Getzler, who never doubted,

and for Kim Fryer, who believed in me.




 

~



✣ O N E ✣

The Dagger in the Moon

“Cats and dogs, living together,” said the tall, gangling man, his lip curled in a sneer. He was part of an odd group that moved through a field beneath the light of the rising full moon. The man held four dogs on leashes. The dogs did not bark or whine, nor strain against the leashes. They walked silently, in step, almost as if they were marching. A black and white cat rode on the man’s right shoulder, while three cats trotted silently behind. None of the cats seemed afraid of the dogs, but the cats were clearly excited about something. One of the cats on the ground was a patchwork tabby, his tail curling over his back as he hurried to keep up with the dogs. The other two were identical chocolate-point Siamese. Their tails whipped back and forth as they ran, ears laid flat against their heads. At the edge of the field, the entire party stopped as if some silent signal had been passed. The tall man turned his head towards the cat on his shoulder.

“Now?” he murmured.

“Now,” said the cat’s voice in his head. The man leaned down and unleashed the dogs, who waited expectantly. He pointed to the small wood downwind from them. “Kill,” he said softly. The dogs raced noiselessly towards the trees. The black and white cat leaped from his shoulder and joined the other cats at the dogs’ heels. The man pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and lit one as he heard the screams and growls coming from the wood. By the time he had finished his cigarette, there were no more screams. He dropped the glowing butt, crushed it under his heel, and went into the wood to retrieve his dogs.

✣       ✣       ✣

Hours later, two cats sat in the empty field. The gems in their collars glittered in the moonlight. An orange and white female sat on a large rock, silhouetted in the night, watching the moon as it appeared slowly from behind a cloud. Her underbelly and left paw were white. The other paws had white socks. Below her shoulders, along her back, was a white patch. Seated nearby on the grass was an elderly, grey tabby with black stripes. The fur on his face, particularly around his muzzle and eyes, was whitening. The moon shone brightly, throwing the cats’ shadows behind them. Goldeneyes shivered on the rock, though the summer night was warm. Something—she couldn’t say what—was bothering her about this night. Her companion flicked back his ears. “Rest time is over, Zahavin,” the older cat said, using her given name. “It’s time to go to the Council meeting. We’re late enough as it is.”

“It’s not our fault we had to elude those stupid children, Master,” Goldeneyes sniffed. “If we hadn’t had to hide from them, we’d have been here in plenty of time.” She leaped down from the rock and followed the older cat as he trotted across the field to a small stand of trees. It irked her that a group of children had seen the two cats and tried to capture them. Not that the children had a chance—Goldeneyes and her master were powerful Catmages. Eluding the children would have been very simple if she’d been allowed to use her powers. But Hakham would not let her. She corrected her thought: The First Law would not let her use her powers in front of children. So she and Hakham had to duck and dodge as simple cats, delaying them for tonight’s Council meeting.

They leaped over a small brook and ran in silence towards the wood. “Old you may be, Hakham, but no one can say you’re not fit,” she said, straining to keep up with him.

“I haven’t seen my brother in ten moons,” Hakham said. “Besides, we have much to do. The Council has been working on a plan of action to—” Hakham stopped short, sniffing. His ears went back and his fur fluffed out. Goldeneyes could smell it, too—Catmages, yes, but there were also the scents of dogs—and blood. She stopped in her tracks. The air was thick with the acrid scents. There was one more, though, that worried her most of all. Smoke. A human had been in the wood. She turned her head from side to side, sniffing.

At her master’s glance, Goldeneyes froze, then followed his example and moved as only a cat could move, slowly, silently, one careful step at a time as if she were stalking prey. They threaded their way noiselessly between the trees, ears and noses twitching, until they reached the center of the small wood. She peered carefully around a tree trunk. There, in a small clearing, near the foot of an ancient oak tree, they saw the Council—or what was left of it. Twelve cats lay scattered around the tree in pools of blood. There were large, bloody paw prints—too big for cats—on the ground. There were no sounds of any other creature nearby. With every sense straining, Goldeneyes and Hakham approached slowly. They found nothing else, only the twelve maimed cats. The dogs that had murdered the Council were now gone.

Dead, Goldeneyes thought. The whole Council is dead. The oldest, wisest, most powerful Catmages on the planet have been murdered! She felt a howl of misery wanting to break free of her throat, choked it back as Hakham leaned down to nuzzle his brother, Niflah. The two tabbies looked so much alike. Hakham closed his eyes in pain. Goldeneyes couldn’t bear to watch any longer. She stepped cautiously between the bodies of the others, searching for anything that might help her make sense of this atrocity. She paused to gaze at the body of Razelle, a sleek, all-black shorthair. She had been known far and wide as The Council’s Prophet. Her wisdom and power had made her almost a legend among Catmages. Yet even her powers could not prevent this slaughter. Goldeneyes bowed her head and turned to go. As she turned, she saw a slight lift of Razelle’s abdomen. “Master!” she cried, “I think she lives! Razelle is still alive!”

Hakham hurried to her side. Razelle was breathing, but it was very shallow. “Help me now, Zahavin,” Hakham said. “A healing spell. Quickly!” He touched his nose to Razelle’s flank, his tail moving rhythmically. Goldeneyes found her tail unconsciously mirroring his. Then she, too closed her eyes in concentration and performed the healing spell with him as Hakham trilled in his throat. The jewels in their collars glowed as they trilled. As the spell ended, Razelle opened her eyes. Her breathing was labored, but her green eyes were clear.

“Rest now, Razelle,” Hakham said. “We’ll cast the greater healing spell soon and bring you back to us.”

“It’s too late, Hakham,” she said. “There is too much damage. Your powers cannot save me.” Her voice was low and ragged with pain. Hakham tried to protest, but Razelle stopped him. “Listen to me. I haven’t much time. The Darkness has returned.” She paused for breath. “It’s worse, far worse than ever before.”

“Who did this to you?” Goldeneyes asked.

“A pack of Wild Ones,” Razelle gasped.

“But Wild Ones are no match for the Council!” said Goldeneyes. The Council members were the strongest Catmages on the planet! How could a handful of failed Catmages kill the members of the Council?

“They had help tonight,” said Razelle. “Dogs. Large, fierce dogs. We had set no guards. Why should we? This has always been a peaceful place.” She drew a long, gasping breath. “They attacked before we even knew they were here. It was very strange. The dogs seemed to be following the Wild Ones’ orders. We had no chance. We couldn’t fight the dogs and the Wild Ones at the same time. The Wild Ones broke through our defenses, and the dogs did the rest.” Razelle grew silent as she glanced around at her fallen comrades. “I am sorry, Hakham. I failed.”

Hakham sat on his haunches quickly, as if he would have fallen had he not. He was trembling, whether with rage, fear, or exhaustion, Goldeneyes couldn’t tell. She stood frozen in shocked silence. Dogs had murdered Catmages over the years, of course. But that was a rare occurrence and generally happened when a Catmage was caught off guard by a wandering pack or trapped by mischance. For dogs to be working with Wild Ones—Goldeneyes strained to remember her history lessons, but she was certain that had never been done before.

Razelle’s tail switched feebly against the ground. “The Wild Ones have done something to these dogs.” She paused for breath. “They were more intelligent than any I’ve ever seen, and the Wild Ones had very strong magic. Something is helping them. I fear it may be a Catmage who defies our Laws.”

“That’s not possible!” Goldeneyes said. “No Catmage would work with our enemies!”

Razelle glanced at Goldeneyes, nodded, and closed her eyes, conserving her strength. Hakham’s voice turned cold. “It has happened before, but it is not widely known, Zahavin,” he said. He turned to Razelle. “I shall find him, Razelle. And I will find the ones who did this to the Council. If a Catmage is indeed behind this, then he will pay the ultimate price.”

“Vengeance is not what is needed,” said Razelle. She lay silent for a few moments, looking off in the distance. Then she closed her eyes. Goldeneyes and Hakham waited for her to speak again. A low, rumbling purr came from her throat. Her eyes snapped open, all color gone, the pupils instead reflecting the crystalline moonlight back at them. Her sides had stopped shuddering. Her breathing was normal.

“The Enemy rises once more,” she said in a strong, deep voice. Goldeneyes and Hakham looked at each other in amazement. Razelle, The Council’s Prophet, was prophesying on her deathbed. There was no other explanation for her sudden strength. “The Darkness will rise at the Dagger in the Moon. The Enemy has enlisted the Evil One from the humans. You must defeat him. But you will not succeed without the aid of a Son of Aaron—a boy who is yet a man.”

“A Son of Aaron? A human? How will we find him?” asked Hakham.

“By his aura you will know him.”

“What?” Goldeneyes asked. “His aura? How can a human have an aura?”

“Razelle? Razelle?” Hakham said. But it was too late. Razelle said no more. Goldeneyes bowed her head in grief as Hakham sang the death song. When he finished, the moon was over the trees.

“Master, I don’t understand,” Goldeneyes said. “How can the Enemy have done this? The Enemy was defeated over three hundred cycles ago by our ancestors, at great cost to us!”

“The Enemy is never truly defeated, only halted for a time in an uneasy peace.” Hakham bowed his head. “Unfortunately for us, that peace is over. I fear Razelle is not the last Catmage we will lose to the Enemy.”

A long cloud crossed the moon as they spoke, throwing its shadow on the clearing. The cats looked up. A ring of copper surrounded the full moon. As they watched, a dark, dagger-shaped cloud crossed the orb. The cloud cut through both ring and moon at an angle, its hilt resting in the top right quarter of the disc.

“The Dagger in the Moon,” Goldeneyes said in a hushed voice. “Razelle’s prophecy is coming true!”

“Then,” Hakham said, “we must make haste to find our Son of Aaron. Let us leave this tragic place. But first, we must give our Council a fitting burial.” They looked around at the dead mages. Suddenly, Zahavin gasped.

“Master! Master! The Magelights! They’re all gone!” As they surveyed the twelve cats lying dead on the ground, that fact finally registered: All of their necks were bare. Their collars, containing the Catmage gems, were missing.

“Zahavin,” Hakham said in a voice filled with fear, “this is far, far worse than we could ever have imagined.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Weeks later, Hakham stood in front of the new Council in the Compound where he lived, while Goldeneyes and a companion sat apart, listening with half an ear to the discussion. Most of the adult Catmages of the Compound stood or sat at a respectful distance. The proceedings were being held publicly due to the unusual circumstance of the entire previous Council being destroyed. Some Catmages had traveled far to be here for the meeting, as news of the previous Council’s deaths had spread throughout Catmage society. Goldeneyes had never seen so many Catmages gathered in one place before. It looked like every Compound in the region had sent at least one representative.

The Council had been droning on for hours, arguing over increasingly minor details. They wouldn’t natter on about this if Nafshi were here, she thought. Nafshi had retired from Council business several years ago, but she would surely have done her duty when called upon to come back. And that was the problem: Nobody could find her. She hadn’t been seen since spring. So far, the Council had argued about whether to send someone to find her, whom to send, how many to send, and where to send them. And each point had taken longer to agree upon. The endless discussion had Goldeneyes trying vainly to remember the human term for the Council’s replacements, those who were not as good as the ones they replaced.

“Second string,” said Letsan. He was a cheerful, ginger Maine Coon cat, several years older than she, who never seemed to take things very seriously.

“Second what?”

“Second string. The phrase you’re looking for is ‘second string.’ It’s used to describe the substitutes for the main set of players in a human game.”

“You were eavesdropping on me.”

“You were projecting, Goldie. I think they can hear your thoughts in the next three counties. Lucky for you the Council is too busy to listen to a couple of nobodies like us.” His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “They’re too busy trying to prove how wise and sophisticated they are. Did you notice how pompous Flathead got when he was picked?”

“Letsan!” Goldeneyes said coldly, “Call me ‘Goldie’ again and I will set fire to your tail. And I strongly suggest,” she added as Letsan yawned, unfazed by her threat, “that you don’t call Kharoom by anything but his name within his hearing. I’m not the only one projecting, it seems.” She nodded toward the Council. A black and white Persian was glaring daggers at Letsan. “He heard you call him Flathead.”

Letsan faced the Persian and opened his mouth in another yawn. “Don’t see how you can tell he’s mad, what with having that squashed-in face to begin with. Talk about fitting into your name!” He stopped at the look on Goldeneyes’ face. “Okay, I’ll call Flatnose by his rightful name. And you too, Zahavin.”

“Good,” she growled.

“By the One, you’ve become stuffy and stuck up,” Letsan grumbled.

“And you’ve become too much like those humans you spent so much time with,” she retorted.

“You should spend more time with them,” Letsan said, “and less time with Council members. It would do you some good to be around some who don’t think they carry the weight of the world on their shoulders.”

“Letsan,” Goldeneyes said sternly, “you need to have more respect for—.”

“For what? My betters? I spent six months in a Teaching Ring with Flatnose, watching him make a fool of himself time and again. The simplest spell seemed to evade our Kharoom. His apprentice cast all of his spells, and corrected Kharoom as he mistaught us. I swear, Zahavin, my oldest kitten knows more mage work than old Flatnose, and my kitten’s barely out of the Teaching Rings himself!”

“Kharoom cannot be that bad, or the Council wouldn’t have chosen him,” Goldeneyes protested.

“Really? How many mages did we have available for the Council?” he asked.

Goldeneyes paused to consider the answer. “Not much more than a dozen,” she replied.

“That’s right. And it seems that numbers won out over talent. Couldn’t have a Council of Ten or Eleven. No, that would be against tradition.” Letsan laughed. “I’ll wager Hakham didn’t vote for Flatnose. They don’t need unanimous consent; only a simple majority. Once Hakham appointed two other Councilors, the rest were chosen by majority vote. Flatnose has spent years carefully making all the right contacts and flattering the more powerful mages, for just this very thing. He was chosen awfully fast, considering.”

Goldeneyes tried to argue, but found that she couldn’t. One of the Council members appointed by Hakham was a former mate of Flatnose’s. A mage that she’d seen with Flatnose on many occasions was the second voted in, making him the fifth member. Kharoom was voted in immediately after.

“But—surely, politics would not affect—”

“The Council? Ah, Zahavin, so bright, so powerful, yet still such an innocent,” Letsan said with a sigh. “You should have listened to your grandmother better.” Goldeneyes stiffened, about to respond, when Hakham interrupted.

“Letsan, Zahavin, please stand before the Council.” They hurried to obey. The cats in the Council had formed themselves into a half-circle. Hakham stood in the opening, facing them, his back to the others.

“The Council and I have completed our deliberations.” He paused. “After much discussion, we have decided that Zahavin will be given the task to find Nafshi.”

“Alone, Master?” she asked, wondering how she would accomplish such a difficult task on her own. Nobody seemed to know where to find her grandmother.

“No,” Hakham said. “Letsan will be going with you. He is the more experienced Catmage and you will yield to his decisions if there is any disagreement.”

Goldeneyes nodded.

“Letsan, you will meet with me after the Council session. I have further instructions for you.”

“Yes, sir,” Letsan said.

“And now, for some welcome news. After much effort, I have finally been able to trace Nafshi’s aura.”

Goldeneyes’ heart thumped as excited cries came from several of the Council members. Nafshi was very well-liked, as well as respected. She noticed that Kharoom did not move or speak at the good news.

“Her aura is emanating from a town not far from where the Council was slaughtered,” Hakham said. Growls emanated from several of the new Council members at that reminder of their predecessors’ fate. “It is also not far from one of our Compounds. If I’m not mistaken, your sister resides there, Zahavin,” he said. “You and Letsan will go to this town and find Nafshi. If she is in need of aid, you will help her. And then you will bring her to us.”

“When do we leave, Master?” she asked, rising.

“Not so fast, Zahavin.” She sat back down again as Hakham turned to face the Council. “You all know about the last prophecy made by Razelle,” he told them. “What you do not know is that ever since I heard the prophecy, I have also spent many hours trying to find the Son of Aaron.” There were murmurs from the Council. So that’s why Hakham had been in seclusion so often of late, Goldeneyes thought. Also why when he came out of it, he was exhausted and weak. He was still looking a bit frail. Now she understood why Letsan would be accompanying her, and not her mentor. Hakham would not have the strength for such a journey.

“Why were we not told?” Kharoom asked irritably. “You had no right to keep this information to yourself.”

“You were not told because until yesterday, you weren’t even on the Council,” Hakham said sternly. “I was the sole remaining Council member. It was my duty to keep up the Council’s work, with or without a full membership, until a new Council could be chosen. Or do you presume to tell me that my counsel is wrong?” He stared at Flatnose until the younger cat dropped his gaze, blinking.

Hakham turned back to the others and continued. “Razelle said, By his aura you will know him. As I was searching for Nafshi, using the spells you all know will help find a mage by his aura, I discovered something after pinpointing Nafshi’s location. I found the auras of several Wild Ones, which was not unexpected. But there is another aura in the human village. It is neither Catmage nor Wild One. It is like no other aura I have ever experienced.”

“What, then?” asked Levana, a pure white cat with blue eyes.

“I think it is the human. And I think it is no coincidence that he is in the same place as Nafshi. I think their fates are woven together.”

“How do you know this is the Son of Aaron and not the aura of one of the Council’s Magelights, if it’s so close to the place where they died?” Flatnose asked. Letsan laughed softly enough so that only Goldeneyes could hear.

“The Council members were well known to me,” Hakham said with disdain, “and Wild Ones’ auras differ from our own. Are you not listening, Kharoom? I just said this is an aura unlike any I’ve ever experienced.”

“I told you so,” Letsan whispered to Goldeneyes. “I’d wager my fifth kitten that Hakham did not want Flatnose on the Council.”

“No,” she murmured, “he didn’t. Hakham told me he does not feel that Kharoom is ready for such a responsibility.”

“He is not,” Letsan responded. “Nor will he ever be.” They hushed as Hakham spoke again.

“Zahavin,” he said, turning to her once more, “besides finding and aiding Nafshi, you will also find the Son of Aaron—the boy who is yet a man—and make yourself known to him. He is vital to our cause.”

“A child?” Goldeneyes asked. “I must work with a child?”

“Do you have something against children?” Letsan asked. “I’ve got sixteen of my own.”

“Seventeen,” Hakham corrected, eyes twinkling. “Never lose track of the number; their mothers will not forgive you for it.”

“Noted, sir,” Letsan said.

“And how am I supposed to find this boy?” Goldeneyes asked coldly.

“Zahavin, you and Letsan will remain after the Council leaves, and I will show you the boy’s aura. It is similar to a Catmage’s, but it is quite distinct.”

“But—but Master, a human!”

“Zahavin,” Hakham said severely, “you will work with a human boy in order to find Nafshi. Letsan will assist you, as will any and all Catmages. These are your orders. I suggest you get over your distaste for humans, and quickly, or I shall find someone else to assign to this task.”

Goldeneyes was silent, humiliated at being chided in front of the Council.

“Hakham, I have a question before we go,” Letsan said.

“Yes?”

“While I’m searching for Nafshi, can you tell me how to avoid the wall that Flatnose ran into? I do so love my nose in the shape it is.”

Several members of the Council snorted with amusement, but most of them looked shocked at Letsan’s cheek. Most of the other Catmages were laughing softly. Letsan was well-known and well-liked. Kharoom flattened his ears in anger and started to rise to his feet, his fur fluffing out. Goldeneyes was aghast, but she was also grateful to Letsan for deliberately drawing attention away from her humiliation.

“I will not stand for such insolence,” Kharoom said. “I am a Council member and will be treated with the proper respect!” He glared at those who had laughed at him.

“Dear old Flatnose,” Letsan began, getting ready to tell Kharoom exactly what he thought of him, “you’re so right about being treated with the proper amount of respect.”

“Letsan!” Hakham said sharply, but his ears were up and his tail was still. “This is neither the time nor the place. One of these days, your tongue will cause you more trouble than Kharoom’s hurt feelings.”

Letsan nodded his head respectfully to the old Catmage. “But not today, sir. I believe you just assigned me a rather important mission.” Letsan tried not to look smug, but Flatnose growled softly, still glaring. He subsided only when Hakham looked sternly his way.

“No,” Hakham said, turning to stare at Letsan, “not today. But next time you come before the full Council, you will keep a civil tongue in your head or you will deal with me.” Chastened, Letsan dropped his gaze. “Now come, you two. We have much to do before you leave.”

Letsan and Goldeneyes followed Hakham to his shelter in the Compound. Once there, they made some rough plans on how to go about finding Nafshi. Hakham did not need to share the details of Nafshi’s aura with Goldeneyes. She could feel it without thinking, as Nafshi had been like a mother to her after her own mother died. Letsan would rely on her to find Nafshi.

“It is difficult to plan exactly,” Hakham said. “We know nothing of Nafshi’s situation. Is she hurt? Is she a captive? Does a human family hold her? Why are there Wild Ones in the same area? We simply don’t have enough information. Your first task is to investigate the circumstances, Letsan, Zahavin. Do not go rushing in until you know what you are facing. In fact, I think I’d rather you brought in reinforcements. Letsan, do you know where your brother Razor might be?”

“No sir, I haven’t heard from him in many moons.”

“Then you need to find him. Zahavin can do the scouting work and discover all we need to know about Nafshi. The two of you will travel to the village together, but Letsan, I want you to track down your brother and get his help. And now that I think of it, get some of the other Shomrim. If the Darkness is indeed rising, we will need our strongest warriors.”

Goldeneyes was shaken. The Shomrim, the Catmage guardians, were normally used to keep dogs and other dangerous animals away from the Compounds, or to occasionally get rid of any Wild Ones that came within range of a Catmage settlement. They had been at peace for so long that she had forgotten the Shomrim were also warriors ready to do battle. If Hakham wanted the Shomrim involved, he was expecting trouble.

“I understand, sir,” Letsan said.

“The two of you should get some rest, then, and start when you are ready. And may the One Above Us All guide your steps and bring you success.”


✣ T W O ✣

Andy

“Loser says ‘ow’!” Taylor said as he slapped Andy on the side of the head, hard.

“Ow! Jerk!”

Taylor elbowed Andy as he rushed past, making him drop his backpack. It fell open on impact and the contents spilled out. “No, you were just supposed to say ‘ow’!”

Pete and Tommy, two of Taylor’s friends, laughed loudly as they followed him down the hall, making sure they bumped Andy as they passed. The bell for the next class rang. Andy gritted his teeth to stop himself from saying anything, hurriedly pushing his books back in the pack. The small, skinny boy grimaced as he gathered his things. He had short brown hair and a light spray of freckles across a snub nose. Andy was smaller and smarter than the rest of the boys in his eighth grade class. He was always at the top of his class, which Taylor and his friends resented. It wasn’t Andy’s fault he was smarter than they were. He was athletic and liked sports, but he was too small and never managed to make any of the teams. Boys like Taylor shot up in height, put on muscle, and were able to push Andy around—especially when they ganged up on him.

This was the second time this week Taylor and his friends had humiliated Andy. Baiting him was Taylor’s favorite sport, and the smaller boy couldn’t do a lot about it. Taylor always had two or three of his buddies around, and Andy had already experienced the unpleasantness of a three against one fight. Not for the first time, Andy wished he was about six inches bigger and fifty pounds heavier. Fantasizing about how he’d punch Taylor’s head in made him smile all the way to history class.

“What’s so funny?” Becca asked as he sat down at his desk. She was a pretty girl with light brown skin that Andy liked to think was the same color as coffee ice cream. He liked her high cheekbones, her big, brown eyes, and the way her mouth turned up at the corners, even when she wasn’t smiling. But he didn’t want to talk about Taylor with her.

“Nothing.”

“I saw Taylor picking on you again.”

Andy looked away. It wasn’t just embarrassing to be picked on. It was worse when his friends knew that he didn’t fight back. They all saw what a coward he was. He liked Becca. He’d known her all his life, ever since they went to preschool together. She knew Andy as well as he knew her. But Becca didn’t understand about Andy’s problem with Taylor.

“It’s not fair, three against one. He’s a jerk and a bully,” Becca said. “You ought to tell someone about him.”

“No!” Andy said. “That’d just make things worse. Promise you won’t tell!”

“But Andy—”

“Promise!”

“Okay. I promise.” She added under her breath, “For now.”

The class quieted as the teacher entered the room. He sat down behind his desk and began sorting through the homework papers. “Don’t think I don’t see you, Michael,” he said, head still down, to the slim, shaggy-haired boy who whipped through the door into the seat behind Andy. “One more time getting to class after the bell and I’m sending home a note.”

“Sorry, Mr. Straight.”

Jack Straight got up and handed out the homework, face down. “Most of you,” he said, pausing to look around, “did a pretty good job on the assignment. A few of you could do much better, though.” He stopped by Andy’s desk, dropped his homework paper, and moved on. Andy held his breath as he turned the paper over, then expelled a huge sigh. An A-minus. Mike grimaced as he turned his paper over, and then shrugged.

“I think you’ll all like today’s topic a lot better than the last one. Turn to chapter three. We’re going to learn about the Salem witch trials. A fitting subject for autumn, don’t you think?”

“Mr. Straight, did people really believe in magic? That’s just stupid,” Becca said.

“Not only did people believe in magic, but twenty-five innocent people died after being accused of performing witchcraft. It’s a pretty bad period in American colonial history.”

“My mother says there really are witches,” said Mike. “She says they’re called—wait, I can’t remember the word. It’s not ‘rayguns,’ but it sounds like it.” The class burst into laughter.

“You mean pagans,” Mr. Straight said. “They may call themselves witches, but they’re not. They don’t really cast magic. It’s a form of New Age religion.”

“What’s New Age?” Becca asked.

“Something for another time and class. Now turn to page 67 and let’s read about how the Salem witch trials began because a couple of children were acting oddly.”

Mike stood up and bowed, grinning. The class laughed again.

“All right, Michael, if you want to behave oddly, you can start reading out loud,” said Mr. Straight. “Participating in class would definitely be an odd thing for you.” Mike’s grin widened as he began to read.

When the bell for the end of class rang, Andy felt like no time at all had passed. Mr. Straight was right, this was an interesting subject. Andy went to the front of the room and waited while Mr. Straight put away his teaching materials.

“Yes, Andy?”

“Um—I was wondering if you could recommend some other books about the Salem witch trials. I think I’d like to learn more about them.”

Mr. Straight smiled at the boy. “Sure. I’ll email your mother a list of books tonight. Why the interest, Andy? Do you believe in magic?”

“Me?” Andy shook his head slightly. “No. I dunno. I was just interested.”

“It’s good to see a child interested in history,” said a quiet voice from the doorway. “So few of them these days care for anything that happened further back than last week.” Principal Saunders stood in the doorway, his long, lanky frame seeming tall enough to touch the doorframe. He had a pointed chin, long, black hair, and a long, thin mustache. Everything about him was long, even his nose. The principal watched them unblinkingly. Come to think of it, he did that a lot, Andy thought—watching people like that, in long stares, saying nothing. Something about the principal had always bothered Andy, but he could never tell exactly what it was.

“What are you learning about, son?”

I’m not your son, Andy thought. Out loud, he said, “The Salem witch trials.”

The principal and teacher exchanged a brief glance.

“Jack knows all about that subject, don’t you, Jack?”

“Not all about it. But yes, I know a bit. I have ancestors who lived in Salem at the time.”

“Wow! Were any of them in the trials?” Andy asked.

Jack Straight hesitated before speaking. “No,” he said, glancing at Saunders again. “I don’t really have time to talk with you now, Andy. Principal Saunders and I have something to discuss. I’ll send you that email tonight or tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Mr. Straight.” He turned to leave, going around the principal, who stood unmoving, to get to the door. Saunders watched him with a piercing gaze. Andy hurried out of the room, feeling both men’s eyes on his back.

✣       ✣       ✣

The witch trials were on his mind all the way home. Andy had learned from hard experience to sit as far away from Taylor on the bus as he possibly could. Today, Andy was in the front seat just behind the driver. Taylor didn’t have the nerve to pick on him there, where the driver could overhear and stop him. When Andy got off the bus, he was thinking about the witch trials as he walked down the street. Andy was so deep in thought he didn’t notice that Taylor and Pete were following a few feet behind him, until he was suddenly pushed hard from behind as he was about to turn into his front yard. Andy fell heavily, looking up to see his tormentors grinning.

“Oops! Clumsy of you, dork!” Taylor said as Pete laughed.

“Oh, look, Andy has a boo-boo,” Pete said. He and Taylor, laughing uproariously, walked away.

Andy sat up, nursing his scraped elbow. It was bleeding. He said nothing, just glared at the two boys as they left.

When they were out of sight, Andy pushed himself up from the ground, choking back tears. Bad enough Taylor had to pick on him in school, but following him home—that was unbearable. Andy wiped his nose on his sleeve and turned up the walk. An orange and white cat sat in his front yard. It wasn’t a stray, as it wore a leather collar studded with a gold-colored stone. The cat had been there every day for the past week, but she wouldn’t come near Andy or his mother, not even when they’d offered food. Impotent rage suddenly filled the boy; rage at Taylor’s constant bullying, the fall he just took, and the fact that the cat was just sitting there, watching—like it was judging him, or laughing at him, too. He reached down for a rock. “Get out of here!” he shouted, throwing the rock at the cat. “You’re not wanted! I don’t want you! Go away!” The rock, heading straight towards the cat, veered suddenly to the left. Andy thought he saw the sunlight glitter on the stone in the cat’s collar as the rock flew past. She sat unmoving, staring straight at the boy.

“If you throw another rock at me, I will make sure it turns around and hits you on your thick head. I am not the one you are angry with,” said a woman’s voice. Andy looked around to see who had spoken. If he didn’t know better, he would swear the voice was inside his head.

“Those boys were cruel. They deserve your anger, not I,” said the woman.

Andy looked around again, puzzled. Who was talking to him? No one was in sight, only that stupid cat.

“Stupid? I’m not the one looking around to see who is talking to him when she’s standing right in front of you,” said the woman’s voice.

“Who said that?” Andy asked. “Where are you hiding? Are you behind the house?” He ran to the side of the house. No one was there. He ran over to the other side, then circled the house entirely, finding no one. “This doesn’t make any sense,” he said.

“That’s because you’re looking in the wrong place for the one talking to you. It’s me,” said Goldeneyes. “The cat. Sitting in front of you. I am the one speaking.” She lifted her front paw and waved it at him.

“Yeah, right,” Andy said. “Nice trick, whoever you are.”

“I can see that I’m going to have to prove it to you. Watch your front door.” The jewel in Goldeneyes’ collar flashed again, and the door to Andy’s house flung open with a bang.

Andy gaped. “Who did that?” he asked. “Mom? Are you home? This isn’t funny!”

“She is not there, Andrew Cohen. I opened the door,” said the cat.

Andy stared at the cat. “That’s not possible,” he said.

“I assure you, it is.”

“You’re—you’re a cat.”

“And you’re a human. If you’re finished stating the obvious, we must talk. I need your help.”

“But you’re a cat!”

Goldeneyes sighed. “This is going to take longer than I’d expected. Let’s go inside. It is not allowed to use magic in public in broad daylight, except under extreme circumstances.” She stood up and trotted to the front door, switching her tail and waiting for Andy to follow. He stood unmoving, still staring at her. “Well?” she said. “Are you going to go inside or will I have to make you?”

Startled, Andy hurried inside and closed the door behind them. “I don’t believe it. You really are talking to me. Holy— You can talk! A talking cat! No one’s going to believe me!” he said as they walked down the hall and into the living room.

Goldeneyes leaped onto the sofa and looked steadily at Andy. “No one is going to believe you because you won’t tell anyone. My gifts must remain a secret between us. Do I have your word that you will tell no one?”

Andy was still trying to accept the reality that a cat was talking to him—inside his head. He decided agreeing with her was probably the best thing for now. “Um—okay.”

“Good. Andrew Cohen, I need your help. We need your help.”

“My help? We? We who? Me? What?”

“Now you’re just babbling. I was told you were smart. Was I misinformed?”

“Hey!” Andy said, stung. “You know, I don’t really think I need to be insulted by a cat.”

“And I don’t want to be working with a human. We all have to do things we do not like.”

“You sound like my mother,” Andy said, dropping his backpack to the floor and sitting down next to Goldeneyes. “Anyway, if your world suddenly got turned upside down, you’d babble, too. I’m still trying to wrap my brain around the fact that I’m having a conversation with a cat that’s actually talking back to me.”

“Perhaps if you let me explain—”

“Okay, but I’m starving. Can you explain while we go into the kitchen and get something to eat?” Without waiting for an answer, Andy rose and went to the kitchen. Goldeneyes leaped down from the couch and followed him.

“You might want to see to that wound,” she said as Andy was opening the pantry.

“Oh, yeah, I forgot about that. It’s just a scrape.” He closed the pantry door and went to the sink, where he washed his arm, patted it dry with a paper towel, and decided it didn’t need a bandage. The bleeding had stopped. “Are you hungry?” he asked the cat as he took a bottle of milk from the refrigerator and picked up a plate of wrapped cookies on the counter his mother had left for him before she went to work.

“No. I had a fat little mouse earlier this afternoon.”

“Oh. Uh, well, you want a drink?”

“Yes. Milk would be lovely.”

“Uh, what should I put it in? You can’t drink from a glass. Well, you could, but you wouldn’t be able to reach the bottom, and then I’d have to throw a lot away and—” Andy stopped, realizing that he was starting to babble nervously again.

“A shallow saucer would do nicely. Most humans have them.”

Andy shrugged, took a small plate from the cabinet, poured milk into it, and placed it on the table in front of the chair where his mother usually sat. Goldeneyes leaped lightly onto the chair, raised herself on her hind legs, and put her front paws on the table on either side of the saucer.

“Thank you,” she said as she lowered her head to drink. Andy watched her lap up the milk for a few moments. She looked just like a normal cat—one that couldn’t talk. He was pretty sure, though, that most cats didn’t drink milk from a plate on the kitchen table. Andy thought about that while he ate his cookies and Goldeneyes drank her milk. His mother, he decided, would kill him if she found out. He made a mental note to make sure to wash and put away the dish before she got home.

“So how come you can talk?” he asked. “Can all cats talk? Are they just pretending that they can’t?”

Goldeneyes licked a drop of milk off her front paw before replying. “No, only a tiny number out of the millions of cats in the world can talk. We are all Catmages, or the children of Catmages. Most of us,” she corrected herself. “There are a few cats with mage abilities that—but I’m getting ahead of myself.”

“So you’re saying not only can you talk, but you’re a Catmage? What’s a Catmage?”

“A cat as intelligent as—or more than—a human, who also has the ability to perform magic.”

“You can do magic? Seriously? Like making an elephant disappear? I thought magic was all tricks and illusions!”

“Human magic is illusion,” Goldeneyes said, her mental voice carrying a sneer so emphatically that Andy felt like he’d said something wrong. “Human magic is nothing but trickery and lies. Catmage magic is true magic, achieved after years of practice and study.”

“Is that how you opened the door to my house? With cat magic?”

“I am a Catmage, Andrew. Of course I opened your door with my abilities.”

“Well,” Andy said, “how am I supposed to know the difference? I never saw cat magic before.”

“Then I will show you the difference between, as you say, cat magic and trickery. Close your eyes.”

“What, here? Now?”

“Yes. But first, put your hands on the table in front of you. Move your chair back until your arms are straight.” Andy did as he was told. “Now close your eyes,” she said, watching until he did so.

“Is this supposed to help?” he asked.

“No, I just wanted to see if you could follow orders,” Goldeneyes said, a hint of laughter in her voice. Andy frowned and his eyes snapped open.

“Close your eyes. That part of it is real. I want you calm while I do this.” Andy closed his eyes again. Goldeneyes trilled in her throat. The trill sounded almost musical to the boy, and he couldn’t help smiling. Then he felt a warmth on the arm with the scrape. Goldeneyes gave one final trill and said, “Now open your eyes.”

“Was that it?” Andy asked. “Where’s the magic?”

“Look at your arm. The one that was wounded.”

“Hey! The scrape is gone! There’s no more blood, no scab, and no scar!” Andy said. “Wow! You can do magic! And really good magic! Thanks!”

Pleased by the unbridled admiration in Andy’s tone, Goldeneyes dipped her head to the saucer again. She lapped a bit of milk, and then looked at the boy. “Now you will believe my story,” she said.

“Oh, I started believing your story the minute the front door flew open. But I would appreciate one more thing.”

“What is that?”

“Well, you haven’t told me your name yet. And you already know mine. Hey! How did you know my name?”

“You may call me Goldeneyes,” she said. “And I learned your name while observing you this past week. Now, are you finished eating?” Andy nodded. “Then pay close attention, and I will tell you why you were chosen. Andrew Cohen, there is a long and difficult task ahead of me, and I have been told that I cannot do it without you.”

“Me? Why me? I’m nothing special. I’m no one,” Andy said glumly. He looked down at the floor. “I’m just the little loser who gets picked on by Taylor and his creeps.”

“Andrew, you were chosen for this task by the Council of Catmages for a reason. One of the Council members was a prophet. I was there when she told us to find you.” Goldeneyes paused, thinking back to that awful day, saddened by the deaths of so many of their most powerful Catmages. Then she shook herself. “That’s all in the past now. Razelle’s prophecies are never wrong. I’ve been watching you for some time now, Andrew, and I don’t think you’re a ‘loser.’ However,” she said stiffly, “I must tell you that I am not happy that I have to work with a human boy.”

Andy studied Goldeneyes, trying to decide if she disliked boys in general, or him in particular. Boys in general, he decided. She was like old Mrs. Palecki down the block, who sat on her porch all day just so she could yell at any neighborhood kid who was unfortunate enough to come near her yard. But the cat didn’t seem mean. Just stern. “What do you need me to do?” he asked.

“One of our Catmages has been taken by the Wild Ones.”

“What’s a Wild One?” Andy asked.

“Generally, it’s a failed Catmage. Some of us are unable to follow the Commandments. They turn to evil ways, and we expel them from our society. Sometimes Catmage kittens are born to normal cats and are never found by us. These halfbreeds learn magic on their own, wild magic, and do not abide by our Laws.”

“You have laws? Like we do?”

Goldeneyes sighed. “Andrew, I do not have the time to fully explain the history of Catmages to you. Suffice it to say that most of the Wild Ones are those that have been dismissed from the Teaching Rings for various reasons. They’re not supposed to keep practicing magic, but some still do anyway.”

“And they have your friend?”

“She is not just my friend. She is the oldest, most powerful Catmage in the world, perhaps the most powerful since the First Mage. And more than that: She is my mother’s mother.”

“Your grandmother? I didn’t know that cats even had grandmothers. Gee, I’m sorry your grandma’s missing. Mine died when I was little—”

“By the One Above Us All,” Goldeneyes said, exasperated, “will you be quiet and listen? Can you even focus on one thing at a time?”

Andy clapped his hand over his mouth. “Sorry,” he muttered. “Go on.”

“We fear for Nafshi’s life. We’re fairly certain the Wild Ones are working with humans. And these humans will know that Catmages are looking for Nafshi. That’s why we need you.”

“But how can I help you? I can’t do magic.”

“You don’t need to do magic. You just need to do what you are told.”

“But how am I going to find her?”

“You’re not going to find her. We will find her. There are ways of tracing a Catmage.”

“How?”

“Through the Magelight, for one.” Goldeneyes half-closed her eyes in concentration, and the jewel in her collar lit up like a tiny sun.

“Whoa,” Andy said, “that’s really cool.”

“Each Catmage bears a distinctive amulet. No two are truly alike, even if they appear to be so, because each one gives off a unique magical aura that is a reflection of the Catmage’s own aura. If you know their aura, you can trace a mage, with certain spells and aids. Even if we don’t recognize the aura personally, we know it’s from a Catmage. That’s how we know that Nafshi is in your village.”

“So what am I supposed to do, go door to door and ask people if they happen to be holding a cat prisoner? People will think I’m nuts!”

“No. You are going to work with me. We need you.” Her voice carried a tone of reluctance, which Andy caught. “It’s been foretold—”

“You don’t like having to work with people, do you?” he asked.

“By the One, child, will you let me finish a sentence? Stop interrupting!” She waited until Andy settled down. “What I like or dislike doesn’t matter,” she continued. “I do what I am told. And I suggest you do the same. It isn’t only Catmages that are in danger. If the Wild Ones are not stopped—”

“Yeah, I get it,” Andy said. “The world as we know it will end. Or something like that.”

“Nafshi will die! And that is the least of the evil,” Goldeneyes said angrily. “This is no joking matter! The last time the Darkness rose, scores of your humans were killed. Do you want that to happen again? How much do you know of the history of your people? The last time this happened, your people were called witches before they were tried and executed.”

“Would that happen to have been around 1692?” Andy asked, “during the Salem witch trials?”

Goldeneyes was surprised that Andy knew about the last time the Enemy walked the earth. “Yes. Salem is the name of one of the villages where the Wild Ones were discovered by humans. Well,” she said, purring softly. “You do have some knowledge. Hakham was not wrong about that.”

“We’re learning about the witch trials now! My teacher says that all the people who died were innocent.”

“Your teacher is incorrect. Humans were working with Wild Ones. Several of them tried to partner with humans in towns throughout what is now your state of Massachusetts. The Wild Ones broke the Law of Secrecy that forbids us from practicing magic in public. The Wild Ones got away, but their human partners were killed.”

“You just practiced magic in public. And in front of me,” Andy pointed out.

Goldeneyes flattened her ears and her tail switched from side to side. “Pay attention, child. I said we are not allowed to use magic in public except under extreme circumstances. The kidnapping of the most powerful Catmage alive would be classified as an extreme circumstance. And I had to do something to convince you that I’m not just a cat.”

“I’m not a child,” Andy said, stung. “I’m thirteen. According to Jewish law, that makes me a man!”

Goldeneyes stared silently at Andy. “The boy who is yet a man,” she said softly.

“What are you saying?” Andy asked.

“This law turns a child into a man?” she asked. “I don’t know very much about Jewish law.”

“Ha! You don’t know everything, then!” Andy said, slapping the table.

Goldeneyes sighed. “No, I don’t know everything. And I take your point. If you are done with your snack, let us go into the other room—I want to sit on that big, soft—er, I forget its name—”

“The sofa?”

“Yes, sofa. Let us sit down and discuss what has happened and what we must do. Andrew, we have an enormous task ahead of us.”

“Okay.” He took his plate and cup and the saucer that Goldeneyes used, rinsed them off in the sink and put them in the dishwasher. The cat followed him into the living room. Unseen by Andy, she closed her eyes wearily.

“Prophecy or no prophecy, he is still a boy,” she said to herself. “I have to work with a boy. By the Great Mother!”


✣ T H R E E ✣

The Search Begins

“So how are we going to find this Nafshi, anyway?” Andy said, leaning back in the chair. He picked up a ball from the floor next to him and started tossing it up in the air and catching it.

“You’re going to come with me today as I go to where we think Nafshi’s been taken. I want to scout the area during the day. If we find anything, I’ll go back tonight.”

“I can’t go tonight,” Andy said. “It’s Parents Night at the school. Anyway, I have a curfew on school nights. My mom wouldn’t let me go.”

“You weren’t asked,” Goldeneyes said. “I said I will go back tonight. Andrew, you need to pay close attention to what I say. And stop playing with that ball!” The gem on her collar glowed, and the ball flew across the room as if it had been hit with an invisible bat, bounced off the wall, and rolled into the corner.

“Sorry,” Andy said sheepishly. “It helps me focus. I’m still trying to get used to talking to a cat.” He sat on the edge of the chair and peered over at Goldeneyes. “What is that thing on your collar, anyway? You called it a Magelight? How come you’re wearing a collar at all? You don’t belong to anyone, so why do you need it?”

“The reason we wear collars dates all the way back to the first Catmage,” Goldeneyes said. “And our history is entwined with yours.”

“Mine?” Andy asked, surprised.

“Your people,” she said.

“Oh. Um—could you tell me about it, or is it a big secret?”

“I will tell you,” she said, pleased by Andy’s interest. “Thousands of years ago,” Goldeneyes continued, “your ancestors were strangers in a land not their own. At first, your people were simply escaping famine. They went where the One Above Us All sent them.”

“Who’s the One Above Us All? Do you mean God?”

“Yes. Your people went to Egypt. There they stayed, but they never became a part of that nation. But while they were there, your ancestors met my forebears, who lived among them as companions.”

“You mean pets?” Andy asked.

“Companions,” Goldeneyes said icily. “Many years after your ancestors first arrived in the country, the Egyptians made them slaves.”

“I know that story!” Andy said, leaning forward. “It’s the story of Passover. I’ve known about that since I was a little kid!”

“It is also the story of the Catmages.” Her ears twitched. “If you will be silent, Andrew, I will tell you the tale as it was told to me as a kitten.” She waited until he had settled back into the chair.

“If you know the story, then you know that the Hebrew slaves demanded their freedom of the Pharaoh of Egypt. You know the story of the plagues, and how Pharaoh refused Moses time and again. The last time he refused, God sent the Angel of Death to take the Egyptians’ firstborn sons. The Hebrew slaves were all directed to mark their doors so that the angel would not take their sons.”

“Yeah, they marked the doors with lamb’s blood,” Andy said.

“You do know the story,” Goldeneyes said with approval. “But you don’t know the whole tale. The ancestor of the Catmages lived with the woman we call the Great Mother, whom you know as Miriam, Moses’ sister. On the night of the Passover, they say, most of the household spent the night awake together, fearing to sleep. Miriam’s grandson, the firstborn in his family, was just a babe, not even walking yet. He fell asleep in a corner, and the family soon forgot about him. Some time later, the boy awoke. He started crawling towards the door. No one in the family noticed, but Miriam’s cat saw him. The First started meowing. No one paid attention. She meowed again and again, louder and louder, running back and forth between the family and the baby, until finally Miriam looked over to see why the First was making such a fuss. Then Miriam saw the danger her grandson was in and hurried across the room. She stopped him just as he was about to reach the door, saving his life, for if he had left the protection of the sign over the lintel, the Angel of Death would have taken him, too.

“Miriam was so grateful to the First, she gave her all the milk she could drink, and all the food she could eat. Then Miriam took off her necklace and placed it on the First, wrapping the leather strap twice around her neck so that it fit snugly. Legend tells us that the First wore a pendant in the shape of a golden cat, with eyes as amber as her own.”

“So was that how she did magic? With Miriam’s necklace?”

“No, the pendant was not the source of her power, Andrew.”

“Then how did the First get her magic?” Andy asked. “Were there other magic cats around to teach her?”

“No, we received our power neither from cats nor humans. That night, though your ancestors never knew it, more than one angel visited Egypt. The One Above Us All saw that the First saved Miriam’s grandson, for whom He had great plans. So He sent another angel. This angel went to Miriam’s home and touched both the First and the necklace Miriam had given. The angel’s hand on her throat gave Neshama the ability to understand human language, such as we all have today. And its touch turned her pendant into an amulet much like the ones we create today, which we use to focus our powers.” She paused in concentration and her Magelight glowed brightly. Andy felt the hair on his arms rise.

“You’re giving me goose bumps,” he said softly. “That is such a cool story.”

“It is not just a story, Andrew,” Goldeneyes said. “It is our history.

“Of course, the First’s pendant was much more powerful than our Magelights. And our magic is but a pale imitation of hers, since hers was a gift from the One Above Us All. But the First revered Miriam, who was wise and kind and loving. She spent the rest of her life imparting Miriam’s kindness and wisdom to her kittens. When the Hebrews reached the Promised Land, the First’s descendants were with them. And later, when the people of Israel were scattered to the four corners of the earth, the descendants of the First were scattered as well. And so we came to new lands, on new continents, including this one. We have been among you for thousands of years, but our numbers have always been small. And we rarely make contact with humans—only grave danger to your people or to ours brings us together.”

“Danger like the Dark Catmages?” Andy asked.

“Yes.”

“So what happened to the First’s pendant?”

Goldeneyes paused in thought, impressed by the depth of the boy’s question. “We don’t know. Some of us think that the pendant is only legend, part of the story. Those who think it is real have no idea what happened to it. We suspect it was taken or hidden during the fall of the Second Temple and the scattering of your people. If it survives at all, we have no knowledge of its whereabouts.”

“Hey, you know what? I just realized something!” Andy said. “I’m a Kohain! I’m descended from Aaron. He was Miriam’s brother, too!”

Goldeneyes stopped short. “You are descended from Aaron?”

“Yeah, that’s what a Kohain is. They were the high priests, descendants of Aaron and his sons. That’s why my last name is Cohen.”

“Then Hakham was right. You are the one Razelle foretold,” she said softly.

Andy looked at her in puzzlement. “I thought you already said that.”

“Yes. But now it is confirmed.”

“You mean now you believe it,” he said shrewdly. Goldeneyes said nothing, but her eyes narrowed. Andy changed the subject quickly.

“So your ancestor lived with Miriam, and I’m descended from her brother. That makes us like—uh, not like family, but—”

“Certainly not! Catmages and humans are not related! But I see where you’re heading with this. It gives us something in common.”

“Yeah! That’s what I meant. It’s nice to have something in common, even if you’re a cat and I’m a kid.”

“Catmage,” she corrected. “Be that as it may, Andrew, it’s time for us to go look at the house where we think Nafshi is being held. Come,” she said, trotting to the front door and flinging it open again as her Magelight flashed. “Let’s go see what can be seen.”

She led him through the streets of the town, surprising Andy by stopping at a red light when they reached Main Street.

“I thought cats are supposed to be colorblind,” he said.

“They are,” she replied. “And I am a Catmage.”

“Oh,” he said, afraid to say anymore. She had that tone in her voice again, the one that made her sound like Mrs. Palecki. Andy was beginning to wonder if that was Goldeneyes’ usual tone of voice, or if she was just in a bad mood today. Well, he thought, I’ll find out soon enough. He followed her silently through the streets of Coreyton, wondering what on earth he’d gotten himself into.

At last, Goldeneyes stopped on a corner behind a large oak tree. Andy glanced at the street sign. “Oak Street,” he muttered. “Who do I know lives on Oak Street?”

“Now,” Goldeneyes said, “you must be still, Andrew. We’re approaching the house where Nafshi should be.”

They were on a quiet, tree-lined street. The houses were small, single-family Georgian Colonials and Cape Cods. The neighborhood seemed ancient to Andy, who lived in a modern house that had been built during the post-war boom. Some of the houses on this street looked like they’d been there since pre-Revolutionary times. One had the remains of an old dry stone fence on either end of its driveway. Centuries-old oak and willow trees were starting to lose their leaves in front yards and along the street. Goldeneyes was looking at a house in the middle of the block. It was surrounded by a fairly new, tall wooden fence. The fence looked garish and out of place against the white rails and old stone of the neighborhood.

“Nafshi’s aura was emanating from that one,” Goldeneyes told Andy. “The white one with the blue shutters.”

“The house with the big fence? Number 19?” Andy asked.

Goldeneyes sighed. He is a boy, she thought, and boys ask a lot of questions. “Yes, the one with the fence. I don’t know your numbers.”

“Oh, right. You can’t read. Okay, let’s go see what we can find!” Andy said, running across the street towards the house.

“No! Andrew! Wait, we can’t just—”

Andy paid no attention to her. He ran to the fence, intending to leap up and see if he could grab the top of it and look over. As he drew near, he heard loud, ferocious barking and growling coming from behind the fence. It sounded like a pack of ravenous wild dogs. Andy could hear heavy bodies thudding against the fence, making it quiver. He stopped dead on the sidewalk in front of the house, frightened. While he stood frozen, he heard a door in the house creak slowly open. Andy panicked. He turned and ran as fast as he could down the street, back to where Goldeneyes was waiting. He slipped behind the tree and stood there, shaking. Goldeneyes was furious.

“Fool!” she said. “Our mission today was simply to observe. You could have ruined everything!”

“I’m sorry,” Andy said, gasping. “I didn’t know there would be a million angry dogs there. You should have warned me!”

Goldeneyes’ tail lashed back and forth, her ears lying flat on her head. Her voice crackled with anger. “Warned you? I told you to be still and to follow my orders! I told you what we were to do. You are the one who disobeyed me.” She stopped talking, so overcome with anger that she was growling and her fur stood out. Slowly, Goldeneyes forced herself to calm down. She looked away from the boy for a minute. Then she turned to face him.

“Andrew Cohen,” she said slowly, “you will never, ever do anything like this again. You risked your life, mine, and Nafshi’s with your rash action, not to mention our entire cause.”

“I didn’t think of that.” A lump rose in his throat. Andy hung his head, staring at the ground, not looking at Goldeneyes. “I’m sorry,” he said faintly. “I didn’t mean to. I just wanted to help. I wasn’t thinking.”

Goldeneyes softened a little. “Very well. You’re young. You made a mistake. Learn from it. From now on, Andrew, when we are working together, you will do nothing without my permission. Do I have your word?”

“I promise,” Andy said, looking at the cat. She was observing the house. “Do you see something?”

“No,” she said, “nothing. Let us leave this place. We shall have to try another time.” She sighed as she trotted across the street, Andy just behind her. What a waste of time, she thought privately so that Andy wouldn’t hear her. Son of Aaron or no Son of Aaron, this boy is turning out to be a liability. To Andy, she said, “I’m going to come back by myself tonight, after you leave for—what did you say you had to attend?”

“Parents Night. I’m really sorry, Goldeneyes. I swear I’ll be better next time!”

“Yes, Andrew, you will,” she said stiffly.

At the white house with the blue shutters, dogs growled softly from behind the tall fence. The blinds in a second floor window quivered shut as the boy and the cat faded from sight.


✣ F O U R ✣

Nafshi

Saunders stood at the window, watching Andy and the Catmage walk down the street. It was a Catmage, of course. It was wearing the telltale collar, the crossed leather straps with the stone—Magelight, he corrected himself—in the X. And just look at the way the cat trotted alongside the boy, so unlike a normal cat. You’d have to be an idiot not to see them once you discovered they existed. He hadn’t had to search long at all before finding cats that did not act like cats. Alef and Bett had been the keys to finding Catmages. They were too close, too much alike, and too obviously a pair. They wore a type of collar he had never seen on any normal cat. Once he convinced them that he could be of assistance, they introduced him to Roah. It was the beginning of a fruitful relationship.

Saunders could tell by the child’s body language that the mage was giving him a dressing-down. He laughed quietly. “I know what you’re looking for,” he said out loud, “and you can’t have it.” He stepped away from the blinds and strode quickly from the room and down the stairs. He went to the kitchen, where two chocolate-point Siamese cats were sitting in front of a door.

“Anything yet?” he asked.

“No,” said Alef, “but Roah is with her now, trying to extract the information.”

“It’s been a long time, and she has still not given us one iota of information,” Saunders said.

Bett licked her front paw, bringing it up to her ear as she groomed herself. “She will break,” she said. “Roah is the strongest of us.”

“Yes, but Nafshi is the strongest of them,” Saunders pointed out. “Or so you’ve all told me.”

“She will break,” Bett repeated.

“Why aren’t you two down there helping him?” Saunders asked.

“We were told to stay here.”

“This isn’t going fast enough,” Saunders said. “You’ve had months to find her Magelight and yet, we have no Magelight! We need him here.”

“He is out, as you asked, recruiting allies.”

“Well, then, why is it taking you so long? Nafshi is only one cat, after all.”

Bett stared at Saunders. “Do you think Roah is powerful?” she asked.

“Of course,” Saunders said.

“He is young, still, only eight cycles old. Our greatest Catmages study for many cycles, improving their power as they age. Nafshi has been around for a long, long time. She taught Roah’s teacher. She taught my teachers, and their teachers. I cannot count the number of Catmages whom she has mentored. Practically every Catmage on the Council for the past twenty cycles has studied with her, or under her.”

“And now they are all dead,” Saunders said, “proving that she is not nearly as powerful as you believe.”

Bett snorted. “Nafshi was not at the Council meeting. The outcome might have been different had she or Hakham been there. Do you know what we call the old ones who are at the height of their powers?”

“Do tell,” Saunders said. “I’m just dying to know.”

“They are the Magi. There are only a handful of them alive. Do not underestimate a Magus. You know the main reason we can keep her captive is because you keep drugging her. It is taking all of our skill to get even the tiniest piece of information from her, and that only because she is weak from hunger and thirst.” The cat looked away from Saunders and started grooming herself again.

Saunders’ frowned as the cat dismissed him. It irked him to be treated like that by a lesser creature, no matter how powerful that creature’s magic might make it. Saunders would stand their attitudes for now. As always when he was around the Wild Ones, he guarded his inner thoughts. Roah had once commented that Saunders’ mind was a plethora of closed doors and dead-end corridors. He complimented Saunders on being able to prevent himself from being easily read by Catmages. Saunders smiled as he remembered Roah actually telling him that this would be useful when they faced the Catmages someday. It was useful now, though Roah didn’t know it. Saunders had to be careful that they did not suspect his true motives. These arrogant cats would be singing a different tune after his plans came to fruition. The Wild Ones had no idea, really, what Saunders had in mind. But for now, they were useful, and he would tolerate their superior attitudes—to a degree.

“Out of my way,” he said impatiently as he pulled open the door, causing the Wild Ones to scramble away from it. Saunders walked down steep steps leading to a damp, dark cellar. The only light was a dim, bare bulb in a ceiling fixture. The cellar windows were boarded. Boxes were piled throughout the room and along the walls. On one wall were several shelves holding various boxes and items. In the middle of one shelf, about three feet from the floor, was a metal cage. The bars of the cage were made of metal, too thick to bend without tools, and it was locked with a combination lock. A black and white cat sat on the shelf next to the cage, eyes half-closed, mewing softly. Inside the cage was a thin, frail cat, her tortoise shell coat decorated with swirls of colors, mostly black, tan, and grey, her muzzle white with age. She was sitting up and yowling, apparently in pain. Saunders waited and watched. With one great final wail, Nafshi collapsed, sides heaving. The black and white cat stopped mewing and glanced at Saunders.

“Anything?” he asked the cat.

“No. We still have no idea where she hid her Magelight.”

“For God’s sake, Roah, how long is it going to take for you to get one dried-up old husk to tell you where she hid her amulet? I need her stone!”

Roah lowered his head to examine Nafshi, whose eyes were now closed. “We told you from the beginning that this would be difficult.”

“Yes, and you told me you wanted revenge on the one who threw you out of the Teaching Ring.”

“That, too,” Roah said, his tail lashing at the memory. “I would have to say that I have my revenge, with her in that cage—at my bidding.”

“Never,” Nafshi gasped, “at your bidding. You were always one of the most stupid of my students,” she said, chuckling faintly. “I see that much hasn’t changed.”

Roah’s eyes flashed. Then he started mewing again and Nafshi cried out in pain.

“Enough!” Saunders cried. “We need her alive.”

Roah stopped mewing. Nafshi lay still, panting.

“You can make it stop, you know,” Saunders said. “All you have to do is tell us where your Magelight is.”

“It’s on my collar,” Nafshi said feebly.

“The gem on your collar is glass. Do you think we don’t know that you’re lying?” Roah said angrily. “You hid it. Where is it?”

Nafshi laughed softly. “On my collar.”

“Liar!” said Roah.

“No,” Nafshi said simply.

“Yes,” Saunders said. “You are lying! I’ve known about the Catmages and their Magelights for years. It was that knowledge that helped me search out Roah as well as the rest of your peers.”

Nafshi laughed weakly again. “They are not my peers, Evil One.” Saunders smirked at the title. “All of them together do not even come close to being my equal. If they were, you wouldn’t need this cage or those drugs.”

Saunders ignored her, refusing to respond to her taunts. Instead, he reached inside his jacket pocket and withdrew an old, cracked, leather-bound book, about the size of a paperback novel. He opened it and began reading aloud:

 


Each of the Cats have upon their necks a leathern collar, on which there is a coloured gem that matches the colour of the Cat’s eyes, and which varys from Cat to Cat much like the colour of a person’s eyes are not exactly the same, even though one grey-eyed man seems to have the same colour eyes as the next. This gem is called by them a Magelight and it enables the Cat to focus its Magickal energies to better purpose, causing the Spells and Supernatural Abilities of which I have written. The Cats themselfs have told me of the strange and wonderful powers that their Magelights channel; I have seen them levitate objects, heal wounds, and make a light so bright that it rivaled the sun. No Cat may make Great Magick but it has a Light; without the Light the Cat is as other cats, except that it is not dumb, and it can make Lesser Spells and Incantations. If the Cats lose their Lights, they must make another one or be weakened greatly and made susceptible to enemies including dogs and wolves and such like. I have not yet ascertained how the Cats make themselfs the Lights, but that is something that I mean to discover, although I must be circumspect lest the Cats mistake my motives.

Since the very beginning of my dealings with the Cats, I have wondered what would happen if one could harness the Magick of the Light, but I have not yet had a chance to discuss this with the Cats that have befriended me, and I do not know if they will think I am overreaching my bounds at such thoughts. There is also the problem that I think others in the Towne have begun to notice my secret activities, and I must therefore not be seen to converse or dally with the Cats, lest the people discover for themselves the secret of the Magick and of the Lights. I am afraid that Mercy Lewis, in particular, seems to be harboring suspicions of me; I may have to start meeting with the Cats secretly in the forest instead of having them in my cottage, to lessen the chance that we may be seen or overheard. Curse the benighted people of this Towne for hindering me as I pursue the greatest discovery since this continent itself was found! And they call it Witchcraft. Fools!



 

“And what is that quaint tale?” Nafshi asked. “Rather long-winded, isn’t it? I don’t think very much of your storytelling skills.”

“It is my ancestor’s journal,” Saunders said. “Giles Corey was executed during the Salem Witch trials. He was, in fact, the only one actually guilty of what they accused him of doing—he was working with some of your ancestors. Wild Ones, I believe you call them? Three hundred some, what’s the word you use? Cycles? Yes, three hundred some cycles ago.”

Nafshi couldn’t hide a glint of recognition in her eyes. The story of the Enemy rising and falling was the history of her kind.

“Then you don’t deny it,” Saunders said.

“No. The Wild Ones were working with humans back then, too. It is a story that all Catmages know, even these failures that are helping you.” Roah growled in his throat at the insult, but subsided at Saunders’ glance. Nafshi continued: “All of the humans they were working with were killed. That would be a lesson you might want to take to heart.”

Saunders started laughing, a low, reedy chuckle. “Oh, my dear Nafshi, you are an innocent if you think that I need to worry about being suspected of witchcraft by the local magistrate. This is the twenty-first century. We are a much more enlightened species. Everyone knows there is no such thing as magic,” he said, grinning nastily. His voice hardened. “I don’t care about what happened to a few people over three hundred years ago. I care about what is happening here and now. I want your Magelight. One way or another, I will have it.” He closed the journal and put it back in his jacket pocket.

“You’re lying,” she told Saunders. “You get furious every time you mention the humans who were killed. I see it in your eyes, I see it in your stance. It comes out in your voice, even though you try to hide it.”

“You’re imagining things,” Saunders said coldly. “It must be the lack of food.”

Nafshi glanced at Roah. She spoke privately to him, making sure Saunders could not hear. “And you, Roah, you trust this man after what he has just told you? Fool! What is stopping him from taking your Magelights as well?”

Roah looked at Nafshi without concern. He replied privately, “He has the Council’s Magelights. He will have yours. There is no need for ours. Saunders and we work together well.”

“Until you are no longer useful to him, you idiot!” Nafshi’s mind-voice shouted. Roah’s Magelight flashed as he mewed, and Nafshi cried out once more in pain. When it stopped, she lay in her cage, subdued.

“No more for now,” Saunders told Roah. “Go wait on the stairs.” The cat obeyed, walking halfway up the staircase. “Nafshi,” Saunders said, abruptly deciding to try a different tack, “would you like something to eat or drink?”

“Of course I would. But you won’t be giving me either,” she replied.

“You’ll find I can be extremely reasonable when I get what I want,” he said. “Roah, get me a cup so the lady can have a drink.”

“Master, this is a mistake. She will trick you.”

“Get me a cup, Roah.” Muttering, the cat raced upstairs. He returned with one of Saunders’ Dobermans, who carried a mug in his mouth.

“Roah,” Saunders said, “Why is Shadow here? Are you too proud to carry the mug yourself?”

“I am a Catmage, not a servant,” Roah replied, “but the dog is also here to stop Nafshi from getting any idea of escaping.”

“You’re no Catmage. You have broken our laws and were justly expelled from our society,” Nafshi said.

“And now I am here, starting a new society, old one,” said Roah, “and it is I who have the power here. Be silent!” His Magelight flashed, and Nafshi howled in pain.

“You see?” Saunders said. “You have everything under control. Nafshi, if you want this drink, you had best be civil to my colleague. Roah is very short-tempered when he doesn’t get his way.”

Nafshi snorted. “You’ve no idea how short-tempered—or cruel—he can be. Why, there are stories I could tell you—”

“The only thing I want you to tell me is where you hid your Magelight. I will give you a drink of water in exchange for the information.”

Nafshi paused to consider the offer. She was still panting slightly. “I agree,” she said, bowing her head. “I need water.”

“Good,” Saunders said. He filled the mug at the sink and stood before the cage, watching the Catmage. The Doberman sat quietly beside him. Saunders took hold of the combination lock and spun it, making sure to hide the combination from the caged Catmage. It was Roah who had suggested it over a plain padlock, which could be opened by a Catmage visualizing the lock mechanism unlocking. A combination lock was too complicated. No Catmage had yet figured out how to work one unless she was given the combination, and even then, many simply couldn’t understand how to read the numbers. Catmages used numbers in their lives, but they didn’t write them down. Saunders opened the door and put the mug inside. Nafshi drank thirstily and quickly as Roah watched warily from the shelf. She sighed in contentment when she finished the water.

“Now,” Saunders said, “fulfill your promise. Where is your Magelight?”

“It’s on my collar,” she said, “as I’ve been telling you.”

Saunders’ face reddened with anger. “I’ve had enough of your lies!” he shouted. He withdrew a strip of leather with a green stone from his pocket. “This is glass! Glass! Stop lying to us and tell us where your Magelight is!”

“My collar,” said Nafshi. Then several things happened so quickly that Saunders didn’t know what hit him. The green glass stone in the collar suddenly flared with light, and the Doberman beside Saunders lunged at him and sank its teeth into his leg. The collar with the glass stone fell to the ground as Saunders cried out in pain. He kicked the collar underneath the shelf without realizing it as he tried to back away from the dog. Nafshi gathered herself to leap out of the cage.

“Alef! Bett!” Roah cried. They rushed down to the cellar and immediately fought to control the dog, while Roah strove mightily with Nafshi, his spell pushing the door closed as hers tried to keep it open. Now she had her front paws on the edge of the cage and was pushing with her hind legs with all her might. The cage door moved inward. The light in her collar flared again, but less brightly. The cage door inched forward and, with a loud cry, Nafshi pulled her paws back and collapsed backwards into the cage. The door slammed shut. The dog ran upstairs at the mental urging of the two Siamese Wild Ones.

“Damn you!” Saunders said. “That’s the last drink of water you’ll have for a very long time.” He locked the cage again and then limped over to the steps. He sat down and examined his leg. It was bleeding heavily. “I can’t go to the doctor for this. They’ll make me report my dog and quarantine him for rabies. And I need to be at the school in—” he checked his watch and swore—“five minutes ago.”

“So tell them it was a stray dog,” Roah said.

“That won’t work. I’ll have to make a report. I can’t afford to be caught lying!”

“I can fix the wound, but I can’t fix the muscle as easily,” Roah told him. “Sit still and quiet. Alef and Bett, if Nafshi so much as twitches a whisker, make her pay dearly.” In a few moments, Roah cast a healing spell and stopped the bleeding. Saunders stood up, gingerly putting his weight on the bad leg. He grimaced. “It’s sore, but it will do. But now,” he said, eyeing Nafshi warily, “I’d like one of you to explain to me exactly how a Catmage with no Magelight managed to cast a spell like that right under your noses!”

“We don’t know,” said Roah.

“How? HOW did she manage? Where is that damned Magelight?”

There was no answer, except for the very quiet chuckle that came from Nafshi’s cage. “It’s on my collar,” she said. And it’s too bad, she thought, that I’m so weak, or I’d have gotten out of here this time. Well. They can’t keep me here forever. Hakham will find me. He is not weak with hunger and thirst or full of drugs that make his head spin. Oh, the spells he will cast. Then, she thought, her tail tip switching, it will be my turn to play jailor.

Saunders limped up the stairs, leaving the cats to stand guard. He paused just inside the kitchen and withdrew the journal from his pocket. He read silently to himself the last part of the entry, which he had deliberately withheld from the cats.

 


Imagine what Mankind could do with the Power of these Lights in the service of the Human Race, which God chose for dominion over the Beasts of the Earth! When the Magick is mine, with God’s help and blessing, there will be no limits to the wonders that I can achieve!



 

“Yes,” Saunders muttered, “just imagine the wonders I shall achieve.” He limped into the kitchen and shut the door behind him, smiling in a way that would have sent shivers down even Roah’s spine, had he been there to see it.

✣       ✣       ✣

Nafshi woke from a restless sleep that she had fallen into after Saunders and the others left. She was tired, more tired than she’d ever been in her very long life. Nafshi ached, she was hungry, she was still thirsty, and most of all, she was so very, very sick of lying in a cage day after day. I would give almost anything, she thought, to get out of this place. To see the sunlight, or the moon coming out from behind the clouds. She pricked her ears forward at a soft noise on the other side of the cellar. It was another Wild One, lurking in the shadows behind some boxes. Nafshi wondered why he hid himself.

“I know you’re here,” she said irritably. “You’re doing a very poor job of concealing yourself. Why don’t you come out where I can see you?”

A slight, multicolored cat slipped silently out from behind a box and into Nafshi’s field of vision. It looked young, about two years old. Its eyes were bright green. She couldn’t tell its gender. Nafshi wondered if she could use the strange cat’s youth to her advantage.

“Not hiding. Looking.”

“Looking for what, er—what is your name, child?”

“Looking for something nice.” He paused to sniff the air, and then sat and looked over at Nafshi. “Not your child,” he said. “Not anyone’s child. Not child, never child, no, not ever. Patches is my name, my name is Patches. See why? Mish-mosh, by gosh, tish-tosh, see my spots?” The Wild One turned around and around, tail held high, stopping each time his side faced Nafshi so she could see the colored patches that evidently gave him his name. Now she could also see that he was male.

Nafshi was taken aback by his strangeness. She had never met anyone like him. But she hid her thoughts from Patches. It was extremely important that she not make an enemy of this strange young Wild One. He, at least, would not have a grudge against her. “I’ve been here for moons and I haven’t seen you until today. Where have you been? Why did they leave you here with me?” she asked him.

“Patches has been here and there. Must not tell Nafshi.” He stared at her for a few moments. “Sneaky. Patches knows what you want. Must watch you, they said. I am your guardian!”

“You mean you are my guard. I suppose your task is to keep me in this cage?”

“Guard, guardian, guardian guard. Patches is out here, and you are in there, and that is the way it will stay. Would you like me to sing you a song?”

“Why not?” she said, a hint of laughter in her voice. “I’m not going anywhere at the moment.”

Patches sang, in a child’s sing-song voice, “I know where you’re hiding it, I know where you’re hiding it.”

Nafshi looked at him sharply. Could he possibly know, or was he just bluffing? This had to be a trick of the Wild Ones. Just in case, she decided to feel him out and see if he could possibly know what she had been concealing from Saunders. “Why don’t you tell me a little bit about yourself, Patches? What is your real name? Where are you from?”

“No name, no home, no home, no name. Patches was nowhere. No one listened to Patches, could not hear, would not hear, will not hear. Do you hear Patches? Well? DO YOU HEAR PATCHES!?”

His mind-shout was loud enough that Nafshi winced. “Of course I hear you, child. Why, I think they heard you in the next three towns.”

Patches laughed. He leaped towards Nafshi on all four legs, sideways, like a kitten. “Nafshi hears Patches, Patches hears Nafshi.” Then he repeated his sing-song voice, “I know where you’re hiding it, I know where you’re hiding it.”

“Hiding what, Patches?”

Patches stopped leaping around and looked up the stairs, listening intently. Then he crept slowly towards Nafshi’s cage. “Must be quiet,” he said in a whisper, looking up at her from below. “They don’t know. But I know. I know the glow, the glow I know, I know, I KNOW!” He finished with another shout, leaping up towards Nafshi’s cage. She jumped back instinctively, startled, both at his actions and at his words. Could it be true? Did he know where she was hiding her Magelight? She decided to distract him.

“You’re a half-breed, aren’t you?” Nafshi asked. “Poor thing. The Seekers never found you, but one of the Wild Ones did.”

Patches turned his back on her. “Seek, seek, find! Not find, not Patches, no. Roah found Patches first. Roah listened. Roah heard. Roah saved Patches from the silence. No more quiet, Quiet no more. No more quiet. NO MORE SILENCE!” His shout surprised Nafshi again.

“Patches, please stop shouting,” Nafshi said in a pained voice. “I’m an old Catmage, and your companions have not treated me very well. I’m tired and hungry and your shouts are hurting me.”

“Sorry,” Patches said, instantly remorseful. He crouched on the ground and blinked up at Nafshi. “Patches is sorry. Did not mean to hurt you. Not supposed to hurt you, just watch you. Patches will try hard not to shout at Nafshi. But it is difficult. Patches needs to be heard. Patches was not heard for so very long.” His voice was quiet and sad. Nafshi was beginning to understand why Patches was so odd.

“How old were you when Roah found you?” she asked kindly.

“One cycle. One moon. One Patches.”

“Poor thing.” He had lived in the wild, unable to communicate with anyone, for more than a year. Nafshi shuddered at the thought of being unable to speak or be spoken to for such a long time. It must have been torture. “And how old are you now?”

“Two cycles. Two moons. Still one Patches.” He leaped into the air again. Nafshi waited until he settled back down.

“Have they taught you how to use your abilities? Can you do spells? I don’t see your Magelight.”

“No light, no bright, not yet. Patches is learning. Patches is not there, Roah says. Little while more, maybe long while. Sometimes Roah is too busy for Patches. But Patches can make magic! Does Nafshi want to see?”

“Of course,” Nafshi said. “I used to be a teacher. Show me what you can do, child.”

“Watch me! Watch me!” Patches half-closed his eyes. His tail started lashing back and forth. Nafshi watched, fascinated, waiting to see if the half-breed could perform magic. He twitched his ears, glanced sideways and sniffed, then he looked up at her cage and said, “No, don’t watch! Open your head and close your eyes. If you’re really good, you’ll get a surprise!”

“Close my eyes?” Nafshi asked, bewildered.

“Close your eyes!” Patches laughed and leaped, and then settled down again.

“Why not?” she said, amused. Nafshi closed her eyes. She could hear his tail lashing from side to side. A short time passed, and then there was a thud inside her cage. “Surprise!” Patches said. “Open eyes!”

A mouse lay between her paws. Without thinking, Nafshi grabbed it by the neck and killed it before it could recover its wits and run away. Patches was leaping happily around the cellar, purring loudly.

“Patches found something nice before. He was going to eat it, but Nafshi is hungrier. Do you like it? Did Patches surprise you?” he asked.

“Yes and yes, dear boy,” Nafshi said as she began eating. “That was an excellent example of your talent. And so kind of you! I’ve been so very hungry.” She ate ravenously.

“Patches knows what it is to want things. Not right. Too thin. Should have food. Patches makes it right. Nafshi can’t tell! Don’t tell!”

“It will be our secret,” Nafshi said. She finished the mouse quickly. She was famished, and this was the first decent meal she’d had in ages. Patches chirruped happily as she ate, taking a few leaps around the cellar as she did so. When Nafshi was through, she licked her chops, yawned hugely, and washed her paws and her face. “Patches, my dear boy,” she said between licks, “How would you like me to start teaching you to be a proper Catmage?”

“Patches would like that very much!” he said, leaping happily. “Nafshi is great mage! Even Roah says so!”

“Then I will start,” she said, yawning, “after I get some rest.”

“Nafshi sleep. Patches will watch. Patches will watch quietly,” he said.

Nafshi’s eyes began to close. “Thank you, dear child. And thank you so much for the mouse,” she said, yawning once more. She grinned to herself. It looked like Patches was going to be a very, very useful friend. Then her eyelids drooped, and she fell asleep.

✣       ✣       ✣

When she awakened, Patches was asleep on the floor in front of her prison. Nafshi stood, stretched, and yawned. Nafshi was about to say something to him when the sound of paws on the steps stopped her. She quickly laid back down and closed her eyes.

“Patches!” Roah said angrily. “You’re supposed to be guarding the prisoner, not napping with her!” Patches jerked awake and backed away from Roah.

“Patches did watch. Nothing happened. Watching Nafshi is boring. Patches got bored and fell asleep.”

Roah’s tail lashed back and forth. “If you cannot handle the tasks I set for you—”

“No, no, Patches can do it! Patches very sorry, will not fall asleep on watch again!”

Roah was mollified. He glanced over at Nafshi. “Don’t pretend you’re asleep, old one. I’m not stupid.”

Nafshi opened her eyes and stared insolently at Roah. “That’s debatable.”

“I haven’t the time for our usual wordplay. We have work to do upstairs. Patches,” Roah said, turning to address him, “see that she remains quiet. Our work will require all of our attention.”

“Patches will be very quiet!” he said in his usual tone, then realized his mistake. “Patches will be very quiet,” he whispered. Nafshi laughed to herself. Patches was nothing if not amusing, and she thought he was much, much more than he seemed.

Roah turned without speaking again and went back up the stairs. Patches waited until he disappeared through the door. Then he leaped over to Nafshi’s cage, his tail erect and his fur fluffed out.

“Child, there’s no reason to be angry,” she told him. “He’s gone. He won’t hear us. We’ll make sure of that.”

“Patches is not angry. Patches fluffs out his tail for fun!” he said. Once again Nafshi reflected on the strangeness of the half-breed. It wasn’t his fault, but his odd behavior was still jarring to her. She cleared those thoughts from her mind.

Patches looked up at her, looking very pleased with himself. He glanced quickly toward the door and then spoke. “Did you like how Patches spoke to Roah? Patches can be very, very secret!”

“Indeed you can, child. You did very well.”

Patches leaped around the cellar joyfully at the praise. Nafshi waited for him to come back near her cage. “Are you ready for your first lesson with me, then?” she asked.

“Yes! Yes!” he replied, leaping with each word. “Patches will learn from Nafshi!”

“Quietly. And you’ll need to be still.” Patches stopped leaping immediately, and sat down, only the tip of his tail moving.

“Patches can be still.”

“Excellent,” she said. “Now let’s begin with breathing exercises.”

“Patches knows how to breathe. Patches has been doing that all his life.” He laughed.

“That’s not what I mean,” Nafshi said irritably. “Roah may have taught you how to focus your mage abilities, but he did not give you any kind of grounding in the basics. One of the first things we teach our kittens when they enter the Teaching Rings is how to focus their concentration through breathing. Now. Be quiet and watch me.”

Nafshi spent the next hour teaching Patches the basic exercises that apprentices were taught in their first week, pleased to see that Patches picked them up quickly and easily, with almost no effort. Their work was sometimes nerve-wracking. They had to do it with half an ear to the stairs, making sure that the Wild Ones didn’t catch Nafshi instructing Patches. In spite of what Roah said about not disturbing him, neither Nafshi nor Patches trusted the Wild Ones enough to get complacent. By the end of the hour, Nafshi was exhausted. “I’m sorry, child, I can’t do any more for now,” she told the disappointed cat.

“No, not quit yet,” he said. “Please?”

“I’m sorry, Patches. I tire too easily these days. Not being fed properly for weeks will do that to you.”

“Patches can fix that!” he said, leaping around the cellar. “Wait for Patches! Be right back!” He leaped up the stairs and was gone. Nafshi reveled in the silence and closed her eyes, resting. But it was only a few minutes later that Patches returned, carrying something large and delicious-smelling in his mouth. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he put it on the ground and said, “Now watch! Patches will show you what he learned.” He closed his eyes and performed his breathing exercises perfectly. Shortly after that, the chicken leg rose off the ground and flew slowly in the air. It hovered outside Nafshi’s cage, and then, with a quick flick of his tail, the chicken leg flew through the bars of the cage.

“Eat! Eat! Chicken is good! Patches told Bett lunch was for him, but he gives it to you! Patches can get more later!” He laughed and twirled as Nafshi ate greedily.

“You’d best take the bone,” she said, pushing it out of her cage when she was finished. “If only you could get me some water,” she said. “I’m so thirsty!”

“Patches will think of a way,” he promised.

“You know, I think you will, child. Well, I’m feeling better now. Let us continue.”

Over the next few weeks, every chance they got, Nafshi taught Patches. He did manage to find a way to get her water. He found a small, light cup in one of the boxes, made of an unbreakable material. Neither of them knew the human word for plastic. After many tries, Patches finally taught himself how to move the faucet handle and get the water flowing. The first time he succeeded in pushing the faucet to full open, they were terrified and closed the faucet immediately. They were afraid that a full stream of water flowing into the sink would be overheard by the Wild Ones upstairs. Instead, Patches learned how to push the faucet handle just enough to start a small amount of water dripping into the drain. If he left the cup in the sink, there would be enough water to drink from in an hour or two, and Patches could levitate it to the cage for Nafshi. He had to tilt it next to the bars of the cage in order for her to drink, and she got soaked more often than not, but at least she had water. That had been the main reason for her weakness before Patches became her guard. The drugs made her woozy, but lack of water made her weak.

As she told him during one of their lessons, what he had learned from Roah was wild magic, unpredictable and often unusable. She was teaching him what she called “proper Catmage lessons.” Roah may have learned the proper way from his teachers, but he had since gone on to develop his own, untested methods. Nafshi’s way would allow Patches to become a true Catmage, rather than remain a Wild One.

“Patches wants to be a Catmage,” he told her again and again. “Patches should have been a Catmage by now. Seekers should have found me!” And always, when he dwelled on his miserable upbringing, he grew angry and sad in turn that he was never found by the proper Seekers. Roah had done his job well, prejudicing him against the Catmages. Nafshi had an uphill battle, but she was determined to win it. When I am through teaching Patches, she told herself, by the One Above Us All, he will be a Catmage, not a Wild One. And then—then, we shall see what we shall see. Patches would be a useful ally no matter which way things turned, of that she was certain.


✣ F I V E ✣

Parents Night

Rachel Cohen drove home as fast as she dared. She had tried to get away on time, but of course her boss piled one thing after another on her desk that absolutely had to be done today. Now she’d have to hurry Andy through dinner if they were going to get to Parents Night on time.

“Hot dogs again,” she called as she came through the door. At Andy’s groan, she winced. “Sorry, sweetie, but we have to eat and run. You know I don’t have the time to see the teachers individually. The only way I get to know them is on Parents Night.” She quickly heated a pan, got hot dogs and rolls out of the freezer, grabbed some frozen vegetables and set condiments on the table. Andy put out plates, glasses, silverware, and napkins. After a hurried meal, Rachel was in her car again, this time driving Andy to school.

The stands were down in the school gymnasium, which was full of children and parents. Rachel and Andy wove their way through the crowd. Andy saw Mike and his parents and younger brother, Kenny. Mike’s father, Greg Murdoch, smiled at them and made room on the bench for Rachel between him and his wife, Shelley.

“Thanks,” Rachel said. “How are things, Shel?”

“Same as usual. Greg wants you to sit next to him so I can’t smack him when he’s being bad.” Rachel and Greg grinned at each other.

Andy saw Becca a few rows behind them, sitting with her parents. He waved. Becca waved back, spoke to her parents, and in a few moments, Becca and her parents joined the others.

“Have you seen Principal Stickman yet?” Greg asked.

“Greg!” his wife said.

“Oh, come on. Saunders is so thin he looks like a human stick figure. Right, Jake?”

Becca’s father grinned. “You know, now that you mention it—yeah, he really does.”

“Jacob!” Danielle said in almost exactly the same tone Shelley had used. “You two are not setting a very good example for the children.”

“But sweetie, Greg’s right.”

Greg grinned at his friend.

“See? I’m not the only one who thinks there’s something weird about Saunders,” Andy said.

They spent the next few minutes chatting as they waited for the principal to step up to the microphone. But time passed, and there was no sign of Principal Saunders. Children were getting bored, and the crowd was getting more and more restless. Assistant Principal Franklin walked up to the podium and people quieted.

“Principal Saunders just called,” he said. “He wants me to apologize for his lateness. He’s been unavoidably detained. Nothing serious.” Assistant Principal Franklin held up his hands. “He said to start the Parents Night ceremonies without him.” Andy looked hopefully at his mother, but she was deep in conversation with the Jeffersons. Sighing, Andy resigned himself to waiting, but Mike had a better idea.

“Let’s get out of here while we still can,” Mike said in an undertone. “We’ll see you all later,” he told their parents.

“Come back here before the principal starts speaking,” Rachel told Andy. He nodded. The three friends wandered away from their families.

“Saunders is creepy,” Becca said, thinking about their parents’ discussion. “He just stares and stares and stares at you.”

“Yeah,” said Andy, “but let’s not talk about him. How cool is it that Mr. Straight’s ancestors were in Salem during the witch trials?”

“They were?” Becca asked. Andy filled Becca and Mike in on his conversation with their history teacher. He also told them about the principal stopping by after class.

“See what I mean?” Becca said. “Weird.”

“Talking about Cohen again? Yeah, he’s weird, all right.” Taylor made sure to bump hard into Andy as he pushed past the three friends. Becca was incensed.

“Shut up, Taylor. Don’t be such a jerk.”

“Ooh, look at Half-Baked Becca, standing up for the loser.” Taylor’s cronies laughed. Andy felt his usual pang of helpless rage when he was around the bully. Taylor was an expert at making sure that anything he did to Andy was done while no one in authority was watching. And he always had at least one of his friends along to torment Andy.

“Shut up, Taylor.”

“Shut up, Taylor,” he mimicked. Taylor and his friends burst out laughing as they elbowed their way past.

“Wow, brilliant retort!” Mike said. “Did you make it up yourself or did you get it from The Book of Total Loser Comebacks?” Taylor ignored him and disappeared into the crowd.

“Never mind those jerks,” Becca said.

“Drop it.”

“Andy, you really—”

“I already told you, if I tell anyone, it’ll just be worse for me. Leave it be.” Becca looked like she wanted to say something, but she stopped herself. Mike put his arm around Andy’s shoulder.

“Forget about that jerk, Andy.” With his free hand, Mike pulled a deck of cards from his pocket. “My dad’s teaching me magic tricks. Let’s go find a place where I can show you.”

They found a quiet spot in a corner near the far door. Mike amused his friends greatly by failing to guess Becca’s card four times in a row. “I guess I need to practice a little more,” he said ruefully as Andy and Becca laughed at his last effort.

Andy glanced up at the clock. “Ten minutes to go until Saunders’ speech. What a waste of time.”

“Boring,” Becca agreed. “Too bad we can’t go outside.”

“Well, I have to leave the gym, anyway,” Andy said. “Boys’ room.”

The buzz of people in the gym faded behind him as he walked down the locker-filled hallway. No one else was in the bathroom. As Andy was washing his hands, the door opened. Andy groaned inwardly. It was Taylor, Pete, and Tommy. Their faces lit up as they saw him.

“You better not try anything here,” Andy said. “Someone could come in at any minute. You’ll get suspended.”

“Really? Thanks for the warning. Hey, Tommy, go stand watch outside the door.” Andy backed away as Taylor and Pete stepped towards him. “You know what a swirly is, Andy?” Andy said nothing. “That’s okay, we’ll show you!” Andy rushed forward, trying to force his way past the two bigger boys, but they grabbed him and pushed him back roughly against the wall. He struggled uselessly as they pulled him towards a bathroom stall.

The bathroom door opened again. Tommy stood in the doorway and said in a loud voice, “Oh, I guess it’s not locked after all, Mr. J.”

“Tommy, get out of my way,” said Becca’s father irritably. “I’m trying to get in the bathroom, and that isn’t going to happen with you standing there.”

“Oh, sorry.”

Taylor and Pete quickly released Andy as Jake walked into the bathroom. Taylor, his back to Jacob, glared at Andy, but when he turned to face Jake, his expression was smiling and friendly.

“Hi, Mr. Jefferson!” he said brightly.

Jake frowned at them. “Why do I feel like something’s going on here?” He looked at the smaller boy, his shirttail hanging out and his hair mussed up. “Andy? Something you want to tell me?”

“No, nothing’s going on, sir,” Taylor said. “Right, Andy?” He was behind Jake now, and the look on his face boded ill for Andy if he told the truth.

Andy couldn’t look Jake in the eyes. “Nah, everything’s fine, Mr. Jefferson.”

Jake glanced at Andy and back to Taylor and his friends. “I heard your father’s looking for you, Taylor. Maybe you’d better get out of here.”

“Stepfather,” Taylor said bitterly. He turned and hurried out the door, followed by Tommy and Pete. Andy still couldn’t look at Becca’s father.

“Are you sure there isn’t something you want to tell me?” Jake asked gently.

Andy shook his head.

“All right. But if you change your mind, you call me.”

Andy nodded and left, wishing he dared tell someone about Taylor. But it wouldn’t help. Taylor would just treat him even worse, he just knew it.

When Andy got back to the gym, he’d recovered enough that for once, Becca wasn’t suspicious. She could usually read Andy’s moods. She and Mike were laughing again, playing some card game that Mike made up.

“Want to play a game of Chicken a la Mike, Andy?” he asked.

“Uh—how?”

“It’s like War, only you have to face off with each other and bluff if you don’t have a high card. The loser of each hand has to make a chicken sound.” He turned to Becca. “I call!”

“Queen of spades,” she said.

“Jack of diamonds.”

Becca grinned. “Let’s hear it, Mike.”

Mike started crowing like a rooster. They all laughed. They played Chicken long enough for Andy to forget the ugly scene in the bathroom.

“Hey, Mike,” a boy called, “your dad’s looking for you.”

“Thanks, Bill.” He packed up his cards and wove through the crowd, followed by Andy and Becca. As they passed one section of the stands, Andy saw Taylor again. He was with his stepfather and his two stepbrothers. Andy pulled on the back of Mike’s shirt to get his attention. The three of them stopped nearby.

“I can’t believe I’m wasting my time with this garbage,” Taylor’s stepfather said. “The Red Sox are on. Your mother had to catch a cold now, didn’t she?” He was sneering as he spoke to his stepson. “I told her not to go out last night, but no, you had to have a new jacket. And now she’s home sick, because of your selfishness. Why couldn’t your old man take you?”

“He’s in Chicago on business,” Taylor said.

“He’s in Chicago on business,” his stepbrother mimicked.

“Where have I heard that lame kind of retort before?” Becca murmured. “Man, his stepdad is a jerk.”

“Good,” Andy said. He moved behind a bigger boy so that he could watch and listen unobserved. One of Taylor’s brothers put an arm around Taylor’s shoulder in a seemingly friendly gesture, but Andy could see the boy squeezing Taylor hard. The other brother grinned and slapped Taylor heavily on the back. “Good,” Andy whispered again.

“Let’s get out of here,” Becca said. “These people are making me sick. Looks like Taylor’s not the only bully in the family.” They slipped past without Taylor seeing them and rejoined their parents, who had been listening to the speeches by various teachers and school administrators. There was still no sign of Saunders.

“Hey, Dad, I thought up this great new card game!” Mike called. His father grinned at him.

“Teach me later. Isn’t it time for the annual boring speech by the principal?”

“Greg,” his wife said warningly.

“Okay, Shel, I’ll be good.” He grinned. “Mikey, have you seen Saunders?”

“Nope. But we weren’t looking. We see him enough during the school year,” Mike said, grimacing. He yawned. “Wish he’d hurry up!”

✣       ✣       ✣

Goldeneyes watched Andy and his mother drive down the darkening street. She turned and slipped through a neighbor’s fence, padding her way stealthily back to the house on Oak Street. She moved quickly and quietly through the streets of the small town. Few cars were on the road. By the time she reached Oak Street, it was fully dark, which worked to her advantage. Dogs had superior senses of smell, but they couldn’t see well in the dark. Goldeneyes was careful to keep downwind as she approached the house with the blue shutters. She listened carefully, trying to determine if the dogs were out in the yard. She couldn’t hear them, but still she took one slow, silent step at a time, until she was only a foot or two away from the fence at the rear of the house. Goldeneyes studied the fence carefully. It was higher than she could leap. She would have to dig under it, or—she chuckled to herself as she was struck with a much better idea. She moved away from the fence and retreated under a bush in the far end of the neighbor’s backyard. She deliberately faced away from the house with the fence. Then she closed her eyes and started trilling as quietly as she could. After a minute or two, she stopped and listened. She could hear a small animal walking in the yard, not far from her. Good, she thought. Now for the next phase. Staying hidden in the bush, Goldeneyes began to trill softly again. She directed the rabbit over to the side fence, where it began digging. Soon, it had a good-sized hole in the ground, reaching partway under the fence. It wouldn’t be much longer now.

The front door of Number 19 opened, throwing light into the yard. Goldeneyes, surprised, stopped trilling. The rabbit stopped digging. Cursing, Goldeneyes recovered and restarted the spell. The rabbit continued to dig. Then, exactly what Goldeneyes feared happened: The dogs were let out, and one of them heard the rabbit. The dog ran to the side fence and started barking, followed by its mates. The noise frightened the rabbit. Goldeneyes lost her hold on it and let it run away. Slowly, silently, she retreated further under the bush as the dogs barked wildly, preparing to run if need be.

“Quiet!” Saunders told the dogs. They ignored him. They had the rabbit’s scent now, and were barking and leaping at the fence where the rabbit had been. Goldeneyes didn’t dare leave the shelter of her bush, but she was worried that Saunders might let loose the dogs. She thought she could handle them, but having to redirect or fight off a group of dogs would put an end to her scouting mission. Goldeneyes started preparing for the worst.

Suddenly, the back door of the house in the yard Goldeneyes was hiding in opened, and a man stepped onto the porch. “Saunders!” he called irritably, “I told you to keep those dogs of yours quiet! They woke my boy again.”

Saunders’ voice came from behind the fence. “Sorry, Mackie. They’ve scented a rabbit or something. There’s a hole in my yard.”

“I don’t care if they’ve scented a filet mignon! My boy has been sick with a cold all week, and your dogs are not letting him sleep! Shut them up and keep them quiet or I’m filing a complaint in the morning!” The dogs were still barking, and Mackie had to yell over them.

“Alef!” Saunders shouted angrily. Goldeneyes pricked up her ears. She knew that name, and now she knew one of the Wild Ones who was helping Saunders. Two, because where Alef was, there was his sister, Bett.

“What?” Mackie asked.

“Nothing, nothing. I was talking to my dogs.” One of the dogs suddenly yelped, and the barking stopped.

“About time,” Mackie grunted. “I better not hear those dogs again tonight.” He went back inside his house and slammed the door behind him. Goldeneyes listened and heard Saunders walking in his yard. His steps were uneven. Puzzled, she moved carefully through Mackie’s yard, keeping the house between her and Number 19. She peered out from under Mackie’s front porch, watching Saunders’ house.

A few minutes later, Saunders’ front door opened. Goldeneyes watched as he limped through the gate and got into his car. Ah. That explained the uneven steps. She hoped it was her grandmother’s work. It wouldn’t surprise her at all. Nafshi was ingenious as well as powerful.

Goldeneyes waited silently until the car was out of sight before going carefully back to the hole in the fence. She paused and listened. There was no sign of dogs in the yard. The rabbit had done more than enough. She needed only dig the hole a bit wider to slip through with ease. Goldeneyes stopped on the other side and listened again, ready to leap back out if need be. Dogs weren’t much of a problem, but dogs paired with Catmages were what had murdered the Council. Thankfully, the dogs were inside, probably due to the irritated neighbor. That was a good thing to know for the future. She made a mental note to tell Letsan what she had learned.

Now Goldeneyes was surveying the house and yard. There were doghouses and chains, as well as food and water dishes. The yard was plain and bare, with only dirt and grass, no bushes or trees. There would be no hiding in Saunders’ yard. The side of the house that she was on had nothing but plain grass. She saw a boarded up cellar window. She crept carefully around to the other side of the house. It was much the same. At the front of the house was a porch, five steps high, with latticework covering the space between the porch and the ground. Goldeneyes could smell insects and mold, but nothing important under the porch. She went back to the side where she had entered and sat with her back to the hole in the fence, studying the house. There was a space between the boards in the cellar window on this side. It wasn’t big enough to get more than a paw through, but it was another fact she filed away for future reference.

There’s not much more to be seen now, she thought. Goldeneyes slipped back through the hole in the fence. Once on the other side, she sat down to mull things over. Then she went back to the bush in Mackie’s yard and cast a spell. Another rabbit, or the same one—she didn’t care enough to note—hopped up to the hole in the fence. Then it went back and forth, back and forth, rubbing itself on all sides of the hole, covering it with its scent. Goldeneyes directed it to hop around the yard where she had walked, enough to cover her scent there as well. For good measure, she had it roll over her path. Saunders’ yard stank mostly of dog, but she didn’t want Alef—or any other Wild One in that house—to know that she had been there. Finally satisfied that her scent was sufficiently covered, Goldeneyes let the rabbit run away.

Being so near to Nafshi, yet unable to reach her, saddened her. She thought of her grandmother as she knew her best. Nafshi had spent many hours with her granddaughter after her apprenticeship in the early Teaching Ring. She was, in fact, her tutor. Some of the others in her Ring were jealous that Nafshi had come out of retirement to teach just Goldeneyes. They felt it was only right that all of them benefit from Nafshi’s wisdom. Goldeneyes had been lying in the sun on the lee side of a boulder on a warm, spring day when a group of students had come to complain to Nafshi. They didn’t know that Goldeneyes was on the other side of the rock, resting from an exhausting morning session. Her grandmother’s voice crackled with annoyance as she faced the ones that had the audacity to confront her. She cut the spokesman off in mid-sentence.

“Oh, be silent,” she said to the young, black cat with a white splotch on the tip of his tail. “I am working with my granddaughter. My granddaughter! Who are you to tell me what I can and cannot do with my own kin? By the One Above Us All, you dare to tell me that I must do your bidding? You? A group of apprentices so young that you haven’t even reached full growth! Is there a female among you who has even come into season yet? You children have the cheek to tell me what to do? Me?” The apprentice facing Nafshi bowed his head and spoke to the ground.

“Kharoom said—”

“Flatnose, eh?” Nafshi said. “He is the one who sent you here to complain about nepotism? You’re going by the word of a Catmage who only managed to pass his Magelight Test because his father called in a favor and got a tutor to work with him day and night until he passed on his fifth try? Any guesses who the tutor was? I’ll give you a hint,” she said, lowering her mental voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “It was a really important Catmage. Council level.”

“You?” said the black male.

“Idiot!” Nafshi spat, flattening her ears. “I’d sooner teach a rabbit how to fly than work with Flatnose!” Then she laughed harshly. “His father has been pushing him for the Council since birth. Tahman never got over being turned down himself for membership. Feh! Everyone but Tahman knew he had no talent and precious few brains to speak of. And it seems he’s passed on that incompetence to his son.”

Goldeneyes suppressed a laugh, imagining the looks of shock and horror on the other students’ faces. Nafshi was speaking again. “I hear Tahman’s pushing to have Flatnose considered for the Council now, since he failed at it himself. That wouldn’t be a problem if Kharoom had any more talent or wisdom than his father. You! The black one, what’s your name?”

“Sh—Shpitz, Master.”

“Well, Shpitz, stop shaking like a half-moon kitten trying to walk and pay attention. Kharoom is one of the biggest fools I’ve ever had the misfortune to encounter. He is not one on whose advice you should rely.” Goldeneyes could hear her grandmother’s tail lashing back and forth on the ground and could imagine her ears laid flat against her head, her eyes flashing with indignation. “He and his father have disliked me since I refused to allow Kharoom in my Teaching Ring.” She snorted, her eyes glittering with contempt. “The day that nincompoop gets on the Council is going to be a terrible day for all Catmages,” she said. Goldeneyes was on her feet now, edging softly around the rock so she could see what was happening.

As Goldeneyes thought, Nafshi was glaring at the young apprentices, some of whom were starting to sidle backwards. None of them had the nerve to meet Nafshi’s gaze. “I am an old, old Catmage,” she said. “I spent cycle after cycle in the Teaching Rings. I lost count of how many apprentices I brought up to Magelight capability and beyond. I took a well-deserved retirement several cycles ago, and was enjoying it very much. But fate did not allow me to spend the rest of my years without having to deal with insolent apprentices like you, running errands for an untalented fool and his father.” Her voice grew louder, and the apprentices crouched down, blinking in apology, not daring to meet her eyes. Nafshi was unmoved by their gestures of submission.

“I have come out of retirement for one reason and one reason only,” she said, “to teach my granddaughter, who has more power in her whiskers than you catlings have in your entire bodies. I should think that after my many cycles of service to the Catmage community, I have earned the right to do as I please, with whom I please! Now get out of here and let those of us with an actual grasp of advanced magic get back to doing something worthwhile!” Nafshi’s Magelight glowed and her fur fluffed out and began to crackle with energy. Goldeneyes suppressed a laugh as she saw the fear on the apprentices’ faces. She knew that Nafshi would never harm them, but the trick with her fur was impressive—if you didn’t know what a simple trick it was.

The apprentices turned and fled. Nafshi snorted and said, “Come here, Granddaughter. I know you were listening.” Goldeneyes obeyed, hastily trotting out to her. “Well,” Nafshi asked, “do you think I was too hard on them?”

“They were overstepping boundaries, Grandmother,” Goldeneyes said. “Yes, they were young, but they deserved the tongue-lashing.”

“Kharoom is the one who deserves it most,” Nafshi said. “Well, doubtless they’ll go back and report to him. And I shall speak to him as well. He’s never going to like you, after this.”

Goldeneyes laughed. “I think I’ll survive without his goodwill. It’s not likely he’ll ever wind up on the Council, after all.”

“Mm,” said her grandmother, “let’s hope you’re right. In any case, it’s time to continue your studies. Are you fully rested? Good. You’re going to need your strength. We have one more lesson for today, but it’s an important one.” She turned and padded around the boulder, Goldeneyes following. Rather than go back to the Teaching Ring, Nafshi led Goldeneyes to the edge of the Compound and beyond. The noise of the Compound faded, to be replaced with the noises of the wood that surrounded it. Goldeneyes was curious, but knew better than to ask her grandmother where they were going, or why. The apprentices were not the only ones ever to have experienced Nafshi’s sharp tongue and temper. Rather than risk that, she followed her grandmother silently, waiting to see what was to be seen. At last, Nafshi stopped in a small clearing deep in the wood. The clearing was in the midst of an uneven ring of trees. The floor of the clearing was dirt, covered with leaves, branches that had fallen from the surrounding trees, and a few rocks. A rotting stump stood near one end. Nafshi entered the center of the clearing and turned to face her granddaughter. She indicated that Goldeneyes should sit down.

“Today, my dear child, you are going to create your Magelight.”

Goldeneyes gasped. “Grandmother, are you sure I’m ready?”

“You wouldn’t be here if I weren’t,” Nafshi said testily. “Really, must everyone question everything I do today?”

“I’m sorry, Grandmother,” Goldeneyes said.

Nafshi leaned forward and rubbed the side of her face against her granddaughter’s. “Forget about distractions. Clear your mind. Prepare yourself. This is your final test before you can become a mage, and you will pass it today.” She snorted. “I’ll not have fools like Tahman and Kharoom thinking a granddaughter of mine is anything but a superb Catmage.”

“Now you’re making me even more nervous, Grandmother,” Goldeneyes said.

Nafshi laughed. “You’ll do fine. Now. Perform your exercises. Clear all distractions from your mind.”

Goldeneyes did as she was told, reverting quickly to the routine she’d been taught since she was an apprentice on her first day in the Rings. Soon her breathing was slow and even, and her mind at rest. She watched Nafshi patiently, waiting for what came next.

“Now,” Nafshi told her, “look into my mind. See your eyes as they look to me. Focus on them, watch them, note every facet, every line, every change in color and shape and size. Absorb this image until it takes up your entire being. Then, you will create a light to match the color of your eyes. When the light is created, you must place into it a part of your soul, your neshama. There is a reason The First was named our soul. She is the mother of our race. It is her powers that her descendants bear to this day. Dig deeply into your essence, my dear. Find the neshama within, and bring part of that into the light you create. Focus. See the light. Bring the light to life.” Nafshi paused, looking at her granddaughter fondly. “The greater the part of yourself you put into your light, the more powerful the Magelight will be. I have faith in you, my dear. Your mother’s Magelight was as bright as a star. You have that power, too.” Then she was silent, moving quietly to the edge of the clearing. Goldeneyes, already deep in concentration, did not see Nafshi sit down next to an old, striped tabby who sat just out of sight behind the stump. Nor did she hear Nafshi, who was careful to keep her thoughts among the two watchers. “She is more powerful than her mother, Hakham,” Nafshi said. “Wait and see. Her Magelight will be as bright as the sun.”

“If that is true, we shall eventually have to bring her into Avdei Ha-Or,” he said.

“Probably we shall,” said Nafshi.

“If she is as powerful as you say, I would like to take her on as my apprentice,” Hakham said.

Nafshi was well-pleased. She had hoped for that very thing.

“I would love that, my old friend. But first, let us watch my dear child create her light.” They said no more as Goldeneyes began to trill softly. The trills began to rise in volume as Goldeneyes put forth more effort. As the two older Catmages watched, a small wisp of what looked like vapor appeared in front of Goldeneyes, just above eye level. Nafshi glanced over at Hakham but said nothing. The vapor began to coalesce into a shape. It took on a yellowish color, and smoothed into an oval. The color deepened into gold, and the shape began to grow facets. Goldeneyes trilled more loudly, and the shape began to glow. Nafshi grew more and more excited, exercising all of her willpower to remain still and not disturb her granddaughter, though she wanted to leap in the air like a kitten. Just as she had predicted, Goldeneyes’ Magelight was getting brighter and brighter. At last, Goldeneyes’ trill reached a crescendo, a light burst forth from the gem and flared brightly, causing all three cats to shield their eyes from the glare, and the gem dropped to the earth in front of the panting Catmage.

“Well done!” Hakham said, trotting out with Nafshi to her apprentice. “That was one of the most extraordinary Magelight creations I’ve ever seen.” Goldeneyes was exhausted, but thrilled and flattered to meet Hakham. She tried to collect herself to talk to Hakham, who was the senior Catmage on the Council. He was one of the most respected Catmages alive. Goldeneyes had rarely talked to him, though she knew he was friends with Nafshi. Nafshi was beside herself, winding around and around her granddaughter, stopping every now and then to lick the back of her ears.

“I told you she’d do well!” Nafshi said, pride and happiness filling her voice. “My dear child, I am so proud of you.” Goldeneyes purred and looked at her Magelight, which was now lying on the ground.

“There is one more step,” Hakham said. His Magelight flashed, and from behind the stump where he’d been standing, a leather strap floated in the air towards the three of them. He dropped it on the ground near Goldeneyes. “Place your Magelight in the collar, Zahavin. You are a full Catmage now. You’ve earned your place among us.”

Goldeneyes saw a metal setting in the collar. She cleared her mind again, concentrated, and imagined the metal clasps opening and the Magelight floating through the air to land in the setting. Nafshi purred in approval as the collar was completed. “Now,” she said, “I get the privilege of placing it around your neck.” Nafshi’s Magelight glowed, and the collar lifted from the ground and settled around her granddaughter’s neck, the clasp fastening with a click.

“Congratulations, Zahavin,” said Hakham, “and welcome. Now, let us go back to the Compound. We have some celebrating to do!”

The three cats trotted happily out of the clearing and through the wood.

“I told you, child,” Nafshi said. “You are your mother’s daughter.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Goldeneyes missed her grandmother terribly. Nafshi was much more than a great teacher. She was the one who raised Goldeneyes and her siblings when Yakira, Nafshi’s favorite daughter, died unexpectedly a few months after Goldeneyes was born. Catmages they may be, but some ailments cannot be cured by magic. An incurable disease had caused Yakira to waste away and die. Goldeneyes barely remembered her mother. Nafshi had filled the void in her and her littermates’ lives. She was brusque and wise and gentle and kind in turn. And she saw the talent in Goldeneyes early, concentrating her wisdom on the one grandchild who appreciated it the most. Goldeneyes’ sister was content to stay in everyday Catmage society. She was a Nanager, spending her time raising and teaching kittens. My brother did his duty to society, Goldeneyes thought wryly, by having kittens with as many Catmages as would have him. And there were many females who hoped for powerful kittens from the line that had produced Catmages like Nafshi. At last count, Levavi had fathered nineteen kittens by half a dozen mothers. She had met only about half of them, as she was usually busy with Hakham or on Council business.

But it was time to stop thinking about the past and see what could be done about the present. Now it was time to see what could not be seen with the eyes. Goldeneyes shook herself all over to clear her head of memories. She stretched leisurely, blanked her mind the way she was taught, and cast the spell to find Nafshi’s aura. She worked as quietly as she could. As she concentrated, an image began to take shape. In her head, she could see a warm, golden glow. It was her grandmother, of that she was certain. She sighed deeply. Nafshi was still alive. Goldeneyes probed around, trying to find Alef. She found another aura in the house. It felt—familiar. She’d felt that aura before, but she had no idea when or how. She couldn’t place it. Perhaps it was a Wild One that she’d known in the Teaching Rings, before it had been expelled. Well, it made no difference. Any Wild One in that house would suffer if it crossed her path. Nothing would stop her from getting her grandmother out of there. Nothing.

It was time to leave. Goldeneyes slipped through Mackie’s yard, stayed in the cover of bushes for another three yards, then crossed a street and headed back to Andy’s house.

✣       ✣       ✣

The evening was moving at a glacial pace. Parents Night was never very interesting, but this was the worst one ever. “I wish Saunders would get here already,” Andy said. “I’m so bored.”

“I passed bored half an hour ago,” Mike told him, yawning. “I’m into catatonic stupor now.” Becca laughed.

Andy, about to reply, was interrupted by cheering from the area near the door. Ignoring the ironic clapping and whistling, Saunders hurried through one of the gymnasium doors and walked to the lectern in the center of the room.

“Good evening, everyone,” he said. “So sorry I’m late. Car trouble.”

“Is it my imagination or is he limping?” Mike muttered to Andy and Becca.

“It’s not your imagination,” Andy replied softly. “I saw it, too.”

“I’d like to thank you all for coming tonight,” Saunders said. “It’s good to see everyone at the beginning of another school year. I’d like to extend a hearty welcome to all of our new students and their parents.

“For some of you, this is the end of your middle school days. This is the year when you have to work hard and make the right decisions as you get ready for high school. We’re proud to have set you on the path that carries you forward the rest of your life. We hope that all of our students will succeed. Some of you will do great things,” he said, looking around the gymnasium, “but some of you will find yourself walking down the wrong path and opening the wrong doors.” His eyes met Andy’s for a brief moment.

“Did you see that?” Andy hissed to Becca.

“What?” she murmured.

“Saunders looked straight at me when he said some of us will be on the wrong path.”

“Oh, come on, Andy. He was just looking around the gym. He wasn’t looking at you.”

“Yes, he was! He looked right at me,” Andy said, more loudly. His mother shushed him.

“. . . the best year ever,” Saunders was saying. “So here’s to a great year. Thank you all for coming, and good night.” There was a short burst of applause, and then the crowd rose and started for the exits.

“’Bye, Andy,” Mike called as he and his parents left.

“I’ll see you both tomorrow,” said Becca.

“Call me later,” Andy said. “It wasn’t my imagination.”

Becca sighed. “Tomorrow,” she repeated.

As Andy left the gym with his mother, he looked behind one more time. Saunders was limping towards the exit. “It wasn’t my imagination,” he muttered again.

Later that night, as he and his mother pulled into the driveway, Andy was still feeling uncomfortable about the way Saunders had stared at him. He was trying to think of a way to bring up the subject with his mother when he saw that Goldeneyes was sitting on the porch. She wouldn’t be there unless she needed to talk to him.

“Mom, there’s Goldeneyes,” he said.

“Who?”

“Oh—the cat that’s been hanging around the house. I call her Goldeneyes. Can I give her some food outside on the porch?”

Rachel shrugged. “I don’t see why not, if she’ll eat it. She’s letting you come near her now?”

“Yeah, we’re becoming friends,” he said, grinning. He got out of the car and went to the kitchen, where he took a slice of turkey from a package in the refrigerator and hurried outside.

“Don’t stay out long, Andy. It’s a school night, and it’s late enough as it is.”

“I’ll be inside in a few minutes,” he said.

Andy tore the slice of turkey into strips and held them out to Goldeneyes.

They waited until the light in his mother’s bedroom went on, then Andy whispered, “What’s up?”

“I went to the house where Nafshi is being held,” Goldeneyes said.

“You did?” Andy said loudly.

“Quietly! Your mother will hear you!”

“Sorry,” he whispered.

“You need to learn how to speak to me without making a sound,” she said.

“I don’t know how to do that,” he whispered.

“Yes, you do, but we’ll discuss that another time. I need to ask you a question. Do you know a man named Saunders?”

Andy’s mouth dropped open. “He’s the principal of my school. Why?”

“Don’t shout when I tell you this,” Goldeneyes said. Andy nodded and clamped his teeth together to prevent himself from speaking. “Saunders is the name of the man who lives in the house. I heard his neighbor call him by name. He is the one holding Nafshi.” Her voice turned cold and harsh. “I saw him working with the Wild Ones.” She told him what she had discovered at the house that evening while Andy was at the school.

Andy continued to gape at her. “He—he came late. He was limping. And he kept staring at me tonight. Like he knew something about me he wasn’t supposed to know. I knew it wasn’t my imagination!” he said, his voice starting to rise again.

“Andrew!” Goldeneyes said sharply.

“Sorry,” he said, his voice back down to a whisper. “But I was right. He knew I went to his house with you this afternoon. He must know who you are, then. And why you’re here. And he knows I’m working with you. Goldeneyes, what am I going to do?”

“Calm yourself, first of all,” she said. “We don’t know anything of the sort. We know he knows you went to his house today. We don’t know that he saw me. For all we know, he might have thought it was a prank.”

“Oh. I didn’t think of that. Yeah, he’d be mad at me for disturbing his dogs.”

“Perhaps. And if that’s the case, he’ll forget about it soon enough. I wouldn’t worry about it, Andrew.” She glanced up at his mother’s bedroom window. Rachel was silhouetted against the shade. “I think it’s time for you to go inside. I’m going to take a walk.”

“Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow, Goldeneyes.”

“Goodnight. Sleep well.”

There was no chance of that, Andy knew. Bit by bit, his world was being turned upside down. Wondering what was going to happen next was going to keep him awake for hours.


✣ S I X ✣

Getting to Know You

Over the next several weeks, Andy and Goldeneyes got to know one another better. She would be waiting for him when he got home from school, and over his afternoon snack, they’d discuss what she had learned, or Andy would listen as Goldeneyes told him what she thought he needed to know. She didn’t tell him much about her life, but Andy talked about his friendship with Becca and Mike, or sometimes—rarely—he would mention an incident with Taylor. If Goldeneyes pressed the subject, Andy would stop talking and look away.

Andy’s mother noticed “that orange cat” was hanging around a lot more frequently, and asked Andy about it one morning over breakfast.

“Oh, she got a lot more friendly,” he said. “I feed her sometimes. You said I could,” he pointed out.

“Sweetie, I’m not criticizing. I’m just asking about the cat,” Rachel said. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that we have a lot less canned tuna in the house these days.” She smiled.

Andy blushed. “I didn’t think you’d mind,” he said.

“I don’t, but in the future, you need to tell me to add cat food to the grocery list.”

“She hates cat food,” Andy said. “She won’t eat it. Only tuna. Or salmon. Real fish, not that crummy processed fish guts, she said.”

“She said? What, the cat talks to you?” Rachel replied, grinning.

“Uh, no, I mean, she said it by not eating any cat food I gave her,” Andy said. “You know cats can’t talk.”

“And a good thing, too. Cats have a superior enough attitude already without using words. So, she’s a picky eater? What a surprise in a cat.” Rachel put her dishes in the sink and took her keys and purse from the counter. “Have a good day in school, sweetie. See you tonight.” She left the room and shortly after, Andy heard the sound of her car leaving the driveway. He sighed in relief. That was stupid, he thought.

“Yes, it was,” Goldeneyes told him when she saw him the next day and he relayed the story. “But no harm was done, and your mother is none the wiser. You should be a little more careful in the future.”

“Yeah, but one good thing came out of it.” He walked to the pantry and opened the door. “Look at all the cans of fish Mom bought for you.” There were cans of tuna, salmon, and sardines. “She’s a softy. Neither of us likes sardines.” He grinned and chose a tin for her afternoon snack. Goldeneyes had no qualms at all about sardines.

The next Saturday morning, Andy waited until his mother left to run errands to let Goldeneyes inside the house. He led the way up to his room. He wasn’t sure if his mother would object to having a cat—a Catmage, he corrected himself—in the house, so he felt it was best to make sure she didn’t know that Goldeneyes was around. Goldeneyes concurred.

“So when are we going back to Saunders’ house and rescue Nafshi?” Andy asked Goldeneyes.

“We can’t go back until Letsan returns. I won’t risk going to the house alone again.”

“You’re not alone. I’m with you,” he said.

“Yes, but you have no magical abilities.”

Andy couldn’t argue with that. “I hate waiting,” he said, lying on his back on the bed and idly tossing his stress ball up towards the ceiling.

“It is not one of my favorite things, either.” She was silent, watching Andy toss the ball. In spite of herself, her tail started twitching as she followed it with her eyes. Goldeneyes sighed. No matter how much a Catmage tried, she couldn’t stop instinctive behaviors—at least, not completely.

“Maybe we could get to know each other better,” Andy said, catching the ball one last time and sitting up. “I mean, you hardly talk about yourself at all.”

“Or perhaps you could tell me more about yourself,” Goldeneyes countered. “I see pictures of your father around the house, but he isn’t here. What happened to him?”

“He died.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me, too.” There was a long, awkward pause.

“How did your father die?” she asked gently.

Andy looked over at the picture on his dresser. His father was outside in the sunlight, holding a five-year-old Andy in his arms, both of them grinning broadly in front of a red brick building. Andy knew without looking the date on the back of the picture: September 4, 2001. It was his first day of kindergarten, and the last picture he had of his dad. Seven days later, his father was in New York for a business meeting on the 100th floor of the North Tower of the World Trade Center. He never had a chance, and Andy didn’t like to think about how he died. Goldeneyes listened silently as Andy told the story in a flat, emotionless voice. She said nothing as he finished, but she leaped lightly onto the bed and rubbed her head against his hand. Stunned by that act of tenderness, Andy mechanically scratched Goldeneyes’ ears. She moved away after a moment and sat back down, staring up at the boy.

“Do Catmages get raised by their parents?” he asked. “Are your mother and father alive?”

“My mother died when I was a kitten,” Goldeneyes said, “and I haven’t seen my father since I was with my Nanager. He’s a Seeker.”

“Oh. I’m sorry, too,” Andy said. That’s another thing we have in common, he thought. We both lost a parent when we were little. Out loud, he asked, “What’s a Seeker? And what’s a Nanager?”

Goldeneyes thought carefully about how to define Seekers to the boy. It was uncomfortable to admit the inability of a Catmage to suppress his or her animal instincts, which is why there were Seekers. When a male Catmage happened to be around ordinary female cats in season, inevitably, kittens occurred, and some of these kittens were half-breed Catmages. Female Catmages had the ability to suppress the hormonal fluxes that caused them to go into heat, and thus prevent unwanted pregnancies. The males had that ability, but most of them saw the suppression of their hormones as an affront to their maleness and rarely cast the spell that would “neuter” them. In spite of the prophecy, Andy was still very much a boy, and there were some subjects that were difficult to discuss with young ones. At least, that was the theory. Goldeneyes had very little experience with the young of her own species, let alone humans.

“Sometimes a Catmage mates with a normal cat. When that happens, a Catmage kit can be born into a litter of normal cats. It is extremely traumatic for the kitten.”

“Why?” Andy asked.

“Well,” Goldeneyes said, “imagine that you are a child, coming to awareness. You can speak and think and reason. But no one else around you can. You can send your thoughts into your mother’s mind. But she can’t communicate with you. You can see your littermates playing happily with one another, but you can’t make them understand what you are saying.”

Andy thought about not being able to talk to his mother, or trying to talk to Mike and Becca and getting no response or one he couldn’t understand. “Yeah, that would be awful,” he said.

“And so we have Seekers, who range far and wide looking for half-breed Catmages. Sometimes they arrive too late, and the kitten is insane and cannot be cured. Sometimes we can help, but the kitten is so far gone that even after we heal it, it can never be a Catmage. We find other roles for these half-breeds. Sometimes, however, those kittens manage to survive with their sanity intact and learn how to do magic on their own. Some of the Wild Ones are half-breeds that we never found.”

“How do they manage that? I thought learning to be a Catmage was this big, long process,” Andy said.

“It is a long and complicated process, for those who follow our Laws. But the Wild Ones do not. They have Seekers of their own, and many of the Wild Ones made it through most of our Teaching Rings before being banished. Others are Catmages who have been expelled from our ranks. Some of them are fairly powerful. It is often a race between our two sides, and we don’t always win. One way the Wild Ones expand their number is by finding half-breeds before we can.”

Andy was silent as he digested that information. “So what happened to your mother?” he asked.

“When I was three moons old, she died of a wasting disease that our magic couldn’t cure.”

“I’m sorry. Did your father come back from Seeking and take care of you, then?”

“No. My littermates and I wouldn’t have remained with our mother much longer. We went into the care of a Nanager.”

“So a Nanager is like a nanny? Someone who takes care of your kids—uh, kittens?”

“Something like that,” she replied.

“Do you have brothers or sisters?”

“I have a sister and a brother.”

“So your father just ignored the three of you and went on with his life, even after he knew your mom died? That wasn’t right!” Andy said.

“Andrew, our situations were very different. You were just a child and needed a parent around to care for you. We were all about to go into a Nanager’s care anyway. My father’s talent as a Seeker was far more important than anything he could have contributed as a father. Besides, you must know that even regular cats aren’t cared for by their fathers. In fact, the fathers of regular cats sometimes kill kittens!”

“I don’t care!” Andy said. “He should have come back to you. You needed him, and he wasn’t there!” He slid off the bed and pulled open the bedroom door, slamming it behind him as he stomped down the stairs. Goldeneyes closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind of her anger at Andy’s rudeness. It didn’t work. She glared at the door. The Magelight in her collar glowed and the door swung open, hitting the doorstop with a thump. She stalked down the stairs angrily, looking for the boy. He was outside on the front porch, kicking his feet idly against the railing. Goldeneyes slipped through the open door.

“Just leave me alone,” he said.

“No. Go inside, get your jacket, and come with me. I’m going to show you something.”

“What if I don’t want to?” he asked. “You’re not my mother. I don’t have to listen to you.”

“If you don’t do as I say, I will make my Magelight glow as hot as a fire and burn a hole in your backside.”

Andy stared at Goldeneyes with his mouth open. “You wouldn’t dare,” he said.

“Try me.” The Magelight glowed, and Andy felt a sudden warmth on his rear.

“Hey!” He clamped his hands on the warm spot protectively. The Magelight glowed again. “All right!” he said, hurrying into the house. Two minutes later, Andy was following Goldeneyes as she led him to the edge of town, and then down the street that led out of Coreyton. “Where are we going?” he asked.

“Never mind. Just be quiet and follow me, and perhaps you’ll learn something. Maybe even to stop and think before you act, for once.” Andy, wisely, said nothing.

As they walked down the street, the houses grew sparser, until at last they saw only an occasional farmhouse. Andy followed Goldeneyes as she left the road and trotted through an empty field towards a line of trees. He checked his watch. They’d been walking for more than half an hour. Well, at least the day was passing. He wondered if he dared speak to her yet. No, her tail was still twitching from time to time. Goldeneyes was still mad at him. Andy sighed. He didn’t mean to act impulsively. It just happened. He just couldn’t control himself sometimes. Okay, he amended, he didn’t control himself lots of times. It was like someone else was in charge of him and he only got himself back when it was too late and he was already in trouble. Maybe he could explain it to Goldeneyes and she’d stop being so mad at him. But she didn’t get it. She didn’t understand how hard it was not to have a father around. She was a cat, for goodness sake. It wasn’t the same.

Goldeneyes trotted along, seemingly oblivious, but Andy was projecting his thoughts so loudly that she couldn’t help overhearing. No, it wasn’t the same, and she couldn’t understand about his father. But she did know what it was like to miss her mother. Nafshi was wonderful, but Nafshi wasn’t Yakira. She shook her head and told herself firmly to stop wasting energy on regrets. Time to pay attention to the path. She did, however, remember to stop lashing her tail so that Andy would stop being afraid of her. In spite of herself, she was growing fond of the boy.

When they reached the trees, she led him on a winding, turning path through the wood. A short time later, Goldeneyes halted and told Andy to stop. He obeyed, wondering if it was okay to ask questions yet.

“You may,” said Goldeneyes.

“Where are we?”

“In the woods,” she said.

Andy rolled his eyes. “I can see that. But why are we here? I mean, it’s a nice day for a walk and all that, but I thought you were going to show me something.”

“You asked me to tell you about myself. I am showing you, instead,” she said. “Now be silent while I concentrate!” Goldeneyes closed her eyes and began to trill. Her Magelight glowed brightly. To Andy’s astonishment, the light grew to about three times the size of the stone. A glowing orb of yellow light separated from the stone, floating a few inches off the ground. At a final trill, the light shot away and disappeared into the wood. Andy gasped. Goldeneyes, her sides heaving as if she had just run through a field, opened her eyes. “And now,” she said, “we wait.”

“For what?” Andy asked.

“An answer.”

“Um—am I allowed to ask what you just did?”

“I sent a message. Truly, child, you have no patience to speak of. Just let me rest while we wait.”

“Will we have to wait long?”

“Andrew!”

“Sorry.” Andy put his hand over his mouth and pretended to lock it with a key and then sat down next to Goldeneyes and tried to be still. He hoped it wouldn’t be a long wait. He tried to be quiet as he took his sponge ball out of his jacket pocket. He wondered if tossing the ball would bother Goldeneyes.

“No,” she told him.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you.”

“I’m getting very used to your inability to conceal your thoughts,” she said.

“Can I ask a question?”

Goldeneyes sighed. “Go ahead.”

“Why did sending that message make you so tired? Couldn’t you just talk to whoever you wanted, the way you talk to me?”

“No. We can’t project our thought-voices that far. Proximity is a major factor in our ability to communicate.”

“Why did sending a message make you so tired, then?”

“All magic takes effort. Some takes more effort than others. Sending a message this distance takes a lot of effort. And now, if you will kindly stop asking questions and let me recover my strength, I would appreciate it.” She laid back down and closed her eyes as Andy waited, trying as best he could to be still and quiet. The minutes ticked away slowly.

Just about the time Andy thought he would scream with frustration, Goldeneyes suddenly pricked up her ears and rose, looking towards a spot between two trees. Andy followed her gaze and saw an orange and white cat that looked a lot like Goldeneyes trotting towards them. She was chirruping and her tail was curled over her back. Andy noticed that the strange cat’s eyes and Magelight were green. She also seemed to chirrup between nearly every thought.

“Zahavin!” the new cat said happily. Chirrup. “Oh, sister, it has been a long, long time.” Chirrup. She rubbed her head against Goldeneyes and purred. To Andy’s surprise, Goldeneyes purred, too.

“Too long, Silsula, but I have been busy.”

Chirrup. “And is this the one?” Silsula said, looking up at Andy.

“Yes. Andrew, this is my sister, Silsula. She is a Nanager.”

“Andy,” he said mechanically. “So you take care of all the kittens in your—uh, group?”

“Oh no,” she said, laughing. Chirrup. “That would be too much for any one Nanager. I have twelve catlings in my care at the moment. They are with me until they become apprentices in the Teaching Rings. Chirrup. Kittens and catlings need a fair amount of supervision, dearie, and I start them on the path of learning.” Chirrup.

“So you kind of run a daycare center for cats? I was in after school care when I was little. What would you call it, a catcare center?”

Silsula laughed. “I don’t know what a daycare center is, but if you mean you were in the charge of human Nanagers, then yes.”

“So you’re taking me to see the catcare center?” Andy asked Goldeneyes.

“Among other things,” she said. “There is a Compound in these woods.”

“A Compound?”

“A Catmage community. Here, hidden in these woods, is a place where we raise our young, teach our apprentices, live our lives. Some of us live within human towns, even hiding among you as pets. But the majority of Catmages live in Compounds like this all over the world, hidden from view and guarded from the outside. It allows us to lead our lives in peace and safety.”

“Is that why you had to send a message? To ask permission to visit?” Andy asked.

“Oh, no, dear,” Silsula said. Chirrup. “Zahavin had to send a message to make sure our guards didn’t harm you. She could have walked right into our Compound. Chirrup. One Catmage can always recognize another. But a human walking in on us unannounced?” She wound between Andy’s legs, purring. “The guards would have gotten you.” Chirrup.

Andy was shocked. “You mean—they’d have killed me?”

Both of the Catmages laughed. “No, sweetling,” said Silsula. Chirrup. “The worst that would happen to you is that you’d wake up miles away and not remember how you got there or why you were sleeping next to the road. Chirrup. We are pledged never to harm a human. Didn’t my sister ever tell you that?”

“No,” Andy said, “she’s not very talkative, except to tell me what to do.”

Silsula laughed again. “She was like that with me and our littermates, too. Chirrup. Don’t take it personally. Chirrup. You should have seen how angry she got as a kitten, when our brother Levavi would ignore her.” Chirrup.

“That’s quite enough, sister,” Goldeneyes said frostily. “We need to be getting on to the Compound.” She trotted down the path, not waiting to see if they were following.

“You see what I mean?” Chirrup. Silsula dropped her thought-voice to a whisper. “I’ll tell you more kitten stories about her later,” she told him. Silsula and Andy both laughed as they followed Goldeneyes. Andy decided he liked Silsula a lot. She was cheerful and affectionate, although very motherly.

“That’s why I’m a Nanager,” she said. Chirrup.

“Uh—are you supposed to be reading my mind?” Andy asked.

“Child, you project so loudly I’m surprised the sparrows in that tree can’t hear you,” Goldeneyes said. Andy looked up and saw a pair of sparrows flitting from branch to branch.

“Well, I’m sorry,” Andy said indignantly, “but I never had to worry about how loud I was thinking until you came into my life. My mother can’t hear me thinking. Hey, that’s a good thing. If she knew what I was doing—”

Goldeneyes sighed again. “He rarely stays focused on the subject at hand,” she told Silsula privately.

“Perhaps my sister could teach you how to keep your thoughts to yourself,” Silsula suggested to both of them. Chirrup.

Goldeneyes stiffened at that suggestion. “Sister, he is a human,” she said. “We do not teach magic to other species!” she said privately so that Andy couldn’t hear.

Silsula shrugged. “As you say, Zahavin,” she responded in private, “but Andy is not an ordinary human. He is the one spoken of in Razelle’s prophecy, and he has an aura like you and I. If Andy’s projection bothers you so much, why not help him learn how to control his thoughts instead of complaining about it?”

Goldeneyes noticed that her sister’s incessant chirruping had ceased during their conversation. That happened rarely, only when she was either extremely angry or extremely serious. Not willing to start an argument, Goldeneyes turned and trotted forward, leaving Andy and Silsula to walk behind.

Andy tried not to think at all as he walked, fearing to make Goldeneyes any angrier than she already was. You’d think she’d be happy visiting her family, he thought, instead of being mad at me for thinking too loud. Oops. Dang! No, don’t think too hard!

He was concentrating so much on not thinking too hard that he tripped and fell full-length into a pile of leaves and brush. Andy lay there for a few moments, more embarrassed than hurt. Silsula padded up to his head and rubbed her face against his. “Don’t try so hard, sweetling. Just be yourself. Chirrup. She’ll get used to you after a while.”

“I hope you’re right,” he said, getting up and brushing leaves off his clothes. “But it’s been weeks so far, and I still don’t think she likes me.”

“She does. But my sister has been trying all her life to pretend she has no feelings for anyone—except for Nafshi, that is. Chirrup. It’s her defense mechanism, I think. Losing a parent early scars you for life.”

“Yeah,” Andy muttered, “tell me about it.” The thought of his father brought back his glum mood. Silsula trotted a little ahead of Andy now. He followed her down a winding path through the wood. Sometimes he had to duck under tree branches and squeeze through a thicket. The path wasn’t made for humans, though the Catmages were doing their best to find a way through for Andy. Finally, the path opened onto a large clearing, where cats of varying sizes and ages were walking, sitting, eating, and playing. A group of about a dozen kittens and half-grown cats came running over to them as they entered the clearing. Andy found himself suddenly overwhelmed as they hurried to examine him. Some of them stood on their hind legs and leaned against him, while one of the youngest kittens actually climbed up his jeans to get a better look. They all spoke at once.

“A human!”

“A boy!”

“Can you speak?”

“Why do you only have fur on top of your head?”

“Nanager, Nanager, look what I can do! Nanager, look!”

Andy stood stock-still, afraid if he moved he’d hurt the kittens who were leaping all around and on him. He was about to ask for help when Silsula sent a mental shout that reverberated through them all.

“Settle down, all of you! Andy is our guest. Sweetling, get down from there at once. Andy is a boy, not a tree. Grandy, Leilei, get off his legs. How would you like it if I suddenly decided to climb all over you?” Chastened, the kittens leaped down and took a few steps back.

“I wouldn’t like that at all, Nanager,” Leilei said. She was a tiny, multi-colored tabby kitten about four months old, and Andy fell instantly in love with her. He’d never been around kittens before, and he was thoroughly enjoying his first experience.

“Then you see how rude it is to treat Andy this way,” Silsula said. “Shame on you, all of you!”

Leilei stood in front of Andy and gazed up at the boy. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Did I hurt you when I climbed on you? My claws are really sharp!”

Andy hid a smile and assured the kitten that he was fine, and yes, her claws were very sharp, but his jeans were thick enough to withstand them.

The rest of the kittens were milling around them now. “Nanager, Nanager, look what I can do!” said the half-grown brown tabby Silsula called Grandy. He half-closed his eyes and started purring. His tail stood straight up in the air, save for the tip, which bent over backward at almost a 90-degree angle. After a few seconds of concentration, a puff of vapor escaped from the tip of his tail.

“Look what Grandy can do! He can fart smoke,” said the largest of the group. The rest of the kittens burst into laughter. Andy couldn’t help laughing along with them.

“All right, all right, settle down, catlings,” Silsula said. Chirrup. “We have never had a human visitor before, and I think we should be on our best behavior. Grandy, no more smoke tricks. Rahav, stop making fun of Grandy. Chirrup. The rest of you, let’s show Andy a little of what we learn here. Go ahead, form a Ring.” The kittens organized themselves into a circle, leaving enough space between each for a cat to walk in and out. Andy stood a little way outside the circle with Goldeneyes. Silsula was part of the Ring. All of the young ones’ eyes were on her now.

“One of the first things we teach our kittens is the Seven Laws,” she explained to Andy. “These Laws were passed down to us from the First, and are our most sacred Commandments.”

“Goldeneyes talked about a law the day we met,” Andy said. “Something about not practicing magic in front of humans.”

“Good for you, already knowing the First Law,” Silsula said, purring approvingly. “You could join our Ring. Chirrup. Leilei, recite the First Law for Andy.”

Leilei trotted to the center of the circle. Goldeneyes’ heart seemed to skip a beat. Leilei was the spitting image of Nafshi. Goldeneyes was so taken by the resemblance, she almost missed the kitten reciting the First Law.

“Do not practice magic in front of humans.”

“Now the coda.”

“A Catmage may practice magic in front of humans if either of their lives are in danger, or in dire emergency.”

“Excellent,” Silsula said, purring. “Now, all of you, recite the rest of the Laws.” The kittens all chanted together:

 


Honor the One Above Us All.

Do not harm humans.

Protect humans when they are in danger.

Do not harm Catmages.

Do not teach magic to any other creatures.

Do not use magic to harm other creatures.



 

When they were finished, Goldeneyes and Silsula purred, and Andy applauded. Most of the kittens were startled by the noise, then intensely curious. “What’s that?” Leilei asked. “How do you do it? Can we do it, too?”

“I don’t think so,” Andy told her. “You have paws. You need hands to clap.” He demonstrated again, and Leilei leaped around him happily.

“Clap! Clap! I like that word,” she said. Andy smiled at her antics.

“I think that’s enough for now,” Silsula said. “Zahavin, why don’t we let the kittens and Andy get to know one another while we catch up?”

“Yeah! I’d like that,” Andy said as the kittens joined in a chorus of agreement.

“All right. Don’t leave the clearing, Andrew,” Goldeneyes told him, “and don’t interrupt any Teaching Rings.”

“Why don’t we just play, then?” Leilei asked. “Can you run fast? I’ll race you!” The other kittens were thrilled with the idea.

“Me, too!”

“I can beat you all!”

The kittens and Andy took off running. Silsula watched as they ran to the edge of the field and stopped, Andy laughing and the kittens jumping around him. She saw Andy take something from his pocket and throw it, causing the kittens to leap joyfully after it. She glanced inquisitively over at her sister.

“It’s his ball. He plays with it constantly. He says it helps him concentrate.”

“Ah. Well, he seems happy, now, sister. Chirrup. What was bothering him when we first met?”

“Memories of his father, who died when he was young.”

“Ah,” said Silsula again. “Is that why you brought him here?”

“Partly,” Goldeneyes said. “Also to introduce him to our kind and our ways.” The two cats sat down facing Andy, who was now sitting on the ground as the kittens leaped over and around him. The ball seemed to be bouncing everywhere. “One of your catlings has great talent,” she said. “That ball shouldn’t be bouncing so on the dirt.”

“Yes, I have a kitten that seems fair to grow up like her Aunt Zahavin,” Silsula said. She glanced over at her sister to see her reaction.

“One of those kittens is yours?”

Silsula laughed. “Oh no, dear. It’s Leilei. The one who looks like Nafshi. Chirrup. She is one of brother Lev’s. I saw you looking at her earlier. It is a rather striking resemblance, isn’t it? Chirrup. I’m too busy to have kittens right now. Perhaps in the spring—yes, I’d like to have another litter then. I suppose it depends on how much I’m needed with these little ones. Chirrup. How about you? Have you decided when you’re having your first litter yet? You’re overdue, dearie.” Chirrup.

Goldeneyes ignored the question. “So you saw our brother recently? How many kittens has he got now?”

“By the One, I’ve lost track. Ask Levavi yourself the next time you see him.” Chirrup.

Goldeneyes snorted. It wasn’t likely that she and her brother would cross paths. He seemed utterly intent on finding a mate in every Compound in the northeast. “Have you heard from our father lately?” Goldeneyes asked.

“He was here three moons ago. He is well. He brought Rafu, the eldest of my current charges.”

“Good. I was hoping I might introduce Andy to a rescued half-breed. I tried to explain to him about the important work our father does, but all he sees is abandonment. Humans are not like us.”

“Zahavin!” Silsula said with as close to an angry tone as she had used in years. “You shouldn’t call them half-breeds. A Catmage is a Catmage! Talent makes no distinction between those born to a dumbcat and those born to the most talented mage in the world.”

“I meant no offense,” Goldeneyes said, surprised at the vehemence in her sister’s tone. Silsula’s ears flattened and her tail lashed. She was still annoyed.

“You have spent the last three cycles mastering your skills. I have spent most of that time raising our young, and let me tell you, sister, the ones who come to us from the wild are no different from the ones raised by generations of Catmages!”

“All right,” Goldeneyes said, “you have made your point. I apologize. I will never use that word again.”

“Good,” Silsula said, mollified. There was an uncomfortable silence, and then Silsula called the kittens back to her. They raced across the field, followed by Andy, who collapsed into a breathless, happy heap on the ground. The joyful chatter of the kittens as they told her how much fun they had playing with the human boy brightened Silsula’s mood again. Leilei climbed onto Andy’s lap, purring.

“Is it all right to hug a kitten Catmage?” he asked. Leilei leaped into his arms, answering the question wordlessly. “I wish you could come home with us,” he said, holding her up to his face. She purred louder.

“Leilei must stay here and be taught how to control her powers, dear,” said Silsula. Chirrup. “She’s turning out to be quite the little Catmage, aren’t you, sweetling? Was that you making the ball bounce?”

“Yes!” Leilei said proudly. “Want to see me do it again?”

“Certainly, dear. Chirrup. Andrew, take the ball out of your pocket again, please.”

Leilei jumped from his arms as he did so, half-closed her eyes in concentration, and started growling softly. The ball rose up in the air, and then it bounced on the dirt as if the ground were a gymnasium floor. Leilei stopped growling, and the ball fell to the ground and stayed there. She leaped back into Andy’s arms. “That was fun! Let’s play again someday.”

“You can keep the ball,” he said. “I have plenty more at home.”

“Thanks!” Leilei said, purring again. The other kittens chorused their thanks as well.

“All right, catlings, that’s enough playing. We have to finish your lessons for the day, and Zahavin needs to take Andy away from us.”

“Awww.”

“Does she have to?”

“Can’t we keep playing just a little while longer?”

“Now, dears.” Chirrup. “Rafu, I’d like you to stay behind and speak to Zahavin and Andy for a bit. She’s very interested in hearing about your background.”

Andy put Leilei down reluctantly, waving as Silsula led the rest of her charges away. “She’s so cute,” he told Goldeneyes. The Catmage sighed.

“Is there anything in particular you’d like to know?” Rafu asked.

“I’m not sure, Rafu. Silsula wasn’t very specific about your background,” Goldeneyes said.

“Oh, nothing very unusual,” he said mischievously. “I was born into a dumbcat family, but I’m the son of a Catmage father. Aryeh found me when I was just starting to be able to think in phrases.” He paused to lick at a fly landing on his shoulder. “I have no idea who my sire is.”

“My father found you?”

“Yes. And just in time, too. I can’t imagine what life would have been like for me if I hadn’t been brought here to the Compound.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Seven moons. I’m about to join the Apprentice Ring,” he said proudly. “Your father told me I had great talent.”

“That’s wonderful, Rafu,” Goldeneyes said distractedly. She wondered if Silsula had sent Rafu for her or for Andy. He appeared to have a message for both of them.

“I think I want to be a Seeker when I’m done with my training. Aryeh said he would come back from time to time and see if I have the talent for it.”

“It’s a wonderful talent to have,” Goldeneyes said. “Thank you, Rafu. You’d best head back to Silsula now.” He trotted off happily as she and Andy watched him join the others.

“You told your sister about my father, didn’t you?” Andy asked.

“Yes.”

As Rafu joined the Ring, Silsula turned toward the visitors and spoke to them both.

“It was lovely meeting you, Andy. Chirrup. Sister, sometimes young ones are not the only ones in need of lessons.”

“Let’s go home, Andrew,” Goldeneyes said, turning back toward the wood. He followed her silently for a moment, grinning.

“I think you just got schooled by a Nanager,” he said, “if not by a kitten.” Both of them heard a faint chuckle in the background. Wisely, Andy decided to say no more.


✣ S E V E N ✣

School Days

October was sliding towards November. The days were crisp and cool. The sun set earlier each day, rose later each morning, and Andy’s mother washed load after load of warm, winter clothes, pulled from the storage closet. Andy liked the cool weather. He liked seeing his breath turn into vapor and disappear as he spoke. He couldn’t wait for the snow. He was too old for trick or treating on Halloween, but the school was holding a costume party and dance that Friday night. Andy, Becca, and Mike were all going. Andy would be staying over Mike’s for the night, a prospect that pleased them both. “All night gaming session!” Mike said out of earshot of his parents. More like a late-night gaming session, Andy knew, as Mike generally fell asleep around two or three in the morning, but it would still be fun.

The week before the party, Andy met Mike and Becca in the cafeteria for lunch. Mike couldn’t stop talking about his acting class. The students had been assigned speeches from various Shakespeare plays. His assignment was Mark Antony’s speech from Julius Caesar.

“We’re not even reading that until high school,” Becca said. “Isn’t it kind of advanced for you?”

“Nah. Once you get the hang of the weird way they used to speak, it’s a snap,” Mike told them.

They moved through the line, putting food and drinks on their trays, and then took their trays to an empty table and sat down. Mike, as usual, was clowning his way through lunch, tossing various pieces of food in the air and trying to catch them in his mouth, until a teacher came over and told him to stop it or get a detention.

“They ruin all my fun,” Mike said, sighing dramatically and putting the back of his hand on his forehead. Andy snickered, but Becca rolled her eyes. “Et tu, Becca?” Mike said. “Wilt thou slay me with thy words? How sharper than a serpent’s tooth!”

“Learned that in class today, did you?” she asked. “Or should I say, ‘did thee’?”

Mike held up his hand to stop her from talking, stood up, cleared his throat loudly, and started reciting.

“Friends, Romans, countrymen!” he said, “Lend me your ears. Well, actually, don’t, because that would be gross.” Groans came from all sides. “We come to bury Mike, not to praise him.”

“You got that right!” someone shouted. Mike glared at the speaker in pretend anger and continued.

“The evil that men do lives on. The good is oft interred with the bones. And let me tell you, it’s murder getting a bunch of bones in a graveyard to laugh at your jokes. Except for the funny bones.” Now he was getting scattered laughter and scattered boos.

“For Mike is an honorable man. Or at least, if not honorable, good. Or at least, if not good, not bad. Okay. Really, he’s okay!” Wadded-up paper napkins were being thrown at him.

“You wound me, sirs and madams, you wound me!”

“I’d like to wound you!” shouted the boy who insulted him earlier. Undeterred, Mike continued to fracture Mark Antony’s speech.

“You all did love him once—”

“No we didn’t!”

Mike grinned and continued, spreading his arms wide. “O judgment! Thou art fled to brutish beasts, and men have lost their reason.”

“Well, you have!”

“Beasts, I say. Beasts!” Mike retorted.

“All right, Shakespeare, you’ve had your fun,” said Jack Straight from behind Mike. “Sit down and finish your lunch. You’re disrupting the whole cafeteria.” As Mike took his seat, sarcastic applause broke out. He bowed from a sitting position, blowing kisses at his critics. Jack left them and headed to a corner table where some other teachers were eating their lunch.

“You just never give up, do you?” Andy said, laughing and shaking his head.

“Nope. They’re all a bunch of stick-in-the-muds. No imagination, Dennis,” he said, raising his voice and looking at the boy who was heckling him the most. Dennis ignored him. They finished their lunches in relative peace, since Mike decided to concentrate on his chicken sandwich and leave the acting alone for a while. Becca told Andy about her latest art project.

“I haven’t seen your work in a while,” Andy told her wistfully.

“Well, you’re not around a whole lot these days,” she said. Andy was spending his afternoons with Goldeneyes, but he couldn’t tell Becca that. Instead, he told her that he’d been doing a lot of schoolwork. He felt bad lying to his best friends, even if he did have a good reason for it.

Becca looked at the clock. “Andy, we have enough time before the next period. Come with me to the crafts room and I’ll show you my latest piece.”

Andy smiled. “Sure,” he said, rising and following her to the door, where they stopped to empty their trays and leave them in the collection area. They met few students in the hallway on the way to the arts and crafts studio. It was one of Becca’s favorite places to be, Andy knew, having had to fetch her from the room on many occasions when they stayed after school. After a while, he got into the habit of checking the studio first before meeting whichever of their parents were picking the two of them up. Becca got involved in her work so easily, she lost track of time.

“You’d probably sleep here if you could get away with it,” he told her as he followed her through the door. Becca glanced back at him, grinning.

“Don’t think I haven’t thought of it,” she said. She led him to a table just inside the room. “It came out of the kiln this morning,” she told him as she gestured toward the vase. Andy whistled. The vase was high and rectangular, its sides painted in an intricate pattern of black and white stripes.

“It’s really nice,” he said. Becca’s smile widened at the compliment. “I think it might be your best one ever.”

“Now you’re going to make me blush,” she teased.

“No, really. I like the stripes. They must have been really hard to do!”

Becca shrugged. “They were hard enough. I did a small piece first that wasn’t nearly as complicated. But I wanted to see how the stripes would turn out. I’m pretty happy with the result.”

“Me too,” Andy said. He found himself looking into Becca’s eyes. She looked—different. He couldn’t think of what it was. And her eyes, well, they looked—pretty. They gazed at each other silently for a long moment. Then Becca looked away, and the moment ended. “It’s, uh, it’s a really, really pretty vase, Becca,” he said after an awkward silence.

“You really like it?”

“I really do.”

“Then you should keep it. Take it home with you today.”

“You mean it?”

“Yes. It’s yours.”

“Thanks, Becca!” Andy found his gaze drawn to her eyes again.

“Aw. Isn’t this a lovely sight,” said a hated voice. Taylor was lounging against the doorframe, sneering. “Oh, am I interrupting something?” he asked as the two glared at him.

“Go away, Taylor,” Becca said.

“Yeah. Get lost,” Andy told him.

Taylor pushed himself lazily away from the door and came over to the table. “Nope,” he said, “I think I’ll stick around here for a while.”

“Don’t you have a life of your own? Were you following us?” Becca asked.

“Do you always let your girlfriend talk for you, loser?” Taylor asked.

“Shut up, Taylor,” Andy said.

“Shut up, Taylor,” he mimicked.

“Classic,” Becca said. “You are the king of insults. You ought to write a book, you’re so good at them.”

Taylor narrowed his eyes and glared at her, stung. He closed one hand into a fist. Taylor was standing right next to them now, and Andy stiffened, expecting a blow. But Taylor reached over and grabbed the vase instead, then dashed out of reach.

“I think I’ll take this home with me,” he said, smirking. “Thanks, Becca!”

“Give it back, Taylor,” she said.

“Come and get it,” he said, still smirking.

Andy stood at the table unmoving. Taylor had acted too swiftly for either of them to react, and now Andy found himself stuck in the same pattern he always found himself in when Taylor bullied him. He felt helpless, and when Becca glanced at him, he felt even worse. This was the first time Taylor had ever picked on him directly in Becca’s presence. Worse, he was picking on her as well. She was his best friend, and Taylor was the biggest jerk in school. Not only that, but he probably wouldn’t have bothered Becca at all if Andy hadn’t been here with her. Do something, Cohen, he told himself. Don’t stand here like an idiot. He thought about what Goldeneyes told him. Calm yourself first, she said. He took a deep breath, and then another. Then he took a few steps toward Taylor.

“Give it back, Taylor,” he said.

Taylor grinned. “Say ‘pretty please.’ ”

Andy hesitated. “Pretty please,” he said resentfully.

Taylor’s grin broadened. “Nope. I like it. It’s mine now.”

Andy took a few more steps. “Give it back,” he said again, not hiding the contempt in his voice.

Taylor held the vase up in the air, over his head. He was so much taller than Andy that there was no hope of reaching it. And he’d look like an idiot jumping up and trying to grab it. Besides, the vase would break if Taylor lost his grip on it.

“No. But I better warn you, my hands are feeling a little damp. Slippery. I sure hope I don’t drop this pretty vase,” Taylor said. “It must have taken Becca a really long time to make it.” The smirk turned into a sneer. Taylor knew that Andy couldn’t do a thing to stop him, and Andy knew it, too. Knew it and hated himself for it.

Andy glanced over at Becca, who looked angry and frightened. Suddenly, her expression changed to one of delight. Turning back to Taylor, Andy could see why. Mrs. Sutterly, the art teacher, walked briskly through the studio door and stopped short at the sight of Taylor about to smash Becca’s vase. Mrs. Sutterly put her hands on her hips and frowned at him.

“It did take Becca a long time to make that vase, and trust me, Taylor, if you break it, you will be spending about five times as long in detention as it took her to create it. Lower that vase this instant.” Taylor did as he was told and turned to face her. Mrs. Sutterly held out her hand for the vase and he gave it to her.

“I was just kidding around,” Taylor said gruffly, “right, Andy?”

“Mrs. Sutterly, he wasn’t kidding,” Becca said. “Don’t let him fool you.” Andy said nothing.

“Thank you, dear, but after two decades teaching middle school, I can tell when a student is lying to me. Get yourself to the principal’s office, Taylor. I’ll be there directly.”

Taylor glanced swiftly over at Andy, who deliberately kept his expression blank. He held no illusions about who Taylor was going to blame for this.

“I said go!” the art teacher said. Taylor fled the room, and Andy finally relaxed.

“Thanks, Mrs. Sutterly!” Becca said. “I think he really was about to break my vase!”

“Yeah, thanks, Mrs. Sutterly,” Andy echoed.

“You’re welcome. But I think it’s time you both go to your next class.” Mrs. Sutterly waited at the door until they left the room, and then shut it behind them. “And I,” she said grimly, “have a principal to talk to.” Andy couldn’t suppress a grin. “It’s not funny,” she told him, “and don’t think none of us know what’s going on between you and Taylor. This needs to be resolved, Andy.”

Andy’s smile disappeared. “There’s nothing to resolve.”

“Yes, there is,” Becca said, ignoring the look Andy shot her.

“No, there isn’t,” Andy said. “Taylor’s a jerk. I can handle him. End of story.”

“I think there’s much more to the story than that, Andy,” said Mrs. Sutterly, “but I don’t have the time to talk to you right now.” She glanced up at the clock on the wall and frowned. “Both of you get going to your next class. The bell’s about to ring.”

Relieved, Andy hurried out the door of the classroom, followed by Becca. Now he wouldn’t have to talk to Mrs. Sutterly about Taylor. That would only make things worse.

“Don’t think this is over,” she called as the two students walked away.

“She’s right, Andy. You need to do something about Taylor,” Becca said.

“I am doing something. I’m ignoring him.”

“And how’s that working out for you?” she asked.

Andy clamped his teeth together to stop himself from an angry retort. He wasn’t mad at Becca. She was right. But he couldn’t seem to talk to anyone about Taylor. He felt so ashamed of his cowardice, his inability to stop Taylor from picking on him. Becca just wouldn’t understand. They walked in silence until they came to the corner where they had to separate for their next class.

“I’ll figure something out,” he told her. “But I need time. You have to let me do this myself.”

“All right,” Becca said, “but don’t take too long, okay?” She smiled at him, that lovely double-curved smile that always made him feel better.

“Okay,” he said, grinning back at her. He watched her walk away, and then went to his classroom, feeling better about what had just happened than he thought he would be. After all, the vase wasn’t broken, Taylor was in trouble, and at least one more teacher knew what a jerk he was. Today was turning out to be a pretty decent day after all.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy decided not to take the bus home from school that day. Taylor’s punishment was a week’s detention, and he knew that Taylor and Pete would blame him for it and try to get revenge. He saw Pete and Taylor talking outside by the buses after school, glaring daggers at him as Taylor went back into the building. Andy waited until he was sure Taylor was on his way to detention. He walked quickly to the door he had just gone through and went down the hallway in the other direction. Andy hid in his history classroom, looking out the window, and watching Pete get on the bus. He stayed there until the buses pulled away, and then sighed with relief. It would be a long walk home, but it would be worth it. Pete couldn’t bother him if he couldn’t find him.

“What are you still doing here, Andy?” Jack Straight asked from the classroom doorway, startling him. “Why aren’t you on the bus home?”

“Oh, Mr. Straight—uh, I wanted to talk to you about something, and then I lost track of time, and I missed the bus, I guess.”

Jack looked at him thoughtfully for a few moments. Andy had the distinct feeling that his teacher knew he was lying. “So what did you want to talk about?”

Andy thought fast. “The Salem witch trials. I read some of those books you recommended. They’re pretty interesting.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

“I was thinking I might want to dress up as a colonist like them for the Halloween costume dance,” Andy said.

“That’s a good idea, Andy,” Jack said, smiling. “Anyone in particular, or just a generic colonist?”

Andy shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t really think about it.”

“Well, let’s think about it now,” Jack said. “What about dressing up as the man our town was named after? You could be Giles Corey.”

“Hey, that’s a great idea!” Andy said.

“You know, I may even be able to dig up a picture for you. I’ll see if I can find one and email it to your mother.”

“Thanks, Mr. Straight.”

“My pleasure, Andy. Hey, since you missed the bus, would you like me to drop you off on my way home?”

“I didn’t know you lived near me,” Andy said.

“I don’t,” Jack said cheerfully, “but would you rather walk or ride? Just say thanks and take me up on my offer.”

“Yeah. Thanks again, Mr. Straight.”

“You’re welcome.”

Andy thought, as he walked to the car with Mr. Straight, that this day had turned out all right after all. Taylor got detention, Andy foiled his enemy’s attempt at revenge, and now Andy was getting a ride home from his favorite teacher. Sometimes things did break his way.

✣       ✣       ✣

Stan Saunders didn’t miss much that went on in his school. He knew which children were the straight A students, which were the troublemakers who needed to be watched every moment of the day, and, especially lately, how Andy Cohen spent his time while he was in these halls and with whom. So it interested Saunders greatly to hear Mrs. Sutterly describe Taylor’s altercation with Andy. And of course he agreed with her about a week’s detention and told her he would call Taylor’s parents and let them know Taylor would be the guest of the school this afternoon. Saunders had to keep up appearances. The last thing he would want is a school filled with unruly children thinking they could break the rules without fear of punishment.

On the other hand, Saunders could use this incident to his advantage. He had an idea that he could turn Taylor’s link with Andy into something far more useful. In fact, it was all he could do to stop himself from grinning as he walked into the detention room and watched six pairs of eyes go from bored and sullen to fearful. Saunders relished the children’s nervousness. He didn’t like children back when he was one, and he liked them even less now. But today, they were a means to an end.

“I need to speak with Taylor Grant, Mr. Oliver,” he told the teacher at the desk. At the teacher’s nod, Taylor rose and followed Saunders back to his office. He stood nervously in front of the principal’s desk as Saunders sat down behind it. “Close the door,” Saunders said and waited until Taylor had done so.

“I heard about what happened this afternoon,” Saunders said, “but I didn’t get to hear your side of the story. Mrs. Sutterly seems to be overly fond of the Cohen boy.”

Taylor’s face brightened as he realized that the principal was giving him an opening to cast Andy in a bad light. “You have no idea, sir,” he began. “Andy’s got all the teachers wrapped around his little finger, and he gets away with murder.”

“Sit down, Mr. Grant,” Saunders said, interrupting Taylor before he could continue. When Taylor sat, Saunders leaned forward with his elbows on the desk, hands clasped together underneath his sharp chin. He watched until the boy began to fidget uncomfortably at the silent stare.

“Do you think I’m an idiot?” Saunders asked.

“No, sir!” Taylor said vehemently.

“Do you think I don’t know that you were about to start lying to me?”

Taylor made no reply.

“I want you to understand something, young man. I have been dealing with children for far longer than you have been alive. I have seen every sort of behavior you could possibly imagine. I know what you are going to do before you have done it. Do you understand what I am saying?”

“Uh—I think so.”

“No, you do not. But I will tell you. I am interested in you because you can do something for me. Don’t think that means you have something to bargain with,” he said as he saw Taylor’s eyes widen. “We can help each other, yes. I can cancel your detention and explain to your parents that it was all a misunderstanding. And I’m sure that your father—”

“Stepfather,” Taylor interrupted.

“Stepfather, then. I’m sure he will be much happier to know that you did not deserve to be detained this afternoon. I will do that for you. But do not for a moment think that we are anything other than principal and student. You will earn this privilege because you will do something for me.”

“Okay,” Taylor said with a slight hesitation. “What do you want me to do?”

Saunders put his hands down on the desk and leaned forward, his unblinking eyes staring at Taylor. The boy dropped his gaze nervously. Saunders smiled slowly.

“I want to know everything that Andrew Cohen does. In school, out of school, wherever he is. You will find out what he does, who he sees and talks to, right down to the animals he has in his possession.”

“Andy?” Taylor said, surprised. “Why do you care about that little twit? He’s nothing. I push him around all the time and he doesn’t even fight back!”

“Why I want this information is none of your concern. What is your concern is finding out the things I need to know. You will report these things to me. Or you can go back to detention—and face your stepfather’s wrath when you get home tonight.”

“No, wait, I’m sorry. I’ll do what you want, I swear. Please don’t make me go back to detention!”

“That’s better,” Saunders said, leaning back in his chair. “I want you to pay particular attention to a cat that Andy is associating with.”

“A cat?” Taylor said, puzzled. “Are you kidding?”

Saunders stared at him.

“Cat. Got it, sir.”

“Then we have an understanding,” he said. “You will tell me everything that you can discover about Andy Cohen. And I will call your parents and explain to them that it was a misunderstanding by Mrs. Sutterly, who seems to have it in for poor, innocent Taylor Grant. You detention is canceled—for now.”

“Thanks, Principal Saunders,” he said.

“Don’t thank me. Do your job. You may go now.”

As Taylor opened the door to leave, Saunders said, “Enjoy your long walk home.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy told Goldeneyes about his day after Mr. Straight dropped him off, skipping the part about Taylor bullying him again. They were at the kitchen table, Andy eating his snack and Goldeneyes eating her fish, as usual. “You don’t hunt so much these days, do you?” he asked her.

Goldeneyes raised her head from the dish and licked her chops before replying. “Since your mother is giving me food, there is no need to hunt. We do not kill for pleasure. Though I must admit it is rather nice not to have to forage for food every day. Your mother is very kind.”

“Yeah, she is,” Andy agreed. “She says I can start giving you chicken and turkey scraps, or anything else you want.”

Goldeneyes purred and bent her head to finish her meal. A loud, wailing yowl came from outside.

“What was that?” Andy asked. “That cat sounds like it’s dying!”

Andy and Goldeneyes both heard a chuckle.

“Letsan,” she said coldly so that both of them could hear her, “you didn’t have to announce your arrival in such a cattish manner.”

“Letsan? He’s here? Where?” Andy said, rising excitedly. “You said you had to wait for him before we could do anything else. Does this mean we can go rescue Nafshi now?”

“I’m outside, Andrew,” he said. “How about you open the front door and then I won’t have to break the First Law by blasting it open?” Andy flew to the door and jerked it open. Sitting on the porch looking up at him was a large, long-haired, orange Maine Coon cat. He had tabby markings along his body and a wide ruff around his neck. His eyes, like his Magelight, were amber. Letsan trotted inside as Andy held the door for him, his ringed, fluffy tail held high and straight with just a slight curve at the tip. He had tufts of fur on his ears and between his paws, and so much fur on his hind legs that it almost seemed he was wearing a very furry pair of pants.

“Your fur is amazing,” Andy told him as he closed the door.

“I assure you, I plan on leaving a fair amount of it in your home as a souvenir,” he said. Andy laughed. “Thank you, thank you,” Letsan said. “While you’re here, try the veal.” Andy laughed again, not expecting to hear a human punchline coming from a Catmage. “It’s my marvelous Maine Coon cat coat,” Letsan continued, pausing to lick his shoulder with an exaggerated gesture. “Cool in the summertime, warm in the winter, and a perfect fit all year round.”

“I don’t know what a Maine Coon cat is,” Andy said. “I don’t know much at all about cats. Mom never let me have any pets. Are you a purebred?”

“As a Catmage, I think I should take offense to your referring to me as a pet,” Letsan said.

“Oops. Sorry!” Andy said, waiting for Letsan to get as angry as Goldeneyes would had he said that to her. But Letsan didn’t seem to mind.

“As a matter of fact, I am a purebred on both sides, Catmage and cat. My mother raised me and my littermates in a human home. She still lives there. I spent the first four months of my life with a family that breeds Maine Coon cats. Then one night, I left with my mentor to join Catmage society. Not all Catmages live in Compounds. Some of us like to live with humans to make sure we keep up on what’s going on in your world.”

“You talk a lot more like we do,” Andy said. “What you said about your coat sounded like a commercial. Did you watch TV growing up?”

“Stay tuned, we’ll be right back after these messages!”

“So that’s a yes,” Andy said, grinning. “Come on, I’ll show you to the kitchen.”

“Lead the way to the Golden One,” Letsan said. Andy laughed again. Letsan was nice. He liked him.

“You mean Goldeneyes?” Andy said. “She’s this way.” He stepped in front of the cheerful Catmage and led him to the kitchen.

“How many times must I tell you to address me by my proper name?” Goldeneyes said stiffly as the boy and the Catmage came to the table.

“Ooh! Food!” Letsan said, pushing past her to eat from her dish. “Thanks, I’m starved! The game’s getting thinner as the days get colder,” he said to Andy. “I’ve had nothing but a vole in the last two days.”

“Uh—I’ll go open another can,” Andy said, not exactly sure what a vole was and wondering if he wanted to know.

“It’s a small rodent,” Letsan said. “Delicious with a little salt and pepper. Alas, I had to eat it raw and unseasoned.” Andy smiled, pretty sure that even Catmages didn’t use salt and pepper on their prey.

Goldeneyes, affronted at Letsan’s manners, glared at him as he continued to eat her food. Andy went to the pantry and got another plate. Soon there were two dishes of tuna, and two cats eating hungrily side by side. Goldeneyes maintained a stony silence. Andy decided he would wait to see how things turned out between them before he said any more.

“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Letsan told him privately. “Zahavin can be a real stick-in-the-mud, but she’s harmless. She’s not mad at you, anyway. She’s mad at me. And I can handle her temper.” Still, Andy didn’t want to get in the middle of their fight. He decided the best thing for him would be to look like he was busy. He reached into his backpack, pulled out his English homework, and pretended to read. “What have you done to that boy?” Letsan asked Goldeneyes privately. “He’s terrified of you.”

“Don’t exaggerate,” she replied. “He’s not afraid. Unlike you, he’s showing me a little respect. He’s not the only one who should learn it.”

“Respect? Can’t you hear him desperately trying to hide his thoughts from you? Zahavin, I don’t know what’s been going on since I’ve been gone, but I don’t like the way you’re treating the boy. Things are going to change, starting now. Tell Andy he’s done nothing wrong.”

“Oh, are you my master now?” she asked sarcastically. “I don’t take orders from you.”

Letsan stopped eating, raised his head from the dish, and stared hard at Goldeneyes. “As a matter of fact, you do,” he said. “I am senior Catmage. Hakham put me command of this mission. And that boy is crucial to its success, or have you forgotten the prophecy?”

Goldeneyes dropped her gaze as she realized that Letsan was right. “No,” she said, “I have not forgotten.”

“Zahavin, I’ve been telling you for years that you need to lighten up, as the humans say. By the Great Mother, you waste far too much energy being some image of a Catmage that you think you’re supposed to be. You’re not a member of the Council, and you can’t want to be like that idiot Kharoom, putting on an airs and expecting people to respect him simply because he is. And you’re not a Magus like Hakham. So why do you insist on being so formal all the time? Why act like you are always being judged? Why not just be yourself? Be Zahavin, the golden, beautiful, powerful daughter of the line of Nafshi. Stop trying so hard to be and just be,” he said.

Goldeneyes didn’t know what to say in response. Like Andy, she decided she’d best just pretend to be interested in something else. She bent her head and began eating again.

“No,” Letsan said, “you will not ignore me. I ordered you to tell the boy you’re not angry with him. I am waiting, and you will do as you were told.”

Goldeneyes stopped eating and blinked at Letsan. She turned her head to look at the boy. “Andrew,” she said so both Andy and Letsan could hear her, “I want you to know that I’m not angry with you.”

“Oh. Uh—okay,” Andy said. His face brightened.

“Nice job keeping the resentment out of your tone,” Letsan told her privately. She sighed. He might have a point about her attitude towards humans. Nafshi had mentioned it to her as well, back when she was still being tutored by her grandmother. And so had Hakham, the day he assigned her this task. Perhaps it was time to start concentrating on working together as a team, rather than quibbling over whether or not Andy was doing what she wanted him to do. But it was difficult. Prophecy or no prophecy, he was still not much more than a child. Well, she’d had far more difficult tasks than working with a child. She could do this.

“That’s the spirit,” Letsan said, and Goldeneyes realized that she was projecting her thoughts again. “Looks like Andy isn’t the only one who needs help with projection.” He laughed as she looked sharply at him. Letsan seemed to have a way of making her lower her defenses. He had only been here for a few minutes, and already he was reading her like a kitten. She didn’t like it.

“Andy,” he told them both, “this tuna is delicious. Thank you for the food.” Andy smiled.

“Wait until you try the sardines,” Goldeneyes said. “Little fish that you don’t have to catch yourself, placed in a container where they keep for ages, Andy tells me.”

“Yes, there is definitely a plus to living with humans,” Letsan said. “I should get you to try watching television later. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“Now you’re pushing it,” she told him privately.

“Yes,” Letsan said, his mental voice bubbling with laughter, “but I’ll never have a chance like this again. Zahavin, the great Catmage, sitting down to watch human cartoons with the boy who is yet a man. It’s a story that I’ll be able to tell my great-great-grandkittens!”

Goldeneyes decided now would be a good time to ask Andy to get the door for her. As Letsan followed her out, she said, “Do you mind giving me some privacy?”

“No, but you and I need to talk without Andy around.”

“Suit yourself.” She headed for the bushes at the back of the house and started scratching around in the dirt.

“Oh, that kind of privacy,” Letsan said. “I’ll take the other side of the house and meet you shortly.”


✣ E I G H T ✣

Strategy Session

Andy cleared the dishes after the Catmages left the house. He could barely contain his excitement. Now that Letsan was here, they’d be able to find Nafshi. After these last few weeks with Goldeneyes, Andy found himself already liking her grandmother, even though they’d never met. The way Goldeneyes spoke about Nafshi had made a big impression on him. It was one of the few times that Goldeneyes wasn’t stiff or in lecturing mode, or yelling at Andy. Her voice was always soft and filled with admiration, if not love, for her grandmother. Andy’s mistake in rushing to the house where Nafshi was being held that first day they met still haunted him, and he wanted desperately to make up for it by helping Goldeneyes find and retrieve her. He wondered what the Catmages were talking about outside. Andy wasn’t stupid; he’d seen his mother and other adults go off by themselves a hundred times when they didn’t want the kids to hear what they were talking about. Oh, well, they’d tell him when he needed to know, he was sure. He just hoped that he’d still be a part of the team that went back to Saunders’ house.

Outside in the backyard, Letsan and Goldeneyes sat enjoying the late afternoon sunlight. They brought each other up to date on what they had been doing the last few weeks.

“I couldn’t reach Razor myself,” Letsan said after Goldeneyes told her tale, “but I’ve sent messengers throughout the region to find him and bring him to us. It was taking me far too long, and I’m needed more here.”

“What is your brother doing?” Goldeneyes asked.

“A litter of Catmage kits needing rescuing from a breed trade gone bad some way north of here. He’s also working on assembling a guard for the new Council. Kharoom is worried that they might meet the same fate as the old one, and his messenger found Razor before I could.” Letsan laughed derisively. “One of the senior Council members explained how things work to him. Gavrila had the privilege of telling Kharoom that a litter of Catmages at risk has precedence over our Flatnose’s ability to sleep without nightmares. What a coward! Guards!” Letsan said with contempt. “The Council has never needed guards before, and they don’t need them now.”

Goldeneyes wasn’t so sure. She had seen the Council members torn apart by dogs. “The previous Council was murdered, Letsan,” she said. “For once, maybe Kharoom has the right idea.”

“The new Council stays in a Compound,” Letsan said. “They have the Compound guards as well as the rest of the members of the Compound. No dogs would survive an attack on a full Compound, not even the ones who killed the previous Council.”

Goldeneyes had to concede the point. She changed the subject back to the missing Catmage litter. “And you wonder why I don’t approve of Catmages raising their kittens in human households,” she said. “The poor things, they must be terrified, living in a house with dumbcats and humans.”

“I imagine so. But Razor is tracking them. He’ll find them. My brother is extremely good at what he does.” Letsan laughed again. “I would give my tail to see Razor leading a litter of three-moon kittens back to a Compound. He won’t apprentice anyone under the age of a full cycle, you know. Says they’re too flighty and immature before then.”

Goldeneyes didn’t find anything about the situation amusing. “Still, we could use his help here. There are at least two Wild Ones in the house with Nafshi, perhaps more. I didn’t get as long a chance to search the grounds as I had hoped. Do you remember Alef and Bett?”

“Yes. They were part of Roah’s Teaching Ring. All three of them were expelled around the same time.”

“I saw Alef, and where he is, his sister is.”

“And where they are will also be Roah. So that’s three. But we can count on there being more. Wild Ones always run in packs.”

“There are also dogs. Great, angry dogs, possibly the ones who attacked the Council. I couldn’t tell how many, but I heard at least three or four.”

Letsan snorted. “Four dogs are not much of a challenge for us.”

“I don’t agree,” Goldeneyes said. “Remember, the Council was attacked by dogs as well as Wild Ones. These may be the very ones that murdered them. Perhaps we should wait for your brother and his reinforcements before we try to rescue Nafshi.”

“We may not have the time,” Letsan said. “You found her aura, Zahavin, but that was weeks ago.”

“Yes, and there’s something else I found that was very strange. I sensed another aura in the house that seemed extremely familiar. I couldn’t place it.”

“It must have been Roah’s, or one of the siblings.”

Goldeneyes thought that over for a moment. “I suppose so,” she said.

“I don’t think it’s anything to worry about now,” Letsan said. “You haven’t been back since then, have you?”

“No. I dared not do any more on my own. I came too close to discovery that night. I decided to wait for you to return. Now that you have, we can plan how to get in that house and retrieve my grandmother.”

“Yes, and now it’s also time to bring Andy in on the preparations.”

“Letsan, the boy is hasty and thoughtless. He acts before he thinks. I’m afraid that Andrew will be a liability. Remember how his dashing to the fence alerted the dogs.”

“Yes, and I remember also that one cautious and quiet Catmage, who went to the same house that night using all of the skills at her command, still managed to rouse the dogs just as the boy had done.”

Goldeneyes fumed at the implied criticism.

“I am not judging you!” Letsan said. “I am pointing out that even you, with all your powers and planning, can’t count on things to go the way you would like. I think Andrew can be a big help to us. If we want him to do as we ask, and not go off on his own, why then, we drill him over and over again until he can perform any task we set him in his sleep.”

Goldeneyes mulled that over for a while. “Yes, I think that might work,” she said. “Of course, we need a concrete plan ourselves, first.”

“And I have a few ideas. Let’s go back into the house and tell Andy that he has a job to do.”

Andy was doing his homework by the open kitchen window. He heard the thud of a cat leaping onto the sill and looked up to see Letsan, who padded softly onto the kitchen table. “You better not let my mom see you do that,” he said. “I’m pretty sure she doesn’t want cats walking on the table.”

“Why ever not?” Letsan asked as he leaped to a chair.

“It’s not sanitary,” Andy said.

“I can fix that. Watch!” Letsan started washing each of his paws in turn. “There, all clean.”

Andy laughed. “Yeah, I still don’t think Mom’s going to appreciate you walking on our table. In fact, I don’t know if I should even tell her you’re here. She’s only just gotten used to Goldeneyes. Uh—speaking of Goldeneyes, where is she?”

“At the door, Andrew, waiting for Letsan to tell you to let me in.” Andy hurried to get the door for her. “Some of us respect your mother’s wishes,” she said, looking pointedly in Letsan’s direction.

“Goldeneyes is such a stickler for the rules,” Letsan said, his mental voice an exaggerated whisper. Andy grinned.

“Are you finished with your school work, Andrew?” Goldeneyes asked.

“Pretty much. I can do the rest after supper.”

“Good. Because Letsan and I are trying to think of a way to get Nafshi out of that house, and you’re going to help us.”

“Really?” he asked, joy suffusing his face. “I can help?”

“Yes. But you’re going to have to do exactly as you’re told. Do you understand? That’s the only way you get to come along.”

“I will, I swear it!” Andy said. “I won’t mess up this time, I promise.”

“Good,” Goldeneyes said.

“Now, here’s what I think we should do,” Letsan said to the two of them as Andy settled excitedly back into his chair.

By the time Andy looked up at the clock and realized he’d better set the table for dinner, they had gone over the plan a dozen times. They had everything set but the date. Goldeneyes made it very plain that Andy was to go over his part in the plan over and over again until he had it memorized completely. She let him know that she would be questioning him at random times and expect him to be able to recite his part by heart, as well as know exactly what she and Letsan were doing at the time. “I’ll do it,” Andy said. “You’ll see. You can count on me for this.” Pleased, the two Catmages trotted outside as Andy held the door for them. He watched them disappear into the darkness.

Andy turned back to the kitchen and got the table ready for dinner. His mother would be home any minute. She arrived just as he finished his chores. During dinner, Andy brought up the subject of the Halloween dance.

“Oh, sweetie, I was going to tell you tonight,” Rachel said. “I have to be out of town next Friday for business, and the meeting’s going to end so late that I thought I’d just stay the night and come home on Saturday. I need to find someone to keep an eye on you.”

“Mom, you already said I can stay over Mike’s,” he said.

“Oh, right, I forgot! Let me call his mother and set things up for you.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Andy finished his dinner. Things were going well. He couldn’t wait to tell Goldeneyes and Letsan that he’d worked out a way to get around telling his mother where he would be. Well, he hadn’t actually worked it all out, but that didn’t matter. The rest of the plan would come. At the very least, they could bring Nafshi home and hide her in his room until they could get her to a safe place.

“I’ll take the garbage out,” he said as he rose from the table, wanting to talk to the Catmages. As he had hoped, they were on the porch. Andy told them about the Halloween dance at his school the next Friday night. “It’s the perfect time to go to the house,” he said. “Kids from all over will be out trick or treating, ringing doorbells, and walking around. I’d be just another kid out for Halloween, not someone wandering around near the principal’s house,” Andy said. “In fact, if you really want to be careful, I could get some spray dye and turn Goldeneyes into a completely different color. Like a black cat.” He grinned. “Black cats are one of the symbols of Halloween.”

“Why?” Goldeneyes asked.

“Uh—because they’re supposed to hang out with witches, or something. I don’t really know, come to think of it. But black cats are considered bad luck.” The two Catmages laughed at that.

“That’s ridiculous,” Letsan said.

“Well, I didn’t make it up,” Andy said. “It’s been a superstition for a long time.”

“We are getting off the subject,” Goldeneyes said. “I don’t care what humans think of black cats. I don’t want to become one.”

“It was just a thought,” he said.

“And a bad one,” she replied.

✣       ✣       ✣

Over the next few days, they refined their plan until the three of them were thoroughly happy with it. One afternoon, they were talking in his room. Andy leaned back in his desk chair with his feet on the bed. The two Catmages sat on either side of his legs. Letsan was absent-mindedly batting at Andy’s untied shoelaces. He said it helped him concentrate. Andy grinned and wiggled his feet from time to time, making the laces move and watching Letsan attack them. Goldeneyes, as usual, held herself aloof, but the tip of her tail kept twitching. “Dratted instinct,” she muttered to herself.

“Tell us again about this gathering,” Letsan said.

Andy patiently explained once more the school’s Halloween dance. There were no such gatherings in Catmage society, which didn’t surprise him. Catmages didn’t have musical instruments or dancing, and he wasn’t sure if they had any holidays. He filed that away to ask at a later date, since Goldeneyes got so stuffy about his going off-topic. Andy told them that most of the older students, the ones who no longer went trick or treating, would be at the dance in costume. Many of the teachers would be there as well, either as chaperones or just for the fun of dressing up on Halloween. Best of all, Saunders would be stuck at the dance for hours, since he usually had to oversee all of the major after school activities. Andy would sneak out of the dance and join the two Catmages at Saunders’ house while the principal was forced to stay at school. He would stow his regular jeans and a shirt in his backpack and change quickly in the bathroom on the way out, and then head across town to Oak Street and Saunders’ house to meet the Catmages.

“I can’t wait to bring Nafshi here,” Andy said.

“I can’t either, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Goldeneyes said. “We don’t have Nafshi yet. We don’t know anything about where she is or what is guarding her. We don’t even know how many dogs Saunders has.”

“I wonder if dog licenses are in the public record,” Andy said. “If they are, I can tell you how many he’s got.”

“That would be very useful information, Andrew,” she said. “You can discover this for us?”

“Just give me a few minutes,” he told her, swiveling his chair to the computer on his desk. “I can look for it on the Internet.” The cats watched curiously as Andy typed on the keyboard and clicked the mouse. The computer screen changed as he went from page to page looking for the data.

“Gotcha!” he said. “Our town has a public dog license database. It’s searchable by name and street. Let’s see how many dogs Saunders has.” He entered 19 Oak Street into the address box and waited as the data loaded. He let out a low whistle. “Eight licenses. He’s got eight dogs. Saunders is a dog breeder. They’re all Doberman Pinschers.”

“What are those?” Letsan asked.

“Give me a second and I’ll find out for you.” Andy tapped at the keyboard and pulled up a new screen of information on a different site. “Let’s see . . . they’re smart, aggressive, and they make good guard dogs. And boy, do they outweigh you guys. Seventy-five pounds for an average adult male, a little less for the females. I think I heard about four or five of them the day we went to the house,” he said. “They’re not going to be very easy to sneak up on.”

“We’ll see,” said Goldeneyes. “Catmages can be very secretive when we need to be. And this time we know what we’re up against. Is it likely that Saunders will leave the dogs out if he is not home? Don’t you think we have a good chance that they’ll be inside when we need to sneak into the grounds of the house? His neighbor seemed to be awfully angry when the dogs made noise during my scouting mission.”

“That’s a good point.” Andy turned his chair back to face the Catmages. “Most people don’t leave their dogs outside all the time, and especially not overnight. Maybe we’ll luck out. Anyway, at least we have a little more information to go on this time,” he said. “Now, can we go over the plan again now that we know how many dogs Saunders has? I don’t want to mess up.” They went over the plan step by step again. If everything worked out, after they retrieved Nafshi, Andy would head back to the school. He would make up some story to tell Mike and Becca if they missed him, as he was sure they would. The gym wasn’t really big enough to lose them for long, but they’d never tell on him.

Letsan and Goldeneyes would stow Nafshi somewhere safe. When Andy got home on Saturday afternoon, he would hide her in his room. Even if Saunders found out where she was, he could hardly do anything about it. What was he going to do, accuse Andy of stealing his cat? He would have no proof of ownership. Andy already had Goldeneyes hanging around his house. Nobody would be surprised to find him with another cat.

“Catmage,” Goldeneyes corrected.

“I know that,” Andy said, “but I can’t tell my mother that Nafshi’s a Catmage.”

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s an automatic response.”

“Yes,” Letsan said with a wicked twinkle in his eye. “The First forbid that Zahavin should be called a cat instead of a Catmage. Her dignity would be fatally injured.”

Andy tried not to laugh, but failed. Torn between being annoyed or amused, Goldeneyes chose the latter. “We can bury my dignity next to your ego,” she said. “That’s been wounded a few dozen times.”

“By the First!” Letsan said. “Andrew, you’re my witness. Zahavin just—what’s the word you use?”

“Zinged you?” Andy said.

“Yes, that’s it. She zinged me.”

Goldeneyes laughed. “That’s a curious word. I think I like it.”

“Careful, Zahavin,” Letsan said privately, “or people are going to think you’re mellowing.”

“You told me to ‘lighten up,’ didn’t you?” she sent back.

Andy sighed. He wondered if the Catmages knew that he could always tell when they were talking to each other without including him. Probably. They seemed to always know what he was thinking when he was around them. Well, if they were going to exclude him, he’d just switch over to a video game that he liked. The first few sound effects brought the attention of the Catmages back to Andy.

“Sorry, Andy, but sometimes we get caught up in our own conversations.”

Andy paused the game. “Yeah, I know.”

“We cannot tell you how grateful we are for your help,” Goldeneyes said. “It means the world to me that you’re helping me rescue my grandmother.”

“Well, let’s hope the plan works,” Andy said, “because I’m starting to think that Saunders knows I’m helping you guys. We better get in and out as fast as we can on Friday night, before he suspects a thing.”

“That,” Goldeneyes said, “is the smartest thing you’ve said yet. Now, one more time, let’s start at the beginning and see how well you’ve memorized your part.”

Andy sighed and began again.


✣ N I N E ✣

Halloween

Goldeneyes was curled up on the porch when Andy got home. She followed him into the house and padded behind him to his bedroom. He closed the door and saw that his mother had left his costume hanging on the back of it. “Hey!” he said, “it doesn’t look bad at all.”

He shed his school clothes and took the pants from the hanger. His mother had pinned a note on them. “Socks first,” it said. Andy found a pair of long socks on the hanger, shrugged, pulled off his socks and put on the long ones. They reached above his knees. He pulled the pants over them and then slipped on the shirt and jacket. Last, he put on a tricorn hat. When he turned to look at himself in the mirror, his mouth dropped open. “I look like an idiot!” he said. “I thought this would be cool, but it’s not. I look like I’m wearing tights.”

Goldeneyes looked at him critically. “No, Andrew, you look like you’re wearing stockings.”

“That’s even worse! Girls wear stockings!”

“Not those stockings. Stockings are what they called socks in the days when they wore such clothing. Or leggings.”

“Great. Leggings are so much better than wearing stockings. It’s not like Taylor and his buddies won’t make fun of me the second they see me.”

“Why do you care what they think?” she asked. “You don’t like them, you have no respect for them, and what they do really doesn’t affect your life. Why do you allow them to make you feel bad?”

“They do so affect my life. They make it ten times worse.”

“We don’t have time for this now. The costume is fine, even if you’re not particularly fond of what you’re wearing. Now, let’s go over the plan again. I want you to be able to follow my instructions as if they were your own thoughts.”

Andy and Goldeneyes went over the plan one more time as he went downstairs and found the sandwich that his mother had left for his dinner. While he ate, Goldeneyes continued to question him. She was extremely pleased at his quick and accurate answers. As he finished his meal, Letsan yowled to be let in the window. Andy laughed and opened it as Goldeneyes sighed.

“What’s for dinner, Andy?” he asked.

“Sorry, Letsan, I ate it all.”

“Andy, look at my face. Do you see this frown?”

“Uh, no. You look the same as you always look.”

“Well, I assure you, I’m frowning. Just like a human. You’re just not seeing it.”

“Sure,” Andy said, grinning. “You’re like the anti-Cheshire Cat.”

“Who is that?”

“Something I’ll have to tell you about later,” Andy said as he heard a beeping from outside. “That’s Mike and my ride to school.”

He opened the window again. “You better go out this way. I’m not supposed to have two cats,” he said. They leaped to the sill and then outside. “Good luck!” he called after them.

“You too,” Letsan said. “We’ll see you later.”

Andy grabbed his backpack and went outside, where Mike and his father were waiting for him. His friend was dressed as a pirate, with an eye patch over one eye and a red sash across his chest. “Hey, we almost go together,” he told Andy as he settled into the seat and buckled the seatbelt.

“Yeah, except you’d be the one robbing me,” Andy said, grinning. “Or making me walk the plank. Always the troublemaker.”

“Takes after his old man,” Mike’s father said.

“That’s what Mom always says,” said Mike. “But don’t worry, Andy. I’d never make you walk the plank.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“I’d make you be a pirate, like me!” They laughed at that. Andy had so much fun on the drive to school that he almost forgot he was on a special mission. Mike’s father dropped them off and told them he’d be back at eleven to pick them up. When Andy saw a girl dressed like a cat, he remembered that he’d have to find a way to ditch Mike and Becca in a little while. He and Mike dropped Andy’s backpack off in his locker. “Why didn’t you just leave it in my dad’s car?” Mike asked. “Forgot,” Andy said. They went back to the gym and wandered around until they found Becca, who was dressed in a fluffy blue gown with wings on her back. She wore a tiara and was holding a glittering wand.

“What are you, a blue flying princess?” Andy asked.

“No, silly. I’m the Blue Fairy from Pinocchio. If you’re really good, Mike, I’ll turn you into a real boy.” She tapped him on the head with her wand and they all laughed.

“So who are you supposed to be?” Becca asked Andy.

“Giles Corey,” he told her. “I read about him after we covered the Salem witch trials in Mr. Straight’s history class.”

“What’s so special about him?” Mike asked.

“You mean besides the fact that our town was named after him?” Becca said sarcastically. “Honestly, Mike, don’t you ever pay attention in history class?”

“Nope,” he said, grinning. “You know that saying that history repeats itself? I’ll just wait for it to come around again and learn it that way.”

“Anyway,” Andy said, forestalling another argument between his two best friends, “Giles Cory is really interesting. He refused to plead guilty or not guilty, so what they did was put boards on him and then pile stones on top of the boards until he was crushed to death.”

“That’s not interesting, it’s stupid! Why didn’t he just plead not guilty?” Mike said.

“They probably wouldn’t have believed him, and they’d have hanged him as a witch,” Andy said. “But if he never made a plea, they couldn’t take away his property, so his family wouldn’t starve.”

“Wow,” Becca said, “that was really brave.”

“You don’t know the half of it. You know what he said every time they stopped and asked him to make a plea?”

“What?”

“More weight.”

Mike shook his head. “Crazy,” he said. “So you’re Giles Corey? That makes you crazy, too.”

“More weight!” Andy said, and the two of them laughed. Andy turned, still laughing, to head over to one of the snack tables. As he turned, he came face to face with Principal Saunders, who was standing a few feet away, glaring daggers at the boys. They sobered immediately, not sure what they had done to make him angry.

“So,” he said softly, “you think it’s amusing, an innocent man getting crushed slowly to death for a crime that was never proven?”

“Uh, no sir, that’s not why we were laughing,” said Andy.

“Really? I thought I distinctly heard you say more weight.”

“Well, yes, but we weren’t laughing about—” Andy stopped as his history teacher came over to the group.

Jack Straight put his hand on Saunders’ shoulder. “Principal Saunders,” he said, “I’ve been looking for you. We need your help over on the other side of the room.” Saunders shrugged his hand off and glared at the teacher, but he followed him as Jack walked away from the three puzzled children.

“What was up with that?” Mike asked.

“Seriously,” said Becca. “You’d think that Corey dude was Saunders’ friend or something. But he died like, three hundred years ago.”

Andy said nothing, still shaken by the anger in Saunders’ face. Why had he gotten so angry? And why, again, at Andy, when they were all laughing? Now Andy was sure that Saunders had seen him the afternoon he and Goldeneyes had gone to his house. But he couldn’t tell the others why Saunders was so angry.

“He hates me,” Andy said. “I told you it wasn’t my imagination back on Parents Night. Saunders can’t stand me.”

“That doesn’t make any sense, Andy,” Becca said. “He doesn’t even know you, really.”

“You saw the look on his face. He got all bent out of shape over a stupid Halloween costume! That’s twice he’s given me the stink-eye.”

Mike shrugged. “Who cares? It’s Halloween, there’s candy and cake and ice cream, and I’m hungry,” he said, grabbing his friends by the hands and pulling them towards the snack tables. “Let’s eat!”

The one thing that would have made the party even worse for Andy was waiting for him at the snack table. Taylor was there, dressed as a hobo, flanked by Pete and Tommy. Andy groaned to himself, expecting the worst. He couldn’t seem to go anywhere these days without running into Taylor. He even saw Taylor a couple of times walking a block or two away from Andy’s house. But something was different these days. Taylor hadn’t been picking on Andy as much the last couple of weeks. He’d never let Andy go by without an insult, but the slaps and bumps and “accidental” kicks had lessened. Andy didn’t know why, but he wasn’t going to complain. Still, he braced himself for Taylor’s usual jibes.

“What are you supposed to be, Cohen, a Pilgrim? Nice hat,” Taylor said.

“Just ignore him, Andy,” Becca muttered.

“That’s right, let your girlfriend tell you what to do,” he said. Becca studiously ignored Taylor and started putting fruit on a plate.

“Aren’t you going to eat your favorite food?” Taylor asked her.

“What are you talking about, Taylor?” she asked.

He nodded towards the fruit plate. “You missed the watermelon.”

“Shut up, Taylor,” Andy said.

“Seriously?” Becca asked. “Are you seriously going to use that old chestnut and expect me to care?”

“No, stupid, not chestnuts, watermelon. I know you people like it. Your father must, anyway,” he said, smirking.

“You take that back, Taylor. Apologize to Becca!” Andy said.

“Andy, stop,” Becca told him. “Can’t you see he’s just trying to make us mad?” She put a hand on his arm as Andy clenched his fist. “Ignore him.”

“She’s right, Andy. Ignore the jerk,” Mike said. “C’mon, let’s go to the other table.” He put his hand on Andy’s other arm, but Andy shook him off to glare at Taylor.

Taylor picked up a piece of watermelon and ate it with an exaggerated smile. “Yum, yum, I sure like watermelon,” he said.

Andy could take Taylor’s insults, even though he hated them, but he couldn’t stand for Taylor going after Becca. He started toward Taylor again, and again Becca stopped him.

“He’s not worth it,” she muttered.

Taylor laughed at her. “That’s right, Cohen, listen to the little jerk.”

“Jerk?” Andy asked in a dangerous tone.

Taylor saw the shot hit home. “Not only is she a jerk, she’s a bi—”

Andy never knew he could feel such anger. He leaped without realizing he was moving, and suddenly he had tackled Taylor and they fell to the floor, and Andy was punching with all his might as Taylor tried fruitlessly to protect his face. Mike and Becca were yelling at him to stop, and then Andy was being jerked to his feet by one of the teachers, and he found himself gasping for breath, his arms held by Jack Straight, while Taylor lay on the floor moaning, his nose bleeding. One of the parents was helping Taylor sit up, handing him a napkin for his nose. Then Principal Saunders arrived, and the smile on his face did not bode well for Andy.

“Oh, dear,” he said, “fighting, Mr. Cohen? On school grounds? And bloodying Mr. Grant’s nose? I’m afraid the party is over for you. Detention hall. Now.”

“But—but—you can’t! He—”

“If you’re going to tell me he started it, save your breath. We have a zero tolerance policy in this school for fighting, as I’m sure you’re aware. I’ll deal with Mr. Grant after he’s been cleaned up a bit. Mr. Straight, as you seem to be so fond of Andy, perhaps you can show him to the detention hall and keep him there until I can contact his mother.”

“She’s not home,” Andy said. “She’s out of town on business. I’m staying with the Murdochs tonight.”

“No matter,” Saunders said. “We have her cell phone number. I’ll still have to contact her and let her know what a bad, bad boy you’ve been.” His smile widened a touch as he noted the look on Andy’s face.

Andy was desperate. He couldn’t stay in detention the entire night. He had to meet Goldeneyes and Letsan. He couldn’t let them down. “Please, Principal Saunders, don’t make me do detention tonight. I’ll do twice as much next week, anything you want. But please, not tonight!”

Saunders looked at him sharply. “Not tonight? Why not, pray tell? Do you have some sort of urgent business? After all, a boy of your obvious importance must have a schedule that keeps him busy from dawn to dusk.”

Andy flushed at the sarcasm. Saunders really did hate him, no question. “N—no. But it’s a Friday night. And Taylor insulted Becca. You should have heard what he said. It was really nasty. He deserved it!”

“Nevertheless, you will start detention tonight. Now!” he barked. Andy choked back tears and followed Jack Straight out of the gym and down the hall. Now what was he going to do? How could he sneak out of detention? How could he keep his promise and fulfill his end of the plan tonight? If he couldn’t get to Saunders’ house, not only might Nafshi not get rescued, but Goldeneyes and Letsan could be in big trouble, too. He glanced back at the gym and saw his friends. Mike looked sympathetic, but Becca was frowning. Great. She was mad at him, too. He’d made a real mess of things tonight.

He followed Mr. Straight, who led him to the detention room without saying a word. That suited Andy just fine. He couldn’t think of anything to say, anyway. Once again, just like Goldeneyes said he did, he acted without thinking and got into trouble. Andy slumped down in a chair while Mr. Straight went to the front of the room and leaned against the teacher’s desk. He shook his head. “I don’t understand, Andy. You’ve never done anything like this.”

Andy stared at his desk. He couldn’t say anything without breaking his promise to Goldeneyes. But he had to figure out a way to get out of here. Mr. Straight was his favorite teacher, and Andy knew his teacher liked him, too. He raised his eyes and looked at him. No, he couldn’t tell Mr. Straight. Goldeneyes had been very clear about how important secrecy was. Look what happened when someone like Saunders found out about Catmages. All Saunders wanted to do was hurt them.

“Well?” said Mr. Straight. “I’m waiting to hear your side of the story.”

Andy told him what Taylor had said. Jack Straight frowned and shook his head. “I understand why you got so angry, Andy,” he said, “but you shouldn’t have attacked Taylor. You know the school policy on fighting.”

“But Mr. Straight, isn’t there anything you can do to get me out of here tonight?”

“No, I’m afraid not. Principal Saunders is my boss, Andy. And frankly, he’s not wrong to punish you.”

Andy sighed. He wouldn’t get anywhere with Mr. Straight. But then he got an idea that just might work. “Mr. Straight,” he said, “it’s only nine o’clock, and the dance is going to go on for hours. Can I at least get my backpack and do some homework while I’m here?”

“You’re not allowed to leave the room, except for bathroom breaks. You know that, Andy.”

“Well, can you ask Mike to get it for me? He knows my locker combination.”

“All right. I can do that.” He left the room, stopping as he got to the door. “Andy, don’t make things any worse. You’d better be here when I get back.”

“I promise, Mr. Straight.”

Jack Straight was back shortly, followed a few minutes later by Mike and Becca. Andy wasn’t happy to see her and wished that Mike hadn’t brought her along.

“Taylor’s back at the dance, walking around like he’s a hero or something,” Mike said, handing him his backpack. “How come he’s not in here, Mr. Straight?”

“I don’t know, Mike. His punishment would be up to Principal Saunders.” Becca said nothing, her lips thinned in disapproval.

“Great,” Andy said softly so that their teacher wouldn’t hear. “Taylor picks on me all year, and the one time I try to get him back, I get in trouble.”

“Time for you and Becca to leave, Mike,” Mr. Straight said.

“Okay. See you later, Andy.”

“Bye. Thanks. And Becca,” he said as she paused and turned to him, “I’m sorry.”

Her expression softened as she saw how much pain her friend was in. “Me too, Andy,” she said, and then the door closed behind them.

Andy kept glancing up at the clock. Time was telescoping, or something, he thought. Five minutes passed. Six. Seven. He turned the pages in his textbook to make Mr. Straight think he was reading, but he couldn’t concentrate on anything but getting out of there. Now it was five minutes to the time he was supposed to leave and meet up with Goldeneyes and Letsan. Andy looked up to see the teacher reading a book himself. “Uh, Mr. Straight?” he asked.

“Yes, Andy?”

“Can I go to the bathroom and change out of this costume? I have my jeans in my backpack.”

Jack thought it over. “Go ahead. Don’t take too long.”

“No sir,” Andy said, hating that he was going to let down his favorite teacher. But Goldeneyes came first. He grabbed his backpack and left detention, heading for the nearest bathroom. Thankfully, it was far away from the gym. Nobody would be around to bother him or, more important, to see what he was going to do. He went inside and closed the door, stripped off his costume quickly and pulled on his t-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. Normal socks felt good after the constriction of the leggings. Boy, I’m glad I didn’t live in colonial times, Andy thought. Then he realized he needed to focus and start thinking about the mission. He stowed his things in his backpack and went to the bathroom window. He slid the latch and pushed it open. Out went the pack, followed by Andy, who decided that for once, it wasn’t a bad thing to be as small as he was. Taylor wouldn’t be able to fit out this window, he thought smugly. He slid softly to the ground, looked around, and hurried across the lawn. As he hoped, everyone was on the other side of the school. As soon as he was sure no one was around, Andy ran down the street and turned the corner. He might make it in time after all. He had to! He settled into a steady jog and hurried to join the Catmages.

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders watched Jack lead Andy away. The boy had seemed awfully agitated about having to stay in detention—more than he should have been, even considering that he had to leave the party. Andy’s behavior made Saunders think that perhaps the child had somewhere to be. And if he had somewhere to be, Saunders had an idea who Andy would be with. He looked over at Taylor, who was sitting up and seemed to be just fine now. At least, the bleeding had stopped. He wouldn’t make a mess all over Saunders’ office.

“Mr. Grant,” he said, “with me. Now.” He left the gym, not bothering to look behind him. He knew that Taylor would be following. He said nothing until they got to his office, where he shut the door behind them.

“You’ve been following Mr. Cohen as requested?” Saunders asked.

“You know I have,” Taylor said, wincing as he talked. Being punched in the nose hurt. Saunders ignored the boy’s pain.

“Does he have some sort of plan for tonight?”

“Yeah, to come to the party and punch me in the nose, apparently,” Taylor grumbled. He held an ice pack gingerly to his face.

“The state of your face is of no importance to me,” Saunders said, stepping toward the boy until he was a foot away. Saunders’ tall, lean frame towered over Taylor. “What I want to know is why Andrew Cohen wanted so very much not to get put into detention tonight. I want to know why he offered to serve twice as much time if he could be spared this evening. What is so important about this evening, Mr. Grant? Are you or are you not keeping an eye on the boy?”

Taylor nervously backed away a step. “You know I am, Principal Saunders. I don’t know anything about tonight. All I ever see him doing these days is sitting on his porch with his cats or bringing them into his house. I can’t get too close or he’d see me.”

“Cats?” Saunders said, his voice rising. “Did you say cats? Plural, as in, more than one?”

“Yes, you told me to keep an eye on what he does with his cats.”

“No, I told you to tell me anything you can about his cat. Singular. One cat. There is another?”

“Yeah, it’s been around for a few weeks.”

“Idiot!” Saunders barked. Taylor froze at the anger in his voice. “Did I not tell you to report everything you saw to me? Did you not think that an additional cat would be something I would want to hear about? Are you such an idiot that you can’t even tell the difference between one and two?”

“I—I thought you knew. I’m sorry, I didn’t remember if there was one cat or two cats. All I remembered was you telling me to watch out for any cats.”

“Never mind,” Saunders said, his mind racing. “What did the second cat look like?”

“Which one is the second one?”

“Moron! Describe them both, quickly!”

“Uh, one was orange and white, with short fur. The other one is a big orange cat. He had really long fur.”

Saunders hurried to the door and flung it open. “Out!” he told Taylor. “Get back to the gym. I’ll speak with you again on Monday.” Relieved, Taylor fled down the hall and away from the angry man.

“Two cats,” Saunders muttered. “She has help. And Mr. Cohen wanted desperately to get out of detention tonight. I think I’d better get home and see if I have visitors. I must give them a proper welcome.” He walked quickly down the hall that led to the parking lot. The look on his face boded ill for Andy and the Catmages if Saunders found them.

✣       ✣       ✣

Letsan and Goldeneyes rounded the corner of the house and watched Andy drive off with his friend. Then they leaped off the porch and headed across town to Saunders’ house. They kept to the shadows and bushes as much as possible. There were far more people on the streets that night than usual. Letsan grumbled a great deal as he kept having to dive under cars and behind bushes to avoid them.

It took longer than they had anticipated to get to 19 Oak Street. The two Catmages hid themselves across the street and observed the house silently. There were no lights on at all that they could detect, and the dogs were silent. It seemed Andy was right, and Saunders wasn’t home.

“Should we check for auras?” Goldeneyes asked.

“I don’t think we should waste the energy. We may need it to fight if the Wild Ones discover us. If Nafshi is there, she should be in the cellar where you found her. Why would they move a prisoner they think is secure? And if she’s not there, it’s as good a place as any to begin our search. Let’s go to our positions and see about getting into that house,” he said.

They crept silently down the block and crossed the street well out of sight of any of the windows. Letsan and Goldeneyes padded softly through the backyards. When they reached Mackie’s backyard, Letsan took his position near the hole in the fence. “Good luck,” he said softly as she slipped beneath it.

She left Letsan sitting silently on the other side of the fence and made her way slowly into Saunders’ yard. Goldeneyes closed her eyes in concentration and started trilling quietly as she cast the spell that would loosen the boards covering the cellar windows. She wished she had mastered the art of casting silently, worried that even her soft trilling would alert the Wild Ones inside the house. “Don’t think of that now,” she told herself. “Concentrate!” Her Magelight glowed, and one of the boards creaked slowly as it began to separate from the window. Not too quickly, Goldeneyes thought, or they’ll hear us. She stopped for a few moments, breathed deeply, and started once more.

The board creaked again, and Goldeneyes swore silently. This was making too much noise. She couldn’t afford to be discovered. She cleared her mind of those thoughts and concentrated on the spell. Just a little bit more, and she would have a way into the cellar where her grandmother was being held. She could hear Letsan purring softly behind the fence, also working his spell on the wood-covered window. They were concentrating so heavily on what they were doing that neither of them heard soft footsteps rounding the corner of the house. Then Saunders was there, Roah on his shoulder, staring smugly at Goldeneyes. Saunders’ eyes darted all around. He seemed to be looking for something. She didn’t dare take her eyes off Saunders and Roah to see what he was looking for. She no longer heard Letsan purring, so that couldn’t be it.

“Hello, Zahavin,” Saunders said with a smile so malevolent that Goldeneyes’ fur fluffed instinctively. His eyes were cold and hard. “I understand you’re looking for your grandmother.” Saunders laughed softly. “Oh, yes, I know all about you. Nafshi has been very forthcoming.”

“Liar!” Goldeneyes said furiously. “She would never tell you anything. Never!”

“No, you caught me there. Nafshi has been most unhelpful. In fact, I’m starting to think it’s a waste of my time keeping her alive.” He paused to let that notion sink in, stroking Roah’s ear with one hand. It irked her to hear the Wild One purring contentedly. “Yes, that got your attention, I see. Frightened? Angry? Worried? Well. Nafshi may no longer be of use to me, but I think you will be. Perhaps you’d like to come inside and discuss things?”

Now it was Goldeneyes’ turn to laugh. “Do you think me a fool?” she asked. “If I go into that house, I will not come out.” She stared at Saunders angrily, her fur still standing out.

“See the brave kitty, fluffing herself up to make herself look bigger,” he said softly. “Catmage or not, you can’t control your instinct.” He laughed again as Goldeneyes growled. “Perhaps you don’t understand exactly who is in charge here. I assure you, my dear, it isn’t you. Now, Roah!” he said in an aside to the cat on his shoulder. Shadow, Saunders’ largest dog, trotted around one corner of the house and stopped at his side. Gunner rounded the other corner and sat down silently, blocking Goldeneyes’ way on that side. Near the dogs were Alef and Bett, who were obviously controlling them. Goldeneyes was trapped, or so it seemed. But Saunders had no idea that Letsan was on the other side of the fence, or that Andy was waiting for her nearby—if he had made it to his appointed position in time. She sent Letsan a private message to pass on to Andy, hoping that Andy would do exactly as he was told and not rush foolishly into things without thinking. She and Letsan quickly and privately prepared a diversion. But first she had to distract the Wild Ones.

“You seem to have thought this out thoroughly,” Goldeneyes told them.

“Yes,” Saunders replied, “I’m feeling rather pleased with the way things turned out, actually. I may let you leave here alive, Zahavin—for a price.”

“A price,” she repeated. “And what is that price to be?”

“I require your Magelight.”

“Never.”

“Then you will not leave here alive. And neither,” Saunders said, his face furrowing as he frowned, “will your grandmother. Shall I take you to her, now, and show you your precious Catmage at the end of her long, long life? I assure you, it is not a pretty sight.”

Goldeneyes growled softly. Saunders may as well have shot an arrow into her heart. She wanted so much to see Nafshi, to talk to her, to lead her out of that house. He was lying about her condition. He had to be. But she couldn’t see her grandmother, not now. Saunders would break any promise he made to get her inside that house, and she knew she couldn’t defeat three Wild Ones as well as Saunders and his dog. Tonight they had hoped they could steal Nafshi away, not fight for her. They had miscalculated badly, and it had cost them. They would have to leave and come back in greater strength. Now, though, she had to get away from Saunders. She thought furiously while she played for time. She could see that Saunders was getting impatient.

“Come, Zahavin,” Saunders said, “you’re taking too long. Choose! Your Magelight or your grandmother!”

From Saunders’ shoulder, Roah chuckled at her predicament.

“And so the rescuer herself needs rescue,” Roah said. “You are just as arrogant as your grandmother, coming here alone and thinking that we’d be foolish enough to leave Nafshi unguarded.”

Goldeneyes hesitated as she received a private message from Letsan. She sent back a one-word response: “Yes.” She stared as insolently as she knew how at the Wild One on Saunders’ shoulder.

“And you are still as stupid as you were when I was an apprentice,” she said, “and still as inept. We were right to eject you from the Teaching Ring. You shame your ancestors.” Her words had the desired effect. Strong emotions inhibited concentration, and now Roah was furious with her. Goldeneyes didn’t bother with a private message. It was time to get out, and fast. “Now!” she shouted for all to hear. Gunner yelped in pain and leaped away from the house, limping into the backyard and crying. At the same time, Goldeneyes’ collar flashed and a burst of light headed towards Roah. He gripped Saunders’ shoulders to stop himself from falling as he tried to deflect her spell. Saunders cursed as Roah’s claws drew blood. She could hear Alef and Bett trying desperately to control the dogs, who were yelping and barking. Letsan had gotten both dogs in quick succession.

Taking advantage of the confusion, Goldeneyes turned and ran for the fence. She was near the hole and about to slip through it when Saunders withdrew a pistol from his inside coat pocket, aimed quickly, and shot. There was a flash and a loud bang. The bullet hit Goldeneyes in her left haunch just as she reached the hole under the fence. He smiled as she screamed in pain and collapsed. Her leg would not support her weight. “It was a good try,” Saunders said, “but you seem to have forgotten something very important about the thing that makes us human, and you simply a smart animal.” His lips thinned in a smug grin. “We may not have magic, but we do have guns.” He pocketed the pistol and took a step towards her. Goldeneyes, bleeding heavily, ignored his taunts. She struggled to crawl forward to the hole, falling back and gasping for breath as she drew near. “Ah. The heroine, straining mightily, attempts to escape,” he said.

“The heroine,” she gasped, “was also prepared for the unexpected.” Before Saunders or the Wild Ones could react, Andy’s hand reached through the hole under the fence and grabbed Goldeneyes by her scruff. At the same time, a blaze of light flashed in front of Saunders and Roah, who once more instinctively gripped Saunders’ shoulder to hold on.

“Damn it! Roah, get her!” Saunders cried. “Alef! Bett! Forget the dogs and stop her!” But it was too late. Andy pulled Goldeneyes through the fence and clutched her to his chest. He and Letsan turned and ran through Mackie’s yard and into the next one. Andy, warned by Letsan, slipped through the bushes as quietly as he could so Mackie wouldn’t hear them. They could hear Saunders and his dogs rushing through the gate. The boy and the cats crouched quietly in the shadow as they saw Mackie’s back porch light go on and the back door fling open. Mackie charged furiously through the doorway onto his porch.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Saunders? You woke my boy again! What do you think you’re doing, blowing off firecrackers on Halloween night? There are kids all over the place!”

“Mackie, don’t be an idiot,” Saunders responded. “I didn’t set off any firecrackers. Didn’t you see a boy just run through your yard? He must have done it.”

“No, Saunders, all I see is you and your dogs in my backyard. I don’t recall giving you permission to come in. Get out! And if I see any dog crap, I’m throwing it in your mailbox. By God, Saunders, get off my property once and for all! And stay off!”

Andy and Letsan watched quietly as Saunders and the dogs left, Mackie watching them from his porch the whole time, muttering to himself. Now was their chance to escape. They crept softly through the neighbor’s yard, across another, and ran quickly across the street behind them. “We have to lose them,” Letsan told Andy. “We can’t afford to let Roah or the others follow us.”

“Letsan,” Andy said from behind the cat, “she’s bleeding really bad! We have to get Goldeneyes to a vet.”

“We can’t,” Letsan said, panting. “Just a little further and I can heal her.” But Andy wasn’t so sure. Goldeneyes’ blood was soaking his shirt. She was unconscious, and Andy was more frightened than he’d ever been in his life. “You have to fix her,” Andy said, choking back tears. “She’s really bad, Letsan. You can’t let her die! Please!”

“I am not about to let her die,” Letsan said grimly without looking back. “I will heal her. Just follow me, quickly, and by the One Above Us All, don’t drop her!”

Andy hurried after the Catmage, following him until Letsan halted on a small side street in the shadow of an ancient willow. The trunk was at least five feet in diameter, and the branches were bare. Andy looked up through them and saw the full moon. A Halloween moon, he’d have called it earlier in the evening. Now it was just another distraction.

“Sit down and put Zahavin in your lap,” Letsan told him. “Be careful!” Andy did as he was told, cradling the wounded Catmage gently. He blinked sweat out of his eyes and waited. Letsan stood next to Goldeneyes and closed his eyes, purring loudly. Andy couldn’t understand what there was to purr about. Then he realized that purring must be Letsan’s way of concentrating. He tried not to move or make a sound, afraid that if he broke the Catmage’s concentration, Goldeneyes would die. Andy brushed those thoughts aside. Goldeneyes couldn’t die. She wouldn’t. Letsan would make sure of that.

After what seemed like a very long time, Letsan stopped purring. Goldeneyes was still unconscious. “Andrew,” Letsan said, “we have a problem. I’ve stopped the bleeding for now, but the bullet is inside Goldeneyes. I can’t heal her fully unless we remove it.”

“Why can’t you just use your magic to remove it?”

“Because I’d have to move the bullet out through her flesh, and in all likelihood I would cause more damage than there is already. It’s deeply embedded.”

“Then we have to take her to a vet,” Andy said.

“We cannot. How are you going to explain how she got wounded?”

“All I have to do is say I found her this way!” he said. “I didn’t shoot her. I don’t have anything to hide.”

“But there will be an investigation. Catmages do not use weapons, but some of us know a fair bit about human laws and customs. My family has lived with humans for generations. I’m telling you, if we bring Zahavin in with a bullet wound, they will ask many questions.”

“So I’ll tell them that Saunders shot Goldeneyes!”

“Andy, no one will believe you. Saunders is a grown man. You’re just a boy.”

“So what? I’m telling the truth! He’s the liar!” Andy was furious. He was shouting at Letsan. A light in a nearby house flicked on.

“Quiet down!” Letsan said sternly. “You are drawing attention to us. Andrew, trust me on this. Saunders will win this one. You are a boy, and he is the head of your school. He is an important man in this town. He will be believed. We cannot bring Goldeneyes to one of your vets.”

“Then what are we going to do?” Andy said, near tears again. “She’ll die!”

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” Letsan said firmly. “Andy, let’s go to your house. We’ll be safe there, and I think we’ll be able to find all the tools we need.”

“For what?”

“For you to remove the bullet.”

“WHAT?” Andy’s mouth dropped open.

Letsan spoke slowly, but in a tone that would brook no contradiction. “Andrew. Follow me. Be careful with Zahavin. Carry her gently. Now let’s go.” He didn’t wait for an answer, but trotted ahead. Andy hurriedly followed him, once more holding Goldeneyes in his arms, his heart thumping so loudly he was amazed that Letsan couldn’t hear it. He wondered what time it was, but he couldn’t look at his watch. He wondered what Mike and Becca were doing. They must have found out by now that he’d left the detention hall. He hoped they weren’t dumb enough to tell Mike’s parents that he’d disappeared on them. Well, he’d explain things to them. Somehow.

Soon he and Letsan were on familiar streets. Andy wasn’t sure if he was relieved or not when they rounded the corner of his block. It was all very well for Letsan to say Andy was going to remove a bullet, but Andy had no idea how he was going to do it, or even if he could.

“I’ll have to put Goldeneyes down to get the key,” he told Letsan as they stepped onto the porch.

“No need,” the cat replied. His collar glowed and the door flung open, nearly hitting Mike, who stood on the other side, Becca just behind him, both of them still wearing their costumes.

“Where have you been?” she asked, her eyes flashing with anger. “We’ve been looking all over for you. You’re in big trouble, Andy.”


✣ T E N ✣

Now We Are Three

Andy stopped short in surprise. “What are you doing here? How’d you get in my house?”

Becca held up a key. “It fell out of your backpack when you changed in the bathroom. Why did you ditch us?” she asked.

“What are we doing here? Where were you?” Mike’s words came fast and loud. “Why did you disappear? Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in? Mr. Straight is really mad at you! He pulled us from the party after you ditched through the bathroom window. He thought we were in on it with you. Hey—how did you just open the door if you don’t have your key? What’s wrong with that cat? Is that—is that blood? Is it real? Andy, what happened?”

“Be quiet and close the door behind us,” Andy said, pushing past his friends. Andy followed Letsan into the kitchen, Becca right behind him. She was still furious. “Becca, I’ll explain later, but I need your help now. Can you please get those dishtowels and put them on the table?” he asked. Nodding, she did as he requested. Andy laid Goldeneyes gently down on the towels. She was still unconscious, her breathing shallow, but she was no longer bleeding, he was happy to see.

“Andrew,” Letsan said to him, “we need to get the bullet out now.”

“I know!” Andy said.

“Know what?” Mike asked.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Andy muttered. “Letsan, we have to tell them.”

“Tell us what?” Becca asked. “Who are you talking to? Who’s Letsan? Andy, you’re starting to scare me. What’s going on?”

Letsan leaped onto the table and nuzzled Goldeneyes worriedly. Then he glanced up at Andy. “How much do you trust them?” he asked Andy.

“They’re my best friends,” Andy said. “They’d never do anything to hurt me.”

Mike was looking at Andy worriedly. “Andy, will you start making sense? Who are you talking to?”

Andy ignored him, watching Letsan, who stepped away from Goldeneyes and turned towards Mike and Rebecca.

“I agree,” he said. “They must be told. We are allowed to reveal ourselves under extreme circumstances, and this certainly qualifies. And we don’t have much time,” Letsan said privately. “Tell them. Make them understand.”

“How?” Andy asked.

“I don’t care how, just do it!” Letsan said angrily.

Andy ran his hand through his hair nervously. “Look,” he said to Mike and Becca, “I have to tell you something, and you have to promise me you’ll keep it between us. Nobody else can know.”

“Fine,” Mike said, still looking puzzled.

“I promise,” said Becca.

“Okay. You know how I’ve been telling you that there’s something off with Principal Saunders?”

“Yeah,” Mike said.

“Well, it’s worse than you can imagine. Oh, man, this is harder than I thought.” Andy took a deep breath to steady himself. “Okay. I have something to tell you both, about why I’ve been acting so weird lately.

Andy ran his hand through his hair again. “This is gonna sound crazy. Really crazy. But I swear I’m not making it up.” Becca and Mike watched him, waiting for Andy to start making sense. Andy paced back and forth across the kitchen floor. “Saunders is evil. He’s trying to get a lot of power or something, and he’s hurting and killing and stealing to get it. I’ve been helping Goldeneyes. That’s her on the table, the one who’s hurt.”

They glanced at each other again, alarmed. “He’s holding this Catmage prisoner, Nafshi, she’s Goldeneyes’ grandmother,” Andy continued, “and we need to save her so she can help us defeat Saunders and his partners.”

“His partners?” Mike asked.

“Catmage?” Becca said.

“They’re cats who can talk and do magic. And Saunders is working with some evil cats—they’re called Wild Ones. They have powers, too, and there are all these fierce dogs, and—” Andy stopped talking as he saw the incredulous looks on his friends’ faces. “You don’t believe me,” he said, his voice falling. “You think I’m crazy.”

“Well, Andy, you did just tell us that you’re working with one cat to save another cat from some evil plot by Principal Saunders to—to what, take over the world?—with more cats,” Mike said. “So, yeah, you do sound crazy.”

“I can prove it,” Andy said.

“Sure you can,” Becca said. “No problem. Just wait a minute and I’ll go get my magic crystal ball to tell us what to do. No, wait, I’ll use my Blue Fairy wings to fly over and pick it up.”

“That’s not funny. You’re my best friends, and I need your help. Isn’t that what friends do? Help each other when they’re in trouble? Well, I’m in trouble now.” That shot hit home, and Becca and Mike glanced at each other with guilty expressions. “I know what I’m saying sounds crazy.” Andy looked over at Letsan. “I can’t go any farther without your help.”

“He is telling the truth, Rebecca Jefferson,” Letsan said, projecting his thoughts to all three of them.

“Who said that?” she asked. “Andy, how are you doing that?”

“I’m not doing it. He is.” Andy pointed to Letsan.

“Cats can’t talk,” Mike said. “This is crazy. You’re acting crazy. Andy, you’re scaring me.”

“Can’t you do something?” Andy asked Letsan. “They don’t believe me.”

Letsan sighed. “Michael, Andrew is telling the truth,” he said to all of them.

Mike, whose eyes were on Andy the whole time, said, “How did you do that? How did you talk without opening your mouth?”

“I keep telling you, it’s not me. It’s Letsan. Letsan, stand on your hind legs so they can see that you understand English.” Letsan did so, and Mike and Becca stared.

“Big deal. You taught a cat a trick. Anyone can teach a cat a trick,” she said.

Andy thought for a moment. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll prove that Letsan understands me.” He turned to the cat and asked politely, “Letsan, would you go into my bedroom and get me a new shirt? This one’s all covered with blood.” Letsan leaped down from the kitchen table and ran from the room.

“Yeah, right, like that’s gonna happen,” Mike said.

“Just watch,” Andy replied. “And make it the blue one!” he shouted after the cat. In no time at all, Letsan trotted back into the room, dragging Andy’s blue shirt in his mouth and trying not to get it tangled in his paws. Becca and Mike watched, open-mouthed, as Andy leaned down to take the shirt. “Thanks, Letsan.”

“Wait, let me help you, Andy,” he said, projecting his words to all three of them. “Let go of the shirt.” Andy let go, and it fell from his hand. Letsan’s Magelight flashed, and the shirt began to rise upward. Andy smiled as his friends gaped at the sight of a shirt rising in the air. He grabbed the shirt in one hand.

“Now do you believe me?” he asked.

“He—he made the shirt float,” Mike said.

“Yeah, and he can do a lot more. I’ll tell you all about it later, but right now, Goldeneyes is really badly hurt. Saunders shot her.”

“What?!” Becca asked.

“I’ll tell you later. We have to help her, now!”

“Take her to a vet,” Mike suggested.

“We can’t. They’ll want to know how she got shot, and we can’t tell them. Letsan wants me to remove the bullet myself. He says he can heal her the rest of the way.”

“What?!” Becca said again.

“Hey, wait—you’re the biology genius!” Andy said. “You can do it!”

“What?!” she said a third time.

“You’re really gonna have to find another word, Becca, that one’s getting overused,” Andy said, grinning half-heartedly. “C’mon. You’ve always gotten A’s in biology class, you’re great at dissection, and on top of that, you’re an artist who works with clay and clay knives. You can do this.”

“Andy, I cut into dead things, not live ones. I don’t know how to do this.”

Letsan leaped onto the kitchen table and stood facing Becca. “Rebecca Jefferson, you can do this. You must. We’ll help you, but Goldeneyes needs to have that bullet removed, and soon!”

“Is—is that cat talking to me?” Becca asked.

“He’s talking to all of us,” Andy said. “He can project his words into our heads. Becca, c’mon. You have to do this.”

Becca frowned, looking down at the cat and thinking. “How am I going to remove the bullet?” she asked.

“What about tweezers?” Mike suggested.

“Hey! Great idea!” Andy said, and ran to the bathroom to find a pair. He came back with peroxide and bandages as well as the tweezers.

“Those bandages will not be necessary, Andy,” Letsan said. “Just get the bullet out and I will do the rest.”

“Well, I’m still going to sterilize the tweezers,” Becca said. She went to the stove and turned on the flame. She kept the tweezers in the flame for a good while. “It’s going to hurt,” Becca said. “I’m not removing a splinter with this thing. How are we going to hold her still?”

“I’ll take care of that,” Letsan said. “Tell me when you are ready to begin, Rebecca, and I will make sure Goldeneyes does not move.”

Becca stared down at the cat’s wounded leg, frowning. “It’s really hard to see anything. Can you get me a flashlight? I need to see what I’m doing.”

“In my room, on the night table,” Andy told Mike. “Hurry!” Mike ran to get the flashlight, running back to hand it to Becca.

“Just turn it on and stand next to me.”

Becca took a deep breath and picked up the tweezers. “I’m ready,” she said. Letsan started purring, and his Magelight glowed.

“Now, Becca,” Andy said. “He’s casting a spell so Goldeneyes won’t move.”

As Mike held the light, she stared into the wound. “That’s what I was afraid of. I don’t see the bullet. I’m going to have to dig around to find it.”

Letsan stopped purring long enough to speak. “Just do what you need to do. Zahavin will not move a muscle. I promise you that.” He went back to purring and casting the spell.

“Here goes nothing,” Becca said. She leaned down close to the cat, one hand on the cat’s body near the wound, and the other holding the tweezers. Becca held her breath as she put the tweezers into the wound. Goldeneyes didn’t so much as twitch. Becca probed the wound gently with the tweezers until she finally felt the click of the tweezers against lead. “Found it,” she breathed. She carefully moved the blades of the tweezers around it, and slowly withdrew the bullet. Fresh blood seeped from the wound as Becca dropped the bullet and the tweezers on the towel. She sat down, shaking. “I can’t believe I just did that,” she said weakly.

“Letsan,” Andy said, concerned, “will she be all right? Did it work?” Letsan ignored him, still purring, eyes closed in concentration.

“Did it—” Mike asked.

“Shh!” Andy whispered. “Let him concentrate.” The three of them stayed silent as Letsan purred away, his Magelight glowing and fading and glowing again. Finally, he stopped purring and opened his eyes, panting heavily. The wound was no longer bleeding, and Goldeneyes’ breathing was regular, if a bit shallow.

“Well, that was one of the hardest healing spells I’ve ever had to cast,” he said, “but I think I’ve repaired most of the damage. Andy, I’m exhausted, I’m thirsty, and I’m famished, and it’s entirely possible that right now even Goldeneyes feels better than I do.”

“I wouldn’t bet on that,” said a weak voice in all their heads. Goldeneyes was awake, her eyes half-open.

“By the One Above Us All, did you just make a joke?” Letsan asked.

“Goldeneyes!” Andy said, leaping towards her with his arms outstretched.

“Don’t touch her, Andrew,” Letsan warned.

“But she can’t stay there, on the kitchen table. At least let me put her in my bed!”

“I would like that very much,” said Goldeneyes. “A soft, warm bed,” she said before passing out again. Andy looked worriedly at Letsan.

“She’s only sleeping,” Letsan told him. “You may put her in the bed. But carry her as if she were a soap bubble.”

Andy picked up one end of the dishtowel that Goldeneyes was lying on, and told Mike to get the other. When she was high enough above the table, Andy slid his arms beneath her and carried her slowly up the stairs, followed by Mike. He told Mike to get the extra pillow out of his closet and put it next to Andy’s own. She didn’t wake up as he set her gently on the bed. Andy smiled down at her, watching her sides rise and fall as she breathed. Mike shook his head in disbelief at what he had just seen. The boys left the room and went back to the kitchen, where Letsan was eating a bowl of tuna fish that Becca had fixed for him.

“She’s asleep,” Andy said.

“Good,” said Letsan. “I will stay here until she wakes.”

Andy looked at the clock. “Oh, no! We gotta get back to the school or Mike’s parents are going to kill us.”

“They’re already going to kill us,” Mike said. “We ditched, too. We came here because we thought you must have gone home and figured you’d be locked out.”

“It’s too late to go back to the school, Andy. No way we can get there in time,” Becca said. “Anyway, do you really want to face Mr. Straight tonight? You may as well wait until Monday. He’ll probably be a lot less angry in a few days.”

“But what should we do? Mr. Murdoch’s supposed to pick us up!”

“We’d better call my dad, Andy,” Mike said. “Tell him to come get us here.” He looked critically at his friend. “And you’d better go change your shirt and wash the blood off you first.”

Andy looked down at his t-shirt. It was ruined. He stripped it off and threw it in the garbage, putting on the blue shirt that Letsan had gotten from his room earlier. While he was changing, Mike called his father and told him where they were.

“I’ll explain when you get here, Dad,” he said. The look he shot Andy made it clear that he expected Andy to come up with some kind of great story for his absence. “No, we won’t go anywhere. Yeah, we’ll stay put. I promise!” He hung up the phone. “Andy, we’re in trouble. We all left the school without permission.” Mike handed the phone to Becca. “Your turn to get yelled at.” She sighed and dialed her home number.

By the time the parents arrived, Letsan was upstairs with Goldeneyes and the three friends had come up with what they thought was at least a halfway plausible story. But they didn’t get to use it. Becca’s father came to the door and told his daughter coldly to get herself into the car and be quick about it. He frowned at the boys, who stood watching, not daring to speak. When Mike’s father picked them up, Andy started to speak, but Greg Murdoch held up his hand to stop him. “I’m not the one you need to explain things to,” he said. He pressed a button on his cell phone and waited a moment. “I’m here with Andy, Rachel,” he said. Andy’s heart sank as Mr. Murdoch handed him the phone. Of course his mother would call him after she’d gotten the call from school. She must know everything that happened, or at least, the school’s side of things.

“Hi, Mom,” he said quietly. He listened for a while, then said, “I know. I’m sorry. Yes, but—yes, I know I shouldn’t have. What? Oh. I didn’t answer my cellphone because it’s in my backpack and I didn’t hear it. Mom, if you’d just give me a chance to explain! Okay. ’Bye.” He handed the phone back to Mr. Murdoch. “She said I’m to go straight home with you, and no video games or TV tonight. She’ll be home tomorrow afternoon.”

“Mm-hm,” Mike’s father said. “You boys weren’t going to get to play games tonight no matter what your mother said. I can’t believe either of you. Leaving school without permission. Getting into a fight. That’s not like you at all, Andy. What’s gotten into you?”

Suddenly, the story that he was going to tell didn’t make a whole lot of sense. So Andy just shrugged and looked anywhere but at Mr. Murdoch.

“Get your stuff and get in the car,” he said. “You can tell your mother all about it tomorrow.” He left the room, followed by the boys. Andy switched off the lights as he left. He turned to look at the darkened house, and hoped Letsan could hear him. He thought as loudly as he could, over and over again, Take good care of her!

“You don’t have to ask,” Letsan told him. Comforted, Andy closed the door and locked it behind him.

When they got to Mike’s house, the boys were told to go up to his room and get into their pajamas. Mrs. Murdoch was no less angry than her husband. “Brush your teeth and go to bed. If we hear a single word out of you boys tonight, you can forget about having another sleepover until you’re in college,” she said. Mike and Andy changed and brushed their teeth in silence. Mike climbed into his bed, and Andy got into the airbed on the floor next to him.

“I’m sorry I got you into this,” he whispered. “Goodnight.”

“What are friends for?” Mike murmured back. “You have to admit, one good thing came out of today. Watching you give Taylor a bloody nose was worth any punishment my parents give me. ’Night.”

Mike fell asleep soon afterward. Andy couldn’t seem to stop his thoughts from racing. He was worried about Goldeneyes, he was worried about what his mother would do, and he was especially worried about going to school on Monday. Saunders may not have seen him, but he must know by now that Andy and Goldeneyes were working together. That was the only explanation for the way the principal had been treating him. Besides, he had heard Saunders in Mackie’s yard. He said he had seen a boy running through the yard. It didn’t sound like Saunders was making it up. It sounded like he knew Andy was there, helping Goldeneyes escape, and was trying to find him. Andy was grateful to Mackie. He’d enabled them to get away, maybe even saved Goldeneyes’ life. But that wouldn’t help him now. What was he going to tell his mother?

He stayed awake a long time, trying to think of something he could tell his mother that wouldn’t give away the secrets he had promised to keep. Finally, he gave up and closed his eyes, but sleep still would not come. He wondered if they’d ever be able to rescue Nafshi, especially after tonight’s failure. That got him to worrying about Goldeneyes again. Those thoughts circled around his head until at last, he fell into a restless sleep.

The next morning, Mike’s parents were still annoyed about the boys leaving the school without permission. But they mellowed a bit during breakfast when Mike and Andy relayed the story about why Andy got detention. In between bites of pancakes, Andy explained how mad Taylor made him when he said those awful things about Becca.

“Yeah, Mom, he was a total creep,” Mike said. “I mean, we always knew he was a bully and a jerk, but we didn’t know he was a bigot, too.”

“That’s the thing that makes me wonder,” his father said. “Andy, everyone knows how close you are to Becca.” Andy looked down at his plate, suddenly far more interested in his pancakes than in the conversation. “It seems to me that he said those things on purpose the minute he saw how mad they made you. Becca told you to ignore him, didn’t she?”

“Yeah, Mr. Murdoch, but—I don’t know, I just went nuts.”

“Mm-hm.” He glanced at his wife, who grinned and turned quickly back to the stove for the next batch of pancakes. “Sounds to me like he did deserve that punch in the nose.”

“There were lots of punches, Dad. You should have seen Andy go!”

“That’s enough out of you,” Shelley said. “Do not think that your problems with Taylor are to be solved with your fists.”

“No, Mom, but you have to admit that Andy was justified. Taylor totally asked for it.”

Shelley changed the subject. “Well, you still both went AWOL. And there’s no excuse for that. It had better never happen again. When you say you’re going to be somewhere, you stay there,” she said sharply. Mike stopped talking and went back to eating his pancakes, avoiding his mother’s glare.

“Your mother said she’ll be home sometime after lunch, Andy,” Greg said. “She’s going to come by here and pick you up.”

“Are we allowed to play video games today?” Mike asked. Greg glanced over at his wife.

“Do your homework first,” she said. “If there’s any time left after that, maybe.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Mike said, pushing back his chair and looking expectantly at Andy.

“Yeah, thanks, Mrs. Murdoch,” Andy echoed, following Mike up to his room.

They did manage to finish their homework early, but they didn’t get a chance to play video games. Just as Mike turned on the controller and television, the sound of the front door closing made them stop and look anxiously at each other.

“Andy,” Rachel Cohen called, “downstairs. Now!”

“Good luck,” Mike murmured as Andy gathered his backpack and left the room. His mother was waiting for him with Mike’s parents, not looking happy at all, as he went down the stairs.

“Thanks for watching him for me,” she told the Murdochs.

“Yeah, thanks again,” Andy said.

“Next time, without so much drama,” Shelley said wryly. Rachel didn’t return the smile.

Yeah, I’m in big trouble, Andy thought. He started thinking about what he would tell his mother about why he left the school. As it turned out, Rachel didn’t want to talk at all on the ride home, which gave him time to come up with a cover story. By the time they reached the garage, he’d figured it out.

Rachel held the door open for him. “Kitchen,” she said gruffly. “Explain.” This wasn’t going to be easy, he realized. He couldn’t remember her ever being this angry with him. Well, he thought, here goes.

Andy told her about the awful things Taylor said to Becca, and how he hadn’t even known he was fighting until he was on top of Taylor. He explained how he was punished with detention but Taylor wasn’t, even though Saunders quoted the zero tolerance fighting policy. Taylor should have been in detention with him, but he never showed. The injustice of it still rankled.

“So you left school because you thought your punishment was unfair?” Rachel asked.

“Well, no,” he said. “I, uh, I left because while I was changing in the bathroom, I heard this weird noise.”

“A weird noise?” Rachel said skeptically.

“Yeah, a kind of awful yowling noise, like an animal was hurt or something. I looked out the bathroom window and I saw something lying on the ground.”

“What was it?”

“Well, that’s just it. I couldn’t make it out. So I kind of climbed out of the bathroom window. I was going to go right back in, but then I found this cat, and she was really hurt.”

Rachel frowned. “Andy, you did all of this for a cat?”

“Well, yeah,” he said. “You’re the one who taught me I should always look out for others,” he said. “She was hurt. So I took her home and cleaned her up and put her in my room.”

“What?” Rachel said.

“And that’s not all,” he said. “The weirdest thing of all about the cat is that it’s Goldeneyes. The cat that I’ve been taking care of all this time.”

“Goldeneyes?” Rachel echoed.

“That’s her name.”

“Oh. But how on earth did she get to the school?” Rachel asked.

“I have no idea how Goldeneyes got to the school,” Andy said truthfully, since she wasn’t at the school. He knew that overall, he was lying for a good cause, but he’d never really done anything like this before. It seems like ever since he’d met Goldeneyes, all he did was lie to his mother.

“And you decided that this was a good enough reason to leave school, instead of, say, going back to your teacher and telling him you’d found a hurt cat?”

“Uh—I didn’t think of that,” Andy said.

“Or using your cell to tell me what went on last night?”

“I didn’t think of that, either.”

“No, you didn’t. It sounds like you weren’t thinking at all last night.” She was still angry. Andy didn’t know what else to say.

“Show me the cat,” Rachel said, rising from the chair. Andy led her upstairs, praying that Goldeneyes was still in his room. He needn’t have worried. She was sleeping peacefully on his pillow where he had left her. Andy didn’t think she’d gotten up at all since last night. Her eyes opened as they entered the room, but she didn’t move.

“She hasn’t,” Letsan told him. Andy looked around for him, but couldn’t see him. “Moved. Under the bed, smart guy,” Letsan said. In spite of the trouble he was in, Andy almost laughed. “I’ve been here since I heard your car drive up.”

“Stay there,” he whispered, barely moving his lips so his mother wouldn’t see. There was no need. She was frowning at the cat that lay on his pillow.

“I just don’t understand how this cat could have gotten all the way over by the school. We’re feeding her enough. You’d think she’d stay around here.”

“Maybe that’s where she used to live,” Andy said, cringing inside at once again having to lie to his mother. He couldn’t meet his mother’s eyes.

“Andrew,” Letsan said, “we cannot tell her. I’m sorry. Just keep going, you’re doing fine.”

Great, Andy thought, I’m a good liar. What a thing to be proud of.

Rachel looked from the cat to Andy, her eyes narrowing as if she suspected something. Andy tried to look sincere and apologetic. Maybe if his mother thought he was really sorry, she’d stop questioning him.

“I know I shouldn’t have left the school, but I didn’t really think. I just grabbed the cat and ran home.” Well, that part was true, he thought. “And then Mike and Becca figured out that I went home so they followed me and that’s why they got in trouble and I’m really, really, really sorry. I’ll never do it again. But I had to help Goldeneyes,” he said.

Rachel watched her son, thinking over the story she had just heard.

“Right, then, here’s what happens. You’re grounded for a month. You will come straight home from school, and you will not be going out on weekends. No movies, and no company for the month, either, unless I decide it should be longer.”

Andy stifled a groan.

“I can’t do anything about your detention for fighting, but I’ll talk to Mr. Straight about not punishing you for helping a wounded animal. What’s wrong with her, anyway?”

“I don’t know. She was bleeding, but she’s not anymore. I cleaned her up some last night.”

“Where is she hurt?”

“Her left leg.”

Rachel moved closer to the bed and leaned down to examine the cat’s leg. The wound wasn’t quite scabbed over, and the edges were red. “We may need to bring her to the vet,” she said. “That wound might be infected.”

“Well, can’t we just put peroxide on it or something?”

“Andy, I’m not a vet. There aren’t any with office hours this afternoon or tomorrow except for the emergency vet, and they’re too expensive. She’s only sleeping. She’s not bleeding. Let’s see how she does the rest of the weekend. If she’s still sick on Monday, I’ll make an appointment with a regular vet. You can check on her after you get out of detention,” she said, getting angry again at the reminder of her son’s misbehavior. “You know what? I’m done talking, and so are you. You are to stay in your room and do your homework until dinner time.”

“Okay. Can I feed Goldeneyes if she’s hungry?”

Rachel glanced over at her. She had fallen back asleep while they were talking.

“Yes. But that is it. You’re in your room, except for meals, until you go to school on Monday.”

“Okay, Mom.”

Rachel left the room, closing the door behind her. Andy waited until they heard her footsteps fade down the stairs. “She’s gone,” he whispered. Letsan came out from under the bed and twined himself around Andy’s legs.

“Ouch,” he said, “Sorry, Andy. We didn’t mean to cause so much trouble for you.”

Andy kept his voice low. “That’s okay. Goldeneyes needed me. Anyway, it wasn’t your fault I jumped Taylor. Everything would have been fine if I hadn’t let him make me so angry.” He sat down in his desk chair and twirled it to face the bed. “How are you going to get out of here?” he asked.

“I can go out the window. Your bedroom is over the porch, and that roof is just a long jump to the ground. It’s going to be a different story for Goldeneyes. I think you may need to get her a sandbox. And believe me, she’s not going to like it.” He chuckled. “She’s never been a housecat.”

Andy sighed. “I’ll go ask Mom. I don’t know what’s going to be worse—facing her again this afternoon, or facing Goldeneyes. Either way, I’m hosed.”

✣       ✣       ✣

After making sure that Goldeneyes was resting comfortably, Letsan disappeared on Sunday, telling Andy he had things to do. Goldeneyes slept through most of the day. When she awoke, she ate and drank a little, but Andy was concerned about her lethargy. His mother was still pretty angry and didn’t say much to him. She did get him a litter box, which he put in the upstairs bathroom. He helped Goldeneyes off the bed when she first tried to leave it. It was painful to watch her walk. She limped heavily. Andy decided to leave his extra pillow on the floor in the corner, so she could have a comfortable bed to sleep in without needing his help. “But anytime you want, just tell me, and I’ll put you up on the bed.”

“Thank you,” she said, yawning. She curled up and went back to sleep, exhausted by the short trip to the bathroom.

By the time he got home from school Monday, Andy was really worried. Even though Andy came home two hours later because of his detention, Goldeneyes was still asleep. The wound wasn’t closed, and a yellowish-green fluid was seeping out of it. When his mother came home from work, Andy was at the door with a worried look.

“Mom, I think Goldeneyes is really sick. Can we take her to the vet?”

“I’ll go take a look,” she said, following her son up to his room. Goldeneyes was asleep, ears twitching. Rachel leaned down to look at her.

“I don’t know a darned thing about cats,” she said, “but I think you’re right. She’s been sleeping for two days straight, and that wound smells funny. If she were healthy, she’d be awake and eating. I’ll make an appointment for her for tomorrow morning.”

“Can I come?”

“No, you may not miss school for this. It’s bad enough I have to miss work,” she said angrily. “You still have nearly two weeks of detention to work off, young man.”

“But she only knows me, Mom. Please! She’ll be so scared with you. And how are you going to get her there? I can carry her. Please?”

Rachel thought it over. “All right. I’ll make the appointment for after school, when you’re done with your detention. I’ll pick you up and we’ll run home and get the cat.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Andy said, greatly relieved. He rushed over and gave her a hug. Rachel’s expression softened as she returned the hug.

“She’ll be all right,” she said, smoothing the hair from his forehead.

“I hope so.”

The next day went by so slowly for Andy that he felt like time was stopping. He could barely concentrate on his classes and was reprimanded by more than one teacher. Becca and Mike found him inattentive and distracted during lunch. He told them how worried he was about Goldeneyes. “I think she has an infection,” he said.

“Well, if your mom is taking her to the vet, there’s nothing to worry about,” Becca said. “It’s just like us going to the doctor. He’ll examine her, give her medicine, and she’ll get better.”

“I hope so.”

“Really, Andy, you’re worrying way too much,” Mike said. “Give yourself a break.”

“I’ll give him a break,” Taylor said, passing their table with his empty tray. He was followed by Tommy, as usual.

“Yeah, like the one in your nose, Taylor?” Mike said, smirking. Andy hadn’t broken Taylor’s nose, but it was still red and swollen. Becca and Andy laughed.

“How’s detention, Cohen?” Taylor asked. “Too bad you don’t have friends in high places, like I do.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Andy asked.

“Figure it out for yourself, loser.” Taylor smirked as he walked away.

“Who do you think he’s talking about?” Becca asked.

Andy shrugged. “Beats me. All I know is that Saunders couldn’t wait to get me into detention, and Taylor isn’t punished at all even though it’s zero tolerance, so he should be in detention, too.”

“Well, I’m going to talk to my dad about it,” Becca said. “I’m tired of Taylor getting away with everything.” Her eyes smoldered as she watched Taylor deposit his tray in the bin and leave the room.

They finished their lunch and headed off to class. Andy spent the rest of the afternoon worrying about Goldeneyes. He sighed with relief when it was time to leave detention and hurried through the hallway out to the front of the school, where his mother was waiting for him. They drove home and Andy rushed upstairs. Goldeneyes was not looking well at all.

“Wake up, Goldeneyes,” he told her. She opened her eyes and lifted her head tiredly.

“I’m so sleepy,” she said. “Let me rest a while longer.”

“You can’t. We’re taking you to the vet.”

That got her attention. “What? A human animal doctor? You most certainly are not!” She tried to stand, but her left leg hurt too much. She yowled in pain and fell over.

“We are too,” Andy said grimly, picking up a towel and wrapping her in it. “Just shut up and come with me. You’re sick, and Letsan’s not here, and I have to get you well.” He picked her up and carried her down to the car, holding her on his lap as his mother drove. A few minutes later, they were at Coreyton Animal Hospital. Andy sat in the reception area, waiting worriedly with Goldeneyes in his lap while his mother sorted out the paperwork with the young women behind the desk.

One of them beckoned to him and led Andy and his mother to a room in the back. There was a metal table in the middle of the room and a chair in the corner. Andy sat on the chair, holding Goldeneyes, as the young woman said, “Dr. Crane will be in shortly.”

A few minutes later, a cheerful, brown-haired man in his thirties opened the door. “What have we got here?” he asked. “Goldeneyes? That’s a beautiful name. Just put her on the table here, will you?”

Andy complied while his mother told the vet what little they knew about what had happened. Dr. Crane looked at the wound, frowning. He got a thermometer out and turned Goldeneyes around and lifted her tail.

Uh-oh, Andy thought. Don’t do anything, don’t do anything, don’t do anything, he thought as hard as he could. The doctor inserted the thermometer and Goldeneyes yowled indignantly. Her Magelight flashed and the vet jerked his hand back as if it had burned him.

“Ow!” he said. “Got a shock from the cat. That’s weird.”

Neither he nor Andy’s mother saw the Magelight flash. Andy was in front of Goldeneyes when it happened. She was swearing up a storm. Andy hadn’t realized that Goldeneyes knew enough human language to pick up swear words. “They work for times like this,” she told him angrily. She growled as the vet removed the thermometer.

He shook his head and spoke to Rachel. “Her temperature is one hundred and five. She’s probably got an infection. I’ll do a little lab work to be completely sure, and then I’m going to have to debride the wound and clean it up. She’s not going to like that. It’s going to hurt a little. Then I’ll give you some antibiotics for her and some painkillers. You’re going to have to keep an eye on the wound and bring her back if it doesn’t clear up.”

Andy muttered under his breath, hoping Goldeneyes would understand that Dr. Crane was only trying to help her. “Let him do it, let him do it, let him do it.”

“I heard you the first time,” Goldeneyes said. “I will allow him to clean the wound. But don’t you dare leave me here with these people.”

“I promise,” he whispered.

“We don’t have to leave her here overnight?” Rachel asked.

“Not unless you want to,” Dr. Crane replied.

“Well—”

“No!” Andy said hurriedly. “Mom, no! I’ll take care of her. I’ll give her the medicine, I’ll clean the wound, I’ll do whatever I have to. Please let me take her home.”

The vet shrugged. “It’s fine, as long as the wound heals. If it doesn’t get better in a couple of days, you’ll have to bring her back here. Otherwise, she could die of the infection. Do you understand, Andy?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How did she get that wound? It looks like a bullet wound.”

“Uh—I didn’t see it happen. I found her that way,” he said, which was also truthful as far as it went.

Dr. Crane shook his head. “There are some people out there who think it’s funny to be cruel to animals. Thankfully, we have people like you to take care of them.” He left the room and Andy stood by the table, rubbing Goldeneyes’ ears. She laid down on the towel, exhausted. When the vet came back, he was accompanied by one of the technicians. He had a bottle of pills and a glass tube filled with liquid. “I’m going to give her a shot, then I’m going to clean the wound. You give her these pills in the morning and evening. Directions are on the bottle. If you need one, we’ll give you a piller.”

“What’s that?” Andy asked.

“You put the pill on one end and you can force it down a cat’s throat if they won’t take the pill easily.” Goldeneyes glared at the vet.

“I don’t think I’ll need one,” Andy said, glancing at Goldeneyes. “She’s, uh, really, laid back. She’ll take her medicine.”

“Suit yourself. We’re going to clean out that wound. If you’ll move back and let us work, please.”

“Goldeneyes,” Andy said out loud, “be nice. They’re trying to help.”

She growled softly as they began to clean the wound, but also told him privately that she would not harm the vet and his assistant. After they had finished, the technician wrapped Goldeneyes in the towel again and told Andy he could take her now.

“Thanks,” he said, relieved. They followed Dr. Crane and the tech out the door. Andy waited for his mother to pay the bill and then went with her to their car. He was greatly relieved as he sat in the front seat, Goldeneyes on his lap. It was probably his imagination, but she seemed better already.

When they got home, Andy carried the Catmage upstairs and put her on his bed. “I’m going to get you some new towels and stuff,” he told her. “Just sit there till I come back.” She was already asleep by the time he’d gone to the linen closet. Andy smiled and left her sleeping on his bed. He went downstairs and found his mother at the kitchen table, looking over the day’s mail. He wrapped his arms around her and gave her a great, big hug. “Thank you, Mom,” he told her. “I was really worried about Goldeneyes.” He kissed her and went back to his room. His mother smiled as she turned back to the bills.

For the next two weeks, Andy tended to Goldeneyes religiously every morning and evening. The day after starting the antibiotics, her appetite returned. Shortly afterward, Letsan returned as well. He kept the invalid company while Andy was at school and soothed her when she grew impatient and wanted to leave the house.

“We need you whole, Zahavin,” he told her. “Nafshi is still a captive, and I haven’t heard from Razor yet. That leaves Andy and me, and while we make a great team when it comes to shoelace fights, we need you to help us retrieve your grandmother.”

Goldeneyes had to admit he was right. She tried to accept Andy’s ministrations with better grace and less grumbling. One day, after Andy had given her a dose of medicine, she thanked him for taking such good care of her. He smiled.

“You’re my friend,” he said. “That’s what friends do, take care of each other.”

Goldeneyes realized that she didn’t have many friends. She had Hakham, her mentor. She had her siblings. But she had kept herself aloof from many of the other Catmages while she studied, first with Nafshi and then with Hakham.

“I am your friend, too, Zahavin,” Letsan said from his perch on the windowsill.

She was touched by both of their kind words. Goldeneyes got up stiffly and twined around Andy’s legs, rubbing her head against him. He reached down and scratched her ears.

“Just get better,” he said. “We need you well.”

“I will. And when I’m better, Saunders is going to regret a great many things. That I can promise you,” she told him.


✣ E L E V E N ✣

The Hidden Light

Winter came to Coreyton. The nights were longer, the days shorter, and snow arrived midway through November. It was cold in the cellar at 19 Oak Street, but it was barely noticed by its inhabitant. Nafshi finally had something to take her mind off her captivity. She was thoroughly enjoying her teaching sessions with Patches. They were the only bright spot in these long, dark days. He was a quick study and an enthusiastic student, learning happily and without complaint. He was, she realized, her best student since Zahavin. She snorted. He was her only student since Zahavin. But he was one of the best she had ever taught, and his power might be on the same level as her granddaughter’s. She couldn’t tell quite yet. What she really needed was several months to tutor him in peace and quiet, in a Compound somewhere. Such a shame that the Wild Ones had found him first. They’d nearly ruined him, but Nafshi was doing her best to reverse the damage they had done.

Patches was resting after one of their more difficult sessions, lying on the floor near Nafshi’s cage. They heard the door at the top of the stairs move. Roah padded down the stairs and Patches leaped up, trying to look alert and stern.

“Sleeping on watch again,” Roah said. “I told you what would happen if you failed me another time.”

Patches crouched down, blinking. “Patches is sorry. Patches wasn’t asleep, just lying down to rest. Patches swears!”

“He’s right, you know,” Nafshi said. “He hasn’t slept in front of me since that first time you yelled at him. You know, your manners really are atrocious—”

“Quiet, old one!” Roah said, growling. “My business is with Patches here, not with a broken-down old Catmage who should be far more polite to the one that holds her life in his hands.”

“Do not yell at Nafshi like that!” Patches said, leaping up. “She is not broken-down! Nafshi is—”

“Quiet, Patches,” Nafshi said to him privately, “you’ll give us away! I’m your enemy, remember?” Then she projected her thoughts to Roah, laughing at him, trying to distract him from Patches.

Roah ignored her, pausing to stare at Patches. “Are you getting fond of this one?” Roah asked. “What? Missing your dumbcat mother? Finally found one that would talk to you? Are you starting to bond with her? Oh, that would be a mistake, a very big mistake, indeed,” he said, glaring balefully at the young cat. He moved to stand nose-to-nose with Patches, who cowered down to the ground, blinking.

“No,” he whimpered, “not bonding. Patches does not care about Nafshi. Patches is sorry. He said something stupid. Roah does not need to be mad at Patches.”

“Good, because we would hate to cast you out of our lives and make you live all alone, on your own—with no one to talk to,” Roah told him nastily.

“No!” Patches screamed. “Not make Patches go! Patches will be good! Roah must listen!” He backed up several feet, and then crouched back down to the ground again, blinking slowly in submission.

Roah laughed at him. Nafshi was furious, but she hid her anger from her former student. He needed to believe that Patches was nothing to her. She yawned, pretending an unconcern she didn’t feel.

“You see, Patches? Nafshi thinks so little of your defense of her she insults you. Learn from this. She is not your friend. I am.”

Patches stared at the floor, still crouching. “Patches sees. Patches learns. Patches is sorry.”

Roah looked from Patches to Nafshi, and yawned right back at her, staring insolently. Nafshi met his gaze unblinking. Roah laughed once more and trotted up the stairs.

Nafshi was afraid Roah or one of the others was still watching or listening. She could hear Patches breathing, but he said nothing to her. She waited a long while before she spoke again, finally breaking the silence with a whispered thought.

“Child, why do you put up with his abuse?” Nafshi asked. “He is cruel to you.”

Patches raised himself from his crouch and looked toward Nafshi, but could not meet her eyes. “Roah found Patches,” he said quietly. “Roah was the first to hear Patches. Ended the silence. Ended the loneliness.” His voice was sad and quiet. Nafshi closed her eyes in sympathy at the pain in his voice. “Roah spoke to Patches. Patches owes Roah.”

“You don’t owe him a thing!” Nafshi said angrily. “It was his duty to help you. All Catmages are beholden to help their fellows in time of need.” She growled low in her throat. “More likely he wanted to fill his ranks with half-breeds. He’s using you, child. Open your eyes and see!”

“No! Roah found Patches! Seekers never looked, never cared! Nafshi must stop saying mean things about Roah or Patches will be angry! Patches will stop feeding Nafshi!” He fluffed out his fur and let sparks fly off the edges, as she had taught him.

Nafshi laughed. “No, you won’t, child, because you have a good heart. Roah knows that, and he’s using it against you. You could no more be like him than I could. Just look at you, using my own spell to try to make me afraid. You did it without thinking, already acting on instinct. What a student you would have made in my Teaching Ring!” she said. Patches, pleased at the praise, let his fur fall back flat. He sat down and twitched his ears at the old Catmage.

“Patches wishes he could have been with Nafshi, too. Well, he is with her now! Let’s finish lesson for today. Patches wants to make Magelight!”

“Not today, you won’t, nor the next one, either.” said Nafshi. “You’re getting close, youngling, but you’re not there yet! Let’s get back to where we left off. Now, as I told you: Visualize your objective. Make it so vivid that it seems real to you, like you could reach out and grab it with your paw.” Patches laughed and leaped, batting the air with his paws. Then he sat still, concentrating, ready to learn again from Nafshi.

✣       ✣       ✣

Roah hurried up the stairs to the second floor, where Saunders, Alef, and Bett were waiting for him. Saunders sat near the window at an antique writing desk with the top rolled up. On the desk were a number of leather straps with different-colored gems in them, the Magelight collars formerly worn by the Council. Saunders was picking them up one at a time, holding the gem in his hand for a few moments, then putting it back down on the desk in disgust when nothing happened.

“Well?” Saunders drawled over his shoulder to Roah. He dropped a blue Magelight impatiently and picked up a yellow one.

“Nafshi is in her cage, and Patches is guarding her. I told you he could handle the job. He’s been guarding her well for weeks.”

“Yes,” Saunders said, “and I told you that he’s an idiot that is easily manipulated. I don’t trust him around Nafshi. She is too old and crafty for someone as young and stupid as Patches.”

Roah’s ears flattened. “Must we have this argument over and over again? You need to clear your mind and concentrate on today’s lesson.”

“I am tired of these children’s exercises!” Saunders shouted, pushing back his chair and rising. “You promised to teach me how to use a Magelight, and yet, we are still no closer to my casting a spell than we were on the day we took these collars from the Council! It has been months! Months with absolutely no progress!” He started pacing the floor.

Roah stepped quickly out of the way as Saunders brushed past him. “There is a rhyme and reason to learning how to cast spells. All Catmages go through a progression, starting with the smaller spells and working their way up to the more complicated magic.” He sidestepped Saunders on his way back. “There is also the issue that we have never before taught a human. It is difficult. You have no abilities, unlike our smallest apprentices. We are relying on the Magelights for your power. You cannot expect us to know how to do this correctly from the start,” Roah said irritably, “when it has never been done.”

“Are you sure that’s the problem?” Saunders asked. He strode back across the room, stopping in front of the Wild One, hands on hips. “Or are you deliberately trying to sabotage me? Perhaps you think that only Catmages should have the ability to use the Magelights.”

Roah snorted. “We are partners. You can do much that we cannot, and we can do much that you cannot. You have shown this to us. We need each other. Together, we defeated the Council! They were helpless before our combined power!”

Saunders turned and sat back down again. “Yes, we defeated the Council—with some help from the inside,” he said. “Where is he? I want him to teach me today.”

“He is sleeping,” said Bett. “He only just came back from a long and tiring journey.”

“Well, go wake him up and bring him to me,” Saunders snapped at her. “I know where he went. I’m the one that sent him to look for more Wild Ones, idiot.” Bett looked lazily at Saunders, yawning. Saunders hadn’t yet caught on to the insult a yawn could be. Alef sent her a private message that amused them both. She hid her thoughts from Saunders and trotted out of the room. A few moments later, she returned, followed by an elderly, grey tabby cat, yawning tiredly as he walked through the door.

“Can’t an old Catmage take an uninterrupted nap in the middle of the day? What is it, Saunders? What is so important that you had to disturb my rest?” He yawned again and stretched.

“It’s not working, Niflah. You swore that I’d be able to use a Magelight. I’ve tried for weeks to make some kind of bond with every last one of these, and nothing is happening!”

Niflah sighed. “Patience is definitely not one of your virtues.”

“I can be as patient as I need to be—when the need arises. I have tried being patient, and it’s not working. Now, I want results. If that idiot Patches can cast spells without a Magelight, then there’s no reason why I can’t do it with one.”

Niflah leaped lightly onto the desk and sat facing him. “Of course there’s a reason, Saunders. Patches is a Catmage. You are not. Patches was born with talent. You were not. No Catmage has ever tried to teach a human. If we are to succeed, you must stop fighting us and do what we say. We must see if you can be bonded to a Magelight. Without that, we have nothing. Did Roah not teach you the apprentice exercises?”

“Of course I did,” Roah said. “He refuses to do them. He says they are a waste of time and effort.”

“No, they are not. They are the building blocks to the mage abilities. You teach children at your school, do you not? Do they learn advanced lessons when they first arrive, or must they work their way up to them?”

“I teach no one, Niflah. I am in charge of the school,” Saunders said, not willing to give an inch.

“That does not invalidate my point. You must begin at the beginning. There are no shortcuts to becoming a mage.” Niflah turned to the others. “Roah, Alef, Bett—leave us. Saunders and I have much work to do, and he will do it the better for not having an audience.”

The others left the room gladly. Niflah’s Magelight glowed as he slammed the door shut behind them. “You see?” he told Saunders. “Concentration. You have been taught the breathing exercises?”

“Yes,” Saunders said with a sneer.

Niflah ignored the insulting tone. “Then we shall do them together. If, as you say, you are so much smarter than Patches, then the next steps will come easily and quickly to you. Let us begin.”

Saunders’ temper rose and fell over the next hour, depending on whether he moved quickly through Niflah’s exercises or not. “Just do these few things,” Niflah told him, “and I promise you by the end of our session today you will see magic.” The promise was given with a confidence the Catmage didn’t feel, though he hid those thoughts from Saunders.

“I’d better,” Saunders muttered. To Niflah’s surprise, he did. After the exercises were concluded, Niflah had him take each of the Magelights in turn and hold them in his lightly-closed fist, concentrating on visualizing them warming and shining with light. Saunders went through nine of the Magelights with no results, fighting the urge to throw them across the room in disgust. He closed his eyes, breathed slowly, and pictured the last one, an orange-red stone, glowing like the sun. He felt a warmth in the palm of his hand.

“Open your eyes, Saunders,” Niflah told him. He could see light escaping through the spaces between his fingers. Awed, Saunders slowly opened his fist. The Magelight was glowing brightly.

“It glows! It’s warm! And it glows!” Saunders cried happily.

“Excellent!” Niflah said. “You have found your Magelight.”

Saunders removed the gem from its fastening and held it between forefinger and thumb. “Oh no,” he told Niflah, admiring the glowing stone as he held it up and turned it from side to side. “I’ve only found my first one. I told you, I intend to use them all.”

“And I told you, it can’t be done,” said Niflah. “No Catmage has ever used more than a single Magelight in our entire history.”

“That you know of, you mean,” Saunders replied. “You have no idea if any Catmages before you have tried to make and utilize several Magelights. You have no written histories, or libraries we can research. Who’s to say that Catmages before you haven’t used multiple Magelights?” He paused and narrowed his eyes at the cat. “I find your constant negativity annoying, Niflah. We made a deal. You help me learn how to use a Magelight, and I help you take charge of the Catmages. I have kept the first part of my end of the bargain. The Council is dead. The only survivor, besides you, is your brother.” Niflah’s eyes flashed at the mention of Hakham. Saunders noticed the flash of anger. “He is of no consequence,” he said. “Soon, we will have an army to help install you in your rightful place at the head of the new Council. You are the most powerful Catmage alive.”

“There is still Nafshi,” Niflah said.

Saunders laughed. “She’s in a cage in my basement and all but broken. Powerful? No. She is powerless. She is the past. You are the future, Niflah. You will be the leader soon. That’s what you want, isn’t it? To show your brother that he’s not the only one in the family who can lead your, ah, people?” Saunders chose his words carefully, having seen how easily Niflah was flattered. They had the desired effect.

“No, Hakham is not the only leader in the family. Nor is he the only good teacher,” Niflah growled, his tail lashing angrily. “Yes. I see your point. It is useless to think about what cannot be done. Let us concentrate on what we can do. I will teach you how to use the Magelight. Let’s get back to work. You’ve made the Magelight glow. Now let’s see if you can perform a task that the least of our apprentices achieve during their first week in the Teaching Rings.”

An hour later, Saunders was red in the face and extremely angry. Niflah patiently explained to him again how to visualize the collar flying through the air.

“Levitation is one of the first skills our apprentices learn. Manipulating light objects is an essential Catmage tool. It is one of the things that differentiates us from the lower animals. This is a matter of visualization and concentration. See the strap in your mind. Make the image in your mind move off the desk. The strap will follow.”

“It hasn’t yet!” Saunders cried, frustrated. “When am I going to see some results?”

Niflah stared at him unblinking. “Never, as long as you keep acting like a child. Calm yourself. Breathe as you were taught. See the strap in your mind’s eye.”

Saunders took deep, even breaths, closed his eyes in concentration, turned just a bit redder, and strained to move the strap. It remained motionless on the desk. His eyes snapped open and he flung the Magelight in his palm across the room, cursing.

“Why doesn’t it work for me? I can make the Magelight glow! It is warm in my hand! And it doesn’t—” he paused to pick up a Magelight collar and fling it after the gem—“ever—” another two collars flew across the room—“work!” For good measure, he kicked the chair he had been sitting in. It fell over with a crash just as the study door opened.

“I see you’re your usual cheerful self, cousin,” Jack Straight said, smiling at Saunders’ impatience. “You know, I think my youngest students show more maturity than you’re showing right now.”

Saunders scowled at Jack. “Really, Jack, it’s just so charming that you think I have ever cared for your opinion about anything that I do, especially when, to my knowledge, I have never told you any such thing.”

Jack flushed at the insult. He crossed his arms and leaned against the doorjamb, his smile gone. Jack didn’t realize that he was hunching down a little, making himself smaller, but Saunders recognized the decades-old dynamic. His eyes glittered with malice. He righted the chair and sat down facing Jack, his back to the desk. His hand reached blindly for one of the Magelights. Without realizing it, he scooped up two of them and closed his fist around them. Then he closed his eyes, imagined the leather strap rising and flinging itself through the air.

“What are you doing to that thing?” Jack asked. “It’s moving. I don’t believe it. It’s moving!”

Saunders opened his eyes and saw that one end of the strap was wriggling, worm-like, on the desk. As he gasped in surprise, his concentration broke and the strap went still.

“So that’s the answer!” Saunders said. “I need more than one Magelight to make it work.”

“Yes, now I can see how that would be so,” said Niflah. “When we create our Magelights, we put a piece of our power—you would say, a piece of our soul—into them. They retain that residual power until they are destroyed. You have no power, so you need the combined powers of more than one Magelight. I would never have thought of it.”

Saunders picked up a third Magelight with a triumphant grin. He breathed deeply and concentrated on lifting the strap. It wriggled faster, but did not leave the surface of the desk.

“Damn it!” Saunders cried. Jack started to laugh, but stopped quickly when Saunders turned his glare on him.

“It’s a very positive sign, Saunders,” Niflah said. “You’re moving the strap. You are casting magic.”

“It’s not enough,” Saunders growled. “I want to see that thing fly through the air like a bird.” Jack bit his lip to keep from laughing again.

Saunders picked up two more, and then two more, until he had seven clutched in his hand. One end of the strap began to lift off the table. Saunders said nothing, crossed the room and retrieved the Magelights he had thrown, then gathered all of the remaining Magelights into his other hand. He performed the breathing exercises one more time. Then he concentrated, clasping all eleven Magelights tightly.

The strap flew through the air like a bird.

“Hey!” Jack said, raising an arm in protest, “get that thing off of my face!” Saunders opened his eyes and saw that the strap was floating in midair in front of Jack, bouncing lightly off his nose, his cheek, his chin. It seemed almost alive the way it was flapping against his skin. He glanced down at his hands and smiled. All of the Magelights in his hand were glowing. He shot an evil look at his cousin and made the leather strap slap him around the face a few more times. Then he made it fly through the room, up, down, all around. As it went around the room, he found himself suddenly tiring, breathing heavily, sweating as if he had just run up and down the stairs a dozen times. The collar slowed, and he let it fall to the ground.

“Niflah, why am I so tired?” he asked.

“Casting spells costs energy. When you run from place to place, you tire, do you not? When you cast a spell, you are using, well, let’s call them mental muscles. You have to walk before you can run, and you need to build up your strength over time. You have to develop your mage muscles, we tell our kittens.”

“Wow,” Jack said in a voice filled with wonder, “you really did it. I never believed you could. But you just made that thing fly through the air.”

Saunders’ joy over performing magic was so strong that he actually smiled at his cousin. “I told you I would do it. I have plans, cousin, great plans, and now we know that I have the tools to achieve them!”

“Good Lord, Stan, you’re practically dancing,” Jack said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy.”

Saunders’ smile disappeared. His lips thinned to his usual sneering expression. He’d shown too much emotion, said too much. Time to rein it all in. “Showtime is over,” he said. “Did you bring me what I asked?”

Jack pulled a package from his jacket pocket. “You know I did. And it’s getting harder to get more sedative. What are you using it for, anyway? Are you having problems with your dogs?”

“No. I have a stubborn Catmage problem downstairs.”

Jack stared at him. “I don’t understand.”

“Of course you don’t,” he said with a sneer.

Jack gritted his teeth. Stan could never speak to him in a normal tone of voice. There was always the whiff of superiority in every word, every vocal inflection. Saunders had bullied Jack since they were boys. And Jack had had no alternative but to take it. His parents were killed in a car crash when he was nine. Saunders’ parents, his aunt and uncle, took him in, and Saunders always resented him for that. He had liked being an only child. Jack ruined it. That’s what Jack heard, over and over again, while he was growing up. But Stan had been very crafty about it. His parents never knew how much he tormented the younger boy. Jack didn’t dare tell them—Stan had made it very clear that punishment would be dealt, giving Jack several painful examples to make sure he understood his cousin. Later, nursing his bruises, Jack wished he had the courage to stand up to Saunders. He never did. He was still letting Saunders boss him around, both in his work life and his private life. Jack was starting to think it was a good thing he wasn’t married. Stan would probably be bossing his children around by now. He shook his head clear of those thoughts and told his cousin, “Then how about, for once, you tell me what I need to know?”

Saunders shrugged. “Why not? It’s about time for another injection. If you want to find out, then follow me.” He stood up and had to steady himself against the table. He was still tired. Saunders took some deep breaths. “I’ll be right back,” he said. He went down the hall to his bedroom and into the bathroom, where he turned on the tap and splashed cold water on his face. He filled a glass and drank it quickly. Then he dried his face with a towel and went to the stairway. “Follow me,” he said curtly to Jack, who was waiting in the hall.

He led Jack to the kitchen, where he found Roah and nodded curtly for the Wild One to join them. As they went down the cellar stairs they saw that Patches was sitting attentively in front of Nafshi’s cage. She was lying down, her eyes glittering in the dim cellar light as the two men stopped before her cage.

“You’ve brought someone new,” she said to both of them. “Who are you?” she asked. Jack was always a little startled when one of Saunders’ magical cats spoke to him. It was so odd, hearing a voice inside his head, and odder still that it came from a cat. It was hard for him to interact normally with them, but then, Saunders rarely let him stay around long enough to have a conversation. He probably would never have the chance to get used to talking cats. “My name’s Jack,” he said hesitantly.

“More importantly,” Nafshi said, “what are you? Are you with the Evil One, or under his power?” She snorted. “I’m going to guess you’re another poor fool who is too frightened or stupid to see how futile it is to get enmeshed with the Evil One and his plan.”

“Evil One? Um—what is she talking about, Stan?”

“Oh, shut up, Nafshi,” Saunders said. “Your chatter is getting tiresome. My cousin here is happily supplying me with the sedative I use to keep you calm and in your place.”

“Now there’s a euphemism if ever there was one. I believe the words you’re looking for are ‘drugged’ and ‘prisoner,’ Evil One,” Nafshi said. “Or you could go with ‘captive.’ Either one works. Forgive me,” she said to Jack, “if I don’t thank you for helping your cousin keep me here against my will.”

“Is this true?” Jack asked Saunders. “You’re keeping her a prisoner?”

“Good God, you idiot. Can’t you see that she is the only cat in this house in a cage? Of course I’m keeping her against her will. Truly, you are one of the stupidest people ever to shame the Corey family name.”

“And now I have my answer,” Nafshi said. “He is using you, just as he is using every other creature in this house, to further his own aims. You’ll be no help to me,” she said, rising and turning around in the cage. She laid down with her back to the two men.

“Perfect,” Saunders said, “you’re making it easy for me to give you your shot. You’re not going to fight me this time, are you? I have Roah here.”

“I wouldn’t dream of fighting you,” she said. Saunders spun the numbers on the lock and opened the door. He grabbed a hunk of Nafshi’s skin above her hind leg and pulled a needle out of the packet Jack had given him.

“Then again, perhaps I’m just feeling ornery today,” Nafshi said as she kicked back with her hind legs, scratching Saunders’ hand deeply. She laughed as he swore at her.

“Roah!” he said. Roah started trilling, and Nafshi began to yowl in pain. Jack stared in horror from Roah to Saunders to Nafshi, realizing that by giving Saunders the sedative, he was contributing to her torment.

“Stop it!” Jack shouted, interrupting the black and white cat in mid-trill. “Leave her alone!”

Nafshi collapsed in a heap on the bottom of the cage, breathing heavily. Saunders grabbed a fold of skin and injected her with the drug, and then closed the cage and locked it. When he finished, he looked at his cousin balefully. “You always were weak. You couldn’t even see the opportunity that I saw in our ancestor’s journal. Nafshi is in this cage because she refuses to give me what I require.” He paused for a moment to let his words sink into Jack’s mind. “You’ve known me long enough to know that I always get what I want. Don’t disobey me. Or do I need to remind you what happens when you make me angry?” Saunders asked, advancing close to Jack.

Jack licked his lips nervously, trying to respond. He backed away a step. He looked at Nafshi and back to Saunders, who was glaring balefully at him. No, he didn’t have it in him to defy his cousin. Not this time. Maybe not ever. Defeated, Jack turned and walked up the steps, his shoulders slouched. But he couldn’t get away from Nafshi’s voice inside his head. “I can tell you’re not a bad man. Help me—please. Don’t let him keep me here. Please!”

Jack ran up the stairs, through the kitchen and out the door, slamming it behind him. Saunders grinned nastily at Nafshi and left the cellar, switching off the light as he closed the door behind him.

✣       ✣       ✣

Two days later, Patches was alone with Nafshi in the basement. Nafshi was putting him through some complicated exercises, which he was doing spectacularly. He was getting happier and happier, and Nafshi knew he was working hard to restrain himself from hopping around the basement like he used to do. She had made it plain that while she was teaching him, he would be still and silent when not casting spells, or the teaching would end. And end it she did, several times, until he learned discipline. Now, though, after some major work, she could see that he wanted nothing more than to gambol around the cellar. He sat quietly after he finished the last exercise, but he was actually quivering with anticipation.

“Oh, all right, dear. Go ahead. I know you want to. And you’ve certainly earned it.”

Patches leaped high in the air, came back down, and hopped on all fours sideways for a few steps. Then he ran around and around, laughing, chirruping, leaping occasionally, until he stopped, panting happily, in front of Nafshi’s cage.

“Patches is good Catmage!” he said proudly.

“Yes, Patches is a good Catmage,” she answered. “But settle down now, dear, and rest for a few minutes. I have one more task for you before we finish. But first—are you absolutely sure we won’t be interrupted today? This is vitally important.”

“Not be bothered,” Patches said. “Saunders is gone. Took Roah and Niflah with him. Alef and Bett won’t bother us. They want to be left alone. They told Patches to go away last time he saw them. Patches thinks Bett is in season again.”

Nafshi felt uneasy at that. Brothers and sisters mated even in Catmage society, but it was rare and frowned upon. They had learned enough over the years from being around humans about not breeding too closely and agreed with the concept. But that was their problem, not hers, and that meant she and Patches would have hours undisturbed for the task she was about to set him.

“Before we start, Patches, I need you to retrieve something for me. My collar is underneath the shelf. Can you see it?”

“Patches can see it,” he said as he crouched down to look. “Patches will get it for Nafshi!” He lashed his tail and narrowed his eyes. The collar floated slowly out from under the shelf and up to the bars of the cage. Patches opened his eyes and laughed. “Patches will dust it off for you,” he said, noting the long strands of dust and cobwebs on the collar. He slammed it a few times against the bottom of the cage. Nafshi sneezed. “Sorry!” Patches said before she could say anything. He lowered the collar a bit, banged it two more times, then dropped it in the cage for her.

“Now be silent,” she said. “Saunders hasn’t drugged me in two days, but I still need all my strength and concentration to do what needs to be done.”

Patches was silent, waiting and watching. Nafshi closed her eyes and performed the breathing exercises she had taught the young cat. Soon after, the prongs on the collar that held the glass stone on it straightened. She opened her eyes and knocked the stone out of the cage with a paw. “Hide that, my boy,” she told him. “Make sure Saunders will never find it. Put it in a deep crack or down the sink or wherever you think he won’t be able to get it.”

“Patches can do that!” he said. “There is a deep hole in one corner. Patches found it ages ago. Watch!” He concentrated, and the stone flew through the air to the other end of the basement. He ran to follow it. A few moments later he came back. “Gone,” he said. “Stone is gone! Now what should Patches do?”

“It is time, child,” she told him, “to create your Magelight. We’ve discussed this several times. Your work today proved to me that you’re ready for the next step. Come, Patches—let us make you a Catmage.”

Patches wanted to leap with joy, but he stopped himself. Instead, he sat still and cleared his mind as Nafshi had taught him.

“Excellent,” she said. “Now, look into my mind and see your eyes as they look to me.” She paused, waiting for him to examine the image. “You will recreate that image in light. You will make a light the same color and size, noting every facet, every line, everything that I see. Then you will take a part of everything that makes you what you are into that light. You must dig deeply into your heart and find your essence, your soul. When you have placed your neshama into the light, you will have created your Magelight. Now, child. I can do no more. This is all up to you. Make me proud.”

Nafshi stayed silent, waiting and watching, as Patches tried to create his Magelight.

It took him a long time, longer than it had taken Zahavin. Nafshi started to worry that she had miscalculated, that he wasn’t yet up to the task. But at last, a wisp of green vapor appeared in front of his face. The vapor took on an oval shape, then started to add the hard lines of facets and turn solid. The stone began to glow. It brightened, and then it clattered to the ground, finished, as Patches collapsed into a heap, gasping.

“Patches does not want to ever do that again,” he said between breaths. “Nafshi did not tell Patches how hard that would be.”

“I did, child, but you don’t realize how hard it is until you do it yourself. Congratulations, dear boy! You are a full Catmage. You have earned your Magelight.”

Patches started to purr loudly. “Patches is a Catmage! Patches is a Catmage!” he said.

“There’s one more thing,” Nafshi told him. “Let me have the honor.” She concentrated hard and floated the collar that had held her fake Magelight down to Patches. “Place the stone in that collar, Patches. Then close the clasps around it.” He did as he was told. “Now,” she said, “I have the honor of placing it on your neck.” Once more, Nafshi concentrated and the collar rose from the ground to fasten itself around Patches’ neck. “And I have one more thing for you. Patches is not a name for a Catmage.”

“It is the only name Patches has,” he said, sounding hurt.

“Not anymore. From now on you will be called Or Nistar, the Hidden Light.”

“Or Nistar? Patches likes that. But it’s too long to say!”

Nafshi laughed. “You stopped me too soon, child. We will call you Nistar. But your full Catmage name will be Or Nistar from now on. Do you like it, Nistar?”

Patches/Nistar leaped in the air with joy. “Nistar is a Catmage! Nistar the Catmage, the Catmage Nistar! Am I a star? No, I’m Nistar!” He bounced a few times happily and then sat back down. “Nistar is still tired,” he said.

“There’s one other thing, Nistar,” Nafshi said. “We can’t let Roah and the others know what we’ve done. You’re going to have to hide your Magelight here in the cellar and use your old name when anyone else is around.”

“Nafshi is right,” Nistar said. “Roah was going to teach Patches how to make Magelight. Roah is too busy. He forgets about Patches.”

“Not to mention that he’s a terrible teacher,” Nafshi muttered. “Well, child, you need to rest, and so do I. Take off the collar. Hide the Magelight where the others won’t find it. We can bring it out during our lessons, and they’ll never know. And Nistar—”

“Yes?”

“You’ve done well. Very well. I’m very proud of you, my dear boy.”

Nistar was too tired to jump for joy. But he really wanted to.


✣ T W E L V E ✣

Razor

Andy’s detention ended, and before he knew it the winter had arrived. The November snow turned the world white and beautiful for the first few days. Andy was careful not to get into any more trouble at school. He learned to maintain a stony silence when Taylor insulted him in the hallways. On the rare occasions when Andy saw Principal Saunders, his practice in maintaining silence helped him do no more than grit his teeth when he had to be in the presence of the man who shot Goldeneyes. He knew Saunders was waiting for him to make a misstep, and Andy was determined not to give him what he wanted.

Becca and Mike came to visit after his month of punishment was over, and got to know Goldeneyes and Letsan. It took a while for the shock of conversing with cats to wear off, but after it did, Letsan and Mike became inseparable. “Two of a kind,” Goldeneyes sniffed, as the two played what she called their childish games. To her horror, Mike started calling Letsan “Fuzzypants.”

“Well, it fits. It looks like he’s wearing a fuzzy pair of pants on his hind legs,” Mike told a very offended Goldeneyes. The name amused Letsan, and he pointed out that it was not her part to take offense at something that affected only him, so she subsided. Once Mike found that Letsan liked to chase balls and strings, he never came over without some kind of toy for the Catmage to play with. Goldeneyes looked down on their games. Letsan told her that she should join them. He was getting plenty of exercise and staying in top shape. “I’m doing just fine as I am,” she said, limping back to Andy’s room while the rest of them descended the stairs for a romp in the snow.

“I’m worried about her, Andy,” Letsan said. “She’s not healing as well or as fast as she should.”

“Well, I can’t get her to do anything she doesn’t want to do,” Andy said.

“Nobody can,” Letsan said as he went out the door.

The day that Mike brought over a bouncy ball and showed it to Letsan was a solid hour of laughter and fun for the three friends. Mike bounced the ball down the stairs, and Letsan chased it down and sent it flying back through the air to the boy. Andy and Becca watched at first, and then joined in the chasing, throwing, and dodging—the last when Letsan mischievously sent the ball flying a little too fast for Mike to catch. Goldeneyes refused to take part in the game, claiming she wasn’t interested.

“That’s not what your tail is saying,” Letsan pointed out. Goldeneyes’ tail was twitching from side to side.

“Dratted instinct,” she said, trying unsuccessfully to stop it. Andy hid a smile.

Becca and Andy thought Mike and Letsan’s antics were generally amusing and helped pass the long weeks while Goldeneyes returned to health. Being shot and then getting septic from the wound took a toll on her body. It took months for her strength to return, and she still walked with a limp.

“I thought your magic fixed her,” Andy said one day as they were all up in his room, windows open to the spring breeze. He was watching Goldeneyes limp over to the water bowl that he now kept in the corner of his room. Letsan, who was sitting in the windowsill, watching some birds in a tree outside, turned his head to look at his friend.

“It stopped the bleeding,” he said, “and knit the muscle somewhat, but we Catmages can’t heal deep wounds as if they’d never been. Those scrapes and scratches you got that Zahavin healed are among the simplest magic we perform. There’s just a little bit of skin that needs to be regrown. A bullet wound is far more serious. There are veins and arteries and muscles and organs that might be punctured, and while we have learned a great deal from humans about cat anatomy, we can’t do everything. That bullet did a lot of damage, Andy. It must have hit the bone, or Zahavin would have been walking normally a few weeks after she recovered from the fever. Our powers are not unlimited. And when you factor in our size, well, even a small bullet does a great amount of damage. It takes us a long time to heal from a serious wound like that.”

Goldeneyes was silent during their conversation. Letsan was right, the bullet wound and illness had taken a lot out of her. It had also made her worry that she wasn’t up to the task of getting Nafshi out of her imprisonment. But she kept those thoughts to herself. She dared not let Andy suspect that she was harboring any doubts. The long winter’s rest was good for her. She found herself enjoying the children’s company, particularly Becca’s. She was fascinated by the girl’s drawings. Becca asked the cats to pose for her and had done some pencil sketches of the two Catmages. Andy framed them and hung them on the walls, and Goldeneyes found herself drawn to her portrait as if it were a mirror, something that Letsan teased her about when he caught her staring at it. “She’s very talented,” Goldeneyes said defensively. “Look at those images. They’re so lifelike.”

“Becca’s a great artist,” Andy said. “See that vase? She did that, too.”

“Yeah, that’s the one Taylor tried to take from us,” Becca said. “That reminds me, Andy—I couldn’t tell you this while you were grounded, but my dad went to see Saunders that week to complain about Taylor.”

“He did?” Andy asked. “What happened?”

Becca frowned. “Nothing. Dad said Saunders sat there behind that big desk of his and said he couldn’t possibly punish Taylor because he had no proof. When my dad got mad and asked him if he was accusing me of lying, Saunders said it had nothing to do with me, and everything to do with you. And that he knew you and Taylor had your ‘issues,’ he said.” She looked out the window, thinking. “Andy, you know how you can tell when someone doesn’t like you for no reason at all?”

“Yeah,” he said, thinking of Taylor and his friends.

“Well, my dad can always tell when someone hates him because of his skin color.” She shrugged. “Me, too. It’s not something you can overlook. And Dad says that he got that vibe from Saunders. He figured that no matter what he said, Saunders wasn’t going to punish Taylor for saying those things.” She turned back to the boys, her brows drawn together. “Anyway, I thought I’d let you know what happened. Dad’s got Saunders’ number now.”

Andy hated that Taylor had managed to hurt Becca this way. He didn’t know what else to say. But maybe he could make her feel better, now.

“You should see the rest of the things Becca makes,” Andy told Goldeneyes. “The art room at school is filled with her work. Mrs. Sutterly is always putting Becca’s art on display for everyone to see. Becca’s the best artist I know!”

“Stop it, Andy, you’re going to make me blush,” Becca murmured.

“You know they can hear your thoughts, so whispering doesn’t work,” Andy said.

“That’s not exactly true, Andy,” Letsan said. “We can hear you because you are unable to control the strength of your thoughts. In other words, you think quite loudly. Becca is a much more private person.”

Mike laughed at that.

“I wouldn’t laugh quite so much, Michael,” Goldeneyes said. “You’re as loud as Andrew.” Now it was Andy’s turn to laugh.

“There’s a reason we’re best friends,” he said. “We have so much in common.”

“Yeah, but I’m smarter and better-looking,” Mike said.

Becca snorted at that. “And not the least bit egotistical,” she said.

“Nope. I’m just humble ol’ Mike Murdoch, friend to man—woman—and beast.” He stood up and bowed with a flourish to each of them. Outside, a car horn beeped. “Whoops. There’s my signal to go. Exit, stage left. Later!” He grabbed his backpack and rushed down the stairs, leaving a much quieter room in his wake.

“I have to go soon, too, Andy,” Becca said.

“Do you have time for one more game?”

She smiled. “Yeah. And I’m going to beat you this time.”

“You can try,” he said as he handed her a controller and started the video game.

✣       ✣       ✣

A few weeks later, Andy and the two Catmages sat on the front porch on a warm, sunny Saturday. Andy’s mother was at the hairdresser. The trees wore the soft yellow-green of new leaves, and the lawn was growing tall again. Flowers poked their way through the earth. Goldeneyes lay in the sun, eyes closed, her paws tucked neatly beneath her breast. It seemed like years since she was able to enjoy herself like this. She no longer limped, and she finally felt fully healed and ready for anything. Andy sat on a porch chair with his legs on the railing, Letsan curled up on his lap.

“You know, it’s warm enough without having a great big furball like you sitting on my legs,” Andy said.

“Oh, you love it,” Letsan said, slapping Andy with his tail.

“Yeah, I love having you try to make my knees bend the wrong way,” Andy said with a grimace. “You’re not exactly a lightweight, you know.”

“So now you’re a human’s lapdog, brother?” said a strange voice. Letsan yowled and leaped off Andy’s legs without realizing that his back claws ripped through the boy’s jeans and into his skin.

“Hey!” Andy said as he watched Letsan run across the lawn toward a long-haired orange cat that looked very much like him. Letsan leaped at the other cat, who growled loudly and rose to meet him. They clinched and rolled on the lawn, growling and kicking and making horrendous wails. Andy rose worriedly from the chair and took a step towards them, wondering how he could break up the fight if Letsan needed help.

“There’s no need, Andrew,” Goldeneyes said. “That is Razor, Letsan’s brother. They haven’t seen each other in a while, and this,” she said, sighing, “is how they act when they’re together.” Andy couldn’t help notice a touch of disdain in her voice. Letsan and Razor were now crouching opposite one another, growling low in their throats, tails lashing as they faced each other. Andy was amazed at the variety of growls and wails the two cats were making. Razor leaped again and in a few moments was beneath Letsan and kicking furiously at his brother’s belly.

“I win again, Letsan,” he said for all to hear. Laughing, Razor smacked his brother on the head with a paw and then got up and stretched, waiting for Letsan to do the same. The two of them trotted across the yard and up the porch stairs. Razor was squatter, broader, and more powerfully muscled than Letsan. Andy thought that Razor looked like a Letsan that had seen better days. His right ear was notched, and the left one had a slit in it. A jagged, bare scar ran across the left side of his face and under his chin. Andy wondered how he’d gotten it.

“Fighting a dog, boy,” Razor said. “You project louder than a two-moon kitten.”

Andy sighed. “So I’ve been told.”

Razor leaped on the railing so that he could look Andy in the eye. “And I’ve been told you’re the Son of Aaron,” he said.

“Uh, yeah, that’s what Goldeneyes told me,” Andy replied.

“Little skinny thing, aren’t you? How good are you in a fight?”

“He’s not a fighter, Razor,” Goldeneyes said stiffly. “That is your role.”

“And I do it well, Zahavin, or I wouldn’t be here.” He turned his attention back to Andy. “So, boy, if you can’t fight, what can you do?”

Andy didn’t think he liked this Catmage at all. He didn’t like being called boy or being talked down to like he was a child. “If you’re so good at fighting, how come you said you won when Letsan was on top of you?”

Razor laughed harshly. “Boy, do you know nothing about how cats fight? I won, because if I had wanted to, I could have disemboweled my brother.” He lifted up a hind leg and casually licked the paw. His claws were long, curved, and sharp. “These things can be a lethal weapon to animals my size. And they can take blood from humans, too,” he said, glancing at the beads of blood welling out from Andy’s leg.

“It’s nothing,” Andy said. “Just a couple of scratches. I can barely feel them. Anyway, he didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Sorry about that, Andy,” Letsan said sheepishly. “I haven’t seen this oaf in over a cycle. Here, let me fix it.” Letsan started purring. Andy felt warmth where the Catmage’s claws had punctured his skin, and then the stinging went away.

“Thanks,” Andy said.

“Where have you been?” Goldeneyes asked Razor. “We were expecting you months ago.”

Razor leaped off the rail and went over to her and eyed her left side. “Seen a little trouble, have you, Zahavin? What happened to your leg?”

“The enemy shot her,” Letsan said, “and she caught a fever from her wound. She’s only just recovered.”

“Don’t think much of your skills, brother, if that’s what happens on your watch. It’s a good thing you called in the experienced warriors.”

Andy stiffened at the criticism of his friend. Now he was certain he didn’t like Razor.

“You don’t have to like me, boy. All you have to do is what I tell you, and we’ll get along just fine.” Andy bit back a retort. “Good. You can learn restraint. That’s one for you.”

“Where are the rest of your Ring? I thought you were bringing us more Catmages. I know you are a great fighter, Razor, but you are only one,” Goldeneyes said.

Razor let out a stream of curses. “Kharoom got the Council to siphon off my best warriors. He convinced them that they were in imminent danger, and they ignored my advice and overruled me. I had to fight to bring the two catlings that they left me with. Ari! Arel! Out here, now!” Andy saw two large, nearly identical, dark grey Catmages with blue eyes emerging from the bushes in the yard next door. They weren’t as big as Letsan or Razor, but they had large paws and were broad and squat, rather like their mentor. They had shorter faces than the other Catmages, and they were a bit bowlegged. Ari and Arel trotted quickly to Razor and sat silently next to him.

“The twins,” Razor said, “are two of my apprentices. They’ve been with me for over a cycle and have barely,” he said, emphasizing the word, “proven their worth. But they’re all we have, besides the three of us.”

“And Andy,” Letsan said.

“And Mike and Becca!” Andy added.

Razor laughed derisively. “Three human children with no powers? Oh, my, the enemy will flee in fear when they hear that news. Nafshi is as good as ours.”

Andy flushed at the sarcasm.

“Be silent, fool,” Goldeneyes said, raising herself slowly and staring at Razor, her fur fluffing out. Her ears flattened against her head. “Your arrogance and disrespect are wearing on me. That ‘boy’ saved my life. He got to his post at the appointed time and pulled me to safety after Saunders shot me. His powerless friends removed the bullet so Letsan could heal me. And if that isn’t enough to ‘prove their worth,’ when the wound got infected, Andrew persuaded his mother to take me to a human vet and saved my life a second time.” She stopped speaking and took three slow steps toward Razor until they were nearly nose to nose. “And in case you’ve forgotten, he is the Son of Aaron, whom we must have with us if we are to defeat the enemy. Razelle foretold it, and her prophecies were never wrong. If you have a problem with Andrew and the other humans, you can turn yourself around and take your two apprentices with you. We will get Nafshi out of that house with or without your help, but by the One Above Us All, you will not disparage Andrew and his friends to me again.”

Andy was speechless. He was greatly touched by her defense of him. After all these months, he was finally sure that Goldeneyes actually liked him. And it felt great.

Letsan laughed to himself. He had never seen Zahavin get her dander up this way, and he approved very much of her taking his brother down a few pegs. He loved Razor, but Zahavin was right—he was arrogant and obnoxious.

“By the First, brother,” Letsan said to them all, “it seems that the line of Nafshi has bred another Catmage not to be trifled with.”

Razor grunted. “So I see. Very well, Zahavin, I’ll give the boy a chance.” He glanced up at Andy. “We’ll see what you’re made of, then. Don’t forget that they called me here because I specialize in the kind of skills you need to retrieve Nafshi. Letsan’s attack on the enemy failed. Mine won’t.”

Suddenly, Razor’s ears twitched. He and the twins quickly hid themselves out of sight beneath the porch, followed quickly by Letsan. Andy was puzzled. “Why—”

“Look to your left, boy,” Razor said. Andy glanced that way and saw Taylor ambling down the street. His eyes narrowed as Taylor neared. Andy wondered why he was even in the neighborhood. Taylor lived several blocks away and had no friends on this street. Probably trying to pick on me, Andy thought. Well, let him try. The memory of Taylor’s bloody nose brought a smug grin to his face. Taylor might be bigger, but Andy had proven he could hurt the larger boy. He balled his hand into a fist and waited for the impending insult. But none came. Taylor just grinned and waved at him as he walked past the house.

“That was weird,” Andy said to Goldeneyes, who was the only Catmage left in evidence.

“Why?” she asked. “That boy followed you home the first day we met. Doesn’t he live nearby?”

“Yeah, but that was because he and Pete decided to give me a hard time and walk home the rest of the way,” Andy said. “He lives two stops over. I never see him unless he wants to pick on me.”

“Then I suppose he wanted to pick on you,” she said.

“But he never comes after me alone. Especially not after I beat him up on Halloween.”

“Oh, so you can fight,” Razor said, coming out from under the porch. “That’s good to know. I don’t care why that boy was here, only that he didn’t see us. From now on, Zahavin is the only Catmage who may show herself publicly at your home. She is the only one that we know Saunders knows about for certain. When we’re ready to go to the enemy, we want to have surprise on our side. Letsan, it’s time for you to give up these soft ways and help me and the twins plan our line of attack. You can use some brushing up yourself. This isn’t a picnic with the Nanager. Zahavin found out the hard way how dangerous the enemy can be.”

Letsan sighed. “You’re right, brother.” He turned to look at Andy. “I’m going to miss sleeping on your bed and eating your food. I’ll be back when we’re ready to get Nafshi.”

“What do you want me to do, Letsan?” Goldeneyes asked.

“Finish healing. Keep an eye on Andy. Start practicing your offensive spells. You did learn some from Hakham, I presume?”

“Of course. Nafshi taught me some as well.”

“Practice the levitation spells the most, Zahavin,” Razor said.

“Why?” Andy asked.

“Can’t show you here. Too public.”

“We could go into the garage,” Andy said. “Mom’s not home. It’s empty.” He led the way and the Catmages followed him. Razor looked around at the items inside.

“That will do nicely,” he said, looking at the box of recyclables. His Magelight flashed and a glass bottle rose from the box and floated to the floor. Razor gazed around the garage again, grunted, and the Magelight flashed. A hammer floated away from the wall where it hung and landed next to the bottle. “Now,” Razor said, “watch this.” The Magelight flashed a third time, and the hammer rose in the air, then flew down sharply and landed head first on the bottle, which broke at the force.

“Just imagine what that thing would do to one of the enemy’s dogs,” Razor said.

Andy could imagine it, and he didn’t like it. “You could kill them.”

“Yep. And they’re going to be trying to kill me. Fighting’s like that sometimes, boy. It’s messy and nasty, and you get hurt, and sometimes you die. If I have to kill a dog to save a Catmage’s life, I’ll do so. In fact,” he said, staring up at Andy, “I’ll do it to save your life, too. That’s my job. That’s why my brother called me here.”

“I’m going to have to clean up that mess before my mom gets home. She could get a flat tire on that glass,” Andy said, annoyed. He looked over at Goldeneyes, who was gazing at the hammer and the shards of the bottle, lost in thought.

“You asked,” Razor said, “and I demonstrated.”

“I didn’t ask you to mess up the garage!”

“It won’t take long to clean up,” Razor said. “Time to go, brother. We have a lot of work to do.”

“Goodbye, Andy,” Letsan said. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you, too, Letsan,” Andy said. Letsan twined himself around Andy’s legs. Andy bent down and scratched his ears.

“We’ll be back before you know it. Take care of Goldie,” Letsan said mischievously, laughing at her offended retort and running to join the others.

“I hate it when he calls me that,” Goldeneyes said, but she couldn’t fool Andy. She would miss Letsan as much as he would. They watched Letsan leave, his tail waving like a fluffy orange flag. The four Catmages disappeared into the bushes of a nearby house. Andy sighed, got a broom, swept up the glass and threw it into the garbage. Then Andy and Goldeneyes sat down on the porch steps.

“Goodbye, Fuzzypants,” Andy said. “It just got a little more boring around here.”


✣ T H I R T E E N ✣

Lights Out

A few weeks after Patches created his Magelight, he and Nafshi were working on one of the more advanced pieces of magic. Nafshi was teaching him how to send a message globe. Patches was frustrated, because he wasn’t getting the hang of it.

“Very few Catmages achieve this spell perfectly the first time out,” Nafshi said. “You have to have patience, child. Stop and do your breathing exercises. Calm yourself or we will stop for the day.”

“No! Patches will be good. No need to stop,” he said.

“Nistar, dear. When you’re down here with me, you are Nistar.”

“It is hard for Patches—Nistar to remember,” he said.

“You’ll get used to it. And it’s so much nicer than Patches, don’t you think? That’s the name your humans gave you,” she said with a touch of contempt.

“But it was Patches’ name all his life,” he said. “Nistar does not sound right yet.”

“We’re spending far too much time discussing your name, and not enough working on your casting,” Nafshi said, her temper rising.

“It’s all right. Alef and Bett are out on mission today. We have plenty of time for learning,” Patches said.

“That is not the issue. I do not like to waste my time, even when I am stuck in this abominable cage day after day. Now, again. From the beginning. Concentrate!”

They were deep in the middle of the exercise. Patches/Nistar was concentrating hard on performing the tricky spell, and Nafshi was talking him through the mechanics of how to do it. So neither of them heard soft paws at the top of the stairs. Patches was wrong. Bett was not with her brother today. Alef had been given an errand to run and Bett, bored, decided she would go to the cellar. She hadn’t bothered with Nafshi for weeks, and wanted to see if she could taunt the helpless Catmage into an angry response. That didn’t matter anymore. Seeing Nafshi now, it was obvious to Bett that Nafshi had gained back some of the weight she’d lost when Saunders tried to starve her into submission. Patches was feeding her. There was no other explanation. The tip of Bett’s tail twitched in disdain. She had never quite trusted the strange young half-breed, and now she was proven right. Bett would have quite a story to tell Roah when he returned. Neither Nafshi nor Patches saw Bett slip quietly back out the door.

✣       ✣       ✣

Patches rested comfortably on the floor in front of Nafshi’s cage. He was filled with pride from having successfully cast the spell on the third try, and having Nafshi compliment him profusely only added to his happiness. Nafshi was pleased as well. If Patches—Nistar, she corrected—kept coming along this quickly, she was certain he would be able to help her escape this wretched cage.

The two were lost in their thoughts when the banging of the cellar door startled them. Roah came down the stairs, followed by Alef and Bett. He looked extremely angry. His ears lay flat against his head, and his tail was lashing furiously from side to side.

“So,” he said, growling softly, “I understand you have a new name—Nistar.”

Nafshi and Patches looked at each other in dismay. They had been discovered.

“Don’t even try to deny it. Bett saw the two of you. And the evidence of your betrayal is right there, on your throat, for all to see,” Roah said. He was looking at the collar around Patches’ neck.

Of course Patches was wearing the Magelight that he had fashioned with Nafshi. He needed it for their lessons. There was no way they could lie their way out of this. But she would try.

“That’s not his Magelight. It’s mine,” she said.

Roah narrowed his eyes and looked from the Magelight to Nafshi and back again. “Really?” he said. “Yours, so easily given up after all these months of withholding it from us? How—convenient. If it is yours, prove it. Cast a spell with it.”

Nafshi thought quickly. She could make the glass stone that Saunders held glow like a Magelight because it was glass. She had never tried to use another’s Magelight before. She didn’t know if she could, but she was going to try. She closed her eyes and concentrated, willing the stone to shine like the sun. It was a simple spell, one that apprentices learn in their first days in the Teaching Ring. She imagined the stone in Patches/Nistar’s Magelight glowing brightly. Breathe, she told herself. Concentrate. The boy is depending on you!

But it was no use. The stone did not glow, and Patches was too terrified to try to make it glow himself.

“As I thought,” Roah said. “You have failed, old one.” Roah turned to Patches now, and Nafshi was afraid she knew what would happen next. Roah had been vicious even as a young apprentice. Now he had no one to control his more wretched impulses.

Patches crouched down in horror and submission, instinctively trying to make himself small, blinking at Roah. Roah stalked slowly towards the young cat, punctuating each step with his words. “Lessons with Nafshi. A Magelight. Feeding and caring for the prisoner.” Alef and Bett stopped behind him at the foot of the stairs, sitting side by side, watching silently, only the tips of their tails moving.

Now Roah was standing over Patches, glaring down angrily, growling low in his throat. “This is how you repay me for finding you in that nest of dumb animals? This is how you repay me from rescuing you from the silence? By working with our enemies? By helping Nafshi? By letting her trick you into becoming her servant?!” Roah’s voice rose to a shriek, causing both Patches and Nafshi to wince. She knew better than to say anything now. She could only hope that Patches would not be too badly punished. Roah, she knew from experience, was an unpleasant adversary. His excessive cruelty was one of the reasons he was expelled from Catmage society. Nafshi cursed the bars that held her. If only she could escape this cage, she could help her boy, crouching in fear at Roah’s feet. But she was behind solid metal bars, fastened securely with a lock she could not open, and she was as helpless as a newborn kitten. Her anguish grew as Roah’s ears flattened and his tail lashed from side to side. Without warning, he lashed out with his right paw, his claws catching Patches on the side of the head, raking gashes down his cheek. Patches cried out in pain. Nafshi stifled her own cry.

Roah struck again with his left paw, gashing the other cheek. Patches yowled in fear and pain. Alef and Bett glanced at one other smugly. Nafshi found herself surprised at the depth of her hatred for the three Wild Ones.

Roah lifted his paw to strike again. Patches closed his eyes, whimpering. “Stop it!” Nafshi cried. “You’ve done enough to him!”

Roah hesitated, his paw in midair. Then he set it on the ground and turned to face his prisoner. His eyes glittered with contempt and anger. “You did this to him, old one,” he said. “You manipulated an innocent young cat with little experience of the world. You tried to take him from us to help yourself. Admit it.”

“I did no such thing,” she said. “I helped a young Catmage whom you were corrupting!” she said. They stared balefully at one another.

Roah said to her privately, so that none of the others could hear, “You will admit that you used Patches, or I will kill him here and now. Disbelieve me at his peril. Tell Patches the truth, now or later, and I will kill him. If I so much as suspect you are trying to tell him, I will kill him.”

Nafshi was stunned. He would do it, she knew. He had nearly killed a young Catmage who had angered him in the Teaching Ring. But Patches—if Nafshi did as Roah demanded, Patches would believe that she betrayed him. He would be hurt beyond speaking. Nafshi would lose him forever. She cursed Roah, cursed her weak body, cursed Saunders, and cursed the cage that held her back from helping her boy.

“Choose!” Roah said privately. “Patches or your pride!”

It wasn’t pride. Nafshi had grown very fond of her unusual student. Patches had a good heart. Roah had no real understanding of love or friendship. All he knew was cruelty and using others for his own purposes. But Nafshi had no choice. She could not watch Patches die because of her.

“I—it’s true,” she said hesitantly. “I knew that I could convince Patches to help me. He is not very experienced. I used his inexperience to my advantage.” She could not meet her student’s eyes. Roah watched Patches carefully, saw awareness dawning, then hurt, then anger. He chuckled softly to himself as he saw his hold on Patches restored. The youngster would never help Nafshi again. He would see to that.

Patches rose slowly from his crouch, looking steadily up at Nafshi in her cage. He cocked his head to one side, trying to process what he just heard. “Say you are lying. Tell Patches it is not true.”

The pain in his voice made Nafshi hesitate. Roah stepped toward Patches, a low growl starting in his throat. He looked meaningfully at Patches. “I’m not lying,” she said before Roah could hurt Patches again. “I’m sorry, child. I’m so sorry.”

“Patches fed you! Patches helped you! You taught Patches to be a Catmage!”

“Yes, I did.”

“And it was all to help Nafshi?”

Nafshi paused. Roah glared at her. She bowed her head. “Yes,” she said softly.

The Magelight on his collar glowed, and it unfastened and fell to the ground. “Patches kept Nafshi’s secret! Patches knows about the hidden light! And Nafshi betrayed Patches.” He kicked the Magelight towards her. “You keep Magelight. Patches will make another without you. Patches does not need Nafshi ever again!”

Nafshi was struck with fear. She had forgotten that Patches seemed to know what she was hiding from Saunders and the others about her own Magelight. If he told Roah, it would be disastrous. She tried to send him a private message, but Roah spoke first.

“Oh, no, Patches. We’re not through here yet. You have aided and comforted a prisoner. What’s more, your feeding the old one kept her from divulging information we have desperately needed. I think a much stronger punishment is in order. Alef, Bett,” he asked without taking his eyes from Patches, “would you like to help?” They strode forward in unison, guessing what their leader was about to do. Alef’s tail quivered in anticipation. It was like the old days, when the three of them lived in the same Compound. Alef and Bett always helped Roah when he punished a Catmage who had crossed him. In fact, they found it highly entertaining. It had been a long time since they were able to exercise their power like this.

Patches crouched down again, blinking furiously. “No! No need to punish Patches more! Patches will be good. Never, ever help Nafshi again. Never do anything except what Roah tells Patches to do. Please! Patches will be very, very good! Patches promises!”

Roah ignored him. “On my signal,” he told the others. The three of them started concentrating, their Magelights glowing brightly, filling the cellar with light. There seemed to be almost an electric hum in the air. The light and the hum built to a crescendo, and Nafshi closed her eyes, knowing what was coming next. “Now!” Roah said, and from each of the three Magelights came a blast of power that headed straight towards Patches’ collar, still lying on the ground in front of him. The blasts hit his Magelight and shattered it. Pieces flew everywhere, bouncing off the three Wild Ones as if they had invisible shields around them. Several pieces embedded themselves in Patches, in his face, throat, on his front paws. He wailed long and loud as the Magelight was shattered, rolling around the floor in agony, shaking his head as the sharp pieces of stone struck him.

“No,” Nafshi whispered to herself. “Oh, my poor boy.” She knew that it would be painful. She had destroyed the Magelights of several Catmages herself, Roah’s included. Never had she done it like this, though. Yes, the stricken Catmage had felt pain at having a part of its soul wrenched out, but they had never been deliberately harmed like this. Nafshi’s sympathy had always been tempered by the knowledge that the punishment was fitting for the Catmage whose Magelight was being destroyed. Catmages didn’t perform this task lightly. It was only after long discussion, and a vote by the Compound’s elders, that a Catmage like Roah had his Magelight destroyed. But to do it like this, out of sheer malice, to punish an errant young cat—that was despicable. Roah stared at Nafshi insolently, knowing full well what she was feeling right now.

“Yes, old one, this is how it feels,” he said to her privately. “You know what you have done to me, and to others. Now I have done it to your pet. And I’m not finished with him yet. By the time I’m done with your ‘Nistar’, you won’t recognize him. If you live that long.” He paused to let that last thought sink in. “I think it’s time to send him off on a long journey, away from here, so I can see to his training myself.”

Nafshi said nothing. It was useless. Roah had the upper hand now, and now it looked like she would never get out of this prison. And Patches—well, he was lost. A part of your soul goes into making the Magelight. When it is destroyed, a part of you is destroyed as well. He would always blame her for that loss. That, and what he saw as Nafshi’s betrayal, would make it easier for Roah to turn Patches into a shadow of himself. Nafshi was defeated.

Roah couldn’t read her guarded thoughts, but he could see the dejection in the way she lay listlessly on the floor of the cage, the way she couldn’t look at Patches, who was now crying softly on the floor. Her collar lay empty near him, a black scorch mark where the Magelight used to be. Roah lifted the collar and sent it crashing through the bars into Nafshi’s cage. “There,” he told her. “You may as well keep it. We’re going to find your Magelight. And when we do, I think I’ll have you place it where it belongs—in Saunders’ hand.” He turned to Patches. “Get up! Stop sniveling and get out of here.” Patches raised himself and quieted. Roah turned his back on Nafshi and went up the stairs, followed by Alef and Bett. Last of all came Patches, slinking quietly up the stairs. Nafshi called to him. He kept walking, showing no sign that he heard her.

Nafshi, left alone in the dim, damp cellar, cried like a kitten for the loss of her funny young student and only friend.

✣       ✣       ✣

Nafshi didn’t see Patches again. In the weeks that followed, Saunders, Alef, or Bett were the only ones she saw. Sometimes they’d bring food and drink, but that happened less and less often. Nafshi lost weight again, and became weaker by the day. She felt defeated. She offered no resistance to Saunders when he injected her with the drug, and she lay there unmoving, unresponsive, as he interrogated her, even when Alef and Bett took over for Roah as her torturers. Nafshi had given up hope that anyone would rescue her. Saunders was too canny, too strong. The loss of Patches nearly destroyed her. Dim day drifted into dark night, and again into day, and Nafshi slowly wasted away, her energy ebbing. She didn’t notice the days getting longer, and the cellar getting less chilly. Her days were filled with lethargy and her sleep with bad dreams. She held out no hope for escape and wondered how long it would take her to die.


✣ F O U R T E E N ✣

An Unwelcome Visit

Spring was a busy time for Andy. Besides the usual flurry of midterms, teachers drilled their students for the upcoming standardized tests. Andy never minded them. He always scored in the top percentile. It was a point of pride for him, and another reason Taylor hated him. He heard Taylor complaining loudly about the tests one day at a nearby lunch table and bit back a retort. Better not to antagonize him, even though lately Taylor seemed to be backing off on tormenting Andy. That still puzzled him. He saw Taylor around often enough, but only rarely did Taylor bump into him “accidentally” or knock his books out of his hands. Well, at least he wasn’t showing up at the house anymore.

“No, I haven’t heard from him,” Andy told Mike before he could ask about Letsan again. Mike sighed and took the seat next to him, across from Becca.

“When is Fuzzypants gonna come back?” he asked. “I just thought of a new toy to show him. A yo-yo,” he said, taking one out of his pocket.

“You’re gonna get that taken away from you,” Becca said between bites of her sandwich. “They must have a Mike Murdoch box by now, full of all your stuff.”

“Yeah? Maybe I can get it back when we graduate,” he said, grinning. He held the yo-yo in his hand, put on what he liked to call his dramatic persona, and said, “Alas, poor yo-yo. I knew him, Horatio.” Becca and Andy groaned.

“Here we go with the Shakespeare again,” Andy said.

“Cretins,” Mike replied, pretending to be annoyed. He was about to go on when Becca’s eyes widened at something behind the boys. She kicked Mike under the table.

“That’s not a forbidden toy I see in your hand, is it, Mr. Murdoch?” said Principal Saunders from behind them. They turned in their chairs to see him standing a few feet away, arms crossed, a frown on his face.

Mike hurriedly stuffed the yo-yo back in his pocket.

“Not good enough,” Saunders said. “See me in my office after school today.”

“But he was just holding the yo-yo!” Andy said. “He wasn’t playing with it or anything.”

“Keep talking, Mr. Cohen, and you’ll get a repeat of the detention you earned last fall.”

Andy subsided. Saunders held out his hand, and Mike dropped the yo-yo in it. They were silent until he walked away, and then Mike burst out swearing.

“Shut up,” Becca said. “You’re already in trouble.”

“What was he doing here?” Andy asked. “He never comes to the lunchroom.”

“Thinking up more ways to torment students,” Mike said bitterly. “He is such a jerk. He probably never had a toy in his life. Or a friend,” he added thoughtfully.

“Who’d want to be friends with someone like that?” Becca wondered.

“Someone who’s as big a creep as he is,” Andy said.

“Talking about yourself again, loser?” Taylor said as he walked past with his tray.

“Keep walking, Grant,” Mike told him.

“Make me, Murdoch.”

Mike stood up and Andy grabbed his arm, trying to pull him back into his chair. “Don’t! You’re gonna get into more trouble.”

Mike glared at Taylor for a moment.

“Yeah, I knew it. You’re just as big a chicken as Cohen.” Mike took a step towards Taylor. Andy rose to stop him and gripped Mike’s upper arm with both his hands.

“Stop,” he muttered. “It’s what he wants you to do. Trust me, I know. He did it to me.” Becca looked worriedly at the two boys, and then she looked astonished to see the principal returning to their table.

“What’s this? Mr. Cohen, you’re not thinking of fighting again, are you?” Saunders said from behind the boys. Taylor smirked as the boys turned slowly to face the principal.

“We weren’t fighting!”

“That’s not what it looked like to me. Oh, dear. I’m afraid I’m going to have to call your mother again. This time, I think it’s going to require an in-person meeting. Mr. Grant, you may leave.” Taylor swaggered away, and Saunders looked down at the two boys. “If you’re finished with your lunch, I think you should each go to your next class. Mr. Cohen, I look forward to seeing you again.” He left, the boys watching silently until he exited the room.

“But I didn’t do anything!” Andy said.

“Andy, you know why he did it,” Becca said, looking around and lowering her voice. “We can’t talk about it here, but it’s because of you-know-who.”

“So what? How does that help me, knowing why Saunders is picking on me? I can’t tell my mom about it. She’s gonna ground me forever if I get another detention.”

“No, she won’t,” Becca said grimly. “I’m going to talk to her this time.”

“Me, too!” Mike said.

“Thanks,” Andy said, “but I don’t know how much good that’s going to do.”

“You didn’t touch Taylor, and you weren’t about to. She’ll believe us if we tell her,” Becca said.

“I hope you’re right.” Andy glumly picked up his tray and headed for the exit, followed by Becca and Mike. “This is just perfect,” Andy said. “No Fuzzypants, I’m in trouble, and Taylor gets away with murder again.”

“No, he didn’t,” Mike said. “Just think about how much trouble he’s going to get into when the test scores come back. That’s one place where he can never even come close to you.”

“Yeah,” Andy said, “but I still have to explain this to my mom.”

When his mother came home that night, Andy and Goldeneyes were in the kitchen. Andy’s homework was spread all over the table, and Goldeneyes was eating a dish of tuna on the floor nearby. “Just remember you did nothing wrong,” Goldeneyes told him as his mother shut the garage door behind her.

“Well?” Rachel asked, frost in her voice. “Fighting again?”

“No, Mom, I swear!” Andy said. “I didn’t do anything! You have to give me a chance to explain.”

Rachel frowned. “Fine,” she said, pulling out a chair and sitting down. “I’m listening.”

By the time Andy finished his story, she was pacing furiously back and forth. Goldeneyes wisely retreated under the table. The phone rang while Andy was wondering what she was going to do. “Just a minute,” she said, and picked up the phone. “Hi, Shel. Yeah, I heard. I just spoke to Andy.”

Andy waited anxiously while she spoke first to Mike’s mother, and then to Mike. She thanked him and hung up the phone. Next, she called Becca and spoke with her. Her face clouded angrily when she turned to Andy. She slammed the handset down on the table, knocking over one of the books.

“That—that—that—”

“Jerk?” Andy said helpfully.

“Yes! That jerk! That obnoxious, arrogant, lousy, overbearing jerk of a man! He’s going to give you detention for doing nothing? For stopping your best friend from getting into a fight? Over my dead body! Hand me the phone again, Andy. I’m going to tell him not to bother coming over tonight.”

“What?” Andy said incredulously. “He’s coming here? Tonight?”

“Yes, he’s due here in a few—” She paused as the doorbell rang. “Well, now, apparently.” She strode angrily to the front door and opened it. Andy moved to the kitchen doorway, where he could hear and see what was going on.

“I’ve spoken to my son,” Rachel said coldly, “as well as to the children he was with today. He didn’t so much as touch Taylor, and he wasn’t trying to get into a fight with him. Perhaps,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “you were mistaken as to his intent.”

“Perhaps I was,” Saunders said, “but can’t we go inside and discuss this like civilized human beings? All the more so if I was mistaken about your son’s intentions. But of course, you could see how I would expect him to attack Taylor, as he’s already done it once.” Rachel flushed at the mention of Andy’s Halloween fight. Saunders had her there. She couldn’t deny it. But she could defend it.

“So then you know by now that my son doesn’t fight unless extremely provoked. I believe Jake Jefferson paid you a visit after that incident?”

Saunders glance turned steely and his grin fixed. Rachel was satisfied that the shot had hit home. “Fine,” she said, “come inside. But you are not giving my son detention this time, I can guarantee you that! I’ll go to the School Board if I have to!”

“Now, Mrs. Cohen, I said nothing about detention,” he said, following her through the living room to the kitchen. Andy was at the table, replacing the book that his mother knocked down. Goldeneyes sat near the doorway to the stairs, watching Saunders warily. She felt extremely uncomfortable having him so nearby, as the last time he was this close to her he shot her.

You should go, Andy thought as loudly as he could, knowing Goldeneyes would be able to hear him.

“No. He is here for a reason, and I will stay and discover it,” she said. But her hackles were raised, which Saunders noticed. His grin returned as he saw both boy and cat were uncomfortable around him.

“I see you have a cat,” he said to Rachel. “Pets are a wonderful thing. They teach children responsibility. I have dogs, myself. I can’t abide cats. They’re sneaky little creatures, always showing up where they’re not wanted.” His grin widened as the shot hit home. Andy tried to school his expression to polite interest, but he was seething inside. “What’s that on her left side?” he asked. “It looks like your cat was hurt.”

He was talking about the scar from the bullet wound. Andy felt his temper rising.

“He wants you to react,” Goldeneyes told him. “Do not give him the satisfaction.”

“What happened to Andy’s cat is none of your concern,” Rachel said, still irritated. “Getting to the point of your visit,” she continued, her voice steely, “Andy did not try to attack Taylor. You were mistaken. What he did was stop his friend Mike from doing anything that would get him in trouble. If you think you’re going to punish my son for stopping a fight—”

“Once again, Mrs. Cohen, you are getting ahead of yourself.” His tone set Andy’s teeth on edge. It seemed polite enough, but there was a condescending undertone that made Andy want to slap him. “I said nothing about punishment. I wanted to meet with you to straighten this out, not cause more problems. Knowing that you’re a single mother, I thought perhaps you would appreciate not having to take off work to deal with your son’s, ah, transgressions.”

“There were no transgressions!” Rachel said angrily. “Not by my son or his friends. Maybe you should be having this conversation with Taylor’s parents. He seems to be around every time Andy gets in trouble. Why is that, I wonder?”

Saunders raised his eyebrows. “Why, indeed?” he asked. “But that is a question for them, not you. You’ve convinced me that I was in error. I apologize for wasting your time.” He glanced from Andy to Goldeneyes. “I’m so glad to see you in your home,” he said to Andy. “It’s a rare thing for me. And now I know something new about you: You like cats. You see, even someone like me can learn new things. Perhaps I’m wrong to dislike them. Perhaps someday I’ll get a cat of my own.” He nodded to Rachel. “You have a lovely home. I’m sorry for the misunderstanding.” He turned to leave, and Rachel followed him out to the door. Andy and Goldeneyes looked at each other.

“What was that all about?” Andy murmured.

“I’m not sure, but I don’t like it!” Goldeneyes replied.

“Me, neither.”

“Your mother’s coming back. We’ll have to talk in your room.”

“See you there,” he muttered.

“What’s that?” Rachel asked.

“Nothing. Principal Saunders makes me so mad!”

“You and me both. Andy, I’m sorry I believed him without talking to you first.”

“Nothing to apologize for, Mom.”

She smiled at him and touched his cheek. “Thanks. You’re a good kid.”

Andy stretched and yawned. “And a tired one. I’m gonna finish my homework upstairs.” He picked up his books and headed towards the stairs. “C’mon, Goldeneyes. ’Night, Mom.”

“Good night, sweetie.”

Andy followed Goldeneyes up the stairs and closed the door behind them. He listened for a moment. “She’s staying downstairs,” he said quietly. “Good.”

“Andrew, we are going to have to teach you how to use your ability to project your thoughts, so you can communicate without speaking.”

“Fine, you can start teaching me tomorrow. But tonight, let’s figure out what the heck Saunders was doing here.”

“Tell me again everything that happened today,” Goldeneyes said, “without shouting, please.”

When Andy was through, she told Andy to leave her be for a bit and sat in thought for several minutes. He read quietly until she was ready to talk.

“Is it normal for a principal to come to a student’s home to discipline him?” she asked.

“No, it’s really weird. He never does that. He hates doing anything with us outside of school.”

“Then I think,” she said slowly, “that Saunders was here for the same reason we first went to his house—he wanted information. He wanted to find out if I was here, how I’m doing after the bullet wound, and if there were any other Catmages to be found.”

“Yeah, he showed up in the lunchroom twice today, and he almost never does that, either. And both times he came straight to my table!”

“Really? Then it sounds like he was trying to find an excuse to get you in trouble.”

“Well, he found one. Taylor. He’s always trying to cause trouble for me. Hey!” Andy said, “maybe Saunders sent Taylor to start with me!”

Goldeneyes dismissed that theory. “You’ve been having trouble with that boy since long before we met. Saunders just found him a convenient excuse. No, I think he was lurking, waiting for something he could use to contact your mother. We’d best be more wary in the future. He may be watching this house.”

“You think Saunders is watching us? Ew!” Andy shuddered.

“No. But he would send his surrogates to keep watch. I’m going to see if there are any Wild Ones in the area. Please don’t disturb me while I cast the spell.”

Andy nodded and sat down at his desk. He picked up his textbook and read quietly as Goldeneyes started trilling. He smiled to himself. She’d been so tired for so long, he hadn’t heard her trill like this in months. Whoops! Better not think too loudly, he told himself, and went back to reading his book.

“Nothing nearby,” Goldeneyes said sometime later. Her sides were heaving. “We’re safe for now.”

“You look wiped,” Andy said.

“I am very much out of practice. Razor was not wrong. But that is something that will be rectified, starting tomorrow.” She leaped off the bed and took a long drink of water. “Ah, that’s better,” she said, breathing evenly now, “but a little food would help even more.” She stretched luxuriously and yawned.

“C’mon, I’ll get you some,” Andy said, leaping up and heading for the stairs. “Razor might say you’re going soft, but you’ve got to admit it’s a whole lot easier for me to get you a can of chicken or tuna than it is to go out and catch yourself a mouse.”

“I do admit it,” she said, “and I’ll even tell you that I like it.” She followed him down the stairs and waited while he opened a can and put the contents on a plate for her. She ate contentedly while he watched.

“You’re a good friend, Andrew Cohen,” she said as they went back up to his room. She leaped onto his bed and settled down next to his pillow, licking her chops and then starting in on her paws and face.

“Thanks, Goldeneyes.” Andy changed into his pajamas and got in bed next to her. He liked it when she slept in his bed. The nights seemed a little less dark and a bit more pleasant. Goldeneyes seemed to like it, too.

“It’s growing on me,” she told him. “Now go to sleep.”


✣ F I F T E E N ✣

The Best-Laid Plans

Goldeneyes sat unmoving in the grass in Andy’s backyard. She was concentrating hard. The weeks that Letsan was off with Razor, Goldeneyes spent studying, meditating, and otherwise honing her mage skills and sometimes visiting the Catmage Compound where she’d taken Andy. Half the time when Andy came home from school, she was so wrapped up in her work that she didn’t notice him. After the first few times, he got into the habit of quietly doing his homework and having a dish of food ready for her when she finished for the day. She was always famished after a long day of work and was grateful for his kindness.

On this particular afternoon, Goldeneyes was practicing her levitation skills, as Razor had suggested. She could hear Andy’s step on the front porch and followed his progress as he walked through the house. The back door opened. Goldeneyes remained as still as a statue, her eyes closed. She started trilling. Andy stood still as he heard the familiar noise and waited. He watched as a thick stick rose from the lawn, hovered in midair for a few moments, and then thrust quickly at one of the trees in the yard.

“Well,” Andy said as it clattered to the ground. “it’s a start. That would probably stop someone if you, uh, hit them in the stomach with it and made them lose their wind or something.”

Goldeneyes turned to look at the boy. “I am supposed to happily send that stick into the man who gave me this,” she said, glancing at the scar on her side. “That’s what Razor wants me to do. But Andrew, I don’t know if I can.”

“Goldeneyes, he tried to kill you,” Andy said.

“Yes. But we are taught from kittenhood the Seven Laws. The Second Law says: Do not harm humans. How can I go against everything I was trained?”

“You’re allowed to defend yourself,” Andy said. “Saunders has Nafshi, and he tried to kill you and steal your Magelight. You need to think about that, instead of worrying about breaking the rules. Saunders doesn’t go by any rules!”

“That does not mean that I should do the same,” she said.

“But you aren’t. You’re nothing like Saunders, and you could never be like him. So stop worrying about that and come inside and have a snack with me. You can work on the spell later.”

“Fine,” she said. They went to the kitchen. Goldeneyes finished her tuna and leaped onto the chair next to Andy as he ate his cookies. “Perhaps we can visit my sister this weekend,” she said. “I can work with some of the Catmages there while you spend some time with Leilei and the other apprentices. Will you have a lot of school work?”

“No, but I’m going to be busy on Saturday. Passover starts this week. Mom’s having a Seder that night. Maybe we can go on Sunday.”

All thoughts of visiting the Compound flew out of her head at that news. “You’re going to celebrate the Passover? In honor of what the Great Mother did all those years ago?” Goldeneyes asked excitedly. “I’ve never seen one. May I come?”

Andy laughed. “You live here, don’t you? Of course you can come. Mike and Becca and their families will be here, too.”

“They are all related to Miriam as well? You never told me that.”

“No,” he said. “Only Becca’s mom is Jewish. That’s how we met. We were in religious school together. Mike’s family gets invited because he’s my best friend, and our parents are all good friends, too. We have a nice time. We’ve been doing it as long as I can remember.”

“This is wonderful, Andrew. I knew your people celebrated the Passover, but I’ve never experienced it myself. I can’t wait! To think, I will be present at the same ceremony where the First became the mother of my kind!” She leaped onto Andy’s lap and stood on her hind legs, her paws on his shoulder so their faces were almost on a level. “I’m glad I came to know you, Andrew Cohen,” she said, rubbing her face against his. Speechless, Andy reached out a hand and scratched the base of her ears.

✣       ✣       ✣

After so many years of holding them, Rachel ran her Passover Seder like a well-oiled machine. Andy knew his part in the routine and performed it without guidance. Danielle and Becca Jefferson came over in the afternoon to help with the cooking. As the house filled with delicious smells, Andy got out the china, set the table, ran errands, and kept telling Goldeneyes to keep out of the way. She was so excited to see how a Passover Seder was created that she kept running between the kitchen and the dining room, risking Rachel’s temper. Goldeneyes asked Becca and Andy many questions that they couldn’t answer due to their mothers’ proximity. “Wait a little while longer,” Andy whispered when the three of them were alone in the dining room. “We read a book called the Haggadah that answers all your questions. Just be patient.” He stood back to survey the table. Each of the nine places was set with a plate, wine glass, book, and silverware. There were bowls of salt water, vegetables, herbs, a nut and apple mix, and matzoh. There was an extra wine glass near the head of the table, as well as a Seder plate filled with its symbolic foods.

“Nice job,” Becca told Andy from the doorway. “The table looks great.”

“Thanks. The turkey smells amazing.”

“That was mostly your mom. I helped with the chicken soup, though.”

“You did that last year, too. I remember. You’re turning into a really good cook.” He smiled at her.

“Yep. I am a girl of many talents,” she said, grinning back.

The front door opened and they heard Shelley Murdoch say, “Knock, knock!”

“Mom’s in the kitchen,” Andy called. Mike followed his voice and joined them.

“Fuzzypants back yet?” he asked. Andy shook his head. “Too bad. Well, he’s got to come back soon, doesn’t he?”

“Who’s Fuzzypants?” Kenny, Mike’s younger brother, asked. He had followed his brother into the dining room so quietly that Mike didn’t realize he was there.

“None of your business,” Mike said harshly. “Go be with Mom and Dad. You’re not wanted here.” Kenny’s face turned red and he ran out of the dining room, crying for his mother.

“That was mean,” Becca said.

“Oh, you want an eight-year-old kid hanging around?”

“No, but you could have gotten him out of here in a nicer way,” she said.

“Michael Murdoch, get in here, now!” Shelley called from the kitchen.

“Looks like your mom thinks so, too.” Mike groaned and left the room.

Becca shook her head. “Sometimes, Mike can be a real pain,” she said, as they heard his mother telling him rather loudly the proper way to treat younger brothers. He came back looking subdued.

“We brought your dad with us, Becca. He’s in the kitchen with everyone else.” Mike sighed and sat down in one of the chairs. “You’re so lucky. You don’t have any kid brothers to tail after you and drive you crazy. Hey, can we go up to your room and talk, Andy?”

Andy shook his head. “We’re going to start any minute now.” Their parents’ voices got louder as they left the kitchen. “See? C’mon, let’s sit down. We can talk after the meal.”

The children sat on one side of the table, Andy in between his two friends. Goldeneyes positioned herself underneath Andy’s chair. She was utterly fascinated by everything that occurred, wishing she could see what was happening. Then it occurred to her to jump onto the empty dining room chair against the wall. Rachel’s eyebrows rose, but Andy told his mother that Goldeneyes just wanted to be where everyone else was. “She’s really well-behaved, you know that. Watch, she’ll just sit there the whole time. I guarantee it.”

“I guess it’s all right,” Rachel said as the cat sat still and attentive in the chair.

“We’re supposed to welcome all guests tonight,” Becca said with a grin.

“Yes, but I think they’re talking about human guests.”

“Well, Goldeneyes has been around so long she feels like part of the family,” Andy said.

“Good point,” Mike murmured, kicking him under the table.

“I’m hungry,” Kenny said.

“Another good point,” Mike said. The Seder continued.

Goldeneyes watched every moment, from drinking the cups of wine to eating matzoh and other symbolic foods to the discussion of the ten plagues and the drops of wine on the plate. Catmages had their own rituals and history, but nothing like this. She was utterly delighted to be a part of the ceremony that, in her eyes, commemorated the day her foremother was granted her powers by the One Above Us All and was rewarded by Miriam, the Great Mother. She felt closer to the First than she had ever known she could be and also closer to Andy, who was part of the people responsible for her foremother gaining sentience. Goldeneyes knew that she would remember this day the rest of her life.

She left her perch on the chair during the meal and sat once more beneath Andy. Pieces of turkey dropped to the floor from the plates of the three friends. When Rachel Cohen held out a chunk to Goldeneyes, Andy and his friends stopped pretending they were dropping the food and fed the Catmage as much as she would eat.

“The soup is awesome,” Andy told Becca.

“That’s my girl,” Jake said proudly.

“And what am I, chopped liver?” Danielle asked.

“No, hon,” Jake said. “You’re a great cook, too, and speaking of chopped liver, pass it down!” Everyone laughed. They ate and drank their way through the meal, laughing and talking happily. After dessert, they drank the last two cups of wine, opened the door for Elijah, and all joined in the final chant of “Next year in Jerusalem!”

Finally, Andy and Rachel stood in the doorway, waving good-bye to their friends. They were full of good food and tired from the effort of setting up, cooking, and clearing the Seder. It was a lot of work, even with help from their friends. Rachel turned off the porch light. Andy said good night to his mother and made his way tiredly up the stairs, followed by Goldeneyes. He changed into pajamas and got into bed. She leaped onto the windowsill and sat silhouetted in the moonlight as he turned off the light.

“This was one of the best days of my life, Andrew,” she told him. “I will tell this tale to my great-great-grandkittens.” He smiled at the thought of a whole line of little kittens that looked like Goldeneyes, and fell asleep.

✣       ✣       ✣

The next morning, Andy was on his way out the front door, when his mother called to him. “Is your homework all done?”

“Yes!” he called back. “I’m going for a walk. See you later.” He held the door for Goldeneyes and the two of them went down the stairs. They walked quickly to the edge of town, retracing the route they had taken when Goldeneyes first brought Andy to the Compound in the fall. Many of the trees were covered with soft green leaves and the grass was growing high on the sides of the road. Plowed fields lined the road near the forest, ready for their summer crops. Andy ran for the sheer joy of it, reveling in the warm weather and the fresh, clean air. Goldeneyes trotted serenely behind him for a few moments, and then gave in and caught up with Andy, passing him easily.

“Four legs are faster than two,” she said mischievously. Andy saved his breath and tried in vain to catch her, until she slowed and they ran side by side for a while. Then Andy dropped to a walk, and Goldeneyes paced him once again.

“I wish I could talk to you in your head like you can talk in mine,” Andy said when he got his breath back. “It would be easier sometime.”

“Yes, then you could stop shouting at me,” Goldeneyes said.

“I don’t mean to.”

“I know. Maybe later, after we have Nafshi back, I can take some time and show you how.”

“That would be great!” Andy said. He looked around. “Hey, isn’t this where the path starts?”

“You have a good memory,” she said. “Give me a few moments to send a message.” She sat still, closed her eyes, and started trilling. Her Magelight flashed and a yellow light shot out from the stone and disappeared into the wood.

“Is it my imagination, or did you do that faster than before?” Andy asked.

“You are observant. I have been practicing very hard these last weeks. Saunders is not going to catch me unawares again.”

Andy noted that while her breathing was heavier than normal, it didn’t seem to take as much out of her as some of her spells did.

“Very good, Andrew. You’re very keen this morning,” she said. “I’ve built up my mental muscles, as my grandmother would say.”

“Not too much mental muscle, I hope, Goldie. We wouldn’t want you to get a fat head,” said a familiar voice.

“Letsan!” Andy said as he saw his friend trotting along the path. “I didn’t know you were here!”

“Nor did I. It’s good to see you, Letsan.”

“And you, Zahavin.” He drew next to her and rubbed his cheek along hers, purring. “My, you’ve mellowed while I was gone. Not a word about my nickname for you?”

“I’m ignoring it,” she told him haughtily as Andy crouched down to scratch his ears. “We’ve more important things to concentrate on these days. Is Razor in the Compound with you?”

“Yes. We arrived a few suns ago. Come on, let’s get to the Compound and I’ll catch you both up on the way there. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised by what we’ve got to show you.”

The three of them went down the path together, Andy hurrying after the Catmages. When they reached the Compound, Letsan led them to the east side, where there were cat-sized shelters that Andy assumed were their homes. He hadn’t gotten to see this part of the Compound last fall. The Catmage homes fascinated him. They resembled caves made from trees. There was an entrance on one end, and a thick weave of branches and leaves covering dirt floors. Some of the shelters had nursing mothers within. Andy smiled to see the kittens tumbling over one another or walking on unsteady legs. He wondered if Leilei was around.

“She is busy in the Teaching Rings,” Letsan said. “We grow much more quickly than you humans. She’s nearly of an age to be apprenticed. And she’s turning into quite the young Catmage, Zahavin.”

“So I won’t get to see her?” Andy asked, disappointed.

“Probably not. This is a particularly sensitive time in her training. She has no time for anything but studying.”

Andy was sorry he’d miss seeing Leilei, but he could understand. It was probably the Catmage version of exams.

Letsan led them around a few more shelters until they came to the edge of the woods. He stopped and signaled the others to wait. His Magelight flashed and a ball of orange light sped from it into the wood. A few minutes later, Razor, Ari and Arel, and three other Catmages came trotting down the path. The last one was an old, grey tabby with a whitening muzzle.

“Hakham!” Goldeneyes cried joyfully. She ran to him but stopped short, not sure it would be proper to show affection to her mentor. He laughed and rubbed his shoulder and head against hers.

“I would think after all these cycles we could give the greeting of friends,” he said.

“But you are my master and teacher.”

“And your friend.” He looked up at Andy. “And you must be the Son of Aaron. Welcome. It is a great honor to meet you.”

“Uh—hi.” Andy felt young and foolish, unsure of what to do or say around Goldeneyes’ teacher.

“Just be yourself,” Letsan said. “He won’t bite, I promise.” Andy and Hakham both laughed.

“No, I haven’t bitten anyone in years, though if I decide to start again, I think I’ll bite Letsan first.”

“You see, Zahavin? I told you he likes me better than you.” This time even Goldeneyes laughed. Only Razor was unamused.

“This is all very sweet,” Razor said, “but I don’t think we’ll defeat the enemy with jokes and tender greetings.”

“My brother’s temper has improved since you last saw him,” Letsan said. Andy couldn’t figure out how, but didn’t dare say it. Oh. Letsan was kidding. Not that it mattered. Andy still didn’t like Razor. From the look Razor shot him, he was pretty sure that he was projecting his thoughts to everyone. “This is Katana,” Letsan said, cutting off any reaction from Razor. A grey and white female came a few steps closer to look at Andy. “And this is Guni.” Guni was a dark black male whose coat had a reddish tinge. “They are supposed to be protecting the Council, which is why we have them here. Razor came up with the idea of getting a Council member to come with us. Hakham claimed the errand immediately, and no one dared deny him. Not even Flatnose,” Letsan said with satisfaction. “So of course, some of Razor’s crack troops had to come with Hakham to protect him.”

“That was really smart,” Andy said.

Razor grunted. “We’re still short of the force I would like to have before we face the enemy. But this will do. Now, boy, follow us and keep quiet and learn. We’ve got a plan of attack. Letsan assures me that you can be counted on to do your part. He’d better be right.”

Andy’s heart leaped, and he felt proud and pleased that he was going to be in on the rescue mission. He followed the Catmages back to the Compound to learn his role.

Once again, they wanted Andy to be the backup. His part was to wait in Mackie’s yard, out of sight, and wait for a signal. Then he would rush over to Saunders’ house, or wherever else he was needed, to fetch Nafshi and bring her away.

“Zahavin,” Hakham said, “we scouted the house and discovered that Nafshi is still being held in the basement.” He nodded toward the black cat. “Guni is especially adept at getting in and out of places without being noticed. I gave him the image of Nafshi’s aura. He’d never met any of us on the Council until recently.”

“I can’t wait to get her out of there,” Goldeneyes said. “Oh, Hakham, will I really be able to see her soon?”

“If all goes well,” he said. “What we really need, Andrew, is some kind of fast escape—much faster than we can go on foot. We want to get Nafshi to safety as quickly as possible.”

“Maybe I could call my mom and she could pick me up in her car? No, wait, that would mean I’d have to explain what I was doing across town without permission on a Friday night. Hey! I know! I could use my bike!”

“What is a bike?” Razor asked.

“It’s, uh, a two-wheeled vehicle. I pedal it. I can ride my bike a lot faster than I can run. Faster than a lot of animals can run.”

“Can it be hidden nearby? Can you carry Nafshi and ride this thing?” Hakham asked.

“I could hold her in one arm and steer with the other. Maybe I can practice with one of you when we get home.”

“I’ll do it,” Letsan said. “It sounds like fun.”

Razor flashed his brother a look. “Whoops, I said the magic word that earns Razor’s immediate disapproval,” Letsan said. He subsided at a second look from Razor.

“Then we are settled,” Razor said. “We’ll be going into the house from two sides. Hakham will take Guni, Katana, and Zahavin to the cellar windows and blast them in while Letsan, the twins, and I attack from the backyard. Andy waits until we call for him, and then comes and gets Nafshi. As soon as Andy has her, we leave the enemy’s home and regroup here at the Compound—except, no doubt, for Zahavin, whom I assume is going with Nafshi and the boy.”

“I’ll head home with Andy as well,” Letsan said. “We don’t know if Saunders will follow him.”

Andy was relieved to hear that. But he wasn’t worried. His mother wouldn’t let Saunders take Nafshi from him once he got her home, even if Saunders lied and said she was his.

“What about Mike and Becca?” he asked. “My friends want to help, too.”

“We have no use for them,” Razor said.

“But—”

“This is not a child’s game!” he said. “The enemy has already murdered twelve extremely powerful Catmages. Do you think he’d hesitate to harm you or your friends?”

“No. I didn’t think about that,” Andy said.

“Andrew,” Hakham said, “we appreciate your willingness to help, and your friends as well. But we have no role for them, only you, unless perhaps they can help you get Nafshi home once you’re on your way.”

Andy brightened at those words. “Yeah. Maybe they can be waiting for me with their bikes, in case we’re followed and we need more help. Thanks, Hakham!”

“If there are no more questions,” Razor said, “this meeting is over.” He left, followed by the twins.

“I’ll walk you to the edge of the Compound,” Hakham said.

“Please tell Silsula I have no time to chat with her today. Andrew needs to get back,” Goldeneyes said. Hakham nodded. They walked along the path, Hakham and Goldeneyes leading, the two Shomrim guarding Hakham, and Andy and Letsan bringing up the rear.

“I should take my bike next time we come here,” Andy told Letsan. “It’s faster than walking. Maybe I can get a basket and Goldeneyes can ride in it.” He grinned at Letsan.

“I’d give my sixth kitten to see that,” he said, laughing. “The seventh, too.”

It’s nice being back with my friend, Andy thought.

“Yes, it is,” Letsan said. “We can spend more time together soon. I’m feeling very confident about the rescue mission.”

“Good!” Andy said. They chatted amiably until they reached the edge of the wood surrounding the Compound. The others took their leave of Andy and Goldeneyes.

“We will see you in five days,” Hakham said, using the human word for Andy’s sake. “At sunset, then, Zahavin.”

“At sunset, Master. Good hunting!”

Andy and Goldeneyes began the long walk back home in a very hopeful mood. At long last, they were going to get Nafshi back where she belonged.

“Andrew,” Goldeneyes said as they turned down the road to town, “this has been a worthy time for me. Yesterday the Passover, today seeing my master again, and in a few suns, we shall have Nafshi among us once more.”

“I sure hope so,” Andy said. “Hey, with another cat in the house, I’d better make sure Mom buys more tuna!” Laughing, they headed towards home.

✣       ✣       ✣

That night after dinner, Goldeneyes lay on his bed while Andy sent texts to his two friends telling them to ask their parents if they could come over his house after school the next day. “They say yes,” he told the Catmage, who was washing herself after her meal.

“Good,” she said. “Andrew, we’ll need to work hard all week. I want to be ready for anything.”

“I will,” he promised.

The next day, armed with notes from their parents, Mike and Becca rode home with Andy on the bus. They were laughing and joking the whole way home, ignoring the dirty looks Taylor and Pete kept throwing them. “How aggravating is it for him knowing that we outnumber them?” Andy muttered to Mike.

“Yeah,” Mike replied. “Maybe you should start with him today.”

“Sure,” Becca said acidly, “because that’s just where Andy needs to be—in detention again.”

“Oh,” Mike said, “right. Never mind.”

They got off at Andy’s stop, watched from the bus window by Taylor. Mike waved cheerfully as the bus drove away, and then turned the wave into a gesture that would definitely have gotten him in trouble if he’d done it during school. Andy and Mike laughed at the furious look on Taylor’s face.

Rachel Cohen had left cupcakes and fruit for all three of them in the refrigerator. While they ate, Andy brought the other two up to speed on what happened at the Compound. Goldeneyes sat in the window as they talked.

“I think that’s a great idea, having us meet you on the way home in case you’re followed,” Mike said. “The only problem is, how do we get out of the house on a Friday night after curfew?”

“I thought you and I could say we’re each sleeping over at the other’s house, and by the time our moms catch up with it, we’ll be at my house and just play dumb. We tell my mom we forgot we decided to stay here.”

“And how am I supposed to get out of the house?” Becca said. “My mom would freak if I asked to stay over your house.”

“Yeah, mine, too,” Andy said, grinning. “But it would be cool if both of you could stay over here.”

“Don’t you have a friend who would cover for you?” Mike asked Becca.

Becca thought that over. “Maybe. Let me see if I can talk Annie into it. She owes me for helping her pass the history midterm.”

“That’ll work! Okay, so we’ll tell our parents that we’re going to bike over to wherever we’re supposed to be sleeping that night. Then we’ll all meet on the corner of Fifth and Chestnut just before sunset on Friday. You two will stay there, and I’ll head over to Oak Street and wait for Goldeneyes and her crew to do their thing.”

“I’m heading out to the Compound tomorrow,” Goldeneyes said. “I will pass along the news.”

“Good,” Andy said, “then it’s settled.” He looked around the table at his friends. “Now all we have to do is wait for Friday.”

✣       ✣       ✣

After his last class on Friday, Andy went to his locker to deposit the books he wouldn’t need over the weekend. He was glad this day was over, but he was nervous about tonight. Razor thought it was the right time to get Nafshi out of Saunders’ house. The Catmages had been practicing for weeks, and Andy knew his role so well that he started dreaming about it. Except in his dreams, everything went wrong and he woke up in a cold sweat, his heart trying to thump its way out of his chest. He frowned at the negative thoughts. Keep positive, he told himself. This time, you’re going there with a lot more Catmages, one of them an experienced fighter. What did Goldeneyes call Razor the other day? That’s right, a seasoned warrior. Andy grinned at that thought. He was seasoned, all right. Sometimes it seemed that Razor fought for the sheer joy of fighting, the way he did when he told the story of how he got the scar across his face. Maybe if I do well tonight, Andy thought, he’ll finally stop calling me “boy.”

Taylor slammed his hand into the locker behind Andy, laughing as Andy jumped in shock. Andy narrowed his eyes. “What do you want?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Taylor said, “nothing at all. I wanted to let you know I’m dropping by later today to visit with an old friend. A really old friend,” he said with a strange smile.

“Like I care what you do,” Andy said.

“You should care,” Taylor said. “I think you know my friend.”

“I doubt it. All your friends are jerks.”

Taylor grinned widely. “She’s not exactly my friend. But she’s a friend of your friends.”

“Just say what you came here to say and go away, Taylor. I have a bus to catch.” He turned away from Taylor and fished his homework books out of the locker, putting them into his backpack.

Taylor pretended to cough into his hand and said, “Nafshi!”

Andy’s head jerked around. “What did you say?”

“You heard me,” he said, smirking at Andy. “You know what I said.” Then he meowed. Andy thought his heart would stop as he realized that Taylor must know about Nafshi. But how? He thought furiously, the events of the past few months finally clicking into place. Taylor always seeming to be around him in school now and popping up at home. Taylor leaving Saunders’ office. The way that Saunders put Andy in detention, but Taylor got off scot-free on Halloween, and again after the fight. It added up to only one thing: Taylor was working with Saunders.

“You are on his side,” Andy said. “Are you that stupid? Don’t you get it? He’s horrible!”

Taylor laughed. “No, you’re the one that doesn’t get it. You’re on the wrong side, loser. But then, you always pick the losing side.”

“What do you want?” Andy asked. “Why are you telling me this now?”

“Oh, no reason. I just thought I’d let you finally know that I’ve been onto you since Halloween,” Taylor said. “And you never caught on. The smart guy isn’t so smart after all, is he?”

Andy realized that Taylor might be a braggart, but that wasn’t the reason he was revealing himself now. “What do you want?” he repeated.

Taylor laughed. “Okay, okay, you got me. I have a message for you. He says to ask if you have any last words for her.”

“Last words?”

“You know, for such a smart guy you can be really dumb. Last words. Words you say before someone—disappears.” The smirk broadened as he saw the fear on Andy’s face.

“You can’t! You wouldn’t!”

Taylor shrugged. “It’s not up to me, it’s up to him. And, well, I don’t think he has any more use for her. If I were you, I’d start planning the funeral.”

Andy hated Taylor more now than ever before. He picked up his backpack, slung it onto his shoulder, and suddenly shoved Taylor hard. He fell to the ground and Andy leaped over him. “I won’t let you do it!” he said, running down the hall to the exit.

Laughing, Taylor picked himself up and went to Saunders’ office. The principal was leaning against the front of his desk. “Well?” he asked.

“He bought it. Bet he’s on the way to your house now.”

“Good. Then we’ll have an insurance policy in case Nafshi’s friends try to pull something. Roah tells me that his spies have noticed some extra activity around Mr. Cohen’s house recently.” He pushed himself away from the desk. “Come with me. We must arrange a proper welcome for our young hero.” He strode quickly on his long legs down the hall towards the parking lot, Taylor jogging to keep up. They would reach the house long before Andy.


✣ S I X T E E N ✣

Someone’s in the Cellar with Nafshi

Andy arrived on Oak Street out of breath from running most of the way. He rested on the corner by the tree where he had hidden all those months ago, waiting until his breathing was steady again and trying to think of what to do. The stupidity of his actions washed over him like a tide. He should have gone home and told Goldeneyes, not come running across town with no preparation and no one to help him. Letsan and the rest wouldn’t be here for hours. But he was here, now, and Nafshi was in danger. He couldn’t just go home without knowing if she was all right. Maybe he could sneak into the yard and peek through the cellar windows and make sure before he left. Yeah, that would do it. He walked down the street, trying to keep out of sight behind trees and cars, and came around to Saunders’ house through Mackie’s yard. Maybe he’d get really lucky and the dogs would be asleep or in the house. He tiptoed to the side fence and stopped, listening. He heard nothing. That was a good sign. Emboldened, he walked slowly towards the front of the house and looked carefully around the fence. There was still no barking. Sighing with relief, Andy rounded the fence and hurried to the side of the house, stopping near the cellar window. He kneeled down to look through a space between two boards. The cellar was dark. He couldn’t see a thing. And then there was a bang, Andy’s head felt like it was going to explode, and he saw nothing more.

“You can let the dogs go free now,” Saunders told Roah as he looked down at the boy lying in the dirt. “Doubtless they will come after him, and we will need advance notice when our guests arrive.”

Roah’s Magelight flashed. “They will definitely come for him. And they will come in force. I must go to Niflah and plan our defense. We have enough Wild Ones now to face whatever Zahavin has planned for us. They were foolish to give us so long to prepare.”

“You wouldn’t have to work so hard if Niflah had done as I asked. I can still barely use these things!” Saunders said, gesturing to his Magelights. They were now in one great necklace, looped into a thick leather strap.

“That is your own fault,” Roah said indifferently. “You have been taught the proper procedures. You refuse to practice. You will not advance until you master the basics.” He walked around the prone boy and into the backyard.

Once again, the cat was dismissing him. Saunders hid his anger as he glanced over at Taylor, who was looking at the bloody rock on the ground next to Andy. He had been doing Saunders’ bidding for months, but he had never seen anything like watching Roah make a large rock fly through the air and knock Andy in the head.

“Is he—is he dead?” Taylor asked.

“No, idiot,” Saunders said, making Taylor the object of his wrath at Roah. “He is unconscious. Help me put him in the cellar.” He reached down and lifted Andy’s legs. Taylor picked Andy up by the shoulders and the two of them went around the back of the house, carrying the unconscious boy between them.

✣       ✣       ✣

Nafshi was wakened by Saunders and another person coming down the cellar. They were carrying something fairly large between them. Intrigued, she lifted her head. It was a boy, and he seemed to be unconscious. They were carrying him slowly down the stairs.

“Don’t drop him, you idiot,” Saunders said irritably to the young man who was helping him.

“It’s not my fault,” the boy said. “He’s bleeding all over me. My hands are slippery.”

“Be quiet and set him down on the floor.” They put the boy down. Taylor looked disgustedly at his hands, bent to wipe them off on the unconscious boy’s shirt. “Go get his backpack and leave it in the kitchen, Mr. Grant. Then come back down here.”

Saunders looked contemptuously at Nafshi, who was watching them with great interest. “You think you have found a rescuer, perhaps?” he asked. “Think again. So much for your hero. The boy in the prophecy, out cold in my cellar. I did it, Nafshi. I have captured the Son of Aaron,” he said mockingly.

Nafshi was puzzled. What prophecy was Saunders talking about?

“Oh, I forgot—you were kidnapped before you heard about the prophecy. Let’s see, what was it that Niflah told me?”

“Niflah!” Nafshi said sharply. “That’s impossible. He wouldn’t tell you anything.”

“Oh, my dear Nafshi, he has told me many things. He has told me the origin of your powers. He has told me about the First’s Pendant. He has told me so very, very much. In fact, he’s helping me with these.” Saunders opened his jacket to reveal the necklace. He concentrated hard and made all eleven Magelights glow. The varied-colored lights reflected on Saunders’ bony face, casting eerie lights and shadows. Taylor stopped halfway down the stairs, staring with his mouth half open at the sight.

“No!” Nafshi gasped. “How—how did you get those?” she asked. “No Catmage would give them up to a human!”

“They didn’t give them up. I took them. Ask the boy—the Son of Aaron.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “I’m sure he’ll tell you all about it. That boy—that child is supposed to defeat me? So much for the prophecy. So much for your Council. I have their Magelights, Nafshi. And I will yet have yours.” He smiled as Nafshi backed as far away from him as her cage would allow.

“Time to go,” he said, looking up to see Taylor on the stairway. “Close your mouth and follow me,” Saunders said curtly as he passed the boy. When they reached the kitchen, he said “You may go now.”

“How am I supposed to get home?” Taylor asked.

“You have legs. Walk.”

Saunders stood at the front door until Taylor went through, grumbling, and then he went through the kitchen and up to the second floor. “Niflah,” Saunders said angrily, “teach me how to use these damned things. Now!”

Down in the cellar, Nafshi watched Andy’s unconscious form, her lethargy now replaced with shock and fear. Niflah, working with the enemy? A prophecy? This boy, a son of Aaron? Aaron was the Great Mother’s brother. That couldn’t be a coincidence. Could this child be her way out of here? She waited anxiously for the boy to wake.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy woke in a room that smelled of mold. He was lying on a cold, stone floor. His head throbbed as he sat up. As his memory came back, he looked around, panicked, wondering where he was.

He heard water dripping. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he saw that he was in a cellar at the foot of a stairway. He could see a sliver of light under the door at the top of the steps and another through a boarded-up window. Next to the wall in front of him were an old washing machine and dryer, with a deep, double sink between them. Water was dripping from the faucet.

“Hello?” he called softly. “Is there anyone here?” Andy tried to stand, then cried out at the pain in his head. He sat back down with a thud, holding his head in his hands.

“Don’t get up again, child,” said a low, reedy voice.

“Goldeneyes?” Andy said eagerly, looking around.

“Quiet, boy,” said the voice. “Zahavin is not here. There’s only me. Nafshi. And don’t speak loudly,” she said sternly, just as Andy was about to cry out her name. “They may be listening. Speak very quietly when you speak to me,” she admonished. He smiled.

“That’s just what Goldeneyes would say,” he whispered. “You sound like her.”

“She is my granddaughter, boy. I taught her much of what she knows.”

“Nafshi, I’m so glad I found you.”

The Catmage laughed. “Child, you were knocked on the head and dragged down to this cellar unconscious. I hardly think that constitutes finding me.”

Andy smiled wryly. “Maybe not, but I’m still glad you’re here. I’d hate to be here all alone.”

“You are in the Evil One’s cellar, boy.”

“The Evil One? You mean Saunders?”

“That is the name he goes by this time.”

Her response confused Andy, but then again, he realized, he had the worst headache of his life. It hurt to talk. But it hurt just as much to be silent. “Where are you, Nafshi?” he asked, looking around slowly. “I can’t see you.”

“Behind you. On a shelf. In this cage,” she said disdainfully, “with a great bloody lock on the door.”

“Maybe I can break it,” Andy said, starting to rise again.

“Child, don’t get up yet. You need to rest and recover. I can smell blood on you.” He sat back down at her words and touched his hand gingerly to the back of his head, which had been itching for a while. It came back wet with blood. “Oh,” he said. “Uh—”

“Sit quietly for a few minutes,” Nafshi said. “Be still and silent until I tell you otherwise. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

Andy did as he was told and sat still. He thought he heard Nafshi breathing, but he wasn’t sure. She was very quiet. He felt warmth on the back of his head, and the pain began to subside. He closed his eyes in relief. Andy began to nod off, his head drooping onto his chest.

“Keep awake, child,” Nafshi said, even more faintly than before. “Just a little bit longer.” Andy sat up straight and waited. A short while later, Nafshi said weakly, “It is done. Stand up.” Gingerly, Andy did as he was told. The pain was only a dull throb now.

“Turn around,” she directed. He did so, and saw a cat in a metal cage on a shelf about three feet from the floor. It was too dark to make out much of her coloring, but she was small and frail-looking. As he came near, he could see that Nafshi was terribly thin. She was panting, as if she had just made some kind of huge, physical effort.

“You look awful,” he told her. Nafshi laughed again. Andy smiled back at her.

“And you, boy, don’t look anything like I expected. For some reason, I thought you’d be older.”

“You were expecting me?” he asked. “How?”

“Something that Saunders said about a prophecy, child.”

“I have a name,” he said. “It’s Andy. And I’m not supposed to be the one who rescues you. That’s Goldeneyes. Or Letsan. I’m just a stupid kid who fell right into Taylor’s trap and got knocked on the head and captured. I’ve ruined everything.”

Nafshi studied him, her eyes large in the darkness. “What have you ruined, Andy?” she asked kindly.

“We were going to get you out of here tonight. Goldeneyes and Letsan and Razor and Hakham and the others. I was supposed to meet them here at sundown, but I screwed up. I came here on my own because Taylor told me Saunders was going to kill you. I should have told Letsan. But all I could think of was to get here before they hurt you.” He glanced at the stairway. “Is that door locked?” he asked.

“I don’t know, child.”

Andy went up the stairs carefully, feeling his way along the wall. He touched the doorknob softly. He turned it slowly. It was locked. He heard a dog growling on the other side of the door.

“Great,” he muttered. “We’re stuck here.” He turned and came back down the stairs.

Nafshi laughed bitterly. “Boy, I’ve been stuck here since—well, I’m not even sure. What season is it?”

“It’s late spring.”

“Then it’s been about a cycle.”

“A whole year?” Andy asked. “That’s horrible!”

“Yes, it is. But you give me hope, child. Saunders may have taken you, but my granddaughter and the others will get you out. But why did he want you here?”

“There’s a prophecy,” he said. “I’m supposed to be able to help defeat the Darkness. At least, that’s what Goldeneyes told me. But I don’t see how. All I keep doing is getting in the way.” He dropped his gaze and stared at his feet. “I even got caught by Principal Saunders. I’m useless.” Tears welled up in his eyes.

“Do you really think so?” Nafshi asked him. “I think you have plenty of uses. For instance, you could go to that sink and get me a drink of water. Saunders and his associates haven’t been very good about giving me much food or drink.”

Andy went to the sink, looking for a cup of some kind. He found a small, plastic cup on the floor, picked it up, and rinsed it in the sink. Andy filled it with water and brought it to Nafshi. He frowned as he looked at her cage. “It won’t fit through the bars,” he said.

“No. But you can tip it towards me so I can drink from it.” He did, and Nafshi drank until the cup was empty, drops of water splashing his hand. Andy went back and refilled it, and she drank more, until finally she stopped, sighed contentedly, and thanked him. “Now I will be able to think straight,” she said. “Really, thirst is not conducive to making escape plans.”

“You can escape?” Andy whispered. “But you’re locked in a cage.”

“For now,” Nafshi said, “but I feel certain that with your help, I will soon be free.” Andy shook his head.

“I doubt that,” he said.

“You doubt yourself far too much, boy,” she told him sternly. “If I say you’re going to help me, then you’re going to do it.”

“Uh—yes, ma’am,” Andy said, thinking that he didn’t want Nafshi mad at him. She really was a lot like Goldeneyes.

“That’s better. Now, go get a drink yourself. Then come back here, sit down, and be quiet again while I do some thinking.”

Andy obeyed. As he passed the stairs, he glanced up. There was a light underneath the door, but Andy heard nothing but his own footsteps. He wondered where Principal Saunders was. Maybe he was out looking for Goldeneyes. What if he caught her? Then nobody would ever find Andy down here. No, that wasn’t right. His mother would miss him. She’d call the police or something. That would be great, Andy thought, if only they had any idea where I am. He hoped Becca and Mike or one of the Catmages would figure out where he had gone. Otherwise, he’d be stuck here forever!

“Child,” Nafshi said irritably, “would you kindly rein in that wild imagination of yours so I can concentrate? And turn off the water?”

Startled, Andy realized that the cup in his hand was overflowing into the sink as he stood there thinking. “I’m never going to get used to you Catmages hearing me think,” he said. He turned off the tap and drank the cup of water, waiting for Nafshi to do something. He tried to think more softly so as not to disturb her.

Nafshi chuckled softly to herself. The boy had no idea how loud his projection could be. That was something her granddaughter could work on with him. Nafshi was certain Zahavin would realize what had happened to the boy. She’d find him and bring help. And then it would be Nafshi’s turn. Together, she and Zahavin would show those upstart Wild Ones a thing or two. As for Niflah—well. We’ll just see how much of him is left after I get through with him, she thought. But now, she had a young, frightened boy to deal with. She needed to concentrate on him. “Andrew,” she said, surprising him with his full name, “why don’t you come sit by me and tell me what happened. Start at the beginning. It may help me think of a way out of here.”

He obeyed, telling her everything that had happened since the day her granddaughter had first spoken to him. When he was finished, he went to the sink and drank another cup of water, and then came back and offered Nafshi more. She thanked him and told him to sit down again.

“The prophecy, Andrew—how much of it do you remember?”

Andy frowned. “Not much. We didn’t talk about it a lot. Goldeneyes said that I was supposed to help defeat the Darkness. I guess that means Saunders. Boy, I’m doing just great, aren’t I?” he asked sarcastically.

“You really are pretty hard on yourself, aren’t you?” she asked him. He shrugged. “Instead of knocking yourself down, why don’t you try to recall everything you can tell me about the prophecy. Do you remember who made it?”

“All I know is that she was one of the Council members.”

“That would be Razelle,” said Nafshi.

“Yeah! That was the name.”

“You will not succeed without the help of a Son of Aaron,” she said. “Is that your father’s name?”

“No,” Andy said, “I’m a Kohain. My family is descended from Aaron, Miriam’s brother.”

Nafshi’s ears twitched. “You are related to the Great Mother?”

“Yes. Kohains are descendants of Jewish priests. My dad was a Kohain. His dad was a Kohain. And I’m a Kohain,” Andy said proudly.

“This changes everything,” Nafshi said softly.

“What? I didn’t catch that.”

“Nothing,” she said. She fell silent, thinking to herself. Andy was quiet for a while, until he got too bored.

“If you can use your magic to heal me,” Andy said, “how come you can’t get out of that cage?”

“They have been drugging me, child. Whatever they’re giving me has reduced my ability to focus, and the Catmage ability cannot work properly without concentration. Besides,” Nafshi said, “the lock is a combination lock. Cats don’t do well with numbers.”

“I don’t understand. You just healed my head with your magic.”

“The healing spell is one of the very first spells all apprentices learn. It is basic and rather primal. What does an ordinary cat do to clean and heal its wounds?”

Andy thought. “Uh—it licks itself?”

“Correct. It’s instinctive. Drugs can’t make me lose the imagery for healing. But I can’t muster the concentration to do much else. It’s nearly time for them to give me another injection. I think your arrival has thrown a crimp into their plans.”

“Maybe Saunders is too busy covering up the fact that he hit me over the head and kidnapped me,” Andy said. That started him thinking, again, that it was all his fault he was in this cellar. He swallowed as the tears threatened to overwhelm him this time.

Nafshi could see he was in danger of being overwhelmed by guilt again. Time, she thought to herself, for a distraction. She needed the boy to concentrate outward, not inward.

“Andrew,” she said, “has Zahavin told you much about our powers?”

“Not much. Only what she had to, I think.”

“My granddaughter is an extremely capable mage, but by the One, she needs to work on her people skills.” Andy smiled at the phrase.

“That’s something I never expected to hear from a cat,” he said.

“Well, it’s true. She’s had a problem with humans since she was a kitten. A little humility would do her some good,” Nafshi said. “I’ll have a little more water, child, and then you can ask me anything you’d like.” Andy did as he was told, and then thought about the magic he’d seen.

“How do you do it?” he asked. “How do you make the magic? Are there spells you have to say? I hear Goldeneyes and Letsan making noises, but I don’t know what they are. You didn’t make any noise when you healed me, except I thought I heard you purr a little. Why is that?”

“It’s all about concentration and focus,” Nafshi replied. “Imagery is the easy part. Every Catmage learns to make an image in her head of the thing she wants to achieve. After creating the image, she must concentrate on it in order to make it occur. Like healing a wound—that one is usually as simple as an image of licking the wound, something that a kitten learns to do as soon as it can totter away from its mother without falling down.”

Andy smiled at the image of a small orange and white kitten, walking on unsteady legs, that popped into his mind and popped out just as quickly. “Hey!” he said, “did you just do that?”

Nafshi chuckled. “That was Zahavin when she was a baby. I projected her image into your thoughts.”

“I didn’t know you could put things in my head,” Andy said. Then he grinned. “I don’t think she’d like you showing me stuff like that.”

“Then it’s a good thing she’s not here,” Nafshi said stiffly. “She needs to learn how to relax if she gets upset at such a minor issue.”

Andy felt stung by the criticism, even though he’d been the subject of Goldeneyes’ sharp tongue on more than one occasion. “She’s not that bad,” he said. “She healed me, too. But Goldeneyes made these trilling noises when she healed my arm, that day I first met her. She wasn’t quiet, like you.”

“Some Catmages prefer to use sound to help them concentrate. And my granddaughter has a lovely voice.”

If cats could smile, Andy thought, Nafshi would be grinning right now. She was much nicer than Goldeneyes had been when they first met.

“Zahavin is a wonderful Catmage,” Nafshi said, “but she does have that attitude problem.”

“Uh—you weren’t supposed to hear that.”

“Then learn not to project your thoughts so loudly.”

“How?”

“We’ll teach you.”

“That’s what Goldeneyes said. But we have to get you out of here first.” He thought about the image Nafshi had placed in his head of the young Goldeneyes. “Do Catmage spells use words or just images like what you just did?”

“Let me ask you a question,” Nafshi said. “What communication skills do humans have that Catmages don’t?”

Andy thought for a minute. “Um—we can read and write?”

“Exactly. You have hands, we have paws. You can write, we cannot. Cat language is ultimately nonverbal. Yes, we gained the power of speech after The First saved Miriam’s grandson, but speech cannot replace our instincts. The basic power of our spells comes down to imagery.” She popped another image of Zahavin as a kitten into his head.

Andy grinned. As Nafshi had hoped, he was no longer feeling sorry for himself. Good, she thought. She was priming him to help get her out of this benighted cellar, and he would be no good to her at all if he kept blaming himself for everything. That was one thing she was going to work on with the boy as soon as she got out. Waste of talent, she sniffed. There are enough people—or Catmages—in the world ready to criticize you. No need to do it yourself.

“So,” she continued to Andy, “after a Catmage has the image of what she wants to do firmly in her mind, she must focus on the image to the exclusion of all else. Some spells are so complicated and dangerous that they can only be done in absolute seclusion and silence. Most spells, of course, can’t be that complicated, or they’d never get cast. But they still require concentration. So many Catmages have chosen to sing to themselves while spelling. It tunes out exterior noise and distraction and helps them focus on the deed at hand. Thus, you have the trilling that you have heard from my granddaughter.”

“Now I get it,” Andy said.

“Indeed. And now, I have another request of you.”

“Name it,” he said.

Nafshi pushed her head up against the bars of the cage. “I would love it if you would scratch my ears. It’s been ages since anyone has touched me with kindness,” she sighed. Andy smiled and reached over to do as she asked. Nafshi purred and turned her head from side to side in turn as he scratched her. “Ah,” she said, “there are some things that Catmages will never grow beyond.” She licked his hand in thanks. “You’re a good boy, Andrew Cohen. I think together, we’re going to get out of this wretched place.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy didn’t know how much time had passed. He was hungry, so it was definitely after dinner. It was dark, but then, the windows were boarded up and it was impossible to tell the time of day from them. Saunders had taken his backpack and cellphone. He and Nafshi had stopped talking after Andy had filled her in on the plans to get her out of the cellar. He didn’t know what they’d do now. But Nafshi did.

“I think they’re going to continue with the plan,” Nafshi said. “Having you in here instead of out there is only a challenge if they can’t get to me. Your role remains the same, it’s only your place that has changed.” She snorted with laughter. “We can still escape, Andy. But we need to help Zahavin and the others. I need to think.”

She wanted him to rest, so he rested. But after a few minutes, he was bored.

“Nafshi,” he said, “I’m going to look around and see if there’s anything I can use to get us out of here.”

“That’s a good idea, Andy.” She watched as he moved around the dimly lit cellar, opening boxes and peering into them, removing the detritus of years of storage. Most of what he found was what you would expect: Old toys, books, clothing, papers, dishes, cups, and useless objects that no longer decorated bureaus or cabinets. The closest Andy came to finding a useful tool was a screwdriver with a broken handle. The edges were too sharp for it to be of any use. He threw it back into the carton in disgust and wiped his hands on his jeans.

“Nothing,” he said. “Millions of boxes and nothing useful at all in any of them!”

“Keep looking,” Nafshi pleaded. “There must be something Saunders has overlooked.” Andy turned to the shelves that her cage was on. He found a folding chair and used it to reach the top shelves, but there was nothing worthwhile there, either. He sighed as he opened another cardboard box and dug into the contents. It was yet another box of old kitchen implements. There were mixer blades and mixing bowls, an old potholder, oven gloves, and—wait, what was this?

“Finally,” Andy said joyfully, “I think I’ve found just what we need!” He held up a small, rectangular object to Nafshi.

“Well, don’t just stand there grinning like a fool. What have you got in your hand?”

Andy dropped to the floor and pulled the chair over to Nafshi’s cage.

“It’s a book of matches! I think I have a way of getting that door open!”

“Explain,” Nafshi said irritably. “I can’t read your mind, you know.”

“Well, actually, you can,” Andy said.

“Those are thoughts, boy. It’s not reading your mind; it’s hearing you project words at me. There’s a difference, and why am I going on about this? Tell me how matches will get us out of here!”

“I can use them to light a fire. If I started a small one—away from the boxes and stuff—the smoke would drift upstairs. Then I start yelling that there’s a fire, I can’t breathe, and they’ll have to come down to see what’s happening. That’s when you make your move.”

Nafshi thought about it. “Interesting,” she said. “It might work. Let me think about it, and see what we can do. In the meantime, hide those matches! The last thing we want is for the Wild Ones or Saunders to find them and take them from you.”

Andy grinned and put them in his pocket and then sat down in the chair. “There,” he said, “all hidden. Unless you can do something to make them look like something else, but I really don’t think we need to.”

“No, I can’t, or I’d make that sink look like a rabbit and get Saunders’ dogs to break their teeth on it.” Andy laughed at that image, and Nafshi joined him. At long last, it seemed that she would be free of her imprisonment—free to live her life once more. Nafshi couldn’t wait to feel the grass under her paws again.

“I met another one of your relatives,” Andy told her. “She was just a kitten, only a few months old. Her name’s Leilei. She’s the cutest thing I ever saw in my life.”

Nafshi was interested. “Really? Whose kitten was she?”

“Let me think,” Andy said. “It was a long time ago, before Halloween. Oh, I remember. Silsula said she was her brother’s kitten. So that would make her your great-grandkitten.” He smiled.

“She’s Levavi’s kitten, then. Tell me about her, Andrew,” Nafshi said.

“Well, she’s tiny—that is, she was tiny, I don’t know how big she is anymore. She’s all different colors, and, well, she looks a lot like you. She’s really cute, and even though she was just a baby she could make my ball fly around like it had wings.”

“Really?” Nafshi said, pleased at the thought of another young relative with potential. “I’ve never met her.”

“I only saw her for an hour or so. I really liked her. She liked me a lot, too. We hit it off like crazy.” He smiled at the memory.

“Andrew,” Nafshi said, “can you concentrate on that meeting really hard? Picture Leilei in your mind. Was there a particular memory that might be stronger than the others?”

“Yeah, she hugged me goodbye. Well, we hugged each other.” His smile broadened.

“Think about that, Andrew.”

“Okay.” It wasn’t hard. He didn’t have to close his eyes, but he did anyway, thinking back to that autumn day in the Compound when he met Leilei. He could almost feel her in his arms. The picture was extremely vivid.

“Oh, thank you, Andrew,” Nafshi said.

“Uh—what did I do?” he asked, opening his eyes.

“That memory was strong enough for me to ‘see’ Leilei. I could get her image from your thoughts. She is beautiful,” Nafshi said. “And another powerful Catmage in the family,” she added proudly. “We have a strong line.”

“Yeah, you do,” he agreed. “I’d like to see her again. Maybe we can visit the Compound together.”

“I’d like that. I haven’t seen anyone in ages.”

“I’m sorry you’ve been stuck here all by yourself for so long,” Andy said.

“I wasn’t alone the whole time, child. I had Nistar.”

“Who’s Nistar?”

“He’s a half-breed that the Wild Ones found. The poor thing was living with ordinary cats for more than a cycle. He grew up very strange, indeed. They set him to guard me.” She paused, sighing. “Andrew, I did a terrible thing to that young Catmage. I’ll regret it to my dying day.”

“What?” he asked hesitantly.

“I was forced to lie to him and make him think that I didn’t care about him, that I was just using him to try to escape. But that’s not true. Roah threatened Nistar’s life unless I said those things. I’ve never felt more wretched than when I had to break that young Catmage’s heart.” She bowed her head. “I failed him.”

Andy rushed to comfort Nafshi. He stood and reached his hand through the bars and scratched her ears. “If you did it to save his life, you didn’t fail. He’d be dead if it wasn’t for you. Just concentrate on getting us out of here. Then you can tell him yourself why you had to lie to him.”

Nafshi looked up at Andy. “You are wise beyond your years, Son of Aaron. At least in this instance. In running to face Saunders alone, not so much.”

Andy grinned wryly. “Yeah, doing stuff without thinking is a flaw of mine, I’m told. I’m working on it.”

“Work on my left ear for now,” Nafshi said. “Then we can work on your escape plan.”


✣ S E V E N T E E N ✣

The Not-So-Great Escape

Mike and Becca met at Fifth and Chestnut after dinner that evening. They parked their bikes on the corner and chatted for a while. Andy was late. That wasn’t like him, particularly on an occasion as important as this. When the sun began to set, Becca started to get worried.

“Where is he?” Becca asked.

“I don’t know,” Mike said, “but this isn’t good. He’s never late.”

“I’m not getting a good feeling about this,” Becca said. “I think we better call his mom.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Mike said.

“I don’t care, I’m calling her anyway,” Becca said, pulling her cell phone out of her backpack and dialing the number. Andy’s mother answered.

“Hello?” she said.

“Hi, Mrs. Cohen,” she said. “It’s Becca. Do you know where Andy is?”

“Yes, dear, he’s spending the night at Tommy’s.”

“Tommy’s?” Becca asked, her voice cracking. “Andy’s going to stay overnight at Tommy’s?” She held the phone out so both of them could hear.

“Yes, he texted me earlier to ask if he could spend the night. He and Mike are having a sleepover. Didn’t they tell you? I thought you see them every day at school.”

Becca stared at Mike in shock. Tommy was part of Taylor’s gang. No way Andy would be spending the night with them, and Mike was standing right here. But she couldn’t tell Mrs. Cohen without having to reveal everything. And how could she get Mrs. Cohen to believe her, anyway? Magical, intelligent cats? Principal Saunders as an enemy? How could she even begin to explain things without a Catmage around to back up her story?

“Um, yeah, they must have forgot to mention it to me. Well, thanks, Mrs. Cohen. ’Bye.” She hung up the phone.

“This is not good,” Mike said. “Andy’s in trouble. We’ve got to find him.”

“Where could he be?” she asked worriedly. “He didn’t make it to the meeting place. Goldeneyes and Letsan are probably already gone. What can we do?”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m heading over to Saunders’ house. I’ll bet you anything we can find some answers there. Are you coming?”

Becca put her phone away and got on her bike, Mike right behind her. The two of them took off quickly, heading towards Oak Street. Things were not going well. Not at all.

✣       ✣       ✣

Goldeneyes was in the backyard, preparing herself for the upcoming battle. She’d spent the day meditating and resting, occasionally trying to levitate a rock or a stick quickly enough to cause some damage. She could do a great many things, but this kind of magic seemed beyond her grasp. It was frustrating, because it wasn’t complicated. It was just—

“Violent?” Letsan asked. Goldeneyes didn’t turn her head from the rock she was levitating. She sent it thumping into a tree.

“That,” Letsan said critically, “won’t even raise a bump. Watch,” he said. His Magelight flashed, the rock lifted into the air, and hit the tree with a sharp crack. “That is hard enough to crack the skull of a dog trying to stop us from retrieving Nafshi,” he said.

“I thought you were going to be with Razor and the others.”

“I got bored and decided to see the Catmage I like best.”

“Letsan, if I could blush like a human, I’d be doing that now.”

“What? Joking again? Zahavin, are my habits rubbing off on you?”

“Apparently so.”

“Where’s Andy?”

“He doesn’t bother me when he knows I’m working on my spells. I’ve been out here all afternoon. Isn’t he in the house?”

“No, and it’s getting close to sundown.”

“That’s not good, Letsan. He should be here. Follow me.” She led him quickly to the front of the house. Andy’s bike was in the driveway. The two Catmages exchanged horrified looks.

“Where is he?” Letsan asked.

“We have to find him!” Goldeneyes said at the same time.

“His aura,” she said.

“What?”

“Don’t you remember? ‘By his aura you shall know him,’ Razelle said. The prophecy! Hakham found him because of it.”

“We don’t have time to search the town,” Letsan said, “and it will take too much energy. We need to be sharp when we get to the enemy’s home.”

“Then we must use our heads. Where would he be?”

“At Mike or Becca’s?”

“No,” Goldeneyes said, “not without his bike. I can only think of two places he would be: The school or—”

“Saunders’ house,” Letsan finished grimly. “You do the school. I’ll do the house.”

They sat stock-still and concentrated. Their Magelights glowed and faded, and the purrs and trills went silent. Goldeneyes couldn’t find Andy’s aura at the school. She looked at Letsan, knowing in her heart that Andy was in trouble.

“He’s there. In the house. Now there are two prisoners that must be freed.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Razor was furious when Letsan and Goldeneyes delivered the news at the meeting place. They had chosen a large, unkempt yard with a huge amount of underbrush behind a house a few blocks away from Oak Street. Razor swore and fumed until Hakham said sharply, “Enough! There is nothing we can do about it. The boy is a captive of the enemy. We will rescue them both.”

“And that is exactly what the enemy will be expecting!” Razor growled.

“Then we shall change our plans accordingly. You are the warrior, Razor. Tell us what to do.”

Razor paced back and forth muttering to himself while the others waited. In a very short while, he came back to the anxious group.

“We haven’t got any choice,” he said. “The plan remains the same. The only difference is that we probably no longer have any element of surprise. So we come in fast and hard and don’t give them a chance to react. But not now. Let’s move the attack to the middle of the night. The dogs, at least, will be asleep, and maybe some of the Wild Ones will get bored and fall asleep as well. We’ll rest here until we’re ready. Letsan, with me. We’re going to scout the enemy’s house.”

They approached Number 19 as carefully and quietly as cats can move. They stayed hidden from the house on the other side of a car down the street. Their eyes were on the house with blue shutters, so when Mike and Becca’s bikes screeched to a halt near them, Letsan jumped.

“By the One Above Us All,” he said angrily, “what are you two doing here?”

“Letsan, thank goodness we found you! Andy’s missing!” Mike said.

“Quiet! We know. He’s in the house.”

Becca gasped. “What are we going to do? Should we call the police?”

“No, you two should get out of here, now, before you give us away,” Razor said furiously. “If any of the Wild Ones have half a brain, they’ve got a lookout and he’s watching us right now!”

“He’s right,” Letsan said. “You can’t do anything for us here. Go home. We’ll call you if we need you.” The streetlights came on as he spoke. Becca and Mike looked anxiously at the Catmages.

“We can’t just do nothing,” Mike said.

“I’m sorry, Michael. Go home. I’ll contact you when we’ve got Andy safely out of there.”

There was nothing more to say. Mike and Becca walked their bikes until they were sure they were out of sight of the house and then sped away.

Razor and Letsan watched and waited. They saw and heard nothing of note. After half an hour, Letsan said, “We’re wasting our time. Let’s go back to the others.” Razor agreed. When they got back to the yard, Razor set up watches. The rest of the Catmages slept until it was time to go. They woke, stretched, and yawned in turn. Razor looked around at the group. “Zahavin, Hakham, let the Shomrim go first. But get those boards off those windows as fast as you can! We have no margin for error.” He turned to his team. “We will do whatever it takes to free Nafshi. Understood?” Letsan and the twins growled.

“Then let’s go.” He trotted through the underbrush and started threading his way through the yards on the streets. The others followed in a staggered line. In a few minutes, they reached the corner of Oak Street, stopping near the same tree that Andy had used earlier to catch his breath. Some of the Catmages hid under cars, while others were scattered under bushes. Letsan sat behind the tree. They waited for Razor’s signal.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy lit the match and moved back from the pile of cardboard and wood he had made. It was near the bottom of the stairs, close to Nafshi’s cage but far enough, he hoped, not to bother her too much. He let the flame grow, and then he scattered drops of water from the plastic cup on the cardboard to cause it to smoke more. “Too bad I don’t have grass or leaves. That stuff smokes like crazy if you put it on a campfire,” he told Nafshi.

She watched the smoke curl up from the pile on the floor. “I think you’re doing fine with what we have, Andrew.”

He fed a little more cardboard into the flame. “This is going to work,” he said. “I can feel it!”

✣       ✣       ✣

In the second floor study of the house with the blue shutters, Stan Saunders sat at his desk with his eyes closed, sweating heavily, attempting to move a locked metal box across the desk. He could feel the warmth of the Magelights and see their light even through his eyelids, but the most he had managed so far was to make a paperweight vibrate against the desk. He had so far only been able to move extremely small or lightweight objects. His anger built as the minutes wore on and he failed to move the box.

“Why doesn’t it move?” he asked Niflah, frustrated. “I am doing everything you said, and still it does not move!”

Niflah sat on a nearby chair, watching Saunders and thinking. “I am not sure,” he said. “I told you before, this is all new to us. Never in all our history has a human tried to use a Magelight.”

“That you know of,” Saunders said.

“That makes no difference. If it has been done before, either it was never discussed, or the information was never passed down to the Council.” Niflah leaped from the chair to the desk. “Let me see how heavy this thing is.” His Magelight flashed, and the box slid slowly across the desk. “It is not light,” Niflah said. “Perhaps you are trying too much, too soon. Why not move that writing implement next to you?”

Saunders swore. “I don’t want to move my pen. I want to move heavy objects, like my lock-box. Show me again.”

Niflah concentrated once again. His Magelight glowed brightly, and the box started moving again. Niflah had it balanced on the back edge of the desk, wobbling, as Saunders watched jealously. Suddenly the study door flew open. “Master,” Patches said, “the cellar is on fire! The boy is crying for help!” Saunders leaped to his feet as Niflah lost control of the box and it crashed to the floor behind the desk. They rushed out of the room.

✣       ✣       ✣

Razor held his team back while they studied the house. So far, they hadn’t so much as alerted the dogs. They listened intently, hoping to gain some little piece of information from any type of noise that might escape the house. Then they heard muffled shouting. Razor’s nose twitched, as did the others. Smoke! Something was burning inside.

“Now,” he growled to his team. “Now!” he sent to Guni and Katana.

At Razor’s signal, the two Shomrim flashed their Magelights. Wood creaked, and then boards began quickly separating from the windows. Goldeneyes got ready to leap into the opening, when she gasped and said, “No!” The windows were boarded up on the outside and the inside. They hadn’t counted on that.

“No matter,” Guni said. His Magelight flashed and the boards in one window flew into the cellar as if they’d been kicked in. Katana took care of the other one, and the Catmages ran to the window frames. Smoke began billowing out. They backed off and waited for it to clear. Goldeneyes peered inside and leaped down onto the washing machine, her claws finding no purchase, and skidded off the edge. She fell lightly to the ground, landed on her feet, and looked around. The smoke hung higher in the air. She could see Andy kneeling on the floor, his shirt over his face, coughing.

“Andrew!” she shouted.

“Goldeneyes! Watch out, the dogs are coming!”

At the top of the stairs, two Wild Ones were trying to force the Dobermans down the cellar. The dogs whimpered and yelped and shook, fighting the orders to go down the stairs into the smoke and fire.

“Together,” Garev said to Naftali. “One at a time. The bigger one first.” Naftali nodded, and the two Magelights flashed as one. Maia, the larger of the two female Dobermans, ran down the stairs growling. She headed straight for Andy, who rose and backed quickly against the wall. The dog followed, teeth bared, growling, about to spring at the boy.

“No!” Goldeneyes cried, and one of the wooden slats from the window launched itself through the air like an arrow, its pointed edge landing deep inside Maia’s shoulder. The dog yelped and backed away, howling.

“Oh, well done, Zahavin!” Nafshi cried, distracting her granddaughter from the fight.

Goldeneyes glanced at the wall and saw her grandmother in the cage. Nafshi was alive! She was speaking!

The Wild Ones used that distraction to send the second dog after Goldeneyes. Hakham and his guardians were prepared. Andy laughed as another piece of wood sailed through the air and started slapping the dog all over its body as it yelped, more in fear than in pain. The dog ran up the stairs, knocking over one of the Wild Ones. The slat of wood flew into the remaining Wild One, pushing him off the stairs and onto the hard stone floor. Andy started coughing again. The cellar was starting to fill with smoke. He glanced over at the fire. One of the wooden slats had landed in it and was burning out of the contained area. Andy saw a shiny object near the fire. It was a square can of some kind. He couldn’t get across the cellar, however. Saunders was hurrying down the stairs, Niflah two steps in front of him. The Catmage stopped on the bottom stair and spoke to Hakham.

“Hello, brother,” he said. “Have you missed me?”

“You—you’re dead,” Hakham said.

“No. You are.” His Magelight flashed and a jet of light streaked through the air. Hakham leaped away from it, but not before it had grazed his shoulder. The smell of burned fur mingled with the other odors from the fire.

Saunders reached into his jacket pocket and started swearing. He’d put the gun in the lock-box during his lesson. It was getting in the way. Well, he could remedy that. He turned quickly and ran up the stairs. “Stay here,” he told the Wild Ones, who had regrouped on the stairs by then. “I’m going for help.”

Once in the kitchen, Saunders found himself in the middle of a battle. Roah, Alef, and Bett were fighting Razor, Letsan, Ari, and Arel. Razor leaped gleefully at Shadow, lashing out at the dog’s face with his claws. Shadow yelped as Razor dug tracks down his face. Letsan had found a kitchen knife in the sink and slammed it through the air at Roah, who ducked just in time. The knife stuck quivering in the wall. Roah sent Gunner barking and roaring towards Letsan, who leaped onto the kitchen counter as the dog reared up, growling viciously. Letsan slashed at Gunner’s head with his claws.

“Idiots,” Saunders said, grabbing a chair, “must I do everything myself?” He flung the chair at the Catmages. Ari and Arel scattered, and jets of light from Alef and Bett struck Arel. He fell to the ground, unmoving. Saunders raced up the stairs to his study.

Nobody noticed Patches, hiding behind the door to the cellar. “Patches will not fight,” he said to himself. “They were mean to Patches. Patches not forget what happened when they destroyed his Magelight. Let them fend for themselves.” He still missed Nafshi, though he had to hide those feelings deep inside himself. Roah had had him watched ever since the day they destroyed his Magelight. Patches slipped slowly from behind the door and passed unnoticed to the cellar stairs. He decided to wait and see how things progressed.

Razor took stock of the situation. Arel was rising unsteadily to his feet. Smoke was starting to fill the kitchen. “We need to move this outdoors, brother,” Razor said as Letsan sent a lance of orange light at Roah.

“Done,” Letsan said. He lifted a dinner plate from the sink and flung it at the Wild Ones, who ducked. Letsan leaped off the counter and out the back door. The dogs followed him, barking wildly. Growling and gasping for breath, Razor and the twins, their backs to the door, faced the three Wild Ones. The Wild Ones were winded as well.

“I haven’t seen you in ages, Roah,” said Razor, playing for time. “But you’re still one of the stupidest mages ever to walk the earth. Working with a human? To what end? So that he can feed you scraps by hand?”

“We work with humans because we were forced to,” Roah said angrily.

“You never understood about duty, did you? You only know pain and cruelty.” Privately, Razor sent a message to Ari and Arel. “Now!” he shouted, and the three of them launched one of the chairs through the air at the Wild Ones. “Two can play that game,” Razor said as the Wild Ones scrambled for cover, and the Catmages retreated outdoors. Roah and the others followed.

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders skidded to a halt near the desk. Where was the lock-box? It had been right here, on the desk! What happened to it?

He got down on his knees and checked under the desk. It wasn’t there. “Damn it!” he said out loud. “What did Niflah do with it?”

✣       ✣       ✣

“I don’t understand,” Hakham said to Niflah. “You faked your death? How? I buried you!”

Niflah laughed scornfully. “What? The great Hakham, the wise one, not so wise after all? I worked for many moons, dear brother, to learn how to slow my heart and breathing to simulate death. Getting out of the grave was no trouble at all. I merely waited until you and your apprentice left. Then I came here.”

“You’re working with the enemy?” Hakham asked, shocked. “The Council—you are responsible for their murders? But why? Why?”

“Think about it, brother dear,” Niflah said. “After all these years, I am the one with the power. I am the one with the prestige. And soon, I will be the head of the Council, and the strongest Catmage in the land. I am so tired,” he said bitterly, “of seeing you get all the accolades. I am every bit as powerful, every bit as smart as you, but it is to Hakham that all the honors go. It is Hakham who is chosen to head the Council. It is Hakham whose attention everyone demands.” Niflah sent another jet of light towards his brother, who ducked behind a box. The jet burned a hole in the cardboard.

“Once you are gone, my way is clear. And Saunders—well, he is going to help me reform our society, brother dear. There will be a new order, and I will be at its head.”

“I see,” Hakham said. “Yes, now I see very clearly.” His Magelight flashed, and a jet of green light shaped like an arrow headed straight for his brother’s heart. Niflah parried it with a jet of his own, but just barely. The effort knocked him off his feet. Before Hakham could fire again, Niflah rolled over and ran up the stairs, hidden in the smoke, and out of the cellar. Hakham followed, backed by the two Shomrim, who attacked the remaining Wild Ones. The Wild Ones fled.

Now Goldeneyes understood the familiar aura that she had sensed. It was Niflah’s, and it was familiar because she knew Hakham’s aura as well as she knew Nafshi’s. She saw Nafshi pressing her head against the cage for a better view.

“Nafshi!” Goldeneyes cried. “Are you all right?”

“Better now that I’ve seen you, my dear one,” Nafshi said. “Oh, please find a way to get me out of this horrible cage. I can’t wait to be free!” Goldeneyes leaped onto the chair that Andy had left in front of the cage and reared up on her hind legs. She could just reach the bottom of the cage. Nafshi rested her head against her granddaughter’s, purring as loudly as Goldeneyes.

“Such a charming scene,” Saunders said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “I do so hate to break it up. Surely, Zahavin, you remember this,” he said, pointing his gun at her. Goldeneyes froze. Andy, still back against the wall where the dog had chased him, didn’t know what to do. He was terrified that Saunders would shoot Goldeneyes, or Nafshi, or even him.

“We’re finished here,” he said. “I’m tired of all this trouble. It’s been a year, Nafshi, and I’ve never managed to find the location of your Magelight. But I see Zahavin’s quite clearly. Hers will do. You are useless to me now.”

“Don’t move, Andrew,” Goldeneyes told him privately. “I will take care of this.”

“What, nothing to say?” Saunders asked, grinning.

“Only this,” Goldeneyes said. Her Magelight flashed, a wooden slat thrust itself through the air, and the gun went off.

That’s when the fire reached the can of paint thinner.

✣       ✣       ✣

There was a blinding flash of light and a loud bang. Andy was flung to the ground. As he hit the stone floor, he heard Nafshi’s voice in his head: “Hide it, boy. Don’t let him know you have it or it will all be for nothing!” Stunned, Andy felt something hard and warm in his hand. It was wet. To his horror, Andy realized it was covered in blood. He wiped it clean on his shirt and examined it. Nafshi had given him her Magelight. But where did it come from? And how did it get bloody? He closed his hand around the stone and slipped it into his pocket. His eyes darted around the room. He couldn’t see much. The smoke was too thick. Some of the boxes were on fire. One of the dogs lay still on the ground. Andy couldn’t see Goldeneyes or Saunders. Whether the explosion had flung him somewhere, or he fled, made no difference to Andy. Saunders was gone. Coughing, the boy pulled himself up painfully and struggled toward Nafshi’s cage. It was in pieces. She was lying in the bottom of what was left of it.

“Nafshi!” Andy yelled. She was breathing, but just barely. Blood seeped from the base of her throat, and from her side. “You’re hurt!” he said. “He shot you!”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said faintly. She paused for breath. “Andrew, listen to me. My time is done. But yours is just beginning. You are the Son of Aaron. You must carry on the fight.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Andy said, his eyes welling with tears. “I’m taking you out of here,” he said. He lifted Nafshi gently from the cage and cradled her closely against his chest. She was so light, so thin, but she was still breathing. Coughing, he slowly climbed the stairs, using his free hand to feel the wall. Where was Goldeneyes? he wondered. Why didn’t she save Nafshi? Tears flowed freely down his cheeks, making tracks in the soot and grime. When he got to the top of the stairs, the door was open and the kitchen was empty. His backpack was on the table. He grabbed it and hurried through the room and out the back door before anyone could see him and stop him. The yard was empty. The rising sun threw shadows across the yard. Birds sang in the trees.

“I have wanted so dearly to see the sun again,” Nafshi said as he went down the porch stairs, “and to smell the fresh air one more time. Andrew, put me down so I can feel the grass.”

“Not here,” he muttered, hurrying through the yard to the front gate. He lifted the latch and slipped next door to the neighbor’s yard, putting Mackie’s house between him and Saunders’ home. When he was sure that no one from Saunders’ house would be able to see them, he knelt and gently placed Nafshi on the grass. He sat down beside her, scratching her softly behind the ears.

“Thank you,” she said in a voice so faint that Andy had to strain to hear it. The wind rustled in the leaves and grass, and Nafshi purred softly. They stayed like that for a few minutes. Nafshi’s sides rose and fell as her breathing slowed. “Listen to me, Son of Aaron,” she said finally. “You and my granddaughter need to work together to stop the Evil One. Tell Zahavin—tell her—” she paused for breath. Andy waited, barely able to breathe himself. “Tell her that I loved her as dearly as I loved my own kittens,” she said. “Carry on the fight, Son of Aaron. Use what I have given you.” Andy watched as the breath left her body in one great shudder. Nafshi was dead. He swallowed hard and continued to stroke the thin, small form.

“You can’t die,” he whispered. “Don’t die. Please come back.” It was no use. Nafshi’s body was still soft and warm, but she spoke no longer. Andy wiped his eyes on his sleeve and gently picked up Nafshi’s body, cradling her in his arms, rocking slowly back and forth.

They found him like that a little while later. Letsan, Goldeneyes, and Hakham padded softly up to Andy. When Goldeneyes saw that her grandmother was dead, she cried out.

“No! Nafshi! Grandmother! No!”

Letsan stood close to Goldeneyes and licked her ear. “We must leave here, Zahavin. Come, Andy, bring Nafshi and follow us.”

Andy stayed as he was, rocking back and forth. “No,” he said quietly, “Nafshi isn’t ready yet.”

“Andrew,” Hakham said, “you must come with us. Bring Nafshi and let us leave this place of sorrow.”

“What?”

“Andy, let’s go,” Letsan said. “Saunders may come after us. We can’t stay here. Andy, get up. We have to leave.”

“No.”

Goldeneyes stepped forward and put her paws on Andy’s legs. She reared up and sniffed her grandmother’s nose, then licked her ear. “I failed you, Nafshi,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.” Andy turned his head to look at her.

“It’s my fault. She died because of me. It’s all my fault, everything. His voice began to rise as his anger grew. “If I hadn’t gotten knocked out and trapped in the cellar—” Goldeneyes stopped him before he could finish.

“Andrew,” said Goldeneyes, “now is not the time. Now it is time to bring my grandmother home.”

Andy stared at Goldeneyes, who gazed back at him unblinking. He rose silently and followed them out of Mackie’s yard, down the street, and to the road that led out of town. Letsan brought up the rear. Goldeneyes kept pace with Andy while Hakham led the way. Letsan asked Andy to tell them how he had come to be in the cellar with Nafshi. Andy spoke listlessly, feeling Nafshi’s body grow cold during the long walk, and his tears streaked down his face again. Every step seemed harder than the last. Finally, he stopped, unable to take another stride. Anger that he could no longer hold back welled up inside him, belled out at the nearest target.

“It’s your fault, too!” he yelled at Goldeneyes. “Where were you? Why didn’t you stop Saunders? You told me not to move. I could have helped her! Why didn’t you stop him?”

Goldeneyes’ voice crackled with anger. “How dare you blame me for this!” she said. “I was chasing Saunders away from Nafshi! I didn’t know he’d shot her!” Her tail lashed furiously. “You are the one who ran off without telling anyone and got yourself captured! If we hadn’t had to rescue you, maybe Nafshi wouldn’t have died!”

“That is enough, both of you!” Hakham said. “You disrespect Nafshi’s memory by fighting.”

Andy dropped to his knees, tears sliding down his cheeks. “I’m sorry, Goldeneyes,” he said. “I screwed up again. I always do, but I didn’t mean to.”

Her anger evaporated as she realized that Andy was blaming himself again. Goldeneyes leaned her head against his side. “I’m sorry, too, Andy. But don’t blame yourself. Saunders set a trap, and you fell into it. Don’t forget, he also trapped Nafshi.”

“And she was a lot smarter than me,” Andy said. “She—she told me to tell you that she loved you as much as she loved her own kittens.” Goldeneyes looked away at that news, remembering the grandmother who had been like a mother to her.

Andy took a deep breath, wiped his eyes with his sleeve, and stood up. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “I don’t want to run into that jerk ever again.” They followed Hakham down the road in unhappy silence.


✣ E I G H  T E E N ✣

Funeral for a Mage

Andy walked behind Goldeneyes, carrying Nafshi’s body tenderly. Letsan took up the rear, stopping and turning every now and then to make certain they weren’t followed. He told Andy about the battle that had raged outside in the yard. In the end, Razor and his Shomrim had killed one of the Wild Ones and wounded enough of the others that they had fled. Niflah had run away from Hakham, who didn’t pursue him out of fear for Nafshi and Goldeneyes. The Shomrim had gone off with Razor. Hakham would meet them at the Compound. That’s where Hakham was leading them now.

They left the road and crossed a field as the sun rose higher in the sky. Andy could see a small wood at the edge of the field. Hakham stopped near a large boulder.

“Place Nafshi on the rock, please,” he said. Hakham bowed his head and touched his nose to Nafshi’s. “Rest now, Great One,” he murmured. “I think I know what you want me to do.” He turned to the others.

“Letsan,” he said.

“Master?”

“Stay here with her. Zahavin and I need to talk to Andrew. Prepare the burial place.”

Letsan bowed his head.

“Come with me,” Hakham said, leading Goldeneyes and Andy slowly away from Letsan. He seemed older and more tired. But then, all of them were devastated. Niflah’s betrayal was only part of what weighed on the Catmages. Nafshi was a friend, mentor, and grandmother. Andy felt like he had lost his protector as well as a member of his family. His thoughts, as loud as usual, broadcast to the two Catmages. Goldeneyes nearly said something, but her grief was too deep. They walked in silence until Hakham stopped. A tree trunk lay on its side near a small brook. He leaped onto it and sat. Goldeneyes followed his lead. “Sit down, Andrew,” he said. The boy sat, looking into the distance. He blinked furiously, willing himself not to shed the tears in his eyes.

“I need to tell you both something very important,” Hakham said. “It is something known to very, very few. Zahavin, you were being groomed for this. Nafshi and I carefully structured your progression as a mage and were going to give you this information when we felt you were ready. But we haven’t time for that anymore. Circumstances demand that you move ahead now, not years from now. We are at war, Zahavin, and we will need all of our strength to fight it.” Goldeneyes waited silently, puzzled. “Andrew, show Zahavin what you’ve been hiding in your pocket since Nafshi died.”

Andy’s head whipped around in surprise. “You—you know?” he asked.

Hakham ignored the question. “Show her,” he repeated.

“Show me what?” Goldeneyes asked suspiciously.

Slowly, Andy reached into his pocket and withdrew a green stone. It felt warm as it lay in the palm of his hand. He thought of Nafshi, and the stone flashed in the light.

“That is Nafshi’s Magelight!” Goldeneyes cried. “How did you get it? What are you doing with it?” She was furious. Andy quailed at the anger in her tone.

“I don’t know how I got it,” he said. “Nafshi gave it to me just before she died. One second she was in the cage, telling me to hide it, and then the stone was in my hand. I stuck it in my pocket and I carried her outside, and then she—she died.” He took a deep, shuddering breath. “I have no idea where the stone came from. It was just—there.”

“It came from Nafshi, and she gave it willingly,” Hakham said softly to the boy. He turned to Goldeneyes. “Zahavin, calm yourself,” he told her sternly. “You are a very skillful mage, and you will doubtless be on the Council someday. You have the potential to reach the level of your grandmother’s power. You may even someday have her wisdom. But you had better learn to control your temper before then.” Goldeneyes stilled her tail and lowered her gaze. “And if following in Nafshi’s path is to be your fate, then someday, you will be able to perform a spell that only a very, very few Catmages have cast.” Hakham paused while Goldeneyes collected herself. “Andrew,” he continued, “unfasten my collar and remove it.” Andy did as he was told, holding the collar and feeling confused. “Now put your hand on my throat and tell me what you feel.”

“Uh—nothing,” he said.

Hakham sighed. He was not used to working with children. “Move your hand down a bit.”

“Hey! There’s a big lump where your collar was. Are you sick? Is this a tumor or something?”

Hakham chuckled. “No. It is my Magelight.” Goldeneyes gasped. Andy stared at the collar in his hand. “But then—what’s this?” he said, indicating the stone in the collar.

“Glass.”

“Glass?” Andy repeated. “I don’t understand. Is that why Saunders never found Nafshi’s Magelight? It was under her skin? Why? Does Goldeneyes have her Magelight there, too?”

“No,” she said, sounding just as puzzled as the boy. “Andy, I’ve never heard of such a thing until now.”

“Zahavin, you know that we wear our Magelights around our necks because they are a focal point for our powers. Many, many years ago, a Catmage named Hatzuf thought that if proximity to the skin made the Magelight stronger, perhaps embedding the Magelight under the skin would make it stronger still. And so after years of trial and error, much effort, and not a little of his own blood spilled, he developed the technique to embed a Magelight underneath the skin. Hatzuf found that he was right—the Magelight, buried in a mage’s throat, near the great artery pulsing with the heart’s blood, made the focal point that much stronger. He became one of the strongest Mages in all of our history. But he realized that this knowledge must remain secret, known only to very few. It could too easily be warped by Wild Ones to our detriment. So the knowledge is passed down only to the strongest, and—dare I say it?—wisest mages among us, and it is a secret kept even from the Councils. Those who do succeed in embedding the Magelights are known as Avdei Ha-Or. We are few in number, and always have been.” He paused to look from Goldeneyes to Andy. “You must not reveal this information to anyone.”

Andy nodded. “I promise,” he said. “But how do you keep the ones who don’t make it from blabbing the secret?”

“Those who fail do not survive,” Hakham said. There was a brief silence as Andy and Goldeneyes absorbed that fact. “Nafshi and I joined Avdei Ha-Or long before you were born, Zahavin. Your mother, had she lived, would have been one of us. Perhaps. It is a dangerous thing. Sometimes, Andrew, a Catmage can survive casting the spell, but isn’t strong enough to control the magic. Unbound magic is always disastrous. Our history is full of stories of misused magic by what you know as Wild Ones.” Hakham paused, thinking about the Wild Ones that had gotten away with Saunders. “When a mage fails at the embedding, and cannot control his magic—well, we have to make sure he doesn’t harm anyone.” He fell silent, but Andy could guess what he meant. The Catmage was killed.

“Yes,” Hakham said, since Andy was projecting his thoughts, “his life is ended.” There was a pause while Andy and Goldeneyes absorbed this information.

“So she had her Magelight with her the whole time,” Andy murmured. Suddenly, he started laughing. And once he started, he couldn’t stop. A growl rose from Goldeneyes; her fur fluffing with anger. She didn’t see how anything that happened that night could be construed as funny. Andy laughed even harder. He kept trying to talk, but every word ended in another fit of laughter. Finally, gasping for breath, he said, “It—it was there all along. She told me. Nafshi told them, over and over again, that her Magelight was on her collar. It was, only it wasn’t on her leather collar. It was on her neck, right where it would be if she was wearing a collar. And they never suspected.” He started laughing again. Goldeneyes relaxed.

“There’s more, Andrew,” said Hakham. “Did you see the flash when you showed us the Magelight?”

“Yeah. The sunlight caught in the stone,” Andy said.

“No. It wasn’t a flash of sunlight. You were thinking about Nafshi. Your emotions were very strong, and you were concentrating on her very hard. The stone flashed because you—a human—activated the Magelight. Andrew Cohen, Son of Aaron, you have the beginnings of a mage’s ability.”

Andy’s mouth dropped open in shock. “No!” he cried. “No! I don’t! I can’t! I won’t!”

“Andrew, control yourself,” Hakham said sternly. “The power is within you. You have an aura, much like our own, yet not quite like ours. You have no choice in the matter. You can use a Magelight, just as we can.”

“I don’t want to be like Saunders!” Andy shouted. He jumped to his feet, backing away from the Catmages. “I’m not going to take Nafshi’s stone and use it to hurt people! I’ll never do that!”

“You could never be like Saunders!” Goldeneyes said, running after him. “You’re kind and good and gentle. I know you did everything you could to save my grandmother.”

Andy looked at her gratefully. “You—you’re not mad at me anymore?”

Goldeneyes stepped forward and twined around his legs. “No. I wasn’t angry with you, Andrew. I was angry at myself. I failed. Nafshi died. It was my fault, not yours. When all is said and done, you’re just a boy,” she said.

“No,” said Hakham, “Andrew is the boy who is yet a man, the one who will help us defeat the Enemy. It’s time you overcame your difficulty with his age and humanity. He is a potential mage. Your grandmother would not have given him her Magelight if she hadn’t seen that power and potential within him. Now, more than ever, Andrew needs our help. It is also time, Zahavin, that you learned what it is like to be a teacher. From now on, you are in charge of Andrew’s training. Educate him as you yourself were educated, and train him in the beginnings of his powers. When he has reached the rank of apprentice, bring him to me.”

“But master, what about my training? I thought you said—”

“I will still be in charge of your training, but that is well thought of. Letsan can also teach Andy when you and I need to work on our own.”

Goldeneyes accepted the orders without further argument. Hakham looked at her and the boy and then leaped off the log. “Let us go back to the rock. Letsan will have finished by now.” The boy and the Catmage followed him in silence.

Letsan sat facing the eastern side of the rock. The earth in front of it looked freshly dug.

“Goodbye, Nafshi,” Andy said. “I wish I could have saved you. I’ll never forget you.” He stood silently while the three Catmages sang the death song. When it ended, they stood silent for a few moments. As the sun rose over the trees, they left the gravesite and headed back to the road. At the edge of the field, near the road, they saw Becca and Mike waiting for them.

“How did they get here?” Andy asked.

“I sent for them,” said Letsan. “You’ve been through enough today, Andy. You need your friends.”

“Hi,” Becca said softly. “I’m really sorry, Andy. I’m sorry, Goldeneyes.”

“Me, too. You okay?” Mike asked.

“No. Maybe. I will be,” Andy said. He fell into step between them. Becca, on his right, reached for his hand. Mike squeezed his shoulder.

“We’ll walk you home,” he told Andy.

The three young people walked slowly down the road, and the three Catmages sat and watched them go.

“Zahavin,” Hakham said, “they’re not the only ones with a long road ahead of them.”

“No, Master,” Goldeneyes said, knowing that Hakham was not talking about the road that stretched before them.

Letsan twitched his ears. “Well,” he said, “since we have such a long way to go, and it’s been such a horrible time lately, I have a question for both of you. Why did the kitten cross the road?”

Goldeneyes sighed. “I don’t know, Letsan. Why did the kitten cross the road?”

“Because it was in his way.”

The three Catmages slipped into the woods and started the journey back to their Compound. “I have a lot more where that one came from,” Letsan said, while Hakham chuckled and Goldeneyes sighed again. I suppose I’ll just have to get used to Letsan’s jokes, but that, she thought, is going to take a long, long time.
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✣ O N E ✣

Summer School

It was late on a warm summer evening, and the sun loomed low on the horizon. The middle-aged woman behind the wheel of a blue sedan had a lot on her mind. The Coreyton school board meeting had droned on and on, and now she was late for another meeting with the middle school principal. She had never liked Saunders. She was tired, and all Dr. Norma Kitt really wanted was to go home and relax with her family. She wasn’t quite sure why he was so intent on meeting with her today, and she wasn’t very comfortable with his insistence that they meet at his house instead of her office. He had sprained his ankle, he said, and couldn’t drive. She should have told him to get a cab.

Saunders said he wanted to discuss a fundraiser that would benefit both their schools. Dr. Kitt sighed. Budget cuts made school fundraisers critical to many after-school activities during these tough economic times. Saunders reminded her that their schools had worked together very successfully in the past. True, but couldn’t it have waited for office hours, at least? Well, too late now. She was nearly at Saunders’ house. But she would make sure this was a quick in-and-out meeting, find out the details of the fundraiser—probably another concert—and leave.

Dr. Kitt turned her car down Oak Street. The large, leafy trees that gave the street its named formed a tunnel of green in the dying sunlight. As she neared Number 19, the largest branch in the tree above her gave a loud crack and crashed onto the roof of her car.

The police report would declare it a freak accident. The officers who investigated the crash assumed insects or wind damage must have weakened the branch, and the unfortunate woman was crushed beneath it after it fell. None of the neighbors who gathered on the street afterward had seen a black-and-white cat on the sidewalk in front of Number 19, the jewel in its collar flashing just as the branch broke and fell on the car. Neither had anyone seen a tall, thin, dark-haired man watching from the second floor window, the curtain falling back into place as the car slammed into the curb.

As the echoes of the crash died and people rushed out of their homes, the cat trotted through the open gate in the tall fence that surrounded the house, sauntered through the side yard, and leaped deftly onto the back porch. The door seemed to open by itself and the cat entered, closing behind him with a soft click. Inside the kitchen, Saunders leaned against the table and watched the cat leap to a chair and sit facing him.

“It is done,” Roah said, his voice projecting inside Saunders’ head. He dropped his head to lick at a spot on his shoulder.

“So I saw. Did anyone see you? Did he see you?”

“No. Niflah is out with Alef and Bet and the new Shomrim we recruited.”

“Good. But poor, dear Principal Kitt. Such a tragic—accident.”

“Your way is now clear.”

“Yes,” Saunders told the Wild One. “As for the good principal—well, one might say curiosity killed the Kitt.” He chuckled as he dialed 911.

✣       ✣       ✣

“I don’t like this,” Silsula told the small, black-and-white Catmage that sat facing her. “Why would the Council summon Zahavin and Letsan now?”

Zehira’s tail switched restlessly. “I don’t like it, either. But Hakham didn’t send me here only to summon your sister. I’m Andy’s new tutor,” she said. “What can you tell me about the boy?”

“He needs a gentle touch. My sister is powerful and brilliant, but she doesn’t have—how do they say it? People skills. Chirrup.”

Zehira laughed. “That’s a good phrase to remember. But Hakham chose me for another reason as well. Nafshi was my oldest friend.”

“Andy will like that. He was very fond of her.”

“So were many of us,” Zehira said with a sigh. “I hear we have another Catmage in the line of Nafshi here. Word of your niece is getting around.”

Silsula twitched her ears. “Leilei is powerful, yes, but she has a long way to go before she understands how to use those powers. She is young and reckless. And she thinks a great deal of herself. My grandmother would have scorched her tail for that.”

Zehira laughed again. “Yes, Nafshi was never very patient with arrogance. Well, Leilei will learn. I am here for her as well, and I don’t think she’ll find me as kind and gentle as the boy will.”

“She will need it,” Silsula said. Chirrup. “Well, we’d best get you settled. My sister will go straight to the Council Compound after she tells Andy about the change in his lessons?”

“Yes. She said she will send Andy to me in a couple of suns.”

“Then let’s get you settled properly. Chirrup. Come with me. There’s an isolated bayit outside the clearing that should suit you.” Zehira followed Silsula across the Compound.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy Cohen sat cross-legged on the ground in his backyard, eyes closed, taking slow, deep breaths. The morning sun felt warm on his face. He tried to clear his mind as he’d been taught, but the events of the past year kept running through his thoughts.

Next month it would be a whole year since he found out about the existence of Catmages—cats with human intelligence and magical powers. Goldeneyes, a perfectly normal orange and white cat (or so he had thought, until she began to “talk” inside his head) showed up at his house one day last autumn and turned his life completely upside down. She’d enlisted him to help find her grandmother Nafshi, a wise and powerful Catmage. Nafshi had been kidnapped by—of all people—his school principal, who was working with Wild Ones. These were Catmages expelled from their society for their misuse of power and breaking Catmage laws. Thinking of Wild Ones made him remember the battle at Principal Saunders’ house. And Andy didn’t like thinking of that at all.

Breathe, he told himself. Concentrate.

It was no use. The reason he was performing these exercises was because he was supposed to be the boy in the prophecy, the Son of Aaron, the one who would help the Catmages defeat the enemy. Only he hadn’t done a very good job so far. Even with the help of some other Catmages, like the cheerful Letsan and his dour brother Razor, a Catmage warrior, they had failed. Nafshi was killed during the rescue operation. Before she died, she gave Andy the Magelight that now glittered inside the face of the leather band he wore on his right wrist. Becca Jefferson, one of his two best friends, had crafted the thick leather band and the metal setting and given it to him for his fourteenth birthday at the end of the school year.

Andy smiled as he thought of Becca, a pretty girl with light brown skin, straight black hair, and a lovely double-curved smile. They had been friends since preschool. His other best friend, Mike Murdoch, a slim boy with shaggy black hair, was constantly getting in trouble for things like reciting fractured Shakespeare in the cafeteria. All of them would be moving on to high school in the fall, a prospect that relieved Andy greatly. They’d be leaving Saunders behind with middle school, so Andy wouldn’t have to face him again after setting his cellar on fire. But it was Saunders who had locked Andy in the cellar with Nafshi. Andy had only started the fire to trick Saunders into coming downstairs so they could escape.

Andy moved his wrist, making the Magelight wink in the sun. Goldeneyes had taught him that a Magelight was the focal point for Catmage powers. It contained a part of the essence, or soul, of the Catmage who created it. Never before had a Catmage willingly given one up as Nafshi had given hers to him. And never before had they taught a human how to use one, but Goldeneyes was teaching Andy now. Or at least, she was trying to. Andy wasn’t very good at it. He wasn’t even very good at the breathing exercises. Here he was, supposed to be clearing his mind of stress, and all he could think of was Nafshi’s last moments. If he hadn’t gone running to Saunders’ house in response to Taylor’s taunts and gotten himself caught by the Wild Ones, maybe the rescue mission would have succeeded. Maybe Nafshi would still be alive. Maybe—

“Maybe you should try concentrating on your exercises,” Goldeneyes said sternly. Andy opened his eyes. The orange and white Catmage stood in front of him, ears flat against her head, displeased. He sighed. He was used to Goldeneyes being mad at him—it was a fairly regular occurrence. He didn’t mean to screw up so much, but he always seemed to.

“It’s really hard to stop thinking,” he muttered.

“You’re not supposed to stop thinking,” she said. “You are supposed to clear your mind of distractions and concentrate on the task at hand.” She paused, raised her ears, and tried to stop her tail from switching in irritation. “Let’s work on your breathing for a while. Take long, deep, slow breaths. Close your eyes and try it again.”

Sighing, Andy did as he was told. It had been a long, fruitless summer. He hadn’t yet learned how to use the Magelight, and today didn’t seem to be turning out any differently from all the previous days. The most Andy had been able to do so far was make the Magelight glow, and that usually happened only when he was feeling strong emotions. He closed his eyes and thought about the Magelight, opened them a sliver and saw no change. He closed his eyes again and pictured Nafshi the night he was stuck in the cellar, talking to him, keeping him from being frightened, showing him mental pictures of Goldeneyes as a kitten. Andy smiled as he pictured Nafshi reaching against the bars of her cage, rubbing her head against his hand. Concentrate, he told himself again. He felt a warmth on his wrist. The Magelight was glowing! Andy turned to Goldeneyes, grinning. As his concentration broke, the glow disappeared like a switch had been turned off. Goldeneyes cocked her ears forward.

“Again,” she said. Andy, no longer smiling, started the breathing exercises again.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy lingered over his eggs as Goldeneyes finished her salmon. They had gotten in the habit of having breakfast together after his mother left for work. This was the first summer that Mom allowed Andy to stay home by himself. She called him on the land line from time to time or texted him when she was too busy to talk, but so far she said she was very pleased with his ability to take care of himself. Andy was pleased as well, since it gave him hours of time to train with Goldeneyes without having to worry that anyone would see them. It wasn’t all training, though. Some days he biked over to Becca’s or Mike’s to spend the afternoons with his friends.

“Andrew, I have to go away for a while.”

“Away? Why?”

“I have been commanded to attend a Council session. Letsan and I will be leaving tonight.”

“Tonight?” Andy said, his voice cracking. “But I thought you were going to stay here and teach me for the rest of the summer! How am I supposed to learn if you’re gone? Who’s going to train me?”

“My sister Silsula will take care of your education,” Goldeneyes said. “You’re to report to her in the Compound tomorrow.” The Compound was a community of Catmages, a place where they lived, raised their young, and learned how to use their magic. It was a few miles out of town, hidden in a clearing in the woods.

“What? You’re putting me in with the little kids—I mean kittens?”

“Not exactly,” she said. “But you will report to my sister. She will introduce you to your tutor. You won’t be put in a Teaching Ring. You’re not a kitten.”

Andy laughed. “No kidding.”

“But you are a novice, and you must learn,” she continued. “We may be gone for some time. You must not neglect your lessons. Silsula will expect you tomorrow morning.”

“How am I going to get in the Compound without you or Letsan to send a message?” Andy asked, remembering how they had made him wait outside last year to be escorted safely in. “You told me I could get knocked out by the guards or something.”

Goldeneyes purred approvingly. “An excellent observation. You are known to them now. You will not be challenged.”

“Oh. Good. Hey,” he said, struck by an idea, “can I bring Becca or Mike with me? It’s a long ride there and back.”

“No you may not,” she said stiffly. “You are not going to play games, Andrew. You are going to learn how to control your Magelight. Nafshi gave it to you, and by the One Above Us All, you will learn to use it.”

Her eyes flashed and Andy looked away. There it was—the barely-healed wound. Nafshi was dead, and Goldeneyes was still angry about his part in it. Not that he blamed her. Andy hadn’t gotten over Nafshi’s death either. He took a deep breath and turned back to Goldeneyes.

“Okay,” he said, “then since you don’t have to leave for hours, let’s get to work. You’re not the only one who wants to make Nafshi proud.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy went out on the porch to say goodbye to his friends. Letsan sat on the railing and purred while Andy scratched him behind his fur-tipped Maine Coon ears.

“I’m going to miss this,” Letsan said, rubbing his head against Andy’s hand. “So many Catmages just don’t get the advantages of being around humans,” he said. “Their loss.”

Andy shook the orange cat hair from his hand. “Yeah, and some humans don’t get the advantages of hanging out with shedding fluffballs,” he said.

“I’m just leaving you a memento to hold onto while I’m gone.” Letsan said. “Be thankful I’m not the type to use a sandbox, or you’d have a lot of smelly mementoes to remember me by.” Andy laughed as Letsan jumped off the railing to the ground. Goldeneyes circled around Andy’s legs and went down the steps, joining Letsan. She paused and looked back at Andy.

“I’ll be looking forward to seeing what you achieve while I’m gone,” she said. Andy waved and watched them trot off down the street. Letsan turned back before he ducked behind a tree, flashing his Magelight in farewell. Andy grinned, imagining the scolding Goldeneyes was probably giving him about showing off magic in public, even though Letsan was several years her senior. He stayed on the porch lost in thought, listening to the crickets until his mother called him inside.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy rode his bike down the street leading out of town. The Compound was in the woods outside Coreyton, past all but a few scattered farms. Andy left the road and walked his bike to the edge of the woods. There was no chance he’d forget how to find the path—Goldeneyes had plastered it inside his head before she left. Planting an image inside another’s mind was a Catmage ability that Andy was trying to learn. Nafshi had shown him images of Goldeneyes as a kitten while they were imprisoned in Saunders’ cellar. She had taken images of Leilei from Andy’s mind, so in a way, she had “met” the great-granddaughter who looked so very much like her. Andy wondered how Leilei was doing now, and where she was living. Maybe Silsula would know. He hid his bike in a thicket near the path, though the chance of anyone finding it out here was slim. Then he headed down the path toward the Compound.

A few minutes later—sweating, scratched, and irritated—Andy was starting to think that “path” was not the word he would use to describe the way to the Compound. He could swear it had been a lot easier last autumn. There were far fewer thickets to struggle through, and he was pretty sure there hadn’t been so many thorn bushes.

“There weren’t, sweetling,” said a familiar voice in his head. Chirrup. “Plants grow in the summer.” Chirrup. She laughed. “Don’t they teach you anything in that human school of yours?”

“Silsula?” Andy said, looking around for Goldeneyes’ sister. The orange and white Catmage padded slowly around the trunk of a nearby fir tree. Andy was struck again by her similarity to Goldeneyes. It was mostly physical, though. Their personalities were nothing alike. Silsula was a kind, motherly Catmage who, as a Nanager, spent her time caring for and teaching kittens and half-grown cats. Andy liked her a lot.

“I like you too, dear,” she said. “And I see you still haven’t tamed those wild thoughts of yours. I think the birds in the trees can hear you.” Chirrup. Andy started to stammer an explanation. “You don’t have to apologize to me. I’m not Zahavin,” she said, using Goldeneyes’ Catmage name. “Now come, we’ve a lot of work to do.” Silsula turned and led him down the winding path.

“Are you going to be my teacher?” Andy said hopefully, as he walked behind her.

“Oh, no, dear. I don’t teach. I have too much to do just taking care of my catlings. We’ve found you a tutor.”

“A tutor?” Andy said hesitantly.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Silsula said, looking back. “Zehira is a wonderful teacher. Chirrup. She’ll have you guarding those thoughts of yours in no time!”

Andy wasn’t so sure. He followed Silsula carefully, watching keenly as she slipped through bushes and around trees until they arrived at the Compound. Catmages played, napped in the sun with their kittens, and gathered in Teaching Rings. His heart skipped a beat as they neared one of the Rings. He knew it was impossible, but he couldn’t stop himself from calling out, “Nafshi?” as he saw a tortoise-shell cat who looked exactly like the one who had died in his arms.

The Catmage turned her head at his voice, shouted “Andy!” and leaped from the center of the ring and ran to him, jumping into his arms. She purred loudly and looked him in the eye. “I’m not Nafshi, silly, I’m Leilei. Don’t you remember me?”

“Of course I remember you,” he said, smiling as she rubbed her face along his. “You were pretty young when we met. You’re all grown up now. But you look a lot like Nafshi. No, you look exactly like her.”

“So everyone tells me. I wish I’d met her.”

“Leilei!” said a grey tabby cat in the Ring. “You are no longer a kitten. How dare you abandon your duties?” The black markings over the tabby’s eyes looked like frowning eyebrows.

“Uh-oh,” Andy said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.”

Silsula laughed. “Oh, come on, Kapdan. They haven’t seen each other in moons, and they’re both very young. Chirrup. ”

“Leilei is over a cycle old, Silsula,” Kapdan said stiffly. “She has responsibilities that she cannot just set aside whenever she wants.”

“And she has feelings, as do we all,” Silsula said. “There’s no harm in renewing a friendship. Chirrup. But there is also a time for everything. Leilei, dear, you may see Andy later, when you’ve both finished studying for the day. Chirrup. He’s going to be with us for a while.”

“That’s great!” Leilei said. She gave Andy one last cheek rub and leaped to the ground. Kapdan stood aside as she rejoined the circle. “I’ll see you later,” she whispered to Andy. He grinned and followed Silsula.

They went past a few more Teaching Rings toward the edge of the clearing where the Catmages made their homes. A few late-season kittens tumbled over one another on the grass in front of the doorways. The little ones stopped their play when they saw Andy. He could hear them calling to their mothers.

“Look, Mom, a human! Mom, why is there a human here? Mom! Mom! Who is that? What’s he doing here?”

“The name’s Andy,” he said, grinning at their antics and waving to them, which sent them into paroxysms of joy. They leaped on and over one another, their fur fluffed out and their tails standing straight up. One of the kittens tried to wave a paw back at Andy and fell over. Andy laughed as he followed Silsula. He wondered if Goldeneyes was ever going to have a family, and if she’d like to raise it in his home someday. That would be so neat.

“She will probably have them in a Compound, Andy,” Silsula said. Chirrup. “But I’m sure she’d be thrilled to have you visit as often as possible.”

“I’m not so sure. Sometimes I wonder if she even likes me,” Andy said.

“She does, sweetling. Believe me, she does. Chirrup. You’re a very likeable boy, and my sister isn’t known for sharing her feelings with anyone. And here we are!” She stopped in front of a small Catmage home just a few feet out of the wood—a rounded structure made of sticks, twigs, and dirt. The shelter reminded Andy of pictures he’d seen of igloos, except there was no tunnel to go in, just a hole in the front wall.

“We call our homes bayits,” said a small, black-and-white Catmage sitting in the doorway sunning herself. The word sounded like “by eat.”

“It means ‘house,’ dearie,” Silsula said.

“I am Zehira,” said the new Catmage. “And you must be Andrew Cohen, the Son of Aaron, my new student.”

“Uh, hi,” Andy said with some trepidation. “You can call me Andy.” He didn’t know anything about his new teacher, and he was worried that she might be even more strict than Goldeneyes.

Zehira gazed up at him quietly for a few moments, as if taking his measure. “Sit, Andy” she said, and Andy sat down on the ground in front of her. “That’s better. It hurts my neck to look up at you. You’re a tall one, aren’t you?”

“Actually, no, I’m kind of small for my age,” Andy said.

“By the One! You’re going to get taller? Oh, Silsula, you’re going to have to find me a human chair to sit on when I teach this one!”

Andy didn’t know if it was okay to laugh, but when Silsula and Zehira both started laughing, he joined in.

“I’ll leave you two alone, then. Chirrup. Andy, work hard. Zehira is a good teacher, one of our best.”

“I hope you don’t mind sitting down a lot. I was serious about hurting my neck,” Zehira said.

“We will start with one of our most basic lessons,” she told Andy as he settled down. “We teach kittens to levitate leaves, and Son of Aaron or no Son of Aaron, as far as your abilities are concerned you are a kitten. You have a Catmage’s aura, and that means you may have a Catmage’s abilities. That is what we are going to find out. But first and foremost, the littlest kitten among us learns how to make a leaf float in the air.”

“I can do that,” Andy said, grinning as he picked up a leaf and let it fall.

Zehira stared at him. “It isn’t what you say, it is what you do that matters. Now is not the time for levity. When you show yourself worthy of my old friend Nafshi, then you may make jokes.”

“Sorry,” Andy said meekly. “You knew Nafshi?”

“Indeed, yes. We grew up together in the Great Rock Compound and remained friends for years. That’s why Hakham sent me here when he called Zahavin to him at the Council Compound.”

“The Compounds have names? I thought they were all just called Compound,” Andy said. “So what’s this one called?”

Zehira’s ears twitched forward. “Has no one told you? It’s the East Wood Compound. How could we possibly tell each other where we are from if we all named our homes the same thing? Do humans name all your towns the same thing?”

“Uh, no, but—”

“By the One!” she said, “Zahavin was not exaggerating. You do know how to switch subjects quickly, don’t you? And I let you distract me.” Zehira chuckled. “Well, that won’t happen again, will it?”

“Uh—” Andy said.

“No, that’s quite enough for now. You have a lot to live up to if you’re going to honor Nafshi’s memory, young man, and I expect you to do so. Now.” Her ears twitched forward again. “When we want to lift something with our powers, we picture that object floating in the air. Pick up the leaf again.” Andy did as she said. “Hold it flat in your hand. Close your eyes and picture the leaf floating.”

Andy closed his eyes.

“Try to make the picture as real and as vivid as you can. Look at the leaf in your hand, then close your eyes again and try to reproduce that leaf in your thoughts. Note the veins, the color, the little breaks around the edges. Concentrate on that leaf as hard as you can. See if you can make me see the leaf.”

Andy tried, but to no avail. The Magelight remained cold on his wrist. He grew more and more frustrated each time he tried and failed to raise the leaf.

“Try again,” Zehira said, “and again and again and again. Nafshi made very few mistakes. I don’t believe you are one of them. I expect you to succeed.”

“Do you really think I can?” Andy asked.

“I do. Now, again. Try to show me the picture of the leaf. I think you almost had it last time.”

Andy closed his eyes and tried again.


✣ T W O ✣

Split Session

Letsan and Goldeneyes trotted down the winding path that led to the Council clearing. Goldeneyes wasn’t sure why they had been summoned to stand before Hakham and the Council. Last year they were assigned the task of finding the Son of Aaron and rescuing Nafshi. They had failed in the latter task. Goldeneyes still grieved to think of her grandmother’s last moments.

“At least you got to see her one last time before she died,” Letsan said gently. Goldeneyes halted, panting slightly from the run. She was projecting her thoughts around Letsan again. He stopped too, turned back, and rubbed his cheek against hers. “She was a great Catmage, and a wonderful grandmother, by your account,” he said. “Honor her memory by teaching Andy to be the best—uh, Humanmage he can be.”

“That’s a ridiculous word,” Goldeneyes said, pulled out of her sadness by his joke. She was glad for an excuse not to wonder again why Letsan always seemed to be able to affect her like no other Catmage.

“Yes, it is,” he agreed. “Boymage? Andymage?” In spite of herself, Goldeneyes laughed. “I’ll need time to come up with a better one,” he said. “Perhaps we should just call him an apprentice for now.” Letsan turned back down the path. “Come—the Council will have our tails if we’re late.”

“Perhaps they’ll just have your tail. It’s fluffy enough for three of mine.”

Letsan chuckled. “By the One, Zahavin, that’s the second joke I’ve heard you make in two moons! What’s the world coming to?”

✣       ✣       ✣

The field where the Council met was far more crowded than the last time she’d been here, and Goldeneyes recognized only a small number of the Catmages assembled. She wasn’t surprised—word had spread quickly throughout their communities after the murder of the Council and the theft of their Magelights. News of the death of Nafshi had disturbed Catmage communities far and wide. Nafshi had taught hundreds of Catmages over several generations and spent years on the Council. As Goldeneyes and Letsan made their way through the crowd, she saw many switching tails and flattened ears. The Catmages who had journeyed from far and near were disturbed. They all knew the history of wild magic, and by now they had all heard that the Darkness had risen once more and the enemy was enlisting Wild Ones to further his cause. The fear was almost palpable. As they padded through the crowd, Goldeneyes and Letsan found themselves the objects of intense interest. The stares of so many strangers made Goldeneyes’ ears twitch.

“Don’t let it bother you,” Letsan said privately. “They’re worried. The story’s gone round about the battle we fought. Hold your head and tail high, Zahavin, and honor your grandmother’s memory. Just imagine what she’d say to all these looky-looks.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, raising her head. Letsan was right. Let them see her walking proudly among them. She was of the line of Nafshi, and that was no small thing. She stared boldly ahead of her, and the Catmages lowered their eyes and moved aside to let her pass.

Letsan’s brother Razor was at the center of the gathering with a cadre of his warriors—the Shomrim—positioned around the Council. Some watched the crowd, others patrolled around the Councilors, who sat in a semicircle facing the two newcomers. Her teacher Hakham, an old grey striped tabby, sat in the center of the circle, his tail curled around his legs, the tip twitching slightly. He was agitated, but she had no time to inquire why. One of the Council members stepped forward and spoke.

“You’re late,” said Kharoom, a black-and-white Persian with a squashed face. “When the Council calls, we expect you to drop everything and appear with all haste.”

“We came as fast as we could,” Letsan said. His tone was respectful but his eyes met Kharoom’s in an unblinking stare. Their dislike for each other was well known. “Perhaps if the great Councilor Kharoom could teach a lesser Catmage the secrets of flying instead of walking, we could have arrived more quickly.” Chuckles erupted throughout the crowd. Kharoom glared at Letsan.

“We have matters of great import to discuss with you,” Hakham said above the noise. He looked around until the crowd had quieted. “I have given the Council a full report of what happened during our raid on the Evil One’s house, including asking you to train the Son of Aaron in the use of Nafshi’s Magelight.”

There was a low murmur from the crowd. A human was being trained with a Magelight! That was unprecedented. Many had heard bits of the story, but few outside the Council had heard it all. Those who knew were filling in those who didn’t. A few of the Council members shifted uneasily.

“Zahavin,” Letsan sent privately, “I don’t like the feeling I’m getting.”

“Neither do I.”

Hakham turned his head to look at Kharoom. Kharoom met his gaze steadily.

“He is not going to yield to Hakham this time,” Letsan said. “Look at him.”

“Look at the rest of the Council,” she sent back. “He’s got a lot of the members on his side this time.”

“I have been instructed,” Hakham said to Goldeneyes, “to tell you that the Council is of the opinion that I erred in assigning you to teach Andrew Cohen how to use Nafshi’s Magelight. In fact,” he continued, his tail tip twitching faster, “I have been told to tell you that you are to retrieve the Magelight and destroy it, as should have been done when Nafshi died.”

“No!” Goldeneyes said. “Nafshi gave Andrew her Magelight. You were there. She wanted him to have it!”

The crowd’s murmurs grew louder. Hakham paced forward and stood with Goldeneyes and Letsan, facing the Council. “You see?” he said angrily. “It happened exactly as I told you. Nafshi granted Andrew her Magelight. She must have had her reasons.”

“A human with a Magelight?” Ruma, an all-grey cat who was also Kharoom’s former mate, stepped forward. “It is unheard of ! Nafshi was at the end of her days, weak and feeble from her torment and captivity. Her judgment cannot be relied upon under such circumstances.”

Hakham’s tail lashed from side to side, and his fur began to rise. “Nafshi at her least was greater than most Catmages at their best,” he said. “Do you doubt her powers? Or her wisdom?”

“Nafshi is dead!” Kharoom shouted, stepping into Hakham’s former position in the center of the half-circle. “She no longer has a say in this Council or in its deliberations.”

Letsan growled and took two short steps forward.

“Stay where you are,” Hakham said curtly. Letsan froze. “I alone of the Council have met the Son of Aaron. He has an aura like one of us!” He paused to let the crowd murmur about that. “He saved Zahavin’s life, not once, but twice! And I saw Andrew make Nafshi’s Magelight glow.”

“I saw it, too!” Goldeneyes said.

Now some in the crowd of Catmages cried out. “A human? A human used a Magelight?” someone shouted. That was news to all but the Council. The crowd broke into a hundred different discussions.

“Silence!” Hakham shouted in a mind-voice louder than Goldeneyes had ever heard him use. The crowd quieted.

“No Catmage has ever used another’s Magelight!” Kharoom said. He looked around at the gathering. There was complete silence now. “And no human,” he said, contempt lacing his voice, “has ever been trained in our ways. We will not have it! It will not be done. Nafshi’s Magelight should have died with her!”

Goldeneyes glared at Kharoom, and bit back a comment. She turned to Hakham. “May I speak, Master?” she asked. At his nod, she said, “I was with Hakham when we heard Razelle prophesy before she died. Do I need to repeat the entire prophecy? She said we will not defeat the enemy without the help of the Son of Aaron. When we asked her how we could find this Son of Aaron, she said By his aura you will know him. Do you doubt the prophecy?”

“She said nothing about a Magelight,” Kharoom said. Murmurs of agreement came from all around, including some of the Council. “Razelle said we needed to enlist his aid, not teach him our ways! It has never been done. Do you doubt the Sixth Law? Do not teach magic to other creatures. This has been our way for thousands of cycles. It is the Law!”

Cries of “Yes! It is our Law!” came from the crowd.

“He is not a creature,” Goldeneyes said. “He is a human!”

“A human is just another creature that has no magic!” Kharoom said.

“He has an aura,” Hakham said. “Why would the Son of Aaron be the only human ever known to have an aura if he were not meant to become one of us? We must teach him. Razelle’s gift of prophecy came from the One Above Us All. Her words came from Him. Do you place yourself higher than the One, Kharoom?”

“Of course not,” Kharoom spat. “But neither do you speak for the One. We have discussed this, Hakham. Now make your apprentice do her duty.”

“No,” Hakham said.

“No? Do you defy the Council?”

The murmurs grew as the crowd reacted to the once-in-a-lifetime performance of Council members fighting publicly. Hakham waited until they quieted. “I do not defy the Council, Kharoom. I defy your ability to speak for the Council. A few members only decided this, with no discussion and no vote from the Council proper. You and your faction do not constitute a majority. I shall do nothing unless it is the wish of the Council. I call for a vote. Here, now, in public, for all to see!”

“I too would like to have a vote,” said Levana, a pure white female Councilor.

“We have already decided!” Kharoom said.

“No, you have decided,” said Adin, an all-black, short-haired male, “and you have done so without the full Council present. I agree with Hakham and Levana. Let us decide now! Kharoom does not make the Council rules.” There were cries of assent from the crowd.

Kharoom looked angry, but he saw that the majority of the Council members was with Adin. His glance fell on Ruma. She gazed at him steadily, her green eyes wide, as a message passed between them. He looked from Ruma to Keres, an old, fat, orange male who snorted as he breathed. Keres sat next to Talma, an even fatter all black female. “Very well, then,” Kharoom said. “Let us vote.”

“I am senior here, Kharoom, and I conduct the Council meetings,” Hakham said harshly, “unless you have also appointed yourself head of the Council in my absence. Sit down.” He leveled his gaze on Kharoom until the younger Catmage sat. Hakham returned to his place in the center of the semicircle, leaving Letsan and Goldeneyes facing the Council.

“The question before us,” Hakham said, “is whether or not to train Andrew Cohen, a human, in the use of Nafshi’s Magelight. You are all aware of the circumstances by which Andrew received the Magelight. You have my report, and Razor’s. Zahavin,” he said, turning to Goldeneyes, “how is Andrew progressing?”

“Not as well as I would like, Master,” she said. “But I have no scale on which to weigh his progress. He is not a kitten in the Teaching Rings. There is no precedent for teaching a human.”

“What has he learned, then?” asked Ruma. “Has he learned to levitate objects?”

Goldeneyes paused briefly before answering. “No.”

“Nothing? Not even a leaf?” Ruma said incredulously.

“No, but—”

“You have been teaching him all summer?” Kharoom asked.

“Yes, but—”

“Two moons!” Ruma shouted. “She has been teaching the human for over two moons, and he can’t even move a leaf! Our youngest kittens can move objects their first day in the Teaching Ring!”

Whispers rustled through the audience, and some of the Council members were talking privately as well. Kharoom paused to allow the news of Goldeneyes’ failure to travel through the crowd. She grew hot with embarrassment.

“You see?” Kharoom said. “It is as I said: Humans were not meant to learn our ways.”

“Kharoom is right,” said Nimrah, a black-and-white female. “Nafshi’s Magelight must be destroyed.”

“And how long did it take you to learn to levitate an object?” Letsan asked Kharoom, his words dripping with contempt. “I spent moons as an apprentice in your Teaching Ring watching you bumble every spell you tried to show us. If you hadn’t had a competent assistant, I’d probably still be in that Ring. You couldn’t teach a litter of kittens to find their mother’s teat!”

Kharoom arched his back and fluffed out his fur. He advanced in short, stalking steps toward Letsan, who growled and switched his tail, but stood his ground. One of the Shomrim moved toward the two but subsided at a look from Razor.

“Letsan! Kharoom!” Hakham said privately to the two of them. “Stop it! Are you six-moon kittens trying to prove yourselves, or are you grown Catmages? Letsan, sit down and be quiet. Kharoom, remember your station!”

“I will not abide any more of Letsan’s impertinence!” Kharoom said to the two of them. “Remove him, or I will have him removed!” He glared at the younger Catmage.

“Letsan, you may go,” Hakham said.

“But sir, I thought you needed me to report on Andy.”

Hakham’s voice was cold. “Zahavin’s testimony will be sufficient. Leave now.”

Without another word or glance, Letsan turned his back on the Council and made his way through the crowd.

“Now, let us vote,” said Kharoom. Cries of agreement burst from the crowd.

“No, we shall not vote yet,” Hakham told him. “You have had your say. Now it is my turn.” He stepped out from the semicircle and stood once more beside Goldeneyes, who relaxed as he approached. It was a relief not to face them alone. “Or do we now refuse debate on subjects you dislike?”

Kharoom and Ruma exchanged glances again. “Of course you may speak, Hakham,” Kharoom said, a bit too sweetly. He sat down and curled his tail around his legs.

Hakham looked once around the crowd, then to the Council. He spoke to the all-white Catmage who had sided with him before. “Levana, do you remember your first days in the Teaching Ring?”

“Of course,” she said.

“How long did it take you to master the levitation spell?”

“I learned it straight off.”

“And the healing spell?”

Levana paused, remembering. “You were there, Hakham. You were my teacher.”

“Yes,” he said. “I was there, but nobody else here today was in your Ring. How long did it take you to master the healing spell?”

“It took me quite a while,” she said uncomfortably. “I was the last member of the Ring to get it.”

“It’s a simple spell, based on instinctive behavior that even the dumbcats perform: Licking a wound to heal it. But you took a moon or more longer than the rest of the kittens in your Ring to attain the spell. Why was that?”

Goldeneyes realized where Hakham was heading. If a cat could smile, she thought, Levana would be grinning. “I remember something my very wise teacher explained to me on the day when I despaired of ever passing into the next Ring. He said: ‘We each learn at a different pace, and we all have our own strengths and weaknesses. When you accept that and stop placing obstacles in front of yourself, you will be able to perform the spell with ease.’ ”

“And then what happened?” Hakham asked.

“The next time I tried the healing spell for you, I cast it perfectly.”

Hakham turned to face the crowd. “How many of you can say that you cast every spell well the first time you tried it? Can anyone out there? Could even Nafshi have said so, Zahavin?”

“No. When she was my teacher, and I became frustrated at not being able to master a spell, she told me that she had once accidentally set her teacher’s tail on fire and had to spend the next seven suns on sandbox duty as punishment.”

A wave of laughter rolled through the crowd, and the tension in Goldeneyes’ body eased. Not everyone was on Kharoom’s side. And Hakham was still the most respected senior member of the Council. He waited until the laughter subsided.

“You all know how difficult the Teaching Rings can be. None of us learns everything perfectly the first time. Andrew Cohen is not making the kind of progress our kittens make, but Andrew Cohen is not a kitten! We have no accounts to go by, no examples set by anyone else. No human has ever used a Magelight until now! We are all learning along with Andrew.”

Hakham paused, looking around at the Council and the Catmages assembled there. “You know the prophecy. I have given my report of the events of last spring. I say we continue teaching Andrew to use Nafshi’s Magelight, and arm ourselves for the battle with the Evil One that is to come! You know your history. You know how many humans died the last time the Wild Ones taught them magic. And you know that Catmages were murdered as well!” He paused again as the crowd muttered uneasily at that reminder. “Humans have changed much in four hundred cycles. They have machines that in some ways are the equal of our Magelights. The Evil One has weapons that can kill us with ease from a distance. He nearly killed Zahavin! Our magic is strong, but how much stronger will we be with a human on our side to help fight the humans on their side!”

Cheers broke out as Hakham stopped speaking. He brushed Goldeneyes with his tail as he passed her to take his place in the Council semicircle. The gesture comforted her.

“Now we will vote,” he said to Kharoom. “Council members! All those in favor of continuing Andrew’s training, step forward!”

Six Council members stepped forward. Goldeneyes expected Levana and Adin. They were joined by Sharonit, a calico female; Benzi, a cream-and-white male; Tigra, an orange female; and Dar, a white male with black spots on his haunches. That left five Council members with Kharoom: His ex-mate, Ruma; Nimrah and her lookalike son, Naftali; and Keres and Talma.

“As I am in favor of continuing Andrew’s training, the decision made last spring is affirmed by majority vote of the Council,” Hakham said. “We will have no more discussion.”

“For now,” Kharoom growled. Hakham glared at him, but Kharoom did not look away. His tail twitched rhythmically.

“I don’t like this,” Letsan sent to Goldeneyes from deep within the crowd, where he had watched the proceedings from afar. “Flathead isn’t done with Andy, or with us.”

“He is now,” Goldeneyes replied. “Hakham won the vote.”

“For now.” Letsan echoed Kharoom’s words. Goldeneyes looked around to find him as the gathering began to break up. She walked quickly through the crowd to join him. She couldn’t wait to get away from the Council, which was now split into several groups. Some of them glanced their way. She could feel Kharoom’s eyes on her as she hurried through the crowd. “Yes,” Letsan said, “he’s watching us. For all the good that will do. Zahavin, come. Hakham wants to see us both.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Letsan and Goldeneyes reached Hakham’s empty bayit and settled in to wait for him. The Council session had disturbed them both. They were not used to seeing Hakham challenged, and Kharoom had nearly won. So they waited uneasily outside, occasionally greeting old friends as they passed until Hakham and Razor arrived. Razor was an orange Maine Coon like Letsan, but one who looked much the worse for wear. His right ear was notched and the left was slit. A jagged, bare scar ran across the left side of his face and under his chin. He was broader and more muscular than Letsan. Following Razor were two of his favorite Shomrim, Guni and Katana. They had fought with him on the failed mission to rescue Nafshi and were eager to have another go at the Wild Ones. Razor left the two Shomrim on guard duty at the door and went inside with the others.

“We have not stopped Kharoom,” Hakham said as the others settled down inside. “We have only set him back for a short while. No doubt he will reconvene the Council after he persuades enough of the others to his side to defeat us in the next vote.”

Razor growled. “You should have let my brother have at the fool.”

“That would serve no purpose,” Hakham said sternly. “In fact, it would have been the worst thing we could do. Kharoom would wear his wounds as badges of honor, showing that the Catmages who side with Hakham can handle neither Council business nor themselves.”

Razor’s tail twitched. “Then what do we do, Hakham? I’ve been here for ages, sitting like a lump in front of Council shelters while Roah is recruiting for the Wild Ones. Waste of time. Kfir is missing, did you know that? Hasn’t been seen in two moons.”

“Kfir?” Letsan asked. “Isn’t he the one who slit your left ear?”

Razor growled again. “Yes. And lost a toe in the same fight. Tasted awful, too,” he said with a short bark of laughter.

“He is a formidable warrior,” Hakham said unhappily. “If he has gone over to the Wild Ones, it is a great loss.”

“I beat him once. I can beat him again,” Razor said, unruffled.

“Here’s hoping you won’t have to,” said Hakham, “but it’s not just brute strength that he brought with him. Kfir was a wily strategist.”

“I’m not too bad at that myself,” Razor said gruffly. “Hakham, you’re a wise old Catmage, but let’s not pretend. There’s going to be war. Even Zahavin has figured it out. Look at her.” Goldeneyes, without realizing she had done so, had fluffed out her fur at the mention of war. “The Enemy has Kfir. Well, we can round up warriors, too. Better ones. Stronger ones. Tell us what you need, old one. We are your loyal friends and servants. We can raise our own army.”

Hakham looked around at the others. “Thank you, my dear friends,” he said. “Your loyalty is deeply appreciated. But I fear that I may not be strong enough, or wise enough,” he said, glancing at Razor, “for what lies ahead.” He waited until their denials died down. “We need the help of someone who is wiser than all of us. Alas, for Nafshi’s loss. It is not as a friend and relative alone that we miss her. She would have been a great asset in this battle.”

Razor snorted. “She’s gone, Hakham, and that can’t be changed. This is your challenge now. Either rise to it or step aside and let someone else lead.”

Goldeneyes was shocked at the warrior’s bluntness, but Hakham let out a burst of laughter.

“Oh, Razor,” Hakham said, “Your candor is refreshing after a long Council session. We should have elected you last cycle. Then we’d see some fireworks.”

“There is no reward great enough to make me put up with Catmages like Kharoom on a regular basis,” Razor said. “Not even the Tilyon could tempt me to do it.”

“I have a task more suitable to you, my friend, than speculating about a long-lost artifact. I want you to find and recruit more Shomrim. Build us an army to oppose the Evil One’s forces. Bring them to the East Woods Compound. Also,” he said, his tail lashing, “I think it wise that we have Shomrim who answer to us alone. There is going to be trouble again. Count on it. I don’t trust Kharoom and his allies on the Council.”

Razor grunted. “Neither do I.” He sat in thought for a few moments. “I see your plan. Very smart. You leave the Compound with me and my Shomrim guarding you, and then we split up and go where Kharoom and his spies can’t watch us while we recruit more Shomrim.” He laughed, a short, barking laugh. “They don’t call you Wise One for nothing,” he said.

“Another compliment from Razor?” Letsan asked, laughing as well. “By the One! A joke from Zahavin and a compliment from my surly brother, all in the same afternoon. It’s a sign from above.”

Hakham rose and rubbed his shoulder against Razor’s. “I knew I could count on you.”

“Always. When do we leave?”

Hakham looked out the door. The sun was nearing the horizon. “Let us eat and rest a while, then leave after nightfall. Razor, make sure you report to the Council that you and your team will accompany the three of us back to Andy’s home. It will be a good cover story.”

“On it, sir,” Razor said. “And on my way back, I’ll stop and talk to some of my most trusted Shomrim and send them on ahead. Flatnose doesn’t need nearly as many of us as he’s been demanding.” He looked around at his brother and his friends. “You want an army? I’ll get you an army. And the One help anyone who tries to stop us.” He left them, growling softly to himself, leaving his two warriors at the door to the bayit.

“Where’s the best hunting around here?” Letsan asked. “Would you like me to catch you a mouse and save your old bones some effort?”

Hakham laughed and cuffed Letsan on the side of the head. “I’m still more than a match for you, youngling. I’ll wager I catch my mouse before you’ve even found one.”

“You’re on!” The two Catmages raced toward the nearby wood, followed by Goldeneyes.

“They get older, but they never seem to grow up,” she said to herself. “Toms!”


✣ T H R E E ✣

Freshman Orientation

Here we go again, Andy thought. His mother tried her best, but they always seemed to be zooming out of the driveway at the last minute, trying not to be late for, well, everything, including freshman orientation at Coreyton High. She got home late from work and they had wolfed down leftovers, put the dishes in the sink for later, and hurried into the car. Andy glanced at the clock on the car radio. They’d just make it.

“I’m just going to text Mike and Becca and tell them we’re on our way so we can meet up at school.”

“Mm-hm,” she said, not really listening. A few minutes later, they pulled into a parking spot and joined the crowd of parents and children making their way into the high school. “Well, we’re not that late,” she said.

“Orientation starts in the gym,” Andy said. “Becca’s mom saved you a seat.” She followed Andy as he hurried through the crowd. A new school meant new people, new teachers, new friends, new experiences. He had always liked the beginning of the school year—it was good to see people he hadn’t seen all summer. Not Mike and Becca. They saw each other all summer long, although he had spent less time with them this year because of his Magelight lessons. Andy reached the gym and scanned the stands. He saw Becca standing up and waving. They were in the stands in the middle of the gym a few rows up, sitting with Mike and his mother. Andy’s mother went up the steps to join the other parents as Mike and Becca came down to meet Andy.

Becca smiled at him and said hello. Mike punched Andy lightly on the shoulder, grinning. “Can you believe it? We’re in high school now! No more Saunders!”

Andy grinned back. “Yeah. And this school’s big enough that we probably won’t see much of Taylor, either.”

“Wrong as usual, loser,” said the familiar, hated voice behind him. Taylor was grinning at the three of them. His mother, walking a few steps behind, hadn’t heard the insult.

“Who are your friends, Taylor?” she asked. Taylor smirked at Andy.

“Oh, just some kids I knew in middle school. But you said high school’s time for making new friends, so I guess we should go sit somewhere else.”

“Where’s your father tonight, Grant?” Mike asked, knowing how much Taylor hated hearing him called that.

“Stepfather,” Taylor said, eyes narrowing. “Where’s yours?”

“Home babysitting my brother,” Mike said, grinning.

“My husband had somewhere else to be tonight, but it’s so nice of you to ask after him,” Taylor’s mother said.

“Yeah, that’s me, Mr. Nice Guy,” Mike said, grinning at Taylor. “Well, nice to see you, Mrs. Grant.”

“It’s Mrs. Frank,” Taylor said through gritted teeth. “Grant is my father’s name.” Mike’s grin broadened as the shot hit home. Taylor’s mother smiled distractedly and walked away. Taylor hung back a few steps.

Andy glared at Taylor. They had always disliked each other, and the dislike turned worse with Taylor’s constant bullying last year. But now Andy hated Taylor for helping Saunders capture and imprison him, which had led to Nafshi’s death.

“Stay away from me this year, Grant,” Andy said. “I’m not going to stand for your crap anymore.”

“Oooh, I’m so scared,” Taylor said, laughing, and shouldered past Andy to follow his mother. He pushed Mike hard enough to make him stagger. They watched until Taylor had disappeared into the crowd.

“Don’t let him get to you, Andy,” Becca said. “It’s a new year and a new school. We’re all in the honors program and he isn’t. You probably won’t be in any of the same classes.” Andy frowned. Becca touched his arm. “Andy, come on. Let’s go sit down. The speeches are going to start soon.”

“Yeah, c’mon, man. Taylor’s a jerk. He’s always going to be a jerk. Let’s forget about him. High school!” he said, slapping Andy on the back. Andy grinned and bumped his shoulder into Mike’s, grabbed Becca’s hand, and pulled her up the stands to be with their parents. He didn’t see his and Becca’s mothers glance at each other and smile.

“No more Saunders,” Andy said as they settled into their seats.

“I like the sound of that,” Mike said. “It makes a great chant. No more Saunders! No more Saunders! No more Saunders!” He paused and turned to look at the students in the stands behind him. “What? Nobody’s going to join in? Come on, people, you’re killing me! No more Saunders! No more Saunders!”

Some of the students around them started clapping. Mike stood to face them and made a mock bow, then turned back to take his seat. He stopped still as he saw the tall, thin man heading for the microphone and the lectern. “No way!” he said. “No! What’s he doing here?” Mike’s mother shushed him and pulled him down hurriedly. He, Andy, and Becca stared at one another in shock. Principal Saunders was stepping up to the microphone.

“Good evening, everyone. Welcome to Freshman Orientation at Coreyton High. My name is Stanley Saunders, and I have been appointed Acting Principal after the tragic loss of Dr. Norma Kitt.” He paused to gaze around the room. “Some of you already know me from your time at Coreyton Middle School, but there are many faces out there that I don’t recognize. I look forward to meeting you all eventually and will do my best to live up to my predecessor’s excellent reputation. She was a kind, thoughtful person who loved her students and was taken from us far too soon. Dr. Kitt will be sorely missed.” The crowd applauded.

Saunders said all the right things, but the expression on his face never seemed to match his words. In fact, his face wore its standard mask of smug arrogance. Frowning, Andy looked away from the principal and scanned the crowd. A pretty, blonde-haired girl about his age sat a few rows down near the podium. She wasn’t clapping. She wasn’t even looking at Saunders. I wonder if she knew the old principal.

The applause stopped and Saunders spoke again. As his eyes swept over the crowd, they met Andy’s for a brief moment. Saunders’ lips thinned in a slight smile—really more of a smirk. Andy clenched his hands into fists. The Magelight on his wrist grew warm. Looking down, Andy saw it glowing. It stopped when he looked away from Saunders. He’d better get his emotions under control. He glanced around. Nobody else had noticed it. He took a few deep breaths to calm himself. When he started paying attention again, Saunders was talking about all the new things the freshmen would learn this year. Yeah, Andy thought, the ones that don’t know you are going to learn what a jerk you are. The Magelight flashed again, and Mike turned to Andy.

“No kidding,” he muttered.

“What?” Andy whispered.

“You said everyone’s gonna find out what a jerk Saunders is. I’m just answering you.”

“I didn’t say—”

“I heard you, too,” Becca said.

“But I—” Andy stopped, and then gasped as he realized that he must have projected his thoughts through the Magelight. Mike and Becca looked at him, puzzled. “Tell you both later,” he said quietly.

Principal Saunders continued his welcome speech, which sounded a lot like the ones he’d given at Parents Night in middle school every year. There were a few short speeches by other administrators. The last speaker told the parents where they needed to go to pay their fees and meet the teachers. The crowd began to disperse.

“Did you know Saunders was going to be the principal here?” Andy asked his mother.

“No,” she said, sounding embarrassed. “I’ve been busy at work. I haven’t caught up on my emails.”

“Yeah, I know you’re busy,” Andy said, “but what’s he doing here?”

“Well, they had to find a principal fast,” Mike’s mother said. “Dr. Kitt only died a few weeks ago. The assistant principal is out on sick leave and her substitute doesn’t know a thing about our school system. The Board didn’t have much time to find someone.”

“I can’t believe they chose Principal Saunders,” Becca’s mother said. “Jake can’t stand the man, and neither can I.”

“Me neither,” Andy muttered softly enough that their parents couldn’t hear. “Let’s get out of here,” he said to the others. Their mothers let Andy, Mike, and Becca go off on their own with a promise to meet them at their teachers’ rooms in half an hour.

“Just text us if you’re going to be late,” Mike suggested.

“Or, you can do as you’re told and if you’re late, I’ll take your cell phone for a week,” his mother said.

“Okay, okay, I’ll see you in half an hour.” He led Andy and Becca out of the gym.

“Why do you always have to push, Mike?” Becca asked. “Do you like getting into trouble all the time?”

Mike shrugged. “I don’t get into trouble all the time. Just most of the time.” He grinned as Becca shook her head.

“You’re hopeless,” she said.

“Yeah, so I’m told.”

“Listen,” Andy said, “we have to find a place to talk. I need to tell you something in private.”

“Follow me,” Mike said. “One of us knows his way around the new school.”

“Yeah, because one of us took an acting workshop this summer.”

“Jealous?” Mike asked.

“Ugh, no. I couldn’t remember lines to save my life. I don’t know how you do it.”

“And I don’t know how you remember all those facts on all those tests.”

“It’s called studying. You should try it sometime.”

Mike led them through the crowd to one of the doors. They followed him down the halls past the main auditorium doors and down a side corridor to the backstage entrance. He pushed the door.

“It’s open,” he said happily. “The Players’ dressing room is right back here. I doubt anyone will come here tonight.” Mike stepped through the door. Becca and Andy hesitated.

“Uh—are you sure we’re allowed in here?” Andy asked.

Mike shrugged. “Do you see any signs saying ‘Do not enter’?”

“No,” Becca said, “but that’s not what Andy asked. Are we allowed in here?”

“Nobody said we can’t. Did you want to talk in private, or not?” At Andy’s nod, he said, “Then come inside and get to know the place where I’m going to spend most of the next four years. Come on, it’ll be all right. We’ll just stay a few minutes and then get back to the gym. Nobody will know.”

Andy and Becca exchanged glances, shrugged, and followed Mike into a room strewn with costumes and stage props. Andy and Becca sat down in a pair of chairs at a table covered with scraps of cloth and scissors. Mike leaned against the edge of the table. “So, tell us,” he said to Andy.

“I didn’t say anything about Saunders back there. You heard my thoughts.”

“You didn’t say Saunders was a jerk?” Mike asked. “I heard it clear as day.”

“No! I was thinking it, and my Magelight glowed, and then you guys heard me,” Andy said.

“Wow,” Mike said. “You were talking in our heads, just like Letsan and Goldeneyes! Can you do it again? Can you do it now?”

“No,” Andy said, frustrated. “I never seem to be able to repeat anything I do with the Magelight. I start trying to do it, and I can’t. If I don’t try, I can. It’s driving me crazy!”

“You should tell Goldeneyes when you get home,” Becca said. “She can probably help you figure it out.”

“She’s not there. She had to go away for a few days. Anyway, she hasn’t been able to help me so far,” he said. “I can’t do anything right.”

“That’s not true,” Becca said. “Andy, you’re trying to do something no one’s ever done before. You’re trying to do magic. Real magic, not the stuff that Mike does with his cards and coins. It’s not like you’re learning algebra or Latin. You need to give yourself a break. Heck, we didn’t even know magic existed until last year!”

“Good point,” Mike said. “We can’t do what you’re doing. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

Andy smiled at them. “Thanks, guys.” He stood up. “We should get back to the gym.”

“Two more minutes,” Mike said. “I want to show you the stage.” He led them through another door and they looked out from the wings. Mike walked to the center of the stage, faced the auditorium, and stopped short.

“Oops,” he said, “we’re not alone after all.” Sitting in the third row below the stage, crying, was the blonde girl Andy had noticed in the gym. “Hi,” Mike said. The girl rose quickly and turned her head so they couldn’t see her tears.

Andy and Becca came out from the wings. Andy didn’t know what to say. Becca asked, “Are you all right?”

“Please don’t go,” Mike said. “I’m sorry if we scared you.”

She cleared her throat before she spoke. “You didn’t scare me,” she said softly, turning back to them. “I wasn’t expecting anyone to be here. I—I was looking for a place where I could be alone.”

Andy and Becca exchanged puzzled looks. Suddenly, Mike grinned, flung himself onto one knee, crossed his hands over his heart, and started reciting.

 


“But soft! What light through yonder window breaks?

It is the east, and Juliet is the sun.

Arise, fair sun, and kill the envious moon,

who is already sick and pale with grief,

that thou, her maid, art far more fair than she.”



 

Mike threw his arms out wide toward the girl.

She looked up, a little half-smile on her face. “My name’s not Juliet,” she said. “And you’re doing it wrong. You should be down on the ground and I should be up there. That’s the balcony scene.”

“Be still my heart!” Mike said, clutching dramatically at his chest. “The fair lady knows Shakespeare! She’s not a heathen like you two!”

“Hey,” Becca said, “I know Shakespeare.”

Mike ignored her. He leaped off the stage and collapsed into a heap, then jumped up laughing. “Stage fall,” he explained. “Learned it this summer. So, you like Shakespeare and your name’s not Juliet. Then what is it?” he asked. “And why are you hiding in here all alone?”

“I’m Teresa Kitt. My mother was—she was Principal Kitt,” Teresa said, her voice wavering again.

“Oh.” Mike said. “I’m really sorry about your mom.”

“Me too,” said Becca and Andy at the same time. They came down from the stage far more carefully than Mike had done.

“I’m Mike. This is Andy and Becca,” he said, gesturing at his friends. “We didn’t mean to disturb you. I just wanted to show my friends the auditorium. I’m in the theater program,” he said proudly. “And you’re the only girl I’ve met outside the theater club that knows Shakespeare, so you and I have to be friends. And now that we’re friends, we can’t leave you here all by yourself. Will you come back to the gym with us?” He dropped to one knee again. “Pretty please?” he asked with a winning smile.

“I guess so.” Teresa took a deep, quavering breath. “I just had to get out of there. I couldn’t take seeing that new principal standing up there instead of my mother.” She took another deep breath, let it out. “It’s his fault she’s gone. She was on the way to his house the night she died. If she hadn’t been driving down that street, the branch wouldn’t have fallen on her car.”

“What?” Andy asked sharply. “She died on the way to Saunders’ house?”

“Yeah. She—she was driving there and this really big tree branch fell on her car right as she was pulling up to see him. That’s what the police said. Nobody saw it happen.” She swallowed back the tears that were threatening to fall again.

“I’m so sorry, Teresa,” Becca said, reaching out and putting a hand on the girl’s shoulder.

“Shut up, Andy,” Mike hissed.

“What?”

Mike pulled Andy a few steps away and said quietly, “Can’t you see it’s bothering her to talk about it? Be quiet!”

“Don’t you think—” Andy started to say when one of the auditorium doors opened. An old man in a janitor’s uniform walked toward them down the aisle. He was olive-skinned, with thinning black-and-grey hair. He wore black-framed glasses. His thick eyebrows angled down in a glare.

“What are you kids doing here?” he asked, looking harshly at the two boys. He spoke with a heavy Mexican accent.

“We were just leaving,” Becca said.

The man glanced at Teresa. His voice softened. “Time for all of you to go,” he said. “Even you, Teresa.”

“It’s okay, Mr. Velez,” she said. “We were just talking. They were really nice to me.”

Mr. Velez grunted. “You kids shouldn’t be in here,” he said.

“I told you it wasn’t allowed,” Becca hissed at Mike.

Mr. Velez waited, arms folded, until Becca grabbed Mike’s arm and pulled him up the aisle, with Andy close behind.

“Sorry,” Andy said as they passed Mr. Velez. “We’re going.”

Teresa came after them, followed by the janitor. The three friends turned toward the gym. Halfway there, they glanced back. Teresa and the janitor were no longer following them. “That’s weird,” Andy said. “I wonder where she went.”

Mike looked down the hall. “I can’t see her. Andy, why did you have to ask her about the night her mom died? Couldn’t you see how much it bothered her?”

Andy looked around to make sure no one else was within earshot. “Yeah, I did, but don’t you think it’s strange that her mother died in front of Saunders’ house?”

“I think it’s strange that her mother died, period. It’s awful,” Becca said. “Especially the way she died.”

“Yeah, but Saunders’ house,” Andy repeated.

“Look, we all know he’s a creep, but how could he be responsible for a freak accident?” Mike asked.

Andy dropped his voice to a whisper. “Saunders killed eleven Catmages. Twelve, counting Nafshi,” he said. “He tried to kill Goldeneyes. And he hit me over the head and locked me in his cellar. He would do anything. Think about it. Principal Kitt dies a couple of weeks before school starts, and who’s right there to take her place? Saunders.”

Mike frowned. “Andy, you know I’ve got your back, but I don’t think we have anything to go on. A tree branch fell on her car. Weird stuff happens.”

“Yeah, it does,” Andy said. “But when it happens around Saunders it makes me wonder. I wish Goldeneyes was here. She’d be able to figure things out. Or Letsan.”

“Well, they’re not here, and we’d better get back to our moms before we all get in trouble,” Becca said. “We can talk about this later.”

Andy tossed and turned as he lay in bed that night, and eventually fell asleep dreaming of cars crashing into trees and Principal Saunders laughing as he watched.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy didn’t have time the next day to obsess over whether or not Saunders had anything to do with Principal Kitt’s death. On the plus side, he wouldn’t have to deal with Saunders for another few weeks. There was a month left of summer and he had Magelight lessons to occupy his time. He went to the Compound immediately after breakfast and spent most of the day with Zehira. She could be very pleasant, but Andy discovered that she was also a stern taskmaster who brooked no inattention. They spent a lot of time in front of Zehira’s home while Catmages and kittens came and went around them. The kittens got used to seeing Andy and were no longer as excited when he strode by, but he noticed they always seemed to be outside their bayit in the morning when he arrived and in the afternoon when he left. Andy brought some balls for them to play with. They loved having them, and he loved seeing the kittens leaping joyfully after them.

Andy spent so much time in the Compound that he started bringing his lunch. He told his mother he was going on long bike rides to get himself into shape for soccer season. It was a believable story. Andy was a good player, but he’d always been so much smaller than the other boys that he’d never managed to make the team in middle school.

The days passed quickly. Andy had time after his lessons to take long rides in the country before heading back home. He passed farm stands selling fresh vegetables, sometimes stopping to buy some to bring home to his mother. The days flew by quickly.

✣       ✣       ✣

“Again,” Zehira said one day near the end of August. “Andrew, you’re getting close, I can feel it.”

The afternoon sun threw the shadows of the trees behind Zehira’s bayit over them, and he welcomed the coolness. Working with the Magelight was making him sweat. Zehira said that proved he was getting the hang of it. Andy couldn’t see how it proved anything, as that stupid leaf just lay there on the ground, mocking him.

“Leaves can’t mock. They have no brain.”

“Yeah well, brain or not, this one hates me,” Andy told her.

“Clear your mind. Andrew, you’re almost there. You would not be expending so much energy if you weren’t hitting the proper channels of power with the Magelight. I tell you, you are tapping your neshama, your soul. Again.”

Andy sat cross-legged on the ground. He closed his eyes and built an image of the leaf, bit by bit. Half of it lay in sunlight, half in shadow. He added those details to the image of the leaf in his mind. Then he imagined the leaf rising slowly from the ground and standing still a few inches above the dirt. His fingers moved upward as he pictured it. He felt his wrist grow warm.

“Open your eyes slowly,” Zehira said softly.

Andy obeyed and saw the leaf floating a foot above the ground. For once, he resisted the urge to shout or gasp. Instead, he concentrated harder and willed the leaf to move higher. It moved up another inch.

“Excellent!” Zehira said. “Well done, Andrew! Now, can you let it down slowly?”

Andy tried. The leaf moved slowly down a couple of inches, and then he lost control and it floated quickly to the ground.

“Darn it!” he said.

“Don’t be hard on yourself, child. That was very well done. You have taken an important first step in your education. I’m proud of you.”

Andy grinned and wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “Thanks.” He felt the urge to jump and shout, but he pushed it to the back of his mind. Zehira wasn’t Goldeneyes, but she could be strict.

“Oh, go ahead,” Zehira said, hearing his thoughts. “You’ve earned the right to celebrate.” Andy grinned, leaped to his feet and whooped loudly.

“I did it!” he shouted. “I did it!” He stood grinning as the kittens came running over to see why he was shouting.

“What? What?” they all asked, leaping around his feet. “What did you do?”

“I made the leaf float!” he said, easing himself to the ground so the kittens could jump on him. He laid down on the cool grass as the kittens leaped and ran and purred. When he raised himself carefully to a sitting position, he held a small, grey female named Yafit, who purred loudly in his arms. “I can’t wait to tell Goldeneyes,” he said, grinning.

“Neither,” said Silsula’s voice in his head, “can I.” Andy saw her on the other side of the clearing and waved. “Zahavin will be proud of you, too,” she said. Chirrup.

“That was well done, Andy. We are finished for the day,” said Zehira. She glanced up at the sun. “It’s nearly time for you to go home.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Is it all right if I stop and visit with Leilei before I leave?”

Zehira gazed across the field. Andy knew by now the signs that told him when a Catmage was conversing telepathically with another nearby. “They are just finishing up as well, so yes, you may.” Andy stood and stretched, being careful not to step on any kittens that were still running near his feet. “See if you can practice tonight with another light object.”

“I will,” Andy promised. “See you tomorrow.” He left Zehira sitting in front of her home and walked the kittens back to their mother. Then he gave a cheerful goodbye and set off to find Leilei.

She was lying in the sun, eyes half closed, paws tucked under her breast. “You look as tired as I feel,” Andy said. “They worked you hard too, huh?”

Leilei yawned, rose, and stretched her front legs, then her back, and sat back down. “Yes. But they have to work me harder than anyone else. I am the most powerful apprentice here.” Andy didn’t know how to respond to that. Leilei continued, “So, I hear you made a leaf fly,” she said.

“Do you know how annoying it is to be the last one to be able to tell anyone the news here? Do you guys talk to each other every minute? How do you ever surprise anyone?” he asked.

“You have to realize how special you are, Andy. I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” she said, eyes twinkling and her mind-voice dropping to a whisper, “but you’re the only one here who isn’t a Catmage.”

Andy laughed and sat down next to Leilei. “Yeah, but it feels good to finally do something right.”

“You made a vivid image of the leaf?” Leilei asked.

“I guess. But I was doing that before. I don’t know why it worked today and not all the other days.”

“Maybe today was the day you got the image exactly right,” Leilei said.

“I know one image I could never get wrong. Nafshi. Especially because all I have to do is look at you and I see her.” He closed his eyes and pictured Nafshi as he remembered her, drinking water from a cup he held, thanking him, keeping him from panicking in the cellar at Saunders’ house. Andy shaped his hand around an invisible cup, and felt his Magelight grow warm again.

“I can see her!” Leilei said. “Clear as life! Oh, Andy, thank you. I never got to meet Nafshi, and now I know exactly what she looked like.”

Andy smiled, still thinking of Nafshi. “Just look in a mirror if you want to see what she looked like,” he said. He concentrated again, wanting to share more of his memories of Nafshi. Andy thought of Nafshi in her cage as he scratched her ears, the Catmage purring with pleasure. Then Nafshi disappeared and the image shifted. Suddenly, Andy was seeing things from Nafshi’s point of view. He saw two Catmages on the floor in front of his cage. A black-and-white Catmage sat in front of a multicolored Catmage cringing on the floor and bleeding from scratches on his face.

Roah lifted his paw to strike again. Patches closed his eyes, whimpering. “Stop it!” Nafshi cried. “You’ve done enough to him!”

Roah hesitated, his paw in midair. Then he set it on the ground and turned to face his prisoner. His eyes glittered with contempt and anger. “You did this to him, old one,” he said. “You manipulated an innocent young cat with little experience of the world. You tried to take him from us to help yourself. Admit it.”

“I did no such thing,” she said. “I helped a young Catmage whom you were corrupting!” she said. They stared balefully at one another.

Roah said to her privately, so that none of the others could hear, “You will admit that you used Patches, or I will kill him here and now. Disbelieve me at his peril. Tell Patches the truth, now or later, and I will kill him. If I so much as suspect you are trying to tell him, I will kill him.”

“Choose!” Roah said privately. “Patches or your pride!”

Nafshi had no choice. She could not watch Patches die because of her. “I—it’s true,” she said hesitantly. “I knew that I could convince Patches to help me. He is not very experienced. I used his inexperience to my advantage.”

Stunned, Andy opened his eyes and stared at Leilei, who had risen to her feet.

“What was that?” she asked.

“I don’t know!” Andy said. “No, wait. Wait. I remember. Nafshi told me about a Catmage she made friends with while she was being held captive. She was teaching him. She said she had to lie to him, and that she hurt him really badly, but she never told me the details! How did those images come into my head?” Andy stood and started pacing. It was a vivid memory, and very disturbing. “How can I be having Nafshi’s memories?”

“I don’t know,” Leilei said. “It might have something to do with using Nafshi’s Magelight. But maybe you’d better not say anything to anyone, Andy. There’s already a big fuss over your having it in the first place.”

“What do you mean?” Andy said, stopping short. “What’s wrong with my using Nafshi’s Magelight?”

“Oops. Uh, I wasn’t supposed to say anything about that.”

“Well, you did, so now you better tell me everything,” he said.

Leilei looked everywhere but at Andy. She raised a paw and started cleaning it.

“Come on, Leilei. If you don’t tell me, I’ll just ask Silsula.”

“You can’t,” Leilei pleaded. “I’ll get in trouble. I’m not even supposed to know about this!”

“C’mon, Leilei. We’re friends. Friends help each other.”

“Okay, but you can’t say you heard it from me.”

Andy raised his hand. “I promise.”

“There’s a lot of talk from some of the older Catmages. I overheard Silsula and some of my teachers discussing why Zahavin had to go to the Council Meeting. It’s about Nafshi’s Magelight. No Catmage has ever used another’s Magelight. Never. We destroy them when a Catmage dies. A lot of Catmages think you shouldn’t be using it.”

“But—but Nafshi gave it to me herself. She told me to use it. Hakham didn’t seem to have a problem with that.”

“I know,” Leilei said, “but Hakham is only one member of the Council. There are others who think what you’re doing goes against our laws.”

Andy frowned. “They’re your laws, not mine. Wait a minute. Is that why Goldeneyes has been gone so long?”

“I think so, yes.”

“Do you think I should be worried?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Leilei said. “Nobody’s talking to me about it. They don’t care that I’m the best student they’ve had in ages, or that I can do more powerful magic than anyone else in the Compound. They treat me like a half-year kitten!” she said.

“How old are you?”

“I finished my first cycle on the first full moon of spring.”

Andy started counting back mentally. “So you’re, let’s see, about a year and a half old. Uh—how old is that in human terms?”

“I don’t know. I’m old enough to have kittens. But I’m not going to do that. I have far too much studying to do. I’m going to be the youngest Catmage ever to make a Magelight. Just wait and see. I’m going to be like Auntie Zahavin and wait to have kittens until I’m much older.”

“I keep forgetting she’s your aunt. Boy, you’re not like her at all. Except for the power,” Andy corrected quickly. “You’re both really powerful Catmages.”

“Just like Nafshi,” Leilei said smugly. “Well, now you know why she went to the Council meeting. Just don’t slip and say anything to anyone. And I don’t think we should tell them about that flash of Nafshi’s memory you just showed me.”

Andy shrugged. “All right. Maybe it was just a freak thing. Maybe she told me what happened and I just forgot it. It was months ago, after all.” He stopped pacing and looked up at the late afternoon sun. “Boy, this has been a weird day, but I’d better get going or my mom will kill me. See you tomorrow, Leilei.”

“Bye, Andy.”

Leilei watched as he crossed the field and disappeared into the woods, heading down the path for home. “It was probably nothing,” she said to herself. “No need to tell anyone. They’d just make a fuss over it, anyway.” She turned and trotted across the field to see if she could rustle up some dinner.


✣ F O U R ✣

A Little Light Learning

August drew to a close, and Andy still hadn’t heard anything about Goldeneyes. Silsula assured him that she would let him know the instant she heard anything, but Andy could tell from the distracted way she spoke to him about her sister that she was worried, too. He and Leilei discussed the Council session at length during the breaks in their lessons, wondering what was happening. Andy really liked Leilei, even if she did act conceited sometimes. One day he arrived at her Teaching Ring early and sat quietly watching and listening as Leilei answered question after question correctly.

“You’re doing so well, Leilei,” said Moreh, her teacher. “I think I’ll let you take over the Ring for the last subject while I tend to some business. Apprentices, put your best paws forward and give Leilei the same attention you would give to me. Then you may all take a short rest.” He left the Ring, passing Andy with a tail flick to get his attention. “Keep quiet and you can learn, too, Andrew.”

Leilei asked Andy if he had a ball on him. “Always,” Andy said, reaching into a pocket. He held a small red sponge ball out to her.

“Now, Baishan,” she said to a small black shorthair about her age, “make the ball rise as high as you can.” Baishan concentrated. Andy could hear him purring. He held his hand still so as not to distract him. The ball rolled back and forth in Andy’s palm, but did not rise. “Focus!” Leilei said shortly. “Picture the ball floating in the air.” Baishan looked at Leilei, blinking, and tried again. The purring got louder.

“Stop!” Leilei said. “Why are you making so much noise? That’s not going to make the ball float. Watch me.” She closed her eyes, and the ball flew out of Andy’s hand, rising about six feet in the air. It landed on the grass and bounced to a stop. “See how easy that was?” she said. “Try it again.”

“It may be easy for you, Leilei, but it’s not so easy for some of us,” said Talia, a small, grey shorthair. “You’re being pretty hard on Baishan.”

“I didn’t ask you, Talia,” Leilei said angrily. “I don’t hear Baishan complaining.”

“That’s because he’s afraid to,” Talia said. “He never complains to anyone about anything.” Baishan crouched down and tried not to make eye contact with anything but the dirt beneath him.

Leilei stared at Talia, and Talia met her gaze unflinching. “You are being insolent,” Leilei said. “Moreh left me in charge.”

“And you are being obnoxious,” Talia said. “Your job is to teach, not belittle. Just because your powers are stronger than ours doesn’t mean you’re better than us.”

Leilei started growling. Talia’s fur fluffed out. They stalked stiff-legged toward each other, tails lashing.

“Hey,” Andy said, about to step in and separate them when they all heard Silsula.

“Leilei,” she said, “I need you here, now! Andy, would you come with her please? The rest of you may take your midafternoon break.”

Talia and Leilei separated reluctantly. Andy recovered his ball and followed Leilei over to Silsula, not knowing what to say. Leilei was in the wrong, but she didn’t seem to think so.

“She was indeed, Andy, but let me handle this,” Silsula told him privately. Andy groaned as he realized he’d been projecting his thoughts again.

“Leilei’s not the first apprentice to get a swelled head, nor will she be the last.”

When Andy and Leilei reached her, the Nanager looked angrier than Andy had ever seen her. “Andrew,” she said, “you may wait here. Leilei, come with me.” She led the way into one of the bayits. Leilei didn’t look nearly as confident now as she had in the Teaching Ring. She didn’t meet Silsula’s gaze and tried to make herself look small. Andy couldn’t hear their conversation, but when they emerged a few minutes later the young Catmage walked behind Silsula and did not look at Andy.

“I think it’s time you went home, dear,” Silsula said.

“Okay.” He wanted to say something to Leilei, but she just looked at the ground and muttered “See you tomorrow,” and walked away. Andy turned to Silsula with raised eyebrows.

“Oh, she’ll be fine, dear. Chirrup. Today’s talk was a long time coming. She needed to be taken down a peg or three. She should consider herself lucky it wasn’t Zahavin. Chirrup.”

“Uh—okay,” Andy said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” He headed down the path that led to the road, thankful he wasn’t the one whose ears just got pinned back. But you had to have talent to be able to brag about it, and Andy was still struggling to raise a leaf. Magelight lessons were hard work.

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, cursing loudly at the old grey striped tabby cat sitting on the desk in front of him. “You’ve failed me,” Saunders said. “You told me I would be able to use these Magelights like one of you!” He tugged at the large necklace of eleven different-colored gems spaced along a twined leather strap that looped around his neck. “After all these months I am still struggling like those idiot children in my school, unable to achieve the simplest spells!”

“We have been over this many times, Saunders,” Niflah reminded him. “You refuse to follow the path that all Catmages have followed over the years. There are no shortcuts. If you want your spells to work, you must practice as I have taught you.”

Saunders reached forward and swept a pile of papers and books from his desk. A small, multicolored cat whose coat looked like it was made out of patchwork leaped away, but not quite fast enough. A spiral notebook struck his hind leg, and he yowled in pain as the metal edge tore into his flesh. Roah, sitting on the floor on the other side of the desk, laughed harshly. Niflah ignored them both.

“You must try harder, Saunders. Even Patches here has managed to move forward in his lessons. He crafted the Magelight of an adept last month. He has only one Magelight. You have eleven. The power is there; all you have to do is learn to grasp it!” The old Catmage’s voice echoed his own frustration at Saunders’ continued refusal to follow his advice. “Why don’t you try the healing spell on Patches? I see he is bleeding. I’ve told you how we perform the spell.”

“Yes, and I’ve told you that humans don’t lick our wounds to heal them.”

“Nonetheless, give it a try. Think of a way to heal his wound.”

Saunders’ eyes glinted and he grinned. Patches trembled.

“Patches does not want Saunders to heal him,” he said privately to Niflah. “Patches can do it himself. Saunders is not nice, no, not nice at all!”

Niflah ignored Patches. “Picture the wound closing, Saunders. See it mending in your mind.”

“Oh, I have a picture in mind,” Saunders said, still grinning nastily. He closed his eyes in concentration. One after another, the Magelights flickered on until all eleven of them glowed through his shirt. The lights ebbed and flowed, crossing Saunders’ face with an eerie pattern of colors. They brightened, and Patches wailed as if he were being attacked.

“It bleeds more,” he cried. “It burns! Make it stop. Saunders must make it stop!”

“That’s more like it,” Saunders said, opening his eyes. The Magelights went cold. “It was much easier to picture the wound opening than closing.” He turned to Patches. “Get out of my sight. I’m tired of your whining.” Still crying, Patches slunk out of the room, giving Roah a wide berth on his way out.

“Interesting,” Niflah said. “You took to that like a duck to water. That’s the first time you managed a spell on the first try.” His ears twitched as he watched Saunders, who looked quite pleased with himself.

“I think, Niflah,” Saunders said, “that we have been concentrating on the wrong kinds of spells. I’m going to control the real power of these stones!” He stroked the Magelights in his necklace. They glowed as he passed his hand over them. “Yes,” he said, “I think I may be getting the hang of this after all. Show me how you fired those jets of light during the battle last spring.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Saunders. Yes, you did well just now, but your first try was still fairly weak. With eleven Magelights, you had the power to cut off Patches’ foot. Yet all you did was open the wound a trifle.”

Saunders frowned. “You are supposed to be helping, not hindering me.”

“We are supposed to be helping each other,” Niflah snapped, “and yet, here you are, still learning at a level lower than a half-year kitten.”

Saunders flushed and clenched his fists.

“He needs more power,” Roah said. “The Magelights are evidently not strong enough for a human.”

“He has eleven of them!” Niflah replied. “The power is there. The effort is not. It is lack of focus. How much more power could one possibly need?”

“As much as it takes to accomplish our goals,” Saunders said, eyes flashing dangerously.

“We can’t just roam around trying to find more Catmages to kill for their Magelights,” Niflah said. “The Council is doubtless preparing to attack us again when they feel ready. I know my brother and his companions. They are building their strength. We are nowhere near ready for them!”

Roah was unmoved. “We are strengthening our side, too. I have given you the report.”

“Yes, but we must plan carefully. We have to prepare—”

“You are too cautious. We will grow old and die before you think us ready.” Roah yawned at the older Catmage, a tacit insult that Niflah ignored. “We don’t need more Magelights. There is something more powerful. There is the Tilyon.”

Saunders’ eyebrows rose. “What is the Tilyon?”

“I told you about it moons ago. It is the First’s Pendant.”

“You told me it was lost thousands of years ago,” Saunders said.

“I believe it can be found,” Roah said.

“It’s just another Magelight, isn’t it?”

“No!” Roah said. “Neshama did not create the power in the Tilyon. It came from The One Above Us All.” He examined his front paw and began cleaning between his claws. “There is no stronger power. If you could wield the Tilyon, you would be stronger than any Catmage—perhaps stronger than all of them together.”

Saunders’ forehead furrowed in thought. “And it can be found.”

“Yes,” Roah said. “Catmages haven’t found it. But humans might succeed where we have failed. Humans have many new things available to them, sources of information that Catmages don’t.”

Saunders glared at Niflah. “Do you mean to say,” he asked, “that you’ve known all along that this pendant exists? That there is a weapon out there that we could be using and we have not even tried to find it?”

Niflah held Saunders’ gaze. “I told you about the Tilyon, but we had many things to discuss and plan at the time. Determining the origins of a legend didn’t take precedence over helping destroy the Council and gain their Magelights. No one knows where the Tilyon is. It isn’t important enough to waste time on.”

Saunders slammed his palm on the desk. “Not important! Not important? Idiot! The most powerful magical artifact in the world is not important?” Saunders stepped over the piles of papers and books and stood opposite the two Catmages. He crossed his arms and glared down at Niflah. “Tell me about this pendant. Tell me everything you know. I will be the judge of what is and is not important from now on. Is that understood?”

Niflah flattened his ears. “Do not speak to me like that, Saunders,” he said. “I am not your servant. We are partners.” They glared at each other for a long moment. Then Saunders’ expression lightened.

“Yes,” Saunders said smoothly, “we are partners. It was the frustration speaking.” And that’s as much of an apology as you’re ever going to get. “Do tell me more about the pendant. I need to know what we’re looking for. And you’ll need my help to find it.”

“Yes,” Niflah said, “and you’ll need us to confirm that you have it. You wouldn’t be able to tell it was real without a Catmage to sense its aura.” Saunders sat down on the chair and fiddled with his Magelight necklace.

“You know, Roah, now that I think more about it, you may be right,” Niflah said. “What if we could find the Tilyon?” He paused in thought. “Saunders,” he asked, “would you be able to use your tools to search for an amulet shaped like a golden cat with eyes of amber? It would be crafted in the ancient Egyptian style, from the time of the first Passover.”

“I wouldn’t even know where to begin looking,” Saunders said. “That was thousands of years ago—of course!” he said, slapping his hand on the desk. He reached for the phone and dialed a number. “I need you over here now,” he said, and hung up the phone. “My cousin can help.” Saunders stood and stretched. “I’m starving. These lessons take too much out of me. I’ve had enough for the day.” He strode out the door and down the stairs.

Roah turned to Niflah. “You push him too far, old one,” he said.

“It is he who pushes too far. I will not be treated like a servant. I was born to rule. You know that. You have been with me since the beginning.” Niflah rose and walked past the younger Catmage toward the kitchen.

“You are not the only one who was born to rule,” Roah said to himself.

✣       ✣       ✣

Jack Straight entered the kitchen as Saunders was rinsing his dishes in the sink. Niflah sat on a chair near the table. Patches lay on the floor near the cellar door. The others ignored him.

“What do you want now?” Jack said, frowning. “You took me away from my lesson plans.”

“I need your research skills,” Saunders said. “I’m looking for a pendant from ancient Egypt, about three thousand years old.”

“Oh, is that all?” Jack asked. “I have six of them at home. Did you want one to match your eyes or your hair?”

“Ah, sarcasm—the wit of fools.”

Jack frowned. “If all you wanted to do was insult me, you could have done it over the phone.”

“Spare me the drama, Jack, and listen to my companion.” He nodded to the Catmage at the table. “Niflah, tell dear cousin Jack what you told me about the Tilyon.” He waited while Niflah explained what they were after.

“A pendant shaped like a cat? Well, that would make sense. Ancient Egyptians worshipped cats. Bast was the cat goddess. No doubt the Hebrew slaves would have picked up those symbols from the Egyptians.”

“I don’t need a history lesson, Jack. I need to know if this thing exists.”

Jack shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you without doing some significant research. I’m sure you’ll find many cat-shaped objects in Egyptology displays at museums, but to find one specific item from thousands of years ago? Odds are very high you’ll never find so much as word of it.”

“Did you not tell me recently that archeologists keep finding evidence of people mentioned in the Bible in digs in Jerusalem?”

“Yes, it was very exciting,” Jack said, his face lighting up. “They found seals of two royal ministers mentioned in the Book of Jeremiah. The seals are more than two thousand years old. Bible scholars are over the moon about it.”

“If they’re finding items from Biblical times, why would you think we can’t find this pendant? Spare me your pessimism. Go home and find this thing for me, if it exists.”

“Why?”

“Because I want it.”

Jack frowned. Saunders stared at him, holding his gaze long enough to make Jack uncomfortable. “Never mind. I don’t want to know,” he muttered. “I’m leaving. I need to finish my lesson plans.”

“Yes, do that,” Saunders said. “Your new principal wouldn’t want you to disappoint those bright-eyed students the first week of class.” He laughed as the door closed behind Jack.

“Do you really think he can find it?” Niflah asked.

“Who knows? You say the pendant still exists. Your fellow Catmages were scattered all over the world ages ago. Who’s to say where it ended up?”

“If we find it,” Niflah said, “we will have more power than any being has had since the days of Neshama. We can do much good.”

“Yes, we can do much,” Saunders said. And I can do much more than you know.


✣ F I V E ✣

Compound Interest

Patches lay on the grass in the side yard near the front of Saunders’ house, mewing softly and sadly. The summer had not been a good one for him. After the battle where Nafshi had been killed, Patches hid in a nearby yard overnight, coming back to find some very angry Wild Ones licking battle wounds and a house that reeked of burned wood. Seeing Patches unmarked enraged Roah. He had punished him severely for running away, and since then Patches had been afraid even to leave the yard.

Thoughts of Nafshi made him sad and angry. She had betrayed him. “Nafshi used Patches,” he muttered, using the words Roah had repeated over and over. “Nafshi was a bad Catmage! Bad!” But he didn’t really believe that. He missed her desperately. She had been his only friend.

“Nafshi is dead,” he said to himself. “Patches is on his own. Patches must do better. Roah is mean to Patches because Patches failed him. Patches will not fail him again.” He heard the back door open and close and listened carefully. He was relieved not to hear human footsteps coming down the stairs. Saunders treated him worst of all, and Patches did his best to avoid the human completely. He got up and padded through the side yard, peering around the corner. Niflah sat on the back porch. Niflah was always kind to him. Maybe Niflah could find a way for Patches to get back in Roah’s good graces.

“Niflah,” Patches said, “you must help Patches.”

“What do you need, my boy?”

“Patches wants to help Roah,” he said. “Make him like Patches again. Niflah must tell Patches what to do. Patches is a good Catmage! Set him a task, and he will do it. Roah will see that he was right to find Patches, right to hear him.”

“All right, young one, I think I may have just the task for you.” Patches leaped up to the old tabby and hopped around him in a circle, his fur fluffed out.

“Tell Patches what to do! He will do it. He will do it well !”

Niflah chuckled. “Are you aware of the Compound on the morning side of town?”

✣       ✣       ✣

Letsan and Goldeneyes threaded their way down the path to the East Woods Compound. Hakham trotted ahead of them. “I am so tired of walking,” Goldeneyes said privately to Letsan. “Remind me to stop volunteering to go on journeys with Hakham.”

“Only if you promise to do the same for me,” Letsan said as they crossed the clearing. They shared a bayit when they stayed overnight in the Compound. They saw Silsula with a group of kittens at one end of the clearing. Goldeneyes said a quick hello and continued on to their bayit. She went through the door and sighed with relief as she curled up in the pile of leaves and grass she used as a bed. Letsan stretched and followed her lead. They were asleep in moments.

All too soon, they were wakened by Hakham.

“Rise and shine, young ones!” he said cheerfully. “We’ve work to do. We need to have a war council. Who is here that we can call on to help?”

“Razor sent Guni and Katana ahead. They’re with the Shomrim that you and my brother recruited over the past few moons,” Letsan said with a yawn.

“Good. We need to start laying plans to do what we can to ruin whatever mischief the Wild Ones are making.”

“If it includes killing Roah, count me in,” Letsan said.

Hakham caught Letsan’s gaze and looked at him steadily. “I thought we’d start by drilling with the Shomrim. I think it’s past time we settled on a way to retrieve and destroy the Magelights.”

“Yes, sir,” Letsan said.

“You’re thinking of raiding the house?” Goldeneyes asked.

“Indeed. But not until we have a foolproof plan. This time, we’re going to succeed,” he said, remembering the failed rescue attempt that resulted in Nafshi’s death.

“Yes, and this time,” Goldeneyes promised, “I’ll make sure Andrew doesn’t do anything rash.” Andy’s unforeseen capture had been a huge setback to their plan last spring, and Goldeneyes still blamed him a little for Nafshi’s death.

“It wasn’t his fault, Zahavin,” Letsan said softly. “He didn’t fire the shot that killed her. Saunders did. Let it go. We’ll avenge Nafshi. I promise you that.”

“The Wild Ones will pay for their crimes,” said Hakham. “Be patient.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Patches lay beneath a heavy thicket, listening to the sounds all around him. Following Niflah’s instructions, he had avoided the Compound’s guards and made his way through the woods until he was near the meadow where the Catmages worked and lived. Patches was safely hidden where he could see them going about their daily business. He saw the kittens and young Catmages in the Teaching Rings, and felt a pang of sadness at what he had missed growing up as a half-breed on a human farm. Then he felt a burst of anger at his father for not coming back to see if he had gotten any kittens on the night he’d met Patches’ dumbcat mother. Catmages are selfish, uncaring, Patches thought. Roah is right. They never wanted Patches. Roah found Patches, took care of him, Roah listened to Patches. Catmage father never cared for him! He wanted to jump and run, but he forced himself to stay still. This was his chance to get back in favor with the Wild Ones. This was his chance to stop the pain.

The sun was setting and the Catmages had fed and would be settling down to groom themselves and chat with their friends and neighbors. Some would talk unguarded in the safety of their Compound, and Patches would be able to listen and report back to Niflah.

A mother called to her kittens. Half-grown Catmages ran and tumbled together. Some of them batted a ball back and forth. Patches wondered at that. He was raised on a farm and was used to human toys, but this was a Compound—they shouldn’t have such things. The ball shot past the Catmages and into the wood. One of them detached herself from the group.

“My fault! I’ll get it!”

Patches was so busy wondering what they were doing with a ball that he didn’t notice it was rolling close to his hiding place with the Catmage right behind it. He kept perfectly still. He was downwind. With luck, he would not be discovered.

The young Catmage picked her way toward the ball. Patches gasped as she came near. “Nafshi!” he cried before he could stop himself.

Leilei stopped. “Who’s there?” she asked. “Why are you calling me Nafshi?”

Patches leaped out of the thicket. “Nafshi! Patches heard you were dead. Why did you let Patches think you died? Where have you been all this time?”

“I’m not Nafshi,” Leilei said, “but everyone says I look like her. She was my father’s grandmother. Who are you? Are you new to the Compound? I’ve never seen you before, and I know everyone. Why are you hiding?”

Patches lay down, blinking at Leilei. “No, of course you are not Nafshi. She was old. You are young. Nafshi is dead. You are alive. Patches made a mistake.”

Leilei heard the sadness in his voice. There was an echo of it in her words. “She died before I could meet her. But everyone says I look like her.”

“You do,” Patches agreed. “Patches misses her. But Nafshi was mean to Patches!” he said. “Nafshi lied to Patches!”

“Wait, you’re Patches?” Leilei asked. “I heard about you.”

“You did? Who spoke to you about Patches? Patches does not know anyone in this Compound.”

“Andy told me about you.”

“Andy is a bad boy! He tried to burn down master’s house!”

“Master’s house?” Leilei said. “You’re with the Wild Ones?” She stared straight at Patches, her fur starting to fluff. “What are you doing here? Are you spying on us?”

“No,” Patches said hastily. “Patches is—uh, out for walk.”

Leilei laughed at him. “Patches, you’re a terrible liar.”

Her laughter stung Patches. Leilei was just as mean as the Wild Ones. He got to his feet and met her stare for stare. “Nafshi was the liar! Nafshi said she was Patches’ friend, but she was just using him to escape!”

“That’s not true! They forced her to lie to you. And she felt terrible about it. She told Andy before she died.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Nafshi was sorry that she hurt you.”

“You are just like Nafshi. You are lying to Patches. You are trying to trick him!”

“I can prove it.” Leilei narrowed her eyes and concentrated. Her Magelight shone and Leilei sent Patches the memory Andy had shared with her. When it was over, Patches cocked his head to the side, his ears twitching back and forth on his head.

“This is true? Nafshi always liked Patches? Nafshi did not use him, did not lie to him?”

“No. She was a good Catmage. She didn’t want to hurt you, Patches. Roah made her do it.”

Patches fluffed out his fur and hissed. Leilei stepped back, watching him warily. “Roah is the liar! Roah was the bad one all along! Patches knew it! Patches knew there was a reason he still liked Nafshi.” His mood changed abruptly, and his fur settled back down. Then he laughed and started leaping all around Leilei. “Nafshi liked Patches! Nafshi liked Patches! Patches likes Nafshi’s kin, too!” His laughter was infectious, and Leilei joined in.

“My name is Leilei,” she said.

“Patches likes Leilei! Leilei is a good Catmage,” he said, hopping around her.

“I’m glad you’re not mad at my great-grandmother anymore. But I have to ask you again, Patches. What are you doing here?”

Patches stopped leaping and laughing. He hung his head. He couldn’t meet Leilei’s eyes. “Patches is spying on you.”

Leilei’s tone grew cold. “I’m going to tell the guards. You’re working with our enemies!” She turned to go.

“Please wait,” Patches said. “Please don’t tell! Patches did not hear anything. All he saw was Catmages playing. Patches will leave now and not say anything, he promises. They will punish Patches, but he will not betray Nafshi’s kin. Leilei must believe Patches. Be like Nafshi. Good Nafshi!”

Leilei turned back. “You would do that for us? Why?”

“I would do that for Nafshi.”

Leilei’s ears twitched back and forth as she thought that over. It did seem like Patches was telling the truth. It was obvious how much he loved her grandmother. “They’ll punish you if you don’t give them what they want?”

“Yes. They are not kind. But Patches must stay with them. Roah found him. Roah listened to Patches. Nobody else heard him. Patches was all alone before Roah came.”

“I don’t understand,” Leilei said. “Why would you want to stay with anyone who’s mean to you?”

“Patches must go back. Please don’t tell on Patches. Promise? Please, Leilei?”

Leilei didn’t answer. She was trying to decide what to do.

“Nafshi would help Patches. Nafshi taught Patches to make his Magelight!”

Leilei thought back to the memory Andy had shared with her. “That’s the one Roah and the others destroyed, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Patches said, shuddering at the memory. He lay on the ground, mewing like a kitten.

“I’m sorry,” Leilei said. “Patches, please stop crying.” Her tail switched as she tried to decide what to do. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t think while you’re making that noise.” Patches stopped. He lay on the ground, watching Leilei and blinking as she sat in thought. Leilei saw the half-healed scratches on Patches’ face and ears and came to an abrupt decision. “Don’t go back there. Stay with us.”

“No! I cannot stay. They know where Patches is. They will come and hurt him, maybe kill him. Maybe they will hurt you, too. They have dogs, big dogs. And—” he paused and looked around as if someone could hear him. “And they have Saunders.”

“Who is Saunders?”

“He is a bad, bad man. He is very mean to everyone. Even Roah, sometimes. No, Patches must go back. Patches does not belong here.”

“I think you do,” Leilei said. “And I think you’re making a big mistake. There are a lot of powerful Catmages here. We could help you. I can help you. I’m pretty powerful myself,” she said smugly.

“No one can help Patches. Patches must go,” he said softly, “but Patches is glad he met you. Glad he found out about Nafshi. You have made Patches very happy.” He turned and trotted quickly away.

Leilei watched him leave, unsure of whether she should follow. Then she turned her back on the route Patches had taken, found the ball, concentrated, and shot it through the air out into the clearing. She could hear the other Catmages shouting cheerfully as they ran to it and started playing with it again. “Bye, Patches,” she said softly. “I think we’re going to meet again.”


✣ S I X ✣

Same as the Old School

Andy found the first week of high school exhilarating, confusing, exciting, and frustrating, though fortunately not all at the same time. He and his two best friends had to learn the layout of a new school, meet their new teachers, and make new friends. Mike, Andy, and Becca were in the same Spanish and history classes. Andy and Becca also had English class together. On the first day of school, the three friends were hurrying through the unfamiliar corridors before the bell rang. They found their history classroom and took seats next to one another. The teacher was writing on the board, his back to the class. As he turned, Andy gasped.

“Mr. Straight! What are you doing here?” he blurted out. Embarrassed, he glanced at Becca, who was no less surprised.

Jack Straight put down the marker he was holding and gestured at the board, which now bore his name. “Mrs. Barron is out on maternity leave for the next few months,” he said. “I’ve wanted to teach high school for a long time, and this is a great opportunity for me. So it looks like I’m your history teacher again. Hello, Becca, Mike.”

“Hi, Mr. Straight.”

“Dude!”

Mr. Straight frowned at Mike. “I mean, hi, Mr. Straight!” he said, trying to look innocent. Jack Straight shook his head.

“Can you at least try to be more serious this year, Mike? You are in high school now.”

Mike changed his expression and sat up straight. “Yes, sir!” he said, saluting.

Jack picked up his grade book. “So, a zero for the first day, is it?”

“Sorry,” Mike said. “I’ll try harder this year.” He grinned, and Mr. Straight raised his eyebrows. The bell rang and he called the class to order and read the attendance list. Andy kicked Mike.

“Give it a rest, will you?” he whispered.

Becca nudged Andy and nodded to their right. Teresa was in their class. Mike looked toward her and smiled happily. Andy and Becca exchanged glances. Mike hadn’t stopped talking about Teresa since freshman orientation. This was definitely going to be an interesting year, Andy thought. Attendance over, he settled in to learn about world history.

When class ended, Andy, Mike, and Becca found themselves in the hall with Teresa. “Becca and I have Mrs. Oliver for English class next,” Andy said. “Where are you headed?”

“Algebra 2.”

“Me too!” Mike said.

“How are you doing?” Becca asked.

“Okay, mostly,” Teresa said. She glanced down, not meeting their eyes. “I have to get to class,” she said, walking quickly away. Becca watched her go, frowning.

“Nice work, Becca,” Mike said, annoyed. He ran after Teresa. Becca sighed and followed Andy to their next class, where they discussed one of the books on their summer reading list. When the bell rang, they went their separate ways.

“See you at lunchtime,” Becca said as they parted.

✣       ✣       ✣

Mr. Velez came out of the bathroom wheeling a bucket and mop, whistling. He glanced at three boys standing near a row of lockers and stopped whistling. Two large boys were pushing a smaller one against the lockers.

“Hey, Taylor, Matt bet me five bucks that you’re too big to fit in one of these,” said one. “I think he’s wrong. Let’s show him.”

“Cut it out, Nick!” Taylor said, pushing ineffectually against the two boys.

“Why, you gonna tell your father?” Nick jeered. “He doesn’t live with you. Our father does, and he won’t care. He doesn’t like you very much.”

Taylor started swearing.

“Tsk, tsk,” said Matt. “Maybe we should wash his mouth out with soap.”

“You want to use my bucket?” said Mr. Velez. The two boys turned toward him and let go of Taylor. “Or maybe you could use my mop?” he said, brandishing the wet end at the larger boys, who backed away from the dripping mop.

“No? Then maybe you should get out of here before a teacher catches you picking on that boy.”

“We weren’t picking on him,” said Matt. “He’s our brother. We were just fooling around.”

“Stepbrother,” Taylor said.

“Tell him we were just fooling around, stepbro,” said Nick.

Taylor looked from his stepbrothers to the janitor. “Yeah,” he said with his eyes downcast, “they were just fooling around. They do it all the time. They didn’t mean anything.”

“Yeah, we’re just a couple of jokers,” Nick said, smirking.

“Joke your way out of my sight,” said the janitor. “I know you two. You’re on the football team. I see you do anything like this again, I have a talk with the coach. We’ll see what he thinks of your jokes.”

The boys glared at the janitor.

“Don’t even think about giving me none of your lip, Matt. I been watching you since you got here. I—” he said, pausing between each word, “don’t—like—you. Now beat it.”

The older boys left, leaving Taylor and the janitor alone. Taylor’s face was flushed with shame and rage. “I don’t need your help,” he said.

“You’re welcome,” said Mr. Velez.

“Leave me alone! I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone!” Taylor grabbed his books and shoved them into his locker. He hurried past the janitor to the door that led to the gym. Mr. Velez shrugged, wrung out his mop, and pushed it back to the end of the aisle.

✣       ✣       ✣

Mike and Andy saw Taylor and his two cronies from middle school during gym class. “Well, we were bound to run into him sooner or later,” Mike said. “At least we only have PE once a week.”

Taylor saw them, but kept his distance.

“Does it look like something’s wrong with him?” Andy asked.

“Who cares?” Mike said. “He’s a total jerk. I hope there is something wrong. He deserves it.”

Andy shrugged, but he followed Mike’s example and kept as far away from Taylor as the class allowed. It was a relief not to have to worry about him for a change.

In the locker room, Andy and Mike discussed having Mr. Straight for history again as they got dressed.

“I mean, it’s great that he’s here, but don’t you find it weird that Saunders and Mr. Straight are both suddenly at the high school instead of the middle school?” Andy asked. Mike shrugged.

“Not really. You heard what Mr. Straight said—it’s a great opportunity for him.”

“Well, I think it’s weird.” They were interrupted by a boy from the theater group.

“Hey, Mike, Miss Morris wants to have a quick meeting about the play before lunch,” Harrison told him.

“Be there in a few minutes,” Mike said.

Harrison shook his head. “She sent me to find you. She wants us now.”

Mike glanced at Andy, who was only half dressed.

“Go ahead, I’ll see you in the cafeteria,” Andy said. He was standing with his foot on the bench tying his sneaker when Taylor, flanked by Tommy, Pete, and a boy he didn’t know, came down the aisle.

“Well, will you look at that,” Taylor said. “Cohen’s modeling the latest in lockers.”

So much for leaving me alone, Andy thought. Anger ripped through him as he realized that Taylor was going to try to make his high school experience as miserable as he had made Andy’s middle school years. Not this time, Andy thought as he straightened and put his back against the locker. Not anymore. I beat him up once, I can do it again.

“What’s the matter, Grant, you need backup just to talk to me now?” he said. “Afraid you’ll get another bloody nose?” Taylor flushed at the reminder that Andy had hurt him in a fight the previous year.

“Ooh, big talker,” Pete said. “There aren’t any teachers around to help you this time, or haven’t you noticed, loser?”

“Wow, the cronies have learned how to talk in high school,” Andy said, realizing that Pete was right, and it was currently four against one—and all four of his opponents were bigger and stronger. Andy’s pulse raced.

“Yeah, too bad there’s no one around, Cohen. But some of us have friends in high places. It wouldn’t matter if a teacher showed up now. You know what I think?” Taylor asked.

“As little as possible?” Andy retorted. “That’s why the only class we have together now is gym, isn’t it?” Taylor flushed at the reference to Andy being in all honors classes. Taylor’s grades were middling at best, and both of them knew it.

“Shut up, Cohen,” Taylor said, his face darkening. “Guys, I think we should see if we can fit Cohen inside his locker. He looks about the right size. C’mon, give me a hand.” They took a step toward Andy.

Right now would be a great time for a teacher or someone to walk by, Andy thought. I could really use some help! The Magelight pulsed hot on his wrist. Oh, no! He had to control himself before Taylor noticed the glow. Taylor was still working with Saunders—that much was obvious by his “friends in high places” remark. Andy wasn’t sure how much Taylor knew about Magelights, but he couldn’t take the chance he’d recognize his. But try as he might, calming his thoughts was impossible with four large boys converging on him.

Maybe he could force his way past them and run. He was faster than they were. Before he could move, there was a loud clanging noise and a wave of water drenched the boys in front of him. A few drops splashed Andy, but Taylor and his friends were soaked. Water dripped from their clothes and pooled on the floor. Swearing, the boys turned to see the janitor standing behind them, a metal bucket on the floor in front of him.

“Oops,” said Mr. Velez. “I was moving my bucket to the other row and tripped over my mop. Did I get you wet? I’m so sorry.”

Andy grinned. The janitor pulled a dirty scrap of cloth from his back pocket and held it out to Taylor. “Here. I got a rag you can dry yourself with.” Taylor seemed immobilized in shock, gaping at the janitor. Shrugging, Mr. Velez put the cloth back in his pocket. “Suit yourself. There’s towels in the showers.”

Taylor’s face was scarlet with anger. “You—you did that on purpose! I’m going to— You son of a—”

Mr. Velez’s eyes narrowed. “You watch your mouth, boy,” he said. “Don’t think that just because I’m a janitor that you can treat me with disrespect. You should be ashamed of yourself.” He took a step toward Taylor, his expression steely. “You think this is going to make you feel better?”

What did he mean by that? Andy wondered. Taylor’s expression changed from rage to—was that shame? Taylor couldn’t meet the janitor’s eyes.

“Look at me, boy.” Taylor raised his head. “Understand something. I will be here every day for the rest of your time in high school.” He moved closer until he was inches away from Taylor. “Every day. I would think twice about making me dislike you. I already dislike your stepbrothers.”

Taylor met his eyes this time but said nothing. Andy was puzzled. That wasn’t like Taylor at all. Why was he acting this way with the janitor?

“I think you boys better be getting back to your own lockers and leave this boy alone,” Mr. Velez said, interrupting Andy’s train of thought. “Maybe you should change out of those wet things before you go to lunch.”

Water dripped down the side of Taylor’s face. He wiped it off with the back of his hand. “C’mon,” he muttered to the other boys as he left, giving Mr. Velez a wide berth.

“Thanks,” Andy said. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come.”

Mr. Velez grunted. “Time for you to go, too, amigo. Did you get wet?”

“Not really,” Andy said, grinning. “Taylor and his friends made great shields.” The janitor’s expression was still stern, but Andy thought he saw the hint of a smile on the man’s face.

“Vamos! Go now!”

“I’m going. Thanks again, Mr. Velez,” Andy said. He left the locker room smiling, thinking what a lucky chance it was that the janitor had arrived when he did.

Behind him, Mr. Velez stared at Andy with a puzzled expression. Then he shrugged and started mopping up the water on the floor.

✣       ✣       ✣

Mike roared with laughter as Andy relayed the story to him and Becca at the lunch table. “Oh, man, I wish I’d been there,” Mike said. “I’d have paid money to see Taylor’s face.”

Becca wasn’t nearly as amused. “You know he’s going to take it out on you, Andy. Taylor isn’t the type to take responsibility for his own actions.”

“Don’t worry, Becca,” Mike said. “Didn’t you hear Andy? The janitor saw Taylor and his friends picking on him. He got caught!” He finished the last of his sandwich, drained his bottle of iced tea and stood. “I’m going to sit with the Players for the rest of the period. We have serious work to be done,” he said, striking a pose. He was looking down the end of the table. Andy followed Mike’s glance and saw Teresa sitting with another girl, deep in conversation. He nudged Becca, who grinned.

“Oh boy, here we go again,” Andy said. He and Becca watched Mike make his noisy way to a nearby table, where he was greeted cheerfully.

“You don’t think the janitor will get in trouble, do you?” Becca asked Andy.

He shrugged. “I don’t see how. I’ll back up his story about tripping over his mop.” The noise from Mike’s table was getting louder. Andy and Becca turned to see Mike stand up to applause and cheers from the students at his table. Then Mike started to sing, the others joining in on the chorus.

 


What shall we do with a drunken sailor,

What shall we do with a drunken sailor,

What shall we do with a drunken sailor,

Early in the morning?

 

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Early in the morning

 

Put him in the long boat till he’s sober,

Put him in the long boat till he’s sober,

Put him in the long boat till he’s sober,

Early in the morning?

 

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Early in the morning

 

What shall we do with a drunken sailor,

What shall we do with a drunken sailor,

What shall we do with a drunken sailor,

Early in the morning?

 

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Early in the morning

 

Put him in the long-boat and make him bale her

Put him in the long-boat and make him bale her

Put him in the long-boat and make him bale her

Early in the morning?

 

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Hoo-ray and up she rises

Early in the morning



 

Before Mike finished the second verse, students at nearby tables started clapping in rhythm. Some drummed on the tables or stamped on the floor. Andy and Becca were enjoying themselves, but not half as much as Mike, who started conducting the clapping and stamping with his hands, turning this way and that to the different sides of the cafeteria. After the third chorus, teachers started making their way through the room, quieting students a table at a time. Mike was still enthusiastically singing along with his friends when Principal Saunders marched up to his table and stood frowning down at him, arms crossed.

“Of course it would be you, Mr. Murdoch. You just can’t keep yourself out of trouble, can you? Always breaking rules.”

“There’s a rule against singing?” Mike asked.

“No, but there are rules against public spectacles. If you want to sing, do it in music class, not the cafeteria.”

“But we were just having a little fun.”

Saunders stared at Mike until Mike looked away.

“I hate when he does that,” Andy muttered to Becca. She nodded.

“You’re not supposed to be having fun. You’re supposed to be having lunch. Now, let me think. What kind of punishment does disrupting other students’ lunch deserve, Mr. Murdoch?”

“Having to look at your face?” said someone from the other end of Mike’s table. Saunders’ head whipped around as he tried to identify the culprit. Andy snickered. Saunders turned slowly, shaking his head.

“So. You are involved in this—exhibition as well, Mr. Cohen? Stand up. Get over here.”

Andy rose and went to stand next to Mike. The principal stared down at them. “Since you do so many things together, the two of you can spend detention together this afternoon. I’ll see you in my office after school.”

“But—but I didn’t do anything,” Andy said.

“That’s right. Andy didn’t do anything! He wasn’t even singing,” Mike said. “You can’t give him detention.”

Saunders smiled slowly. “Can’t I? I will see both of you in my office. Immediately after last period.” Mike opened his mouth to protest again. “Say one more word, Mr. Murdoch, and you’ll be in detention for a week.” Mike shut his mouth and frowned. Saunders smiled down at the boys, ignoring the scattered boos and hisses from the rest of the cafeteria. He turned on his heel and left the room.

Andy went back to his chair and sat down, speechless with shock and anger. Mike followed him and sat in an empty chair. “I’m so sorry, Andy. I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.”

“It’s not your fault,” Andy said. “You know he hates me, and you know why.” Mike nodded. Andy groaned. “My mother isn’t going to believe this. Detention the first day. She’s gonna kill me.”

Mike glanced around and lowered his voice to a whisper. “She’ll believe you, Andy. She knows Saunders has it in for you.”

“I can’t believe he’s the principal here. He must have had something to do with the accident,” Andy said, a bit too loudly. “Andy,” Becca said softly, “not here.” She rolled her eyes toward Teresa.

“Okay,” Andy sighed. “We’ll talk about it later. After Mike and I get out of detention.”

Mike groaned. “Miss Morris is going to kill me, too. I was supposed to help her after school today. Geez. Our first day of school is not turning out the way I thought it would.”

✣       ✣       ✣

When Rachel Cohen got home that night, the kitchen table was set and ready for dinner.

“Well, that’s a nice surprise,” she said, putting the pizza box she was carrying down on the table.

“Well, you keep bugging me about something every day and eventually I’m going to get it,” Andy said, grinning. He took a bottle of fruit juice out of the refrigerator while Rachel put her things down. He listened to his mother talk about her day while they ate. After her second slice of pizza, she looked curiously at her son. “You’ve been pretty quiet tonight, Andy. Something going on?”

“Well,” he began, “you’re not going to like this.” He told her about his meeting with Taylor in the locker room.

“I’m going to call Taylor’s parents.” She reached for her phone.

“We’ve been over this before, Mom. Anything you do will only make it worse. Anyway, nothing happened, except Taylor got a bucket of dirty water slopped on his head, and he made an enemy out of the school custodian.”

“Mm-hm. So what else aren’t you telling me?” Sighing, Andy told her about getting detention. To his delight, she was even more angry over the injustice of blaming Andy for something someone else did.

“That lousy, horrible man,” she said. “I’m getting tired of his picking on you. You know why he does it, don’t you?”

“Because he’s a jerk?”

“No. Because he knows I’m a single mom. He thinks he can get away with it because he knows I work and he thinks I don’t have the time to challenge him on this crud. Well, he’s about to find himself very, very wrong. Your father may not be here to protect you from creeps like him, but I am!”

“But Mom, I already did the detention today. It’s over. There’s nothing we can do about it.”

“How did you get home? Did you walk?”

“Mike’s mom took me home.”

“I’ll have to call her and thank her. And then we can discuss what to do about Principal Saunders. The nerve of that man! You said all Mike was doing was singing?”

“Yeah, but he did kind of make a scene in the cafeteria.”

“So? When I was in high school, every St. Patrick’s day Pat O’Brien brought bags of green bagels from his father’s bakery and gave them out. And by that I mean he threw them around the room.” She smiled. “And then we had a giant bagel fight. Pat never got in trouble for that. Listening to a little singing doesn’t even compare to having to duck green bagels being whipped over your head.”

Andy laughed. “I wish we had a bagel fight. That sounds like fun.”

“Does Saunders have something against kids having fun?” his mother asked.

“No, but he has something against me and my friends,” Andy said.

“Why? Why would the principal have a grudge against you?”

Andy shrugged. “I don’t know. He just does.” He wished he could tell her the truth. But Goldeneyes had made herself clear. Andy was not to say anything to her about Magelights or Catmages, and he couldn’t tell his mother why Saunders hated him without talking about either.

His mother frowned. “I think you’re imagining it, Andy. But I’ll call the Murdochs after dinner and have a talk with them.”

“That would be great,” Andy said. “I’ll clean up here. You can go call them now.”

Rachel smiled at her son. “Thanks. So tomorrow night when I get home, you’ll have forgotten to set the table as usual?”

“Probably,” he said, grinning back.

“You’re hopeless.” She left the room and headed to her office. Andy sighed with relief and started piling dishes into the dishwasher.


✣ S E V E N ✣

Grand Schemes and Things

Goldeneyes yawned and stretched. She had spent the night at Andy’s. Today was Saturday, and it was time for another lesson. She tapped his cheek with her paw.

“Come on, Andrew, get up,” she said. He groaned and turned over, pulling the pillow over his head.

“Too early,” he said, his voice muffled. “Need sleep.”

“Andrew, get up. You have lessons today.”

“Teenager. Need sleep.”

Goldeneyes leaped onto his back and sat down. “I’m not moving until you get up,” she said.

Andy grinned beneath the pillow. He rolled over quickly, thinking to throw Goldeneyes off. Instead, she reacted instinctively and dug her claws into his back.

“Ow!” Andy said. He put his hand to his back. “I think you drew blood.”

“Sorry,” she said. “Take off your shirt and let me see.”

Andy complied. She studied his back critically. “You know, if I leave them alone, you’ll have four uniform claw marks on your back when they heal.”

Andy stared at her. “You’ve been hanging around with Letsan too long.”

She laughed. “I believe you may be right. Well, this can be a learning opportunity. Let’s see if you can heal your own wounds. Andrew, you know how a cat helps the healing process, right?”

“Yeah, it licks itself. But I’m not a cat.”

“No. We have to think of what humans could do to help the healing process.”

Andy frowned. “All I can think of doing to a cut is put some antibiotic cream on it and then cover it with a bandage.”

“All right, then let’s try that. Place a picture in your mind of washing and covering the wound.”

“It would help if I could see it.”

Goldeneyes stared up at him. “Honestly, Andrew, do I have to do your thinking for you, too? Perhaps a mirror might help?”

“Oh, yeah, right. Thanks, Goldeneyes.” Andy stood and turned around in front of the mirror on the bedroom door. He looked long at the four bleeding scratches on his back. “You know, they really are pretty uniform,” he said, grinning. “Okay, I had a good look. Let me concentrate.” He closed his eyes and tried to picture the scratches. Then he pictured himself putting antiseptic cream on them, and covering them with a Band-Aid. His Magelight remained dull. Andy sighed. “I don’t think I can do this,” he said.

“Keep trying.”

He closed his eyes and tried again. “Nothing,” he said after a long while.

“We’ll try again another time,” Goldeneyes said. Her Magelight flashed. The wounds flared with heat. He turned his head to look in the mirror. The scratches were gone.

“Thanks,” he said. “I’m going to take a shower and eat breakfast. Then we can go to the Compound.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy stopped his bike at the side of the road. Goldeneyes jumped out of the basket and he followed her, walking and wheeling the bike, until they reached the wood. He stowed the bike in its usual hiding place and followed Goldeneyes down the path to the Compound. When they reached the clearing, they saw a familiar orange Maine Coon on the other side heading their way.

“Letsan?” Andy asked.

“Not quite, boy,” Razor replied. “Zahavin, glad you’re here. We’re just about to have a meeting. Hakham and my brother are already there.”

“I’ll be right there. Andrew, you should go find Zehira.”

“Hakham wants both you and Prophecy Boy,” Razor said.

Andy flushed at the mocking words. Goldeneyes looked sharply at Razor, who turned and trotted away. Hakham’s bayit was larger than the average Catmage structure. It could hold a large number of adult Catmages comfortably. Letsan was already there. Guni, Katana, and a few other Shomrim that Andy didn’t recognize stood guard outside the entrance. Andy followed the others inside. Goldeneyes told him to sit down and be quiet. He obeyed, and then proceeded to wonder why he was there. The others argued about the Wild Ones, about Saunders, and about an assault on the house. Andy grew bored and restless. He took a ball out of his pocket and started tossing it in one hand. Razor glanced over at him, put his ears back, and with the flash of a Magelight batted the ball into the woods.

“Hey!” Andy said. “Why did you do that?”

“To teach you to pay attention.”

“What difference would it make? Nobody’s asking me anything, or even talking to me. What exactly am I doing here, anyway?” Andy asked. “I mean, I get that you’re all here because of Saunders. I know that he has a bunch of stolen Magelights. But all you guys ever do is hang around and talk and then tell me all the things I’m doing wrong.”

Razor laughed. “Good for you, boy, stand up for yourself!”

“Andy has a point,” Letsan said. “There’s been a lot of talk, but no decisions. What exactly is our strategy?”

“We need to get back the Magelights and destroy them,” Hakham said.

“That’s not a strategy. That’s a goal,” Razor said.

“Why can’t you just destroy them while Saunders is wearing them?” Andy asked. “Can’t you just—I don’t know—hide in the bushes or something and attack him when he comes out of his house?”

“It’s not that simple, Andrew,” Goldeneyes said. “A Magelight is a powerful magical object. It takes more than one Catmage to destroy one. Destroying all of Saunders’ Magelights is going to take many Catmages, two or three or more per light. Our neshamas—our souls—are not so easily removed.”

Andy turned his wrist and touched Nafshi’s Magelight with his left hand, feeling the faceted surface. Part of Nafshi’s soul was in there. Did it know he wasn’t Nafshi? The light pulsed as he touched it. He never knew why it seemed to glow by itself, but he didn’t mind. Andy was glad he had this little piece of Nafshi with him. It made him feel like she was still around.

“Then maybe we can steal them,” Andy said.

“He doesn’t always leave them in the house,” Razor said. “Sometimes he’s wearing them under his clothing. And that house is never empty. We’ve been watching it steadily. Saunders leaves from time to time, but his dogs and the Wild Ones are always there. And now Kfir and his warriors, curse them.”

“Then the only way to get the Magelights is to stage a full assault on the house when Saunders isn’t there, and the Magelights are,” Hakham said.

“Those are my thoughts as well,” Razor said.

“I’ve got some ideas I want to run past you,” Hakham said. “Andrew, you may be excused.”

“Then why did you even bring me here?”

“In case we needed to ask you something about humans. It’s a waste of our time to send someone to fetch you,” Razor said.

“As always, Razor, you are the soul of tact. Andy, we didn’t need your input today, but we do need you to keep working with Nafshi’s Magelight,” Hakham said. “Learn how to use it. Keep your eyes and ears open in school, and let us know if you hear anything of interest to us.”

“But—”

Razor gazed up at Andy. “Boy, Hakham just told you what your role should be. Did you notice you’re the only one questioning orders?”

“Yeah, I get it. I’m just a kid who can barely raise a leaf. Go ahead, figure things out without me. I’ll just be sitting at the kiddie table.”

Andy wandered off, not paying attention to where he was heading. He found himself at the edge of the clearing near the Teaching Rings, which were breaking up for the midmorning rest period. Leilei saw him and came running to his side.

“What’s up?” she asked. “Why are you all alone?”

Andy told Leilei about being thrown out of the strategy session. “I don’t see why they couldn’t at least let me hear the plans,” he said. “It’s not like I can’t sit and listen if that’s what they want.”

“I know,” Leilei said. “They do the same thing to me. ‘You’re too young, Leilei. Finish your studies, Leilei. Leave this to the adults, Leilei.’ I’m the most powerful Catmage they’ve seen since Auntie Zahavin, but does that make a difference? No!”

“Yeah, all they see is our age, not what we can do.”

“I know what I’d do if I could,” Leilei said.

“What?”

“Spy on Saunders and see if I could steal the Magelights back.”

Andy shook his head. “They just said the house is never empty. You’d be caught, or worse.”

“Don’t be too sure of that,” Leilei said. “Maybe I know something that nobody else does.” Patches might be able to help her find a way into the house.

“What do you mean?” Andy asked sharply. “Leilei, please tell me you’re not thinking of going off by yourself.”

“Don’t be silly. Why would I go to that house by myself? I know what happened there.”

“Good,” Andy said. “Because I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

“Neither do I. But it’s pointless to discuss it any more. The grownups have made it quite clear that we’re not wanted.”

“Yeah,” he said glumly. Then he brightened. “Hey, I’ve got about half an hour before my lesson with Zehira.”

“I’ve got some free time, too. Did you bring a ball?”

“I brought ping-pong balls. Wait ’til you see the kittens with these things.” He pulled one out of his pocket and concentrated. His Magelight glowed and the ball rose slowly in the air.

“Nicely done!” Leilei said. “Andy, you’re getting lots better.”

He caught the ball as it fell and grinned. “Watch this. I’ve been practicing at home.” He concentrated again. The ball rose and then shot off in the air a few feet. Leilei laughed and chased it, batting it with her paws like a kitten.

“You’re right, the babies are going to love this.” Her Magelight flashed and the ball leaped toward Andy, who caught it easily. “I’ll race you there,” she said, taking off at a run. Andy followed her across the field, shouting happily. They had a great time playing with the kittens until they were called back to their respective studies. They made plans to meet up in the afternoon before Andy had to head home.

“You may go, and that was an excellent lesson,” Zehira told him later that afternoon. “You’re making good progress in lifting objects, and your mind-voice control is improving.”

“Thanks,” Andy said. He stood up and looked around the clearing. “I don’t see Goldeneyes anywhere. Do you know where she is?”

“She’s probably with Hakham,” Zehira said. “She’s there quite a lot these days, which is why you are still my student.”

“And here I thought it was my charming personality,” Andy said, grinning.

“No, that’s the only thing keeping me from cuffing you like a two-moon kitten when you lose concentration,” she said, laughing. “Go on, get out of here. You know where he lives.” Andy waved and headed across the field. Halfway there, he met up with Leilei, who asked where he was going.

“To find Goldeneyes.”

“I’ll come with you.”

Hakham’s bayit was at the far end of the clearing. As they approached it, they could see two of Razor’s Shomrim standing guard a few feet outside the entrance. Andy didn’t recognize them.

“What do you want?” asked Ania, a strikingly beautiful seal point Siamese.

“I’m looking for Goldeneyes,” Andy said.

“Zahavin is busy and may not be disturbed.”

“I’m her niece,” Leilei said haughtily. “And this is Andy, her student.”

“We know who the boy is,” Ania said. “Everyone does.” Then she turned to her companion, a black cat with white feet, and said sarcastically, “Oh, Kfafa, it’s her niece. Well, in that case we’ll absolutely disobey our orders and disturb the leader of the Council and his chief strategists.” The black cat laughed.

“Go away, young ones,” he said. “Your elders have important matters to discuss. They don’t have time to play.”

Leilei stalked off, her ears laid back and her tail switching.

Andy shook his head. “They’re always doing stuff like that to me,” he told her.

“They’re barely older than I am,” she said. “I know so much more than those stupid Shomrim guarding the door, and they treated me like a baby!”

“You’re preaching to the choir, sister.”

“What?”

Andy sighed. “It’s a human expression. It means I already agree with you, so you’re wasting your time trying to convince me.”

“Oh.” Leilei echoed his sigh. “Well, I know what we can do. If they won’t let us in on their meetings, let’s have one of our own.”

“What do you mean?”

“Tell me everything that happened to you last year, especially when you were at Saunders’ house. Maybe talking about it will help us come up with something that will help the others.”

Andy shrugged. “I guess. It beats cooling our heels at Hakham’s door.”

“What?”

“Never mind. What do you want to know?”

Andy sat on the ground and told Leilei about his experiences at Saunders’ house. By the time he had finished, Leilei’s determination had crystallized. She was going to spy on the house, and if she could steal a Magelight or two, so much the better. She guarded her thoughts carefully so that Andy wouldn’t suspect. No need to get him involved. He was a big, clumsy human. He couldn’t walk as quietly, or hide under things, or slip into the shadows like a Catmage could.

Leilei was so busy thinking about what she would do, she barely noticed how quiet Andy had gotten. She looked up and saw Andy looking at Nafshi’s Magelight, holding his wristband with his left hand and rubbing the stone with his thumb. The Magelight flared and a picture of Nafshi appeared in both their thoughts.

“I’m sorry, Andy,” Leilei said, getting up and rubbing her head against his side.

“Yeah, me too.”

“We’ll make them pay for what they did. Someday. I swear it.”

“I know.” He looked up at the sun, now low in the sky. “I’d better start heading for home. It’s getting late.” He scratched Leilei’s ears and stood. “I’ll see you next time.”

“Bye, Andy.”

Leilei watched him go. She had the information she wanted. Now to figure out what to do with it.


✣ E I G H T ✣

Road Trip

Jack Straight knocked on the door to the principal’s office. He opened it at Stan’s invitation. Stan sat behind his desk, papers scattered around. Roah sat on the windowsill, looking out into the darkness.

“I understand you have something for me?” Saunders said.

“There’s a pendant at one of the Smithsonian museums that I think you might want to check out. I can’t find a picture of it anywhere. You’ll have to go in person to see if it’s the one you’re looking for.”

“Then we will go this weekend.”

“What do you need me for?” Jack asked. “I have papers to grade, lessons to plan. I don’t have the time.”

“You can grade your papers in the car on the way down. I want you with me.”

“Where is this museum?” Roah asked.

“Why do you ask? Do Catmages know geography?” Saunders said.

“Don’t be foolish. Of course we know the lands in which we live. We travel to other Compounds. We keep tabs on our communities. We are no different from humans in that respect.”

“Really?” Saunders said. “Do let me know when you’ve invented the steam engine and cross-country railroad.”

Roah ignored the sarcasm. “Is this museum very far?”

“It’s about a six-hour drive. Why should that matter?”

“We need to recruit more Catmages—especially females. Niflah and I are thinking of establishing our own Compound near here. It would save us much time and effort to have a central base that is not too close to humans. I can go with you and visit a Compound near your museum. I could bring back dozens of new Catmages.”

“Charming. I’ll be bringing back a carful of cats that have never ridden in a car. Shall I bring along some of my dog carriers?”

“Do not laugh. The enemy is moving more and more Catmages to the East Woods Compound. Most of them are warriors. They are planning something, probably an attack. We need more fighters. Females would be good, too, so we can breed our own warriors.”

“What we need,” Saunders said, “is the Tilyon.”

“But we don’t have it. And until we do, we must build our numbers. Where is this museum? I need to determine the nearest Compound.”

“Jack, get Roah the information he needs,” Saunders said. “I’ve work to do.”

“But—”

“Roah, go with my cousin. Report to me when I get home. And Jack—”

“What?” he asked through gritted teeth.

“Stop at the supermarket and pick up my order of meat. The dog food is running low.”

Jack stopped himself from replying sharply. He turned on his heel and opened the door. “Well?” he said to Roah, who sauntered leisurely ahead of him. “Don’t think I won’t kick your furry butt down the hall,” Jack said as he closed the door behind him.

“Don’t think I can’t hurt you far worse than you can hurt me,” Roah said, his Magelight flashing and his fur crackling with electricity.

“Unbelievable,” Jack muttered. “It’s not enough I have to take garbage from Stan, now I have to take it from his cats, too.” He walked quickly down the hall to the door that led to the parking lot. Neither Roah nor Jack saw Mr. Velez standing silently in a darkened side corridor, watching and listening.

✣       ✣       ✣

Jack pushed open the back door, arms full of groceries. At least Roah had opened the door for him, though he was pretty sure it was only to get in the house, not to help Jack. He put the bags on the kitchen table and started unpacking.

Patches was sitting in a corner of the kitchen. Roah stopped halfway through the room and stared at Patches. “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Why are you not practicing with the others?”

Patches blinked at Roah. “Kfir yelled at Patches. Told him to leave. Said he was interfering with the others.”

Roah tilted his head, still staring. “And were you interfering?”

“No! Patches was only talking a little.”

Roah’s ears twitched back. “You were talking instead of working on your offensive spells? Patches, once again I have to wonder why we keep you around. You can’t do anything right!”

Patches crouched down, blinking. “No!” he said. “Please don’t send Patches away. No one will hear him. Patches must stay here. Patches will do better! Promise!”

Roah stared for a few moments longer as Patches blinked and stayed low on the ground. “No, I won’t send you away. Today,” Roah said as he brushed past Patches on his way out.

Jack stood near the table, the package of meat in his hands all but forgotten as Roah’s words echoed the words of a memory.

✣       ✣       ✣

Young Jack lay on his stomach with his pillow wrapped around his head, trying to muffle the noise from downstairs.

“You can’t do anything right!” the woman’s voice shouted. “I told you to clean the kennels and then feed the dogs. Have you fed the dogs?”

“I was going to as soon as I—”

“I’m not finished! Look at this kitchen. It’s a mess. If it’s still like this when your father gets home, there will be hell to pay! Go feed the dogs and then clean up those dishes in the sink. Do you think I have nothing better to do all day than clean up you kids’ messes?”

“Why doesn’t Jack help, then? Why do I have to do all the work? He eats here too!”

“Because he’s only seven years old, that’s why. You’re the older cousin. You’re the one who doesn’t do his jobs. Stanley, so help me God, if you don’t stop arguing and get to work, your father will bring the belt to you. Do you want me to call him at work and tell him you’re talking back to your mother?”

“No! No, look, I’m doing my chores.”

“That’s better. Now hurry up and get done and go up to your room. I’m sick of looking at you.”

Jack rolled over on his back, tears sliding down his cheeks. A month ago he was living in his own home. Things were quiet and happy there. There weren’t any big, scary dogs. There was only Jack, his mother, and his father. And then came that awful night when his parents went out to dinner and never came back. Mrs. Miller, the babysitter, told Jack they were in heaven now, that they had driven their car straight up there. Before he knew what was happening, he moved into his aunt and uncle’s house and shared a room with his cousin Stan. Stan didn’t like it at all. The very first night, he told Jack what had really happened to his parents. Jack didn’t know what a drunk driver was, and he wanted Stan to stop talking about it. But he didn’t stop. Stan never did anything Jack asked.

He heard footsteps coming up the stairs and quickly dried his tears. Jack pretended to be asleep.

Stan came into the room and stopped between the beds. He sat down on the edge of Jack’s bed. “I know you’re awake,” he said quietly.

Jack opened his eyes.

Stan grabbed Jack’s forearm and squeezed it painfully. Jack bit back a cry. If Aunt Barbara heard, she’d yell at Stan—and then Stan would wait until she wasn’t around and things would get even worse.

“I hate you,” Stan whispered. “It’s your fault she yelled at me tonight.” He narrowed his eyes at Jack and squeezed again. “You better stop getting me in trouble.”

Jack clenched his teeth and closed his eyes.

“Baby,” Stan said, sneering. He got up and changed into pajamas, got into his own bed. “I can’t wait until you’re gone,” he said.

✣       ✣       ✣

Jack came back to the present and finished unpacking the grocery order. Patches crouched miserably in the corner.

“Are you hungry?” he asked the young cat. “You’re looking pretty skinny these days.”

He found a container of tuna in the refrigerator, and put it on the floor. Patches crept slowly toward him, looking around him before attacking the tuna like he was starving.

“Man is good to Patches,” he said.

Jack could never quite get used to a cat speaking words, let alone speaking them in his head. “Well, they’re all pretty rotten to you,” he said. “Why do you put up with it?”

“Why do you put up with Saunders?” Patches asked.

“Touché.”

“What is that?”

“Never mind. Just hurry up and eat before he sees us.”

Patches finished the tuna quickly, then returned to his corner and started washing his face. “Thank you,” he said as Jack retrieved the container and put it in the dishwasher. “Patches likes man.”

“My name is Jack.”

“Patches likes Jack.”

Jack smiled. He found some cold cuts and bread and made himself a sandwich. He was halfway through it when Roah and Niflah came into the kitchen, followed by a sandy-colored cat that Jack had never seen before.

“This is Velvel,” Niflah said. “He’s a Seeker, and he has traveled very far on his journeys. How many miles away is this museum? In what direction?”

“You understand the concept of distance in miles?”

“Some of us do. We have lived among humans for many, many cycles of the sun, Jack. We know how far a Catmage can walk in a day. A strong, healthy Seeker can travel ten miles in one cycle without tiring. And even a kitten knows that the sun always rises on the same side of the sky.”

“The museum is about 450 miles to the southwest. That’s a heck of a long way for a cat to walk.”

“Velvel, how many Compounds lie to the southwest between here and there?”

“Niflah,” Velvel said, embarrassed, “I don’t know how many cycles’ journey that is.”

“Forty-five,” Jack said. “Someone wasn’t in class when they covered division.”

“What is division?” Velvel asked.

Jack rolled his eyes. “Never mind. Forty-five days is the answer to your question.”

“That is nearly two moons’ journey,” Niflah said.

Velvel thought for a few moments. “Two moons? Yes, I have been as far as two moons’ distance from this place. There are many Compounds between here and there, Niflah. What kind are you looking for?”

“We want the ones who have stopped their females from having kittens.”

“What?” Jack asked. “Why would they do that?”

“Sometimes a Compound has too many Catmages and must stop the females from breeding. If a Compound has too many Catmages, there is a greater risk of discovery. You call them ‘feral cat colonies’ and send men to capture and neuter our people.” Niflah shuddered at the thought. “Or sometimes there just aren’t enough food animals in the area to support more than a few dozen Catmages. Game is not always plentiful.”

“Why don’t they just move to another Compound?”

“Some do. But like dumbcats, we are territorial,” he said. “Most of us like to stay where we’ve been raised.”

“I know of several Compounds on the journey where we could recruit females, Niflah,” Velvel said.

“Good. We’ll pick a likely one, and the humans will drop us near there on the way to their destination.”

Determining the location of the Compound was a challenge for Jack’s researching skills. First, they reckoned the estimated distance of the most likely Compound from the Seeker’s journeys. Then Jack went online and searched the satellite view of the area, looking for the kind of woods where Catmages liked to build their Compounds. It wasn’t easy. Catmages might have human intelligence, but that didn’t mean they grasped concepts like reading a map or comprehending an aerial view of a forest. Jack pressed Velvel for a memory of any significant road marker, to no avail.

“Don’t you ever look at human signs?” Jack asked in frustration.

“Well, we notice they’re there,” Velvel said. “But Catmages cannot read human words, so what is the point of remembering your signs?”

“Then what about a landmark? A bridge? A cliff? A rock formation?”

“There’s a tree down on the edge of the road near the path to the Compound,” Velvel said.

Jack sighed. “That’s not specific enough. Let’s try something else.”

By the time Saunders came home, Jack thought he had a good idea of where the Compound was.

“Well?” Saunders asked.

“I think I know where to go. And you owe me for this one.” He glanced at the clock. “It’s late. I have things to do. I’m going home.”

“Then leave.”

“Stan, you’re such a prince,” Jack said, rising. “No, no, don’t worry about me. I’ll find my own way out.” He opened the kitchen door, walked through, and slammed it behind him.

Saunders opened the fridge and retrieved a beer.

“Bring me up to date,” he told Roah.

✣       ✣       ✣

The trip to Washington, Jack decided, was unequivocally the worst of his life. First he had to wait while Roah and Niflah gave him an image of a road near the Compound where they were going to drop Roah on the way to the Smithsonian. That took longer than they’d planned, because even after all his research, it turned out that getting a picture of what a forest looked like from a cat’s point of view was nothing like getting directions from a map or GPS. When they finally found the right area, Roah and Velvel took off into the woods.

“Be back here no later than midmorning,” Saunders said.

Roah looked back over his shoulder at Jack. “I have no intention,” he said, “of walking all the way back to Coreyton.”

Saunders decided Jack would drive the first leg of the trip. And by “first leg” he meant “the whole way.” So Jack’s entire Saturday was now shot, and there was still a huge pile of ungraded papers inside his briefcase in the back seat of Stan’s car. He couldn’t listen to music, because no matter what he chose, Stan said he hated it. As to conversation, well, Jack would be better off conversing with the cats, who treated him only slightly better than his own cousin did.

Teaching middle school all these years had made Jack realize that bullying was often a group behavior. Once one child became the victim of another, many other children jumped on the bandwagon. Or bullywagon, he through wryly. Catmage society seemed to be a lot like human society, with the extra added fun of cat instincts thrown in. Roah was simply horrible to Patches, who was the only Catmage that Jack liked. And the other Catmages, even the new ones, quickly mimicked his behavior and treated Patches cruelly as well. Between Stan and the senior Catmages, Jack felt like the human version of Patches.

If only Jack could stand up to his cousin. But that had never worked in the past. Stan had always had ways of making his life even more miserable if he didn’t go along with him. And now he controlled Jack’s dream of teaching high school. Stan could take it away in a moment if Jack didn’t do as he demanded. Someday, Jack thought. Someday.

Most of the trip passed in uncomfortable silence. Niflah slept on the floor and ignored Jack when he was awake. When they finally got to Washington, it took Jack a long time to find parking anywhere near the Sackler Gallery, which held the Egyptian artifact exhibit they sought. Saunders’ sour mood grew even more sour. When Jack finally stopped the car, he got out and stretched, glad to be finally able to extend his legs to their full length.

“Leave the windows open for Niflah,” Stan ordered. Jack opened the door and did as he was told. “Now, take me to this pendant.” He glanced at his watch. “What time does the museum close?”

“Five-thirty,” Jack said. “We have an hour.”

“Then let’s not waste any time.”

After getting directions to the Egyptian exhibit they split up and walked slowly between cases of jewelry, searching for the pendant. Minutes passed. Saunders grew even more angry as he went from case to case, failing to find anything remotely resembling a pendant shaped like a cat.

“I’m beginning to think you’ve led me on a wild goose chase,” he snapped at Jack, who was on the other side of the hall. A woman and two children standing near Saunders glanced over at him.

“The museum will be closing in fifteen minutes,” said a voice over the PA system. The woman took the children by the hand and led them out of the hall, frowning at Saunders as she passed.

“I’ve found it!” Jack called. Saunders hurried over. Standing on a cube covered with velvet was a small, golden cat, crudely made, resting on a golden platform.

“I don’t see any eyes,” Saunders said.

“I couldn’t tell from the description online. All it said was that it was a cat from the Ramesses II Dynasty. That would place it in the right time frame.”

“It’s supposed to have amber eyes. This thing has no eyes. You idiot! You’ve wasted my time again.”

Jack’s mouth dropped open. After all the work he’d done this week, Stan was yelling at him for this being the wrong pendant. “Are you kidding me?” he asked. “How is this my fault? I’m doing everything I can to help you find this thing, and we don’t even know if it exists! That’s some thanks I get for dropping everything and driving to Washington for you. You know what, Stan? Next time, let your stupid cats figure out where this thing is. I’m done. Have fun finding it without me.” He turned and stalked out of the hall.

“Well,” Saunders said, walking after his cousin, “it looks like even Jack has his breaking point. Who’d have thought it?” They walked back to the car without speaking. When Jack deliberately took the passenger seat, Saunders shrugged and got behind the wheel. “I’ll drive to the Compound,” he said. Jack handed him the keys and reached into the backseat for his briefcase.

“I take it that it wasn’t the Tilyon?” Niflah asked.

“No. We’ll have to keep looking.”

“It may not exist,” Niflah reminded him.

“Oh, shut up.” He turned the key in the ignition and pulled out of the parking space. Neither Niflah nor Jack spoke for the rest of the drive.

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders pulled over at the spot where they’d left Velvel the day before. Velvel walked slowly out from the edge of the tree line followed by half a dozen cats. Jack got out and opened the back passenger door.

Niflah called out happily to Velvel. “Well done! And welcome to all of you. Don’t be afraid, riding in a car is easy once you get the hang of it. I am Niflah.”

“Niflah? I heard you were dead,” said a young female tabby.

“You were misinformed. I’m quite well, young one, and happy to meet you. Welcome! Welcome! Come, come with us to our new home. We have a lot of eligible males there just waiting to meet beauties like yourselves.”

“We will be able to mate? Velvel promised us,” said the tabby.

“Certainly! The more, the merrier,” Niflah said. “Now come along, ladies. We have a long ride ahead of us.” The newcomers stepped up carefully into the car, settling themselves on the backseat and the floor.

“Niflah, a word,” Velvel said privately.

“What is it?” Niflah asked.

“I think I can do better for us by stopping at all of the Compounds between here and East Woods. I can bring more recruits with me, female and male.”

“That’s an excellent idea, Velvel.”

“And if I find any Wild Ones on the way, I’ll bring them, too.”

“May the First bless your efforts with success. I shall see you in a couple of moons. Be careful on your journey back!”

“I’m always careful,” Velvel said, laughing. “But your human friends can save me a few days’ journey by bringing me close to the next Compound.”

“I’ll arrange it. I’d like to get these females home and settled in quickly. Ah, it will be lovely to have kittens around.” He leaped into the back of the car, followed by Velvel. Jack closed the door behind them.

Niflah and Velvel stayed in the back seat, getting the females settled. None of them had ever ridden in a car, and it took some time before the males could get them to sit or lie quietly.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Saunders said. “Get those cats in order or you can all walk home!”

Jack laughed. Saunders glared at him. “Oh, come on, Stan, you have to admit it’s pretty funny. We have a car full of cats who can talk, most of whom have never ridden in a car, and you’re fuming because they’re not behaving. I don’t care how smart they are, they’re still cats. And you,”—Jack started laughing again, hard enough that he had to gasp out the last few words—“you breed dogs. You hated cats until last year!” He whooped until his eyes ran. Stan watched sourly until Jack got control of himself. He glanced in the backseat.

“Niflah?” he said coldly.

“We are ready.”

He handed Jack the keys and went around to the passenger door.“Drive, Jack. Take us home.”

They made the long drive home in silence broken only by the occasional comment from Niflah. When they finally pulled up in front of Saunders’ house, Jack sighed with relief. He opened the doors and watched the cats get out. Stan paused before going through the gate to look over his shoulder at his cousin. “Find me another museum to search,” he said. He walked through the gate and slammed it shut.

Jack sped away from the house, thinking that he still had to finish grading papers. It was going to be a long night. And now he had to add Stan’s research on top of it all. One day, he was going to figure out how to stand up to his cousin. One day.


✣ N I N E ✣

Secrets of the Ancients

Andy was the first person in history class Monday morning. Mr. Straight was sitting behind his desk, looking blearily at his laptop.

“Long weekend?” Andy asked.

“I had a lot of work to do,” Mr. Straight said. “How was your weekend?”

Andy thought about how his life was now Magelight lessons on top of high school homework, and he grimaced. “It was long, too. But I think I got more sleep than you did.”

“Probably.”

“I’ve got a surprise for you all,” Mr. Straight said after the bell rang. “We’re going on a trip to the Brooklyn Museum.”

Mike cheered wildly. Mr. Straight raised his eyebrows, and Mike subsided.

“They’ve got a great Egyptology display that goes perfectly with what we’re studying. Everyone get these permission slips signed and bring them back no later than Friday,” he said as he handed out papers to the students in the first row.

Andy and Becca grinned at each other. Field trips were always fun. Andy’s hand shot up. “Are there going to be mummies?” he asked.

“I’m old enough not to need my mummy for a field trip anymore,” Mike said.

Mr. Straight laughed along with the class, shaking his head at Mike. “Yes, there will be mummies,” he said, “and many other Egyptian artifacts. Arts, crafts, statues—you’ll actually have fun learning about the dynasties.”

“Arts and crafts,” Andy said. “That’s right up your alley, Becca.”

“Maybe I can learn some new styles from looking at old ones,” she said.

Mike raised his hand.

“What now, Mike?” Mr. Straight said.

“Will we learn how to walk like an Egyptian?”

Mr. Straight sighed as the students laughed again. “Take out your books and turn to chapter three. Mike, you’d better have done your homework, because you’re going to be answering the first three questions.”

“Aye-aye, Captain!” Mike said, saluting the teacher. “Ask away!”

“He did his homework,” Becca whispered to Andy. “He called me last night for help with it.”

“Lucky for him,” Andy whispered back. Mr. Straight glanced their way, and they bent to their books.

✣       ✣       ✣

The topic at lunch was the field trip to the museum.

“My parents took me to the Museum of Modern Art in New York once,” Becca said.

“Bo-ring,” Mike said.

“Oh, that’s nice,” Becca retorted. “So you don’t want us to come to your play next month because we’re not interested in acting?”

“Sorry.” Mike affected a hangdog look that caused Becca and Teresa to roll their eyes.

“Has he always been like this?” Teresa asked.

“Yep,” Andy said, “with no sign of ever changing.”

Mike puffed out his chest and nodded slowly to each of them. “I yam what I yam, said the sweet potato to the russet.”

Andy groaned.

“My mother took me to the Harvard Museum of Natural History when I was little,” Teresa said. “It was pretty neat.” She smiled sadly.

“What was she like, Teresa?” Becca asked. “I mean, if you don’t mind talking about her.”

Teresa shrugged. “It doesn’t seem to make much difference if I talk about her or not. It hurts whenever I think about her. And I think about her every day.”

Becca reached out and squeezed Teresa’s hand. “Then tell us about her. I’ve heard the older kids talk about her. They really liked your mom.”

Teresa smiled. “Yeah, they did. Mom loved being around kids, and they knew it. I spent a lot of time here before I was a student. I went to concerts and games and plays with Mom. I liked the plays the best.”

Mike beamed at her.

“You never say anything about your dad,” Andy said. “Is he still around?”

Teresa looked away from them. “No. He died of cancer when I was six.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Andy said. “I lost my dad when I was five.”

“Boo hoo hoo!” Taylor said. “Wah, wah, my daddy died.” Taylor stood behind Andy holding a tray with what was left of his lunch. Pete and Tommy, as always, were flanking him. Andy whipped around, his face contorted with anger. He got up, knocking over his chair. Becca rose as well. She picked up the chair.

“Shut up, Taylor,” he said coldly.

“Make me,” he said, grinning. “Oh, you can’t. We’re in school and you’ll get in trouble.”

Andy felt rage building up inside him. His right wrist grew warm. Suddenly, Becca was at his side, grabbing his wrist, covering his Magelight with her hand.

“Andy, come on. Sit back down. Ignore him. You know he wants you to react,” she muttered. She glared at Taylor. “You really are one of the biggest jerks in school. Why don’t you find someone else to bother and leave us alone?”

“Oh, look. Cohen’s such a chicken now he has to be protected by a girl.”

Mike rose from his seat and Teresa grabbed him by the arm and pulled him back down.

Andy could feel his Magelight getting warmer. He realized that Becca was trying to protect him, but he wanted to smash Taylor so badly. Just one punch to the head would be all it would take. He clenched his fist and tried to pull his arm away from Becca. She gripped his wrist harder, but couldn’t stop Andy’s arm from moving. The Magelight blazed beneath her hand.

“Ow!” Taylor said, his hand reaching up to his forehead.

“Nobody touched you, you big baby,” Andy said. “I have four witnesses to back me up.”

“Man, I just got a splitting headache.” Taylor wavered unsteadily for a moment. “Here,” he said, pushing his tray to Pete. “Take this.” Blinking and holding his head, he moved away. Andy watched him stop at an empty table and sit down, one hand on his temple.

“Andy,” Becca said, “let’s go. I need to talk to you.” She pulled him away from the table. “See you later,” she said to Mike and Teresa as they left. Andy followed her out of the cafeteria, down the hall, and into a stairway. Becca listened for a moment until she was sure there was no one else there.

“What?” Andy said.

“Your Magelight. Didn’t you feel it? It got hot, and then Taylor got a headache.”

“What?”

“Were you that angry? You didn’t even notice your Magelight glowing? Why do you think I grabbed your wrist?”

“No, I knew that. I just—how did I give him a headache? I can barely make a leaf float! How do you know he doesn’t just get sudden headaches?”

“I don’t know. But it was a pretty big coincidence, since he got the headache just as your Magelight flared. I could feel it, Andy! You better get a handle on that thing. Taylor knows what a Magelight is. The last thing you want is for Principal Saunders to know you’ve got one!”

“Okay, okay. I’ll talk to Goldeneyes about it the next time I see her.”

“Good. Andy, try not to let Taylor get to you. It’s what he wants. And Principal Saunders would love an opportunity to suspend you.”

“Okay,” Andy repeated. “I’ll try not to let him bother me. But I can’t stand Taylor, and you know I have every right.” Knowing that Becca had been witness to much of Taylor’s bullying brought up shameful memories. He knew he shouldn’t feel that way, but knowing never managed to stop his emotions. Maybe that’s why Andy got so angry just now. Taylor used to embarrass him regularly in front of his friends.

“I know you do,” she said. “Taylor’s been a jerk to you for ages. But you’re the better person. And if you ignore him, he’ll have to leave you alone.”

The bell rang.

“I’ll try,” Andy said, thinking that it would be a miracle if he could ignore Taylor. “We’d better get to our next class. See you later.”

“Bye.”

Andy left the stairwell and joined the throng of students going from one class to the other. Becca was right. He had to get his anger under control when Taylor taunted him. But still—how did he manage to hurt Taylor with his Magelight? He needed to talk to Goldeneyes.

✣       ✣       ✣

When he got home that afternoon, there was no sign of Goldeneyes or Letsan. There wasn’t enough time to ride out to the Compound on a school day. Andy decided it was no use worrying about it. He might as well do his homework. If they showed, they showed. If not, well, he’d talk to them another day.

An hour and a half later, Andy pushed his chair away from his computer, rose, and stretched. He glanced out the window and saw two orange shapes in the backyard. Andy ran down the steps to the back door and jerked it open.

“It’s about time you got here,” he said. “I need to talk to you.”

“And a wonderful evening to you, too,” Letsan said. He and Goldeneyes strolled through the open door.

“What’s wrong?” Goldeneyes asked. Andy quickly told the two of them about the incident in the cafeteria.

“You thought about hitting Taylor and then he got a headache?” she asked.

“Something like that.”

“It seems a natural progression,” Letsan said. “He’s been able to send his thoughts and levitate small objects. His powers are getting stronger as he learns to use the Magelight.”

“No,” Goldeneyes said, “not like this. He didn’t send a thought into Taylor’s head. He sent pain. It’s as if he thought of striking Taylor, and the Magelight made it happen. Andrew, while that is one of the uses of a Magelight, it is not appropriate to do it to another boy because he made you angry.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose!” Andy said. “But he always makes me mad. You saw what he did to me on the day we met!”

“Yes, but that is not the point. How did you manage to ‘punch’ Taylor with your Magelight? That should be beyond your current abilities.”

“We don’t really know much about Andy’s abilities,” Letsan said. “He’s the first human in history to have an aura and a Magelight. Maybe humans are just that much stronger than Catmages.”

“Perhaps,” she said. “In any case, Andrew, you’re going to have to learn to restrain these impulses. I’ll let Zehira know and she will adapt your training accordingly.”

“Great,” Andy said. “I finally figure out how to get back at Taylor without his being able to pin it on me, and I can’t use it.”

“No, you may not,” Goldeneyes said sternly. “Do not use magic to harm other creatures,” she said, quoting the Seventh Law of Catmages.

“You used magic to harm Wild Ones when you rescued me,” Andy said.

“We are allowed to use magic in self-defense. We are not allowed to use it frivolously.”

“Frivolously?” Andy said loudly. He drew a breath to argue when they heard the sound of the garage door opening.

“We will discuss this later,” Goldeneyes said.

“I hope you’re not going to make me go back to the Compound tonight,” Letsan said. “I was really hoping for people food for supper.”

“We can stay tonight. But we’ll need to tell Hakham and the others tomorrow.”

Andy’s mother came through the door. “Hi, Andy,” she said. “Hello, Goldeneyes, Letsan.” Letsan walked up to Andy’s mother and twined around her legs. “Oh, look, he likes me,” she said, reaching down to scratch his ears.

“He’s probably just hungry,” Andy said wryly.

“Ouch!” Letsan sent. “Don’t give me away, Andy!”

“Well, I can fix that,” she said, putting down her purse. “We have some leftover chicken, don’t we?” She opened the refrigerator and looked around until she found some. “Yep. Andy, get me their bowls, will you?”

“Hey, what about our dinner?” he asked.

“Oh, I’m ordering pizza.” She split the chicken between the two bowls and put them on the floor. “There you go.” Letsan purred loudly.

“Really, Letsan, must you?” Goldeneyes said. “It’s humiliating.”

“No it isn’t. It makes Andy’s mom feel good, and this chicken makes me feel good.”

“It’s all good,” Andy said out loud, grinning.

“What?” his mother asked.

“Oh, uh, it’s good that you like my cats so much.” He could hear Letsan laughing.

“I’ve definitely gotten used to them. So, should I order the usual?”

“Yeah. I’m going to finish my homework while we wait for the pizza.”

“Okay. See you later.”

Andy went upstairs, leaving the Catmages to finish their dinner.

✣       ✣       ✣

The morning of the museum trip dawned bright and clear. Andy couldn’t wait to get to school. He found Mike, Becca, and Teresa standing in line together, waiting to get on the bus. They chatted excitedly until it was time to board.

Mr. Straight stood on one side of the door and checked off their names as they boarded. Mrs. Beams, the other 9th grade history teacher, also held a clipboard with a list of names. Andy and his friends took seats next to each other near the front of the crowded bus. Andy checked his watch. It was almost time to leave. A noisy group of boys leaped up the stairs of the bus, laughing and pushing. Andy groaned. Of course it had to be Taylor and his friends. He hadn’t realized they’d be on this trip as well, but of course they’d be with Mrs. Beams. Taylor pretended to stumble and bump into Andy as he passed. Andy didn’t need Becca’s grasp on his arm to ignore Taylor. He looked stonily forward until Mrs. Beams told Taylor to hurry up and find a seat. Soon after, the bus pulled out of the parking lot.

The ride went by quickly. Soon, Andy and the others stepped out of the bus onto the noisy grounds of the Brooklyn Museum. Becca walked quickly to their assigned group as Andy trotted to keep up. Mike waved at them as he and Teresa followed their chaperone to the waiting docents. They spent the first hour walking around the museum, listening to their guide explain the various collections of art and occasionally asking questions. Becca was fascinated, but after the initial excitement wore off Andy found himself daydreaming about Magelight lessons. When they reached the Mummy Chamber, a collection of Egyptian artifacts, he started paying attention again.

“This stuff is neat,” he said to Becca.

“Move it, you’re blocking my view. Hey, look, it’s a dummy by a mummy.” Taylor, followed by Pete, shouldered past Andy and Becca, laughing loudly. “Aren’t you going to look, Cohen? Or are you afraid of the mummy’s curse?” he asked. Pete waved his fingers in the air and made scary noises.

“That’s just a stupid movie,” Andy said, “with a really ugly mummy. Hey, you know, now that I think of it, he looked a lot like you, Grant.” Glaring, the two boys moved toward each other.

Mr. Straight approached, shaking his head. “Really, Taylor? You can’t see Andy for thirty seconds without starting a fight?” he said. “Move away from him. Now.”

Taylor lowered his voice as he took a step backward. “You’re lucky there’s a teacher around, or I’d stick you in one of those mummy boxes.”

Andy laughed. “You wouldn’t be able to get into the exhibit. They’re alarmed. Go ahead—try it. I’d love to see you hauled out of here by the cops.”

Taylor glared at Andy. Becca pursed her lips, grabbed Andy by the upper arm, and pulled him away. “I’m here to learn, not fight,” she said. “Let’s just see the exhibits and ignore them.”

“Okay, okay, you can let go of my arm,” Andy said. “Remind me not to mess with you—That’s some grip!” He grinned at her and rubbed his arm. They walked slowly around the hall, stopping to read the information by the exhibits and discuss what they saw. When they reached the end of the collection, the rest of the group was nowhere in sight. They were about to rejoin them when Andy stopped Becca, motioned her to silence, and pointed. Mr. Straight was talking with Principal Saunders at the end of the hall just beyond them. Andy pulled Becca behind an exhibit.

“I told you, it’s not here,” Mr. Straight was saying. “I checked the entire Egyptian collection personally, besides doing my online research. I’ve been corresponding with one of the curators of the collection. They don’t have the pendant. We have to keep looking.”

“I’m getting tired of failure, cousin,” Saunders said, speaking the last word like an insult.

Andy’s mouth dropped open. “Cousin?” he whispered.

“Shh!” Becca said.

“Well, I can’t help that,” Mr. Straight said, exasperated. “You’ve given me an impossible task. That pendant could be anywhere in the world. It could be buried under a hundred feet of dirt and sand almost anywhere in the Middle East, or hidden in someone’s attic in Europe. The Jews were scattered all over the world. And we’ve no way of knowing whether their cats went with them.”

Andy and Becca looked at each other, even more shocked than before. “Cats?” Andy mouthed. Becca put her finger against her lips.

“I don’t give a damn about the Jews,” Saunders said, “only about a single golden pendant that may or may not be in this museum.”

“I told you, there’s a strong likelihood that conquerors killed the cat, took its collar, and melted down the pendant.”

“Jack, as usual, you’re missing the bigger picture. If the pendant belonged to a Catmage, then that cat was the most powerful creature on the planet. I don’t believe any soldier could take it. You know what these cats can do.”

“Yes, but—”

“No,” Saunders snapped. “No more buts, no more arguing. Clearly, the pendant is not here. So it is somewhere else. Keep looking until you find it. Don’t fail me, Jack.” He glared at his cousin.

Mr. Straight grimaced and took a step back from Saunders. “I have to get back to the kids. It’s nearly time for lunch.”

Becca and Andy ducked down to avoid being seen. Andy peeked carefully around the side, watching as Saunders exited the hall and Mr. Straight headed back to the others. “It’s safe now,” he said, straightening up. “Let’s get out of here.”

“That was really weird. What were they looking for? And why were they talking about Catmages? And what does Mr. Straight have to do with it?” Becca asked.

“I’m not sure,” Andy said, his forehead creased with worry. “Goldeneyes told me something about a pendant last year. I think it was important, and Saunders sure thinks it is. I need to talk to her when we get home. Mr. Straight knows about Catmages. She’s not going to like this!”

“I don’t like it,” Becca said. “I can’t believe Mr. Straight and Principal Saunders are cousins,” Becca said. “Ew.”

“Yeah. Becca, I have a bad feeling about this.”

They walked quickly down the hall and slipped into the edge of the crowd of students without being seen. Mr. Straight was chatting with one of the docents. Andy was relieved. He didn’t know what Straight and Saunders were up to, but he was going to find out.

Andy was so quiet on the bus ride home that Mike asked him if he was feeling okay.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he told Mike. But he wasn’t fine. This was the third year in a row he’d had Mr. Straight for history. Andy had come to rely on him for more than just history class—he thought him as a friend. To learn that he was related to—and working with—the man who had no compunction about murdering Catmages for their Magelights was horrible.

Andy had never told his mother what happened. Only the Catmages and his two best friends really knew. Wearing a baseball cap for a few days had hidden the bump on his head that he’d gotten when Saunders knocked him out, and he had thrown away his bloody shirt so his mother wouldn’t see it. Though there had been a few weeks left of school, Saunders had never said a word to him about it. How could he? If he said that Andy was in his cellar, he’d have to admit that he’d kidnapped him. To think that Mr. Straight was helping a man like Saunders—well, that was about the worst news he could hear about a man he respected and liked so much.

No, Andy wasn’t fine. Here was yet another part of his life that Saunders had managed to ruin. Anger rushed through him, and he felt his Magelight grow warm. This time, he didn’t try to stop it. His jacket covered the light, and Andy relished the feeling of strength that radiated from it. He couldn’t wait for his next lesson. He was going to work as hard as he could to be ready for anything Saunders had in mind. And if he was going after that pendant, well—Andy and his friends would just have to get there first.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy raced up the stairs when he got home, yelling for Goldeneyes. She wasn’t in his room. He paced anxiously back and forth for a few minutes, wondering what to do. He couldn’t go to the Compound. There simply wasn’t enough time on a school day to get there and back in time for dinner. If only he knew how to send a message with his Magelight, but they hadn’t begun to teach him anything like that. He raised the window and looked out, hoping to see Goldeneyes or Letsan in the yard. But he had no luck there, either. Andy shut the window and sat heavily down on the bed. He couldn’t just sit there. He jumped up, headed down the stairs at a run, grabbed his jacket and went into the garage to get his bike. A few moments later, he was heading down the street, hurrying toward number 19 Oak Street. Maybe he couldn’t find Goldeneyes, but he knew there were Shomrim spying on Saunders and the Wild Ones. One of them could tell Goldeneyes for him.

Andy slowed as he neared Oak Street. He got off the bike and stood behind an oak tree on the corner, searching for any sign of a cat. He couldn’t see anything, either on the street or near Saunders’ house. Andy cautiously moved closer to the house, trying to stay behind trees and cars without looking too suspicious. He stopped a few doors down from Saunders’ house on the opposite side of the street. Andy closed his eyes and concentrated. His Magelight warmed. C’mon, he thought, where are you?

“I’m right here,” said an unfamiliar voice in his head. “What are you doing here, Andrew Cohen?”

“Where are you?” Andy said in his mind-voice.

“Well hidden. Why are you here?”

“I need Goldeneyes. It’s really important. I don’t know how to get a message to her.”

“Zahavin doesn’t have time to waste with children these days,” the Catmage said disdainfully. “Tell me why you need her, and if I think it’s important, I will tell her.”

Andy looked around, wondering who he was talking to.

“Kfafa,” she said, sending him an image of what she looked like. It was the black cat with white mittens that he’d met guarding Hakham’s bayit.

“Kfafa, listen to me. This is really important. I overheard Saunders talking about finding a powerful pendant. He didn’t say what it was, but Goldeneyes told me about a pendant last year, something really important to Catmages.”

“Do you mean the Tilyon? The First’s Pendant?” Kfafa asked.

“Yeah, that was it! I think Saunders is looking for it.”

“It doesn’t matter if he’s looking for it. The Tilyon was lost ages ago. Nobody knows where it is.”

“Well, Saunders seems to think he does. You have to tell Goldeneyes, now!”

“No. I will tell them when I report to the Compound after my shift. I don’t dare send off a message this close to the Evil One’s home. There are too many Wild Ones. It will expose my position.”

“But—”

“Go home, Andrew Cohen. I will deliver the message tonight.”

Andy walked back to his bike and pedaled slowly away. Across the street at number 19, the curtain on the second floor moved.

“He’s up to something,” Saunders muttered to Roah as he let the curtain fall.

“Kfir is outside keeping watch on Niflah’s spy.”

“Then call him in,” Saunders snapped.

Roah’s Magelight glowed. “He will come in the back entrance in a few moments.”

Saunders walked swiftly out the door and down the stairs. He moved through the kitchen and opened the back door, waiting impatiently. A large, short-haired cream-colored cat trotted up the steps and through the door.

“I couldn’t hear them. The boy has finally learned to conquer his projection,” Kfir said. “The only way to find out what he wanted is to capture the guard. I don’t think we’re ready for an assault by Razor and his fighters.”

“The boy is turning into an annoyance again,” Saunders said. “I think I’m going to have to do something about it. Something that will keep him away from his Catmage friends.”

“He is barely able to raise a leaf,” Roah said. “How much trouble can he be? He is not important enough for you to waste effort on.”

“Oh, I won’t be the one making the effort,” Saunders said with a smile. “I have others to do my work for me. There’s a distinct advantage to being a principal. I think it’s time Mr. Grant and I had a little chat. I need him to do a little job for me.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy rode back home, relieved that at least he’d gotten Kfafa to promise to tell the others. He went back upstairs to his room and took his books from his backpack. He could do his homework while he waited for Goldeneyes.

Two hours later, Andy looked away from the computer screen and noticed how dark it was getting. He saved his essay, stretched, and stood. He went to the window and opened it an inch or two. If Goldeneyes or Letsan came by, they’d open it the rest of the way themselves. He headed downstairs, flipping on the hall and kitchen lights. Mom would be home soon. He heard the garage door open. Check that, she’s home now.

“Hi, Mom,” he said as she came through the door.

“Hi. How was the museum trip?”

Andy shrugged. “It was okay. We saw lots of mummies and things. What’s for supper tonight?”

“I thought we’d go out to eat. Did you set the table?”

“No, sorry. I forgot.”

Rachel smiled. “Yeah, somehow I figured you would.”

“I was busy doing my homework,” he said.

She laughed. “Andy, it’s okay. I know there’s only a fifty-fifty chance that I’ll come home and find the table set. Besides, I talked to Danielle Jefferson earlier today. Neither of us feels like cooking tonight. We’re meeting Becca and her parents for dinner.”

Andy brightened. “That’s great!” he said.

“Did you finish your homework?”

“Most of it. I have a chapter left to read. I’ll do it after dinner.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

Andy followed his mother out to the car, wondering if he could figure out a way to pull Becca aside during dinner to let her know about the message. Probably not. But he had the human substitute for Catmage telepathy. He took out his cell phone and started to text.

✣       ✣       ✣

Later that evening, Kfafa entered Hakham’s bayit, where he was in a meeting with Razor and some of the other Catmages.

“What are you doing here?” Razor asked. “Didn’t you just come off a guard shift?”

“Yes. The boy came by and gave me a message for Zahavin.”

“Tell us,” Hakham said.

“Saunders is looking for the Tilyon. Andy overheard him and another human discussing it, and sought me out at my post. I had to acknowledge him before he alerted the Wild Ones with his thoughts. Zahavin, tell the boy to stay away from the Shomrim when we’re on duty!”

“He wouldn’t have come to you if he didn’t think it was urgent,” Goldeneyes said.

“The Tilyon?” Zehira said. “How could the First’s pendant have survived this long?”

“A fair number of Catmages have looked for it over the ages,” Hakham said. “No one has ever found it.”

“And no one will,” Razor said. “Andy risked exposing our guards for nothing.”

“Andy wouldn’t take that risk if he wasn’t really worried,” Goldeneyes said.

“Andy is a boy,” Razor said.

“Zahavin is right, brother,” said Letsan. “She and I will speak to Andy.”

“Yes,” Hakham said, “that is a good idea. Bring us the information as soon as you can.”

“I will,” Goldeneyes said, rising to go. She and Letsan left.

“They’re chasing daydreams. The Tilyon doesn’t exist,” Razor said with a grunt.

“No,” said Hakham. “I believe it is real. And if Saunders thinks he knows where it is, we have a big problem. A very big problem.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Goldeneyes and Letsan arrived at Andy’s house early in the morning. “He won’t be awake yet,” Goldeneyes said. “The sun isn’t even up.”

“We can climb in through the window,” Letsan said.

“I have a better idea.” She concentrated for a moment and sent her thoughts to the sleeping boy and Letsan. “Andrew, wake up. We need to talk to you.”

“Good idea,” Letsan said. A short while later, the front door opened quietly.

“Come inside before Mom hears me,” Andy sent. He closed the door after them and walked softly up the stairs behind them.

“No talking now,” Goldeneyes said. “Mind-voice only.”

“No kidding,” Andy sent, yawning. He got back into bed and under the covers. “You couldn’t wait another couple of hours? It’s four-thirty in the morning!”

Goldeneyes and Letsan joined him on the bed. “We needed to discuss the message you sent.”

“Oh. Okay.” Andy sat up and told them what he’d overheard at the museum.

“Razor is extremely unhappy about your seeking out Kfafa,” Letsan said. “You might want to keep away from my brother for a while.”

“I’ll be happy to.”

“Good. Razor thinks the Tilyon is just a legend.”

“Is it?” Andy asked.

“No,” Goldeneyes said. “Neshama, the first Catmage, was given her pendant by Miriam in gratitude for saving her grandson’s life. Whether it still exists is a matter of some debate.”

Letsan groaned. “That’s exactly what there’s going to be when we get back to the Compound with this news. By the One, I’d give anything not to be there.”

“Well, we don’t have to go back this minute,” Goldeneyes said. “It can wait until after Andy’s gone to school.”

“Good,” Letsan said, stretching. He curled up by Andy’s feet. “Maybe we can all catch a little sleep, then.”

Andy lay back and closed his eyes. By the time Goldeneyes settled herself near the pillow, he was fast asleep.

“Oh, look, we’ve taught him how to sleep like a cat,” Letsan said. Goldeneyes laughed in spite of herself. As she closed her eyes, Letsan had one more thing to say.

“If the Tilyon is real, and if Saunders knows where it is, we have to get there first. The Wild Ones will be unstoppable with a weapon that powerful.”

“Then let us fervently hope that he is mistaken,” she said.


✣ T E N ✣

Mean Boys

Taylor Grant leaned against the wall, kicking a heel against the baseboard. Principal Saunders had asked him to his office after football practice. All the other boys had gone home, and here he was, waiting for the office door to open, doing nothing, for ten solid minutes. At long last, the door opened. Mr. Straight, the history teacher, saw Taylor and looked surprised.

“Uh, hi Mr. Straight,” Taylor said.

“Taylor,” Mr. Straight said, nodding. He walked quickly past.

“Mr. Grant,” Saunders called from the office, “come in, please.”

Taylor entered hesitantly.

“Close the door behind you, Mr. Grant,” Saunders said. When he had done so, Saunders indicated a chair in front of the desk.

“I haven’t spoken to you this year,” he said, “but I have been watching you. I’m going to give you a chance to make up for your mistakes of last year.”

“You want me to spy on Cohen again?” Taylor asked.

“Don’t be foolish,” Saunders said. “If I need to know what’s going on at Mr. Cohen’s house, I now have better ways of getting information than sending you. You didn’t even have the sense to tell me that there were more cats at the Cohen house when I specifically asked you to note such an occurrence.”

Taylor shifted uncomfortably. Saunders stared at him for a long moment. “Nevertheless, there is something you can do for me.” He reached into a drawer and removed a manila folder, opened the folder, and withdrew a piece of paper.

“You have gym class with Mr. Cohen, correct?”

“Yeah.”

Saunders paused. “Did your parents not teach you manners?”

“Yes, sir,” Taylor said.

“Do you know where his locker is?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you know the number?”

“Uh—no.”

“It is 354. I want you to place this paper into locker 354 tonight. Then I want you to go to a pay phone and call this number.” He paused and wrote a number down on a scrap of paper and handed it to the boy. “You do know what a pay phone is, don’t you?” Taylor nodded. “The call will go to voice mail. You will leave a message that you saw a boy looking over the answer key to a history test and you think he’s going to give the answers to the other students. You saw him hide it in his gym locker. You will not leave your name. Do you understand me?”

Taylor’s face brightened. “I sure do!” he said happily. “I’m always up for getting Cohen in trouble.”

“I thought as much.” Saunders smiled thinly. “Do you think you can do this as I have instructed you? Please prove to me you’re not as stupid as I think you are.”

Taylor flushed. “I’m not stupid,” he muttered. “I know what you want me to do. I don’t know why you want me to do it, though.”

“Let’s just say that I need Mr. Cohen out of the way for a while. This should do nicely. And if he gets grounded by his mother as well, so much the better. He’s beginning to learn to use the Magelight Nafshi left him, and that is not something I desire.”

“He—what—he’s got a Magelight? Like your cats do? How do you know that?”

“Really, Mr. Grant, how have you managed to make it this far in life being so thick? Have you not seen the leather strap Mr. Cohen wears on his wrist? Have you not seen the stone in it? Does it not remind you of the stones the cats at my house wear in their collars?”

“Oh. Yeah, I see what you mean. I never put those things together before.”

“Obviously.” Saunders paused again, long enough to make Taylor uncomfortable. “Now, Mr. Grant, if you think you can do this job without making a hash of it, you may leave. Do not report to me when it is done. I will know tomorrow, when the appropriate people bring this case of cheating to my attention. Such a shame. He seemed such a bright boy.” His smile broadened, and Taylor laughed.

“I’ll get to it right now,” he said. “You can count on me, Principal Saunders.”

Taylor left the office with a spring in his step, and hurried through the halls to the locker room. This was going to make up for the bloody nose from last year, and then some. He had to restrain himself from laughing out loud—there might still be some students or teachers around. Oh, Pete was going to love this, too. Cohen would be lucky if he got out of it without a suspension. School was going to be a lot of fun for the next few weeks.

✣       ✣       ✣

Mr. Velez sighed as he bent to pick up the towels the students had tossed haphazardly on the floor of the pool locker room. Was it too much to ask that they put them in the bin? Lazy kids. He stopped short of the door and moved to the front of the bin to push the door open, but paused when he heard voices in the locker room. There weren’t any games tonight. Nobody should be in the locker room now. Mr. Velez peered through the door. He could just see two boys at the end of a row of lockers. He recognized them. One stood at the end of the row, with his eye on the door to the hall. The other moved down the row of lockers with a folded piece of paper in his hand.

“Hurry up, Taylor,” the boy at the end of the row said in a loud whisper. “Let’s just do it and get out of here.”

“I’m hurrying,” Taylor muttered. “Shut up and keep an eye on the door. We can’t let anybody see us.” He stopped at one of the lockers and pushed the paper carefully through one of the slots. “Got it!” he said brightly.

“Shh!”

Taylor smiled broadly and hurried back to Pete. “Shut up yourself,” he said quietly. “The paper’s in the locker. Boy, tomorrow’s going to be epic. I’d like to see Cohen worm his way out of this one.” Taylor and Pete high-fived and laughed, then quieted quickly as their voices echoed in the empty room. “Let’s go,” Taylor said. “We have an anonymous phone call to make.” Grinning, they hurried out of the room.

Mr. Velez waited until he heard the outer door close. Then he went into the locker room and over to the row where the boys had been. He eyed the locker curiously. “I know who this locker belongs to,” he said to himself. As he pushed the bin through the main door, he looked back for a few moments, his forehead creased. Shaking his head, Mr. Velez headed to the laundry room. Tomorrow was going to be a long day.

✣       ✣       ✣

“Are you two seriously texting each other when you’re sitting right here?” Jake Jefferson asked Andy and Becca. They were seated at a large, round table, the remains of their dinners in front of them.

Becca looked up from her phone. “Well, we didn’t want to interrupt you, Dad,” she said with a smile.

“Nice try. Put the phones away, please.”

They obeyed. There wasn’t much left to tell. Andy had given Becca the bulk of the story, and didn’t dare risk trying to thought-tell her the rest. Besides, there was dessert to look forward to. “Chocolate mud cake?” he asked Becca.

“You know it. With vanilla ice cream.”

“So what am I getting for you to share?” he asked with a grin.

“I haven’t decided yet.”

Andy caught their mothers exchanging one of those looks again. One of these days, he was going to ask his mother why they kept doing that. Oh, well. The apple cobbler looked good. When the waitress brought them their desserts, he and Becca shared theirs. They rose from the table with regret. They didn’t often go out for sit-down dinners on school nights. It was a nice treat. They hung back a bit as their parents went to pay the check and get their coats.

“Do you think Goldeneyes will be there when you get home?” Becca asked quietly.

“I hope so. I’m sure she got the message.”

“They’ll know what to do about Saunders.”

“I hope so,” he said again. “But we haven’t been doing all that great so far.”

Becca shrugged. “We didn’t know what he was up to last year. Now we do.”

“What’s this ‘we’?” Andy asked, grinning. “You don’t have a Magelight.”

“And I don’t want one. Look at all the extra work you have to do because of it.”

“Good point.” Their parents were glancing their way. Andy’s mom waved her hand. “We better go. I’ll see you in class tomorrow.”

“Good night.”

Andy yawned as he got into the car with his mother. “I’m beat. Glad I got most of my homework done already.”

“Sure you don’t need to text Becca some more?” his mother said.

“Nah, we’re done. But I could text Mike—thanks for the idea.”

“I was just kidding!”

Andy grinned and started texting Mike the events of the day.

“Oh, there’s Goldeneyes on the porch,” his mother said as they reached their house. Rachel pulled the car into the driveway.

“I’ll go let her in the front,” Andy said, getting out of the car and hurrying into the house. Goldeneyes went through the open door and ran up the stairs.

Rachel laughed. “I guess she’s not hungry. Go on upstairs and finish your homework.”

“Okay.”

When Andy reached his room, Letsan and Goldeneyes were both waiting for him.

“I came in through the window,” Letsan said.

“Tell us everything you saw and heard at the museum today,” Goldeneyes said. “And use your mind-voice. Try to give us the images.”

“I’ll try,” Andy said out loud. He clapped his hand over his mouth. “Oops. Sorry.”

“Try again,” Goldeneyes sighed.

Andy concentrated on using only his mind-voice. He told them everything he could remember about the conversation between Mr. Straight and Principal Saunders. He closed his eyes and thought about the conversation. His Magelight glowed.

“Yes, that’s it. Good,” Goldeneyes said. “You’re sending images now as well as your words.”

When Andy had finished, Letsan and Goldeneyes had little to say.

“We have to get back to the Compound tonight, Andy,” Letsan said. “The mini-Council wanted us to get more information from you and report back.”

“Mini-Council?” he asked.

“Well, I’m tired of calling them by all their names. And they got mad at me when I tried to call them the Councilettes.”

Andy laughed. “Yeah, not very flattering to Hakham, I’m sure.”

“Oh, he thought it was hilarious. It was some of the others,” he said, glancing at Goldeneyes, “who got annoyed.”

“We have to go. Thank you, Andrew,” she said.

“Do you want me to let you out the front?”

“No need.” She raised the window with her Magelight and joined Letsan on the porch roof.

“What should I do?” Andy asked, leaning out the window.

“Nothing now. We’ll let you know after we’ve discussed this with the others.” She and Letsan dropped to the ground. He watched them cut through the bushes and out of the yard. He closed the window and picked up his history book, settled down on the bed, and started reading.

“Mr. Straight and Principal Saunders,” he said out loud. “That stinks. I really like Mr. Straight.” Well, there wasn’t anything he could do now. But from now on, he’d be wary around his history teacher. Anyone connected to Saunders was trouble for Andy and the Catmages.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy met Mike on his way to the locker room for PE class the next day. “That’s weird,” Mike said. Andy saw a crowd of students near their lockers. “Why’s Coach Getzler there? Why isn’t he in the gym waiting for us to join the class?”

“I don’t know. Let’s ask,” Mike said. “What’s going on, Mr. Getzler?”

The teacher ignored him. “Andy, this is your locker? 354?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Would you open it please?”

“Okay.” Everyone watched as he spun the combination lock and opened his locker. “Now what?” he asked.

“I need to look inside your locker.” Mr. Getzler stepped forward, reached inside, and removed a folded piece of paper. He opened it and frowned.

“Andy,” he said, “what are you doing with the answers to a history test?”

“What?!” Andy said. “A history test? That’s not mine!”

“We got an anonymous phone call last night telling us that we would find this in your locker. And here it is. How did you get it?”

“I didn’t!” Andy said. “I swear, Mr. Getzler, I didn’t put that paper in my locker. Someone else must have done it.”

Taylor was smirking at Andy’s discomfiture. “C’mon, Cohen, admit it. So that’s how you get such good grades. You cheat!”

“Andy doesn’t need to cheat!” Mike said. “Coach Getzler, I don’t know how that test got there, but I swear to you Andy didn’t do it.”

Mr. Getzler frowned. “I’m sorry, Andy, but I have no choice but to bring this to the principal. And I have to tell you, it doesn’t look very good for you.” He looked at the students crowding around the locker. “Show’s over. The rest of you, get changed and get to the gym. Not you, Andy. You’re going to the principal’s office.”

“But—”

“No buts. Let’s go.” He put his hand on Andy’s shoulder as the boys started slowly to disperse to their lockers.

“Mr. Getzler, you’re making a mistake. Andy didn’t put no paper in his gym locker.” Mr. Velez stood at the end of the aisle.

“What? How would you know that, Mr. Velez?”

“Because I was here last night and I seen someone else by this locker. Two someones.”

The boys who had started to leave stopped and turned, moving closer to hear this new information. All eyes were on the coach and the janitor. Taylor and Pete exchanged worried glances.

Coach Getzler looked confused. “I don’t understand. You saw someone put this in Andy’s locker?” he asked, holding up the test paper.

“Yeah. I was in the locker room by the pool, picking up towels, when I heard two kids outside.”

“Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“I didn’t know what they were doing. I seen ’em put something in that locker. I didn’t know until now that they were trying to frame that kid.” He glanced at Taylor, who couldn’t meet his eyes.

Taylor was a jerk, but he always knew how to brazen his way through things. Why wasn’t he smirking at the janitor?

“Who were they?” Mr. Getzler said. “Who did this?”

“I don’t know who they were,” he said, looking at the coach. “I didn’t see their faces.”

Andy was watching Taylor closely. He saw the quick release of breath and the nervous swallow. Now he was sure Taylor had something to do with it. Why would the janitor want to protect him?

“I bet I know who it was,” Andy said angrily. “I bet it was Taylor and one of his friends.”

“Yeah,” Mike said. “They’ve had it in for Andy for years. Taylor’s always picking on him.”

“Now, Andy, Mike,” Coach Getzler said, “you can’t just accuse people without proof. Mr. Velez said he didn’t see the boys’ faces. We don’t know who they were. But I want it known,” he said, looking around at the crowd, “that if I do find out who did this, they’re going to be in big trouble. It’s bad enough they stole a history test. They made it even worse by falsely accusing someone else.”

Taylor had regained his confidence now that the janitor hadn’t told on him. He stood, arms crossed, a slight smile on his face. “Yeah, Cohen. You were just falsely accused. Don’t go around doing the same to someone else.”

“An accusation is a very serious thing, true or false,” Mr. Velez said. “Maybe nobody should go around saying nothing to no one.” He looked directly at Taylor, who stopped smiling abruptly.

Now Andy was sure there was something going on between them. The janitor wasn’t going to turn Taylor in. Once again, Taylor was going to get away with messing with Andy. His heart sank.

“Are you done, Coach?” Mike asked. “Andy and I still have to change for class and you’re all in front of our lockers.”

“Yes, we’re done here. All of you, move it! Be in the gym in one minute. Anyone who’s late will see me after school.”

Coach Getlzer took the test paper and headed toward his office. Mr. Velez moved slowly after the crowd.

I know what you did, Andy thought as he watched him go, and I don’t like it one bit. Taylor didn’t deserve to be protected. His Magelight glowed.

Mr. Velez stopped short and turned quickly toward Andy, who was now reaching into his locker and didn’t see his puzzled look. By the time Andy joined the others on the way to the gym, he was gone.

Andy was distracted during class. The coach seemed to think his distraction was understandable and left him alone, but every chance they got, Andy and Taylor glared at each other. At one point during class, they were close enough for Andy to say “I know what you did, Grant.”

“Prove it,” Taylor said, smirking as he bumped past Andy.

“I will,” Andy called after him. “Just you wait!”

Taylor laughed. “Right. I’m shaking in my boots.”

Andy decided to try not to let Taylor bother him the rest of the day. He managed to make it through the next two classes before breaking his resolve. He was on his way to his last class of the day when he saw Taylor in the hall. Ignore him, ignore him, ignore him, Andy chanted to himself. One more class. But he couldn’t stop himself from leveling his gaze on Taylor. Before either boy could say anything, a girl stopped Taylor and told him that the principal wanted to see him after school. Andy’s face lit up and he grinned hugely.

“I hope you get suspended, Grant!” he called, hurrying down the hall and enjoying the look of fear on Taylor’s face. Looks like the good guy finally gets to win one, he thought.

✣       ✣       ✣

“I gave you one assignment, Mr. Grant,” Saunders said before Taylor had even finished closing the door. “One tiny job. And you could not perform it.”

Taylor stepped forward to stand in front of the desk. “I didn’t know Mr. Velez was in the other room,” he said. “Pete was watching for people coming in from the hallway, not for someone who was already there. Why didn’t you tell me the janitor was working late?”

Saunders stood, his face flushing red with anger, and glared down at the boy silently. Taylor dropped his gaze and stared at the floor. “I’m sorry,” he said faintly.

“Mr. Grant,” Saunders said, “do not blame me for your failures. If you cannot take responsibility for your own actions, I may have to look for a new assistant.”

Taylor’s head snapped up. “No, please, Principal Saunders,” Taylor said anxiously. “I want to help. I’ll do whatever you want to fix this.”

Saunders sat back down again crossed his long legs. He narrowed his eyes at the boy as he thought. “You will, will you? And why is that?”

Taylor’s eyes flashed. “It’s Cohen’s fault you’re mad at me. I’m not going to let him get away with that. Let me get even with him. I’ll do better next time, I swear.”

“Yes. Yes, I believe you will. All right then, Mr. Grant. You have one more chance. Now you may leave.”

Taylor turned and hurried out the door, closing it softly behind him. He leaned against the wall, shaking. Oh, he’d get Cohen back for this, all right. Count on it.


✣ E L E V E N ✣

Halloween

Andy’s days fell into a familiar rhythm: School, homework, Magelight lessons. For the first time in his life, Andy was glad that his mother was so busy working. He had hours of unsupervised time to work with Goldeneyes and Letsan. And he could slip in the occasional weekend visit to the Compound.

As October came to an end, the trees lost their leaves and the temperature dropped. Andy’s mother brought out their winter clothes. He was pleased to discover that he had outgrown last year’s jacket. He was still smaller than most of the boys in his class, but at least he was growing. Maybe by next year he’d have a growth spurt and catch up with the others. His dad had been tall. He sat on the porch wearing his new jacket. Oh, well, he might not be as big as the other boys, but none of them had a Magelight, or knew that Catmages existed.

“And never will,” Letsan said from his usual perch on Andy’s lap, purring as Andy scratched his ears.

“I know that,” Andy said. “You shouldn’t have been eavesdropping.”

Letsan laughed and switched his tail, slapping Andy on the leg. “Andy, you still project your thoughts loud enough to be overheard at the Compound.”

“I do not!” Andy sent the words mentally, trying to make his thoughts as loud as possible.

“You don’t have to shout,” Letsan said. “That was quite good. Try again, this time in a normal tone.”

“Is this better?” Andy sent.

“Much better, Andy. We’ll make a Boymage out of you yet.”

Andy laughed. The crisp, clean air smelled of wood smoke and leaves. His lessons were going well. Taylor hadn’t bothered him in weeks. Things were looking up.

“Andy! Time to come in!” He shifted his legs, dropping Letsan to the ground.

“See you tomorrow,” Andy said. Letsan grumbled at being dumped so unceremoniously. “Hey, that’s the price you pay for shedding all over me.”

“Andy, I’m starting to think I should leave you something besides fur,” Letsan said. “Let me think . . . dead mice, like the dumbcats do?”

“Mom will never let you inside again if she finds a dead mouse by her door.”

“Hmm. Good point. I like being inside your house too much. All right, no dead mouse for you. Maybe I’ll just leave a bug in your bed.”

Andy laughed and went inside. Letsan leaped down the steps and trotted through the yard, slipping through the gap in the side fence. The waxing moon shone brightly as he headed down the street. He slowed down about a block away from number 19 Oak Street and pricked his ears, listening carefully and sniffing the wind. “Merav,” he said to the warrior on guard. “Any news?”

She turned her head, her eyes turning bright green as they reflected the street light. Until then, the dark grey cat had been lying unseen under a car across the street and a few doors down from Saunders’ house. “There was some activity earlier tonight,” she said. “A group of Wild Ones left by the front gate and split up. I think they were hunting.”

“Did you see Saunders?”

“No, he’s been inside all night. I saw that strange half-breed earlier this evening.”

“Patches?”

“Yes, that’s the one. He talks to himself all the time. Sings, sometimes.”

“Did he say anything useful?”

“Not unless you think ‘Mousey, mousey, come in the housey’ is something we need to know about,” Merav said wryly.

Letsan laughed. “And did he get his mouse?”

“Actually, yes,” Merav said. “Letsan, you laugh at the half-breed, but I think he is more capable than you realize. There’s something about him, I can’t describe it. But he feels—powerful.”

“Nonsense,” Letsan said. “A half-breed who lived wild for most of his life and is now with Roah and his crowd? He’s nothing we need to worry about. Don’t waste your time on him.”

“As you wish.”

“Carry on, Merav. I’m off to the Compound.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy put his tray down on the cafeteria table and sat next to Becca. She and Teresa were deep in a discussion about costume ideas for the Halloween dance.

“There’s a Halloween dance?” he asked.

“Yes, silly,” Becca said. “Didn’t you hear the announcement this morning?”

“No. I was probably reading. I wasn’t paying attention.”

“It’s a costume dance.”

“Again?” Andy said, groaning.

“I thought you liked dressing up for Halloween.”

“Yeah, last year didn’t turn out too well for me, did it?” The previous year, Andy was supposed to leave the dance secretly and meet Goldeneyes at Saunders’ house, but Principal Saunders had sent Taylor to start a fight with Andy to get him in trouble. Andy wound up in detention and had to sneak out of the bathroom to meet up with Goldeneyes. Andy got to Saunders’ house just in time to stop Goldeneyes from being captured, but not in time to stop the principal from shooting her. Andy couldn’t tell his mother the truth, so on top of being punished with detention, he was also grounded. The unfairness still stung.

“I don’t know if my mom will let me go this year,” he said. “She has a long memory.”

“Why, what happened last year?” Teresa asked curiously.

“I’d rather not talk about it.”

“I don’t see why she wouldn’t,” Becca said. “It’s not like you’re planning to sneak out again or anything. You’re not, are you?”

“No! And I said I don’t want to talk about it.” Andy frowned at Becca, trying to make her understand that they shouldn’t talk about it in front of Teresa. He nudged her foot under the table. Becca started, then looked guilty.

“Well, will you at least ask your mother if you can go? Teresa and I are going. Teresa, tell Andy about your costume idea.”

“I’m going as Juliet,” Teresa said with a shy smile. “Mike said he’ll get Ms. Morris to help with my costume. He’s going to match costumes with me.”

“He’s going as Romeo?” Andy asked.

Teresa blushed. “Yes.”

“Becca, I’m not going as anyone from Shakespeare. I’m not wearing tights again.”

“Oh yes you are,” she said, grinning, “because I think you should go as Robin Hood. The costume totally works with the wristband I made for you.”

Andy turned his wrist to admire her gift. He smiled. “Yeah, it is pretty cool. Well, if I have to wear tights, at least I’ll be carrying a bow. And if Taylor acts up again, I’ll just shoot a few arrows at him.” His laughter was joined by Mike, who had just walked up to their table. He put his tray down and sat next to Teresa.

“Count me in for anything that involves shooting Taylor.”

“Stop it, both of you,” Becca said angrily. “That’s what got you in trouble last year. Andy, you won’t be allowed to bring real arrows into school, and you know it. I don’t want you to do anything so stupid. Just leave Taylor alone and take care of your own life. You have things to do,” she said, glancing meaningfully at the Magelight on Andy’s wrist.

“All right, I get your point,” Andy said. “So if I go as Robin Hood, who are you going to be?”

“Maid Marian, of course. Mom and I already picked out the fabric. I made a few sketches,” she said, digging in her backpack and pulling out a notebook. She and Teresa put their heads together over the drawings. “Here’s my idea for the bodice,” Becca said.

“That’ll look great on you,” Teresa said. “Blue is definitely your color!”

“Bodice?” Andy whispered to Mike. Mike shrugged.

“I guess we’re both wearing tights for Halloween this year,” Mike said, picking up his sandwich and taking a huge bite. “Maybe I’ll get you into theater after all,” he said with his mouth full. “You could always be Spear Carrier Number Three.”

“Never gonna happen,” Andy said. “Are you going to eat those chips?” He reached for them and Mike slapped his hand away.

“Get your own if you’re still hungry.”

“But I have to practice stealing from the rich to give to the poor,” Andy said. They laughed.

✣       ✣       ✣

“A Halloween dance? I don’t know, Andy . . .”

“Come on, Mom, nothing’s going to happen. What are the odds that someone is going to shoot Goldeneyes two years in a row? You know I only left the school to help her.”

“You’ve got a point. Okay, you can go, but there’d better not be any trouble this year. It wasn’t just sneaking out, remember. You got into a fight with Taylor.”

“He totally deserved it! He insulted Becca!” Andy said indignantly. “I told you what he said.”

“And that is exactly the attitude that will keep you home the night of the dance.”

“I’m not going to get into another fight,” Andy said. “I’m just explaining what happened last year!”

“I know what happened. I told you then it was an unacceptable reaction. If you can’t show me that you’ve matured enough in the last year to ignore Taylor when he tries to instigate something—”

“No, Mom, I can, I swear. There won’t be any trouble this year. I promise!”

She studied Andy long enough to make him uncomfortable. “All right,” she said at last. “You can go. But don’t make me regret this.”

“I won’t. You’ll see.”

“Good. Do me a favor and clear the table? I have some work I need to do tonight.”

“You’re always working.”

“Not always. But I need to tonight.”

“Okay.” Andy started piling dishes as his mother headed into her office. He knew she was right. He had to learn not to let Taylor get to him. Oh, well, he had a few weeks to figure out a good way to ignore Taylor at the dance. He’d come up with something.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy didn’t have a lesson with Zehira the Saturday of the dance. Goldeneyes had managed to make enough time to teach him herself. It was their first lesson in several weeks, and they had to get used to one another all over again. Goldeneyes was far stricter than Zehira, but he sailed through the tasks she set him, and the lesson went smoothly the rest of the afternoon.

“You’ve grown,” she said, her voice tinged with approval. “Your mind-voice control is much improved.”

“Well, it couldn’t get much worse,” he sent, laughing out loud.

“It’s not a joking matter, Andrew. Control is essential. We don’t want you projecting your thoughts around Wild Ones or other humans. We need to make sure your private thoughts stay private.”

“It’s not like I do it on purpose.”

“Why you do it is irrelevant. The fact that you do it is the issue.”

“I’m working on it.”

“Ease off, Zahavin,” Letsan said from the bed, yawning. “Andy did well today. You said so yourself. Can’t we just end it on that note?”

Andy looked gratefully at Letsan.

“All right,” Goldeneyes said. “Andrew, we’re finished for the day.”

“Good, because I need to grab some dinner and get ready for the dance. See you later,” he said, hurrying out the room and clattering down the stairs.

Letsan stretched and jumped off the bed. “Let’s go see if there’s anything for us. I’m not in the mood to hunt for my dinner tonight.” He trotted out the door, followed by Goldeneyes.

After dinner, Andy finished dressing and stood in front of the mirror. “Not bad,” he said out loud, turning to the left and right. Letsan purred from the windowsill. “You look just like one of those little green men in those cookie commercials,” he said.

“Remind me to stop letting you watch TV with me.”

“But who will keep your feet warm during the cold winter nights?”

Andy laughed. “I’ll wear socks. Or maybe Goldeneyes will become a lap cat.”

“That is about as likely as my sprouting wings and taking to the air,” she said, yawning and settling herself down on Andy’s pillow. “You look quite handsome, Andrew. Don’t listen to Letsan. Is Becca coming here?”

“Yes, her dad’s taking us. We’ll meet Mike and Teresa at the dance. You two are staying here tonight, aren’t you?” he asked, thinking back to what happened last year, when Goldeneyes had been shot by Saunders.

“I’m not going anywhere tonight,” she said, yawning again. “I had a very long morning at the Compound before I came here for your lesson. Leilei created her Magelight today.”

“What? How come nobody told me?”

“Because it’s none of your concern,” Goldeneyes said. “Catmages have been moving through the Teaching Rings and creating Magelights since long, long before you were born. You should be concentrating on your lessons, not Leilei’s. Your projection is getting better, but you still speak too much when you talk with us.”

“That’s because I’m a human being, and we talk instead of think at each other,” Andy sent to them both.

“Well done, human being!” said Letsan.

“It’s hard to get used to,” he said out loud. Andy straightened his cap, picked up the bow, and slung it over his shoulder. His quiver was empty. He decided not to risk having something he could use to shoot Taylor. Andy grinned at the thought. He heard a knock and the downstairs door opening. He could hear his mother exclaiming how beautiful Becca looked and saying hello to Becca’s father. “See you guys later,” he said.

Goldeneyes followed him and stopped halfway down the steps, where she could see Becca and her father. Andy reached the bottom step and stopped in his tracks.

“Wow! You look—you look great, Becca! You look like you stepped right out of a movie.”

Becca was wearing a floor-length blue gown that fitted her closely from the waist up and flowed out in the skirt. She wore a pointed cap with a filmy blue material at its tip. She smiled shyly. “Well, I based the dress on costumes I’ve seen in movies,” she said.

“You did a great job,” his mother said. “Turn around, sweetie, let’s see it all.” The dress swirled as Becca spun. “Beautiful!”

“Ready to go, you two?” Becca’s father asked.

“Yeah, just let me get my jacket.”

“Andy,” his mother said, “no trouble this year.”

“I know, Mom. I’ll be on my best behavior tonight.”

“Good. Have a good time. I’ll see you when you get home.”

“Bye, Mrs. Cohen,” Becca said. The three of them left, and Andy’s mother closed the door behind them. Goldeneyes trotted back up the stairs and leaped onto Andy’s bed.

“Leilei did well today,” she told Letsan as she settled down on the bed. “She’s one of the youngest Catmages to create a Magelight in a hundred cycles.”

“And she did it at a younger age than even the famous Zahavin,” Letsan said mischievously.

Goldeneyes didn’t rise to the bait. “Yes, she did. The line of Nafshi runs to powerful females. The One only knows how powerful my daughters will be.”

Letsan sat down and curled his tail around his legs. “We’re spending entirely too much time together,” he said. “You know me too well. Who am I going to tease now?”

Goldeneyes yawned hugely. “Go bother Hakham. See if he likes your jokes.”

Letsan laughed. “Good idea!” he said as he settled in for a nap as well.

✣       ✣       ✣

“So no funny business this year, right?” Mr. Jefferson said over his shoulder to Andy in the backseat of his car.

“You too? Come on, Mr. Jefferson. My mom already gave me the lecture. It was a year ago!”

Becca’s father smiled. “I’m just riding you, Andy. I know you won’t run out on your first date with Becca.”

“My what?” Andy said, his voice cracking.

“Dad!”

He laughed. “Sorry. I’ll just be quiet and drive now.”

They rode in uncomfortable silence until Becca turned on the radio. Was this a date? Andy wondered. He didn’t ask Becca to the dance. She just told him he was going, and what he was going to be. It didn’t occur to him to say no. They did stuff together all the time, but so what? They’d been friends practically their entire lives. Yes, he liked her, but he never really thought about dating her. And here was her father teasing him about it. This ride could get possibly more embarrassing, but he didn’t see how.

Andy was never happier to see his school than when they pulled into the parking lot a few minutes later. Mr. Jefferson dropped them off at the door and told them to have a good time.

“Sorry about that,” Becca said as they watched her father drive away.

Andy shrugged his shoulders. “Could have been worse. He could have been chaperoning.”

“Good point,” Becca said, laughing. “Let’s go find Mike and Teresa.”

They followed the crowd of students streaming down the hall until they came to the gym. Orange and black streamers hung on the walls and ceiling. Halloween decorations were everywhere. Along one side of the gym a DJ prepared his show. The other tables held snacks and drinks. Andy and Becca made their way through the laughing and chattering boys and girls, looking for their friends. They found them in the midst of a noisy crowd of Mike’s theater friends in a corner. Mike saw them and waved.

“Hail and well met, fair lady and fellow traveler,” he called, and then bowed with a flourish.

“Hi,” Teresa said. She was wearing a green, floor-length dress and hat similar in style to Becca’s. “Becca, your dress turned out great.”

“So did yours. Ms. Morris really did a great job.”

“C’mon, Teresa, do it like we rehearsed,” Mike said. “I already bowed.” She grinned shyly and curtsied. Becca curtsied back, and the two of them burst into giggles. Andy shook his head, then took off his hat and swept it down in an exaggerated wave as he bowed.

“Miladies,” he said, smiling.

“Yeah, the four of you ladies look so sweet,” Taylor said from behind Andy. Gritting his teeth, Andy turned. As usual, Taylor was surrounded by his cronies, all dressed in their baseball uniforms.

“How long did it take you to think up that costume, Grant?” Andy said. “Ten minutes?”

“I think you’re giving him too much credit, Andy. He probably had to ask his mommy for help,” Mike said.

Taylor glared at them, but at that moment a teacher passed by. “At least I’m not wearing girl’s clothes,” he said, smirking.

“Get lost, creep,” Mike said.

Taylor glanced at the teacher, now moving into a crowd of students, and his smirk changed to a scowl. “Gonna make me, weirdo?” He looked over at Mike’s friends. Taylor and his buddies towered over most of them.

“Andy,” Becca said, tugging at his arm, “let’s not do this. Not this time.”

Andy gripped Mike’s shoulder and squeezed. “C’mon, Mike. I can’t get in trouble again,” he muttered. Mike nodded and turned away from Taylor.

“What’s the matter, Murdoch, chicken?”

“What are you, ten?” Teresa asked. “Chicken? Seriously?”

“Shut up, bee-yotch,” Taylor said.

Mike gasped and drew his arm back. Andy lunged and grabbed his arm to stop him from hitting Taylor. But before Mike could shake Andy off, Mr. Velez appeared from seemingly out of nowhere. He moved between the two boys, facing Taylor. His face was dark with anger, his eyes flashing.

“You picking on girls now? Huh? That’s what you think you can do in my school?”

“Where—where did you come from?” Taylor said, backing a step. Mr. Velez moved forward, finger out, poking Taylor in the chest. His voice dripped with contempt. “If I ever catch you picking on a girl again, you’re going to be the sorriest kid in this school. Big guy like you, so tough, terrorizing kids who are smaller and weaker.”

“We’re not scared of him,” Mike said.

Taylor said nothing, but kept backing up as Mr. Velez stepped forward.

“Get out of here. I see you near these kids at all the rest of the night, you gonna regret it.”

Taylor and his friends turned to go. But first Taylor called to Andy. “You got bigger problems than me, Cohen. Just wait and see.” Mr. Velez took a step toward him and he fled.

Andy and Mike glared after Taylor as he disappeared into the crowd. “What did he mean by that?” Andy asked.

“Who knows? He was probably just making stuff up because Mr. Velez ripped him a new one. Hey, thanks Mr. Velez!” Mike said with a big smile.

“Yes, thanks Mr. Velez,” Teresa said softly, her eyes shining as she looked up at the janitor. His expression softened as she spoke. “Anything for you, chica.” He looked at the rest of them. “Go, have fun! I don’t think that boy will bother you again tonight. He knows I’ll be watching.” He waved and left them.

“Lucky the janitor was passing by,” Andy said.

“Yeah. Boy, he sure seems to like you, Teresa,” Mike said.

“I guess so.”

“That’s the second time he stuck up for you. He did the day we met, remember?” Mike said.

“Yes.” She seemed suddenly interested in what the rest of the theater students were doing. Mike took the hint and dropped the subject.

“So who wants to dance?” he asked.

The rest of the evening passed pleasantly between dancing, talking, and eating. The party was a much bigger success than the previous year’s, Andy thought. In fact, there was no comparison. This year, all he had to do was have fun. The Catmages were working on ways to get the Magelights back from Saunders, and they didn’t need his help at the moment, which was just fine by him. It was nice to be able to enjoy himself for a change. Becca had never looked prettier, and she seemed to be having just as good a time as he was. She and Teresa pulled Andy and Mike into nearly every single dance. The music stopped, and the four friends moved breathlessly to the side of the gym and found seats.

“I’ll go get us some drinks,” Mike said.

“I’ll help you,” Teresa said, rising to join him.

Andy and Becca caught their breath. Becca kicked off her shoes.

“All right, Coreyton High, are you ready for something new this year?” the DJ asked. Loud cheers answered him. “Then how about a teacher costume contest? Come on, teachers, get out here so we can vote!”

Andy and Becca clapped with the rest of the students as the teachers stepped up onto the stage, waving to the crowd. Mr. Straight was dressed as a zombie. The rest of the teachers paraded across the stage to various whistles, comments, and cheers.

“Last, but not least, we have a very special surprise,” the DJ said. He played a drum roll sound effect and waved his hand toward the door. “Feast your eyes on Principal Saunders as Atum-Ra!” he said. Colored spotlights flashed back and forth across the crowd and stage.

Andy gasped as Principal Saunders strolled in. He was wearing an Egyptian Pharaoh costume, complete with headdress. Around his neck, crafted into a thick, Egyptian-style necklace of several rows of alternating stones, were the eleven stolen Magelights. Worse still, they were glowing! Becca and Andy exchanged glances, mouths open. Saunders sauntered through the colored spotlights, smiling faintly and nodding to his left and right, as many of the students and teachers applauded.

“He’s learning how to use them,” Andy said, horrified. “I have to tell Goldeneyes! She needs to know now!”

“You can’t leave, Andy,” Becca said. “You can’t! She’s going to have to wait until you get home.”

“I have to warn her!” he said. “He’s getting bolder. Who knows what he might do?” He looked around, thinking frantically, trying to figure out a way to get out of the school without being seen.

Becca stood in front of him. “You can’t leave,” she said. “I won’t let you.”

Andy pounded his left fist into his right hand. “I have to get a message to Goldeneyes. She needs to tell the others!” At that moment, his Magelight sparked, and a round, green ball of light separated itself and zoomed out the door. Mike and Teresa arrived back with drinks just as the light sped away from Andy’s wrist. Andy found himself as tired as if he’d just had another fast dance with Becca. He fell into his chair.

“What was that?” Teresa asked. “How did you do that?”

“Oh, uh—that light?” Andy asked.

“Yes, that light. How did you do it?” she asked. Andy looked at Becca, thinking as loudly as he could, “Help me!” His Magelight glowed softly, and he knew Becca had heard him.

“There it goes again! I didn’t know that stone could light up.”

“Isn’t it cool?” Becca said. “Andy got it for his birthday. The stone has some kind of electronics inside.”

Thank you, Andy sent. Becca nodded.

“Well, that’s really neat. Can I see it?”

“Maybe later.” He caught Mike’s eyes and shook his head slightly.

“Here Andy,” he said, handing him a water bottle. “You must be thirsty.”

“Yeah,” Andy said gratefully to Mike, taking the bottle. If he was drinking water, he couldn’t talk to Teresa.

The spotlights and applause had stopped, and the only one left on the stage was the DJ. Andy wondered what time it was, and how soon Mr. Jefferson would be there to pick them up. He needed to get home!

“Well, hello, children.” Principal Saunders towered over them, smiling down on them in their seats. “I do hope you’re enjoying yourselves. Mr. Cohen, what a charming outfit. Peter Pan, is it?”

“Robin Hood,” Andy said stiffly as he rose. Becca stood too and gripped his arm.

“So who are you supposed to be? The Pharaoh?” Mike asked.

“Nothing so minor as a mere Pharaoh,” he said. “Atum-Ra was a god of the ancient Egyptians—the creator of all the others. Come to think of it, Mr. Cohen, Atum-Ra was the ruling god while the Hebrews were enslaved in Egypt. Interesting fact, isn’t it?” He grinned smugly. Becca’s hand tightened on Andy’s arm.

“Yeah? The Pharaohs are dead and gone, but the Hebrews have a heck of a country over in Israel,” Andy said. “And a pretty good presence right here.” he pointed to himself.

Saunders’ smile thinned as Jake Jefferson approached.

“There you are,” he said. “Hey, Becca, I got here early and thought I’d see how you all are doing.” He stood next to Andy and eyed the principal. “Mr. Saunders,” he said.

“Principal Saunders.”

“Oh, right, I always forget somehow. Whoops. Nice dress,” he said. Mike and Andy laughed.

“Charming as always, Mr. Jefferson” Saunders said. “Well, as your ride is here, Mr. Cohen, I’ll just be off. See you in school on Monday. And oh, Mr. Cohen—that’s a fascinating gem in your wristband. It’s so—delightful.” He smiled again as left.

Had Saunders had seen him create the message? Now it was more urgent than ever to speak to Goldeneyes. “We’re ready to go, Mr. Jefferson. Goodnight, Teresa. See you, Mike.”

He and Becca followed her father out of the gym, exchanging worried looks.

✣       ✣       ✣

Goldeneyes was awakened abruptly from her nap by Letsan, who was sitting at the window looking out. “Zahavin!” he said. “There’s a message coming!” A green light flashed through the window and passed into Goldeneyes’ Magelight. She saw an image of Saunders in his Atum-Ra costume, and heard Andy’s voice saying he had to warn her.

“But—he barely knows how to raise a leaf!” she said. “How in the name of the Tilyon did he manage to send me a message?”

“What did he say?”

She quickly shared the message with Letsan.

“He’s wearing the Magelights in public,” Letsan said grimly. “I’m off to the Compound. You wait here for Andy.” Letsan leaped to the windowsill. His Magelight flashed, and the window opened.

He climbed out onto the roof and dropped to the ground. “I’ll see you later,” he said, and disappeared into the night.

Goldeneyes paced around the bedroom while she waited for Andy to get home. When she finally heard the car outside, she took off down the stairs to meet him at the door. His mother was in the living room watching TV. Andy came in the door, saw Goldeneyes, and said, “Hi Mom. The party was great. I’m beat. I’m going to bed.”

“That’s all you have to say?” she asked. At his nod, she said, “Um—okay,” and watched Andy head for the stairs. Shrugging, she turned back to the TV. “Goodnight.”

While he changed out of his costume, Andy started telling Goldeneyes what had happened. “You should have seen him,” he said, pulling off his shirt and tossing it over a chair. When he finished, he sat down on the bed, looking worried.

“What do we do now?” he asked. “Saunders is flaunting the Magelights. Do you think he’s figured out how to use them?”

“You said they were glowing?”

“Yes.”

“It’s not hard to make them glow. You do it all the time, but that doesn’t mean you are necessarily working magic with them. Look how long it took you to raise a leaf.”

Andy flushed, embarrassed at the reminder.

“No, Andrew, I mean no criticism. I’m just reminding you how difficult it was for you to learn how to control one Magelight. Imagine how much harder it must be to control eleven.”

“You’re right,” he said. “He probably just made them glow to make us think he could use them.”

“Exactly. He wants us to worry. We shall not give him the satisfaction.”

“Okay. Thanks, Goldeneyes. That makes me feel a lot better.” Andy yawned hugely. “I’m beat. Where’s Letsan? Is he outside?”

“He went to the Compound to give them the news. I’m going there now, but I needed to hear everything from you first.” Her Magelight flashed and the window lifted a few inches. “Get a good night’s sleep. And don’t think that the fact you managed to get a message off means you can skip your lessons.”

Andy watched her leap to the windowsill and jump down off the porch roof. He closed the window, shut off the light, and climbed into bed. He held up his arm and looked at his Magelight. It glowed softly as he stared at it until he fell asleep. The light glowed for a few moments more, then abruptly went out.


✣ T W E L V E ✣

Risky Business

Leilei awoke from her late afternoon nap. She yawned and stretched, arching her back and shaking her legs to remove every last vestige of sleepiness from her body. She’d need all the energy she could muster, because tonight was the night she would prove to the others that her youth did not mean she could not be useful. Armed with the information she had gotten from Andy, Leilei intended to spy on the Wild Ones. She had a pretty good image of the house where her grandmother had been held captive, thanks to Andy.

She was so tired of being treated like a half-grown kitten by everyone around her. Was she not a scion of Nafshi? Did she not create her Magelight at a younger age than any living Catmage, including Zahavin? Leilei had powers the other apprentices could only dream about. If doing this was what it took to get her elders to bring her into the thick of things, well, then that’s what she’d have to do. And by the First, she’d bring home something worth knowing or die trying. Well, not die trying, she amended. She had no intention of dying.

She’d timed this part of her trip carefully—the Compound sentries would be distracted during the changing of the guard. Leilei trotted out into the woods as she often did this time of day to hunt. But she didn’t hunt. She crept stealthily to the side of a fallen tree and waited. Leilei’s ears twitched as she listened to the soft footsteps of the relief sentry, the sounds of two Catmages changing positions. The footsteps stopped. She peered carefully over the log. Yes, they were sniffing noses. Time to go. She moved slowly and silently, careful not to disturb so much as a leaf, stopping every so often to listen. Finally, she reached the edge of the woods and looked back. There was no sign of pursuit. They must have struck up a conversation, she mused. So much the better for her. Leilei leaped once for happiness, then settled into a steady trot on the road heading into town.

✣       ✣       ✣

Patches liked being on sentry duty. It got him out of the house and away from the cruelty of Alef and Bett. The new Wild Ones that kept arriving followed their example and teased Patches terribly. Sentry duty was a pleasure, a chance to stretch his legs, get out under the night sky, maybe catch a mouse or two. The only drawback was having to circle the house over and over again. Up the block, down the block, up the block, down the block.

Patches was pretty sure he could hear a mouse scurrying around in the next yard. He looked to the left and right. There was no one around. They wouldn’t miss him. “Patches is hungry,” he said to himself. “Too many new Wild Ones. They take Patches’ food. Patches will find his own food!” He moved quietly toward the sounds that he heard, sniffing the wind. Yes, a mouse. Patches would have dinner soon. Unnoticed by Patches, Merav left her hiding place beneath a nearby car and padded slowly after him.

✣       ✣       ✣

Leilei studied the house from beneath a car parked across the street from Number 19. She remembered everything that Andy told her about the night he and Goldeneyes tried to find Nafshi. The front gate was definitely not going to work. The fence was high and solid. There were no spaces at all where she could slip through. She moved underneath parked cars until she was a few houses down from Saunders. Then she stole across the street and into a neighbor’s yard, moving quietly toward Saunders’ house. She made no noise as she padded through the grass, her eyes intent on the fence between the two houses. This was where her aunt had made the rabbit dig a hole. Had Saunders filled it in? She examined the ground closely. There was a depression next to a fence post. That must be the place. She didn’t dare summon a rabbit. She had not yet controlled another creature and now was not the time to try.

Ears straining for any sound of Saunders’ dogs, Leilei began to dig, slowly at first, then faster as she grew more confident. The earth was soft and easy to get through. In a few minutes, she had a hole large enough to fit her head and front legs. She stopped to listen and heard nothing. She carefully pushed through the hole, ready to draw back in a moment. There was nothing on the other side. Emboldened, she pulled a little more dirt from the hole, widening it enough to fit her body through. Then she ducked under the fence and stood still, listening with all her might. There was still no sound of dogs or Wild Ones in the yard. Good. She shook the dirt off her coat and walked carefully toward the back of the house, examining the cellar windows as she passed. They were firmly boarded up with new wood. There was no sign of the fire Andy had described.

She rounded the house and stopped, standing stock-still. The scent of dogs was strong in the backyard, and she thought she heard something from inside the house.

After a minute of hard listening, Leilei relaxed and kept walking toward the back porch. She was beginning to be disappointed in the whole adventure. She had found no information worth sharing, no sign of Wild Ones, nothing that she could bring back to impress the others.

The back door opened, flooding the yard with light. Two dogs ran down the stairs. Her heart thumping, Leilei leaped around the corner and ran. She was on the wrong side of the house! She needed to get back to the hole under the fence. The dogs heard her and barked once, racing after her. She reached the front of the house, slid around the corner, and saw a crack in the latticework beneath the front porch. She pushed through the thin wood at the weak spot, and it gave way, leaving her enough space to slip through, the dogs at her heels. She crouched fearfully beneath the porch as the dogs sniffed and growled just inches away.

She’d really made a mess of things. The Dobermans were huge, fierce, and loud, and she didn’t think she could get past them to the hole under the fence.

She tried to think while the dogs whined and pawed at the wood, making it hard to concentrate. The gate in the fence at the front of the house! Leilei hurried to the front of the house, as close to the gate as she could get, her feet rustling in the ancient leaves moldering under the porch. The dogs followed, whining. She could just see the end of the metal bolt through the small gap between the gate and the fence. It had a simple latch that she could open. She concentrated, and it moved softly as her Magelight glowed. Two of the dogs cocked their heads and turned toward the noise it made. She took two deep breaths, then pushed the latch the rest of the way, summoning a burst of energy. The gate burst open. It banged against the fence, startling the dogs. Just as she hoped, they turned and ran through the open gate, barking.

Now was her chance. Leilei slipped noiselessly out from under the porch, gathered herself, and ran at top speed out of the gate. She was through it and inches away from a parked car when jaws clamped down on her midsection, crushing the breath out of her. Pain coursed through her body as Leilei screamed.

✣       ✣       ✣

Patches trotted happily back to the house, his belly full. He hummed a little song to himself. His sentry duty would be over soon, and he would find a nice quiet place to curl up and nap. As he turned the corner, Patches heard the dogs whining. His ears perked up and he quickened his pace. The front gate slammed open and two of the dogs shot through it. “Dogs should not be loose!” Patches said. “Master will be angry. Go back, dogs!” The dogs ignored him. They turned away from Patches and started down the street, sniffing at the trees and grass. Patches ran toward the dogs. “Dogs must come back!” he yelled. One of the dogs turned back to Patches. Then a small form dashed through the gate. Before Patches could react, the nearest dog leaped at the shape and snapped its jaws around it. Patches recognized Leilei as he heard her agonized cry.

“No!” he shouted. “Must leave Leilei alone! Leave her be! Bad dog!” His Magelight glowed, and a jet of green light flashed from it, hitting the Doberman. The dog yelped, dropping Leilei near the curb, and ran whimpering back into Saunders’ yard. The other dog had disappeared. Patches ran to Leilei’s side. Her breathing was shallow and she was crying in pain. “Leilei! Leilei! You must leave here. Not good to stay!” He looked to the house. “They will come out soon. Take you, maybe kill you. Leilei must go!”

“I can’t,” she said weakly. “It hurts too much to move!”

“Try to get up,” he said. “Leilei must try!”

She tried. She raised herself to her front paws then collapsed. “I can’t,” she said, panting. “Patches, help me. Please!” She lay there gasping.

Patches ran back and forth, frantic with worry. “They will catch you. They will punish us both. We must have help. We must have help! If only Nafshi were here. Nafshi would know what to do. Help, Nafshi! Help us!” As he spoke, his Magelight glowed again, and a ball of light formed out of it and zoomed away. Patches sat down, his sides heaving. “Patches is very tired,” he said. “What did he just do?”

Leilei’s eyes were half closed. “I think,” she said, “you just sent a message to Nafshi.” Then she said no more.

“Leilei? Leilei? Leilei! ”

But she didn’t answer. Patches began to tremble.

✣       ✣       ✣

“Mom,” Andy called upstairs, “I’m going out on the porch for a while.”

“Did you finish your homework?”

“Yep.”

“Okay, then.”

Andy took his phone from the kitchen table, pulled his jacket off the hook and shrugged one arm into it as he opened the door. It was brisk out, but not too cold. The night smelled like autumn, with the crisp, clean scent of fallen leaves and wood smoke. Andy sat in the porch chair and propped his legs up on the railing. He sent a text to Becca, telling her what he was doing.

That sounds nice, she texted back.

Come and join me.

On a school night? My parents would kill me.

Maybe this weekend. Ask if you can stay over late.

Maybe.

Andy stared off into the distance, thinking about Becca sitting out on the porch with him, maybe on Saturday night. He heard the leaves on the front lawn rustling and saw Goldeneyes and Letsan returning from their walk. They climbed the stairs and greeted him. Letsan leaped onto Andy’s lap.

“Do you have to do that?” Andy asked as fifteen pounds of Maine Coon cat landed on his thighs.

“Yes,” Letsan said. “It’s a compulsion. I can’t stop myself. Watch, I’ll try.” He stood completely still.

After a few moments, Andy said, “Are you supposed to be doing something? Because you’re not moving.”

“See? I told you I can’t stop myself. That was me trying to get out of your lap.” He curled up with a sigh and lay down with his back to Andy, his fluffy tail lashing slowly from side to side.

Goldeneyes flashed Letsan a look, but Andy just sighed. Just let it go, he sent.

“Nicely done, Andrew,” she said.

“Hey! I didn’t say that out loud!” Andy said aloud. “Oops,” he added.

“No matter,” she said. “You’re starting to think at us instinctively instead of talking, and that’s a huge first step.”

“It’s even more of a first step,” Letsan said, “because this is the first I’m hearing that Andy sent you anything. Our boy is learning how to send private messages,” he said. “Good job!”

Andy grinned and scratched Letsan behind the ears. They sat in a contented silence broken only by Letsan’s purrs. Letsan closed his eyes. Andy looked out at the street and saw a ball of green light growing brighter as it came toward them. “What is that?” he said. “It looks like—”

“A message from a Catmage,” Goldeneyes said grimly, thinking that it couldn’t be good news. Communicating from beyond a short line of sight took too much energy for Catmages to use lightly. The light zoomed up to the three of them and flashed into Andy’s Magelight. Images appeared in his head. He saw Leilei clasped in a dog’s jaws, then lying on the ground, apparently lifeless. Last of all he saw a gate and tall fence that he recognized. She was in front of Saunders’ house.

“It’s Leilei!” he said, rising quickly and dumping Letsan unceremoniously onto the porch. “She’s been attacked! And she’s—she’s at Saunders’ house! We have to help her!”

“Wait!” Goldeneyes said. “Andy, wait, we can’t just run over there. It could be a trap. Show us what you saw. Quickly! Concentrate!”

Willing his heart to slow down, Andy closed his eyes, took deep breaths, and concentrated hard on the pictures he’d just been sent. When he opened his eyes, Letsan and Goldeneyes were already on the move.

“Wait for me! Let me get my bike!”

“You can catch up with us,” Goldeneyes said. “We need to get to Leilei.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Andy said. “I can ride my bike faster than you can run. If she can’t move, you’re going to need me to carry her. Wait here.” Andy’s heart hammered with fear as he fumbled to open the garage door quietly enough so his mother wouldn’t hear. With any luck, he could be there and back again before she was aware he’d gone. He grabbed the bike and wheeled it outside. “Get in the basket,” he told the Catmages. Letsan leaped up first and sat in the basket, gripping the padding with his back claws. Goldeneyes squeezed in next to him. Andy jumped on the seat and rode the bike down the driveway, wheels skidding as he turned onto the street. He pedaled as fast as he could, trying not to think of what they might find once they got to Saunders’ house. A wave of hatred for the principal washed over him. He shoved it aside, channeled it into pedaling even faster.

“Why did he get that message?” Goldeneyes asked Letsan.

“I don’t know. More importantly, who sent it? It couldn’t have been Leilei, not in that condition.”

“Maybe she got a message off before she passed out?”

“I don’t think so. Do you think one of Razor’s Shomrim sent it?”

“I would think the message would have gone to Razor instead of us,” Goldeneyes said.

“I know. That’s what worries me. I think a Wild One sent it.”

Goldeneyes agreed. She couldn’t think of any reason a Wild One would send a message that wasn’t a trap.

As Andy approached Oak Street, Letsan told him to slow down and stop at the corner. He and Goldeneyes leaped out of the basket. “Leave the bike here. Follow us as quietly as you can, staying to the shadows. Don’t get too close to Saunders’ house. We don’t want to alert the dogs.” Privately, he asked Goldeneyes, “Did she answer your calls yet? She’s not that far away. She should be able to hear you.”

“Not a word,” she said, worried, “but maybe she’s unconscious.”

“Let’s hope that’s the only reason.”

Letsan looked around for the Shomrim guard. “Merav or another guard should be here,” he said. “I don’t like this at all.”

They hurried down the block. Goldeneyes couldn’t hear barking. That was a positive sign. They slipped into the bushes of the house next door to Saunders and listened carefully, sniffing the air.

“Where is she?” Goldeneyes said impatiently. “Where is my niece?”

“Have you found Leilei yet?” Andy whispered.

“Idiot! Use your mental voice!” Goldeneyes thundered at him. Andy grabbed his head in pain.

“Ow,” he said reflexively.

“If your noise has alerted the Wild Ones to our presence—”

Goldeneyes stopped talking as Patches emerged from beneath a car parked near the house.

“You are looking for Leilei? You are here to help?” he asked.

“Who are you?” Goldeneyes said as her Magelight began to glow. “Where is Leilei? What have you done with her?”

Letsan growled and his Magelight flared. Andy hurried forward.

“Patches did not do anything to Leilei! Patches called you. Do not hurt Patches! Patches is Leilei’s friend. Patches tries to help. Leilei won’t wake up. She is hurt. Patches sent message. You heard Patches? Did you hear him?” He cowered on the ground.

“I heard you,” Andy sent. “Letsan, leave him alone! He’s trying to help.”

Goldeneyes glanced suspiciously at the house. “Where are the dogs? Why aren’t they barking?”

“Dogs are not barking because Saunders gets in trouble when they bark at night. Bad dogs! Roah has been teaching the dogs to be quiet. Roah doesn’t know Patches knows this. Ha! Patches knows much, much more than he lets on. Patches made sure that nobody knows where Leilei is hidden. When Niflah came out to see why dogs were barking, Patches told Niflah that the gate broke. Patches said dogs saw a raccoon and ran after it. Said one of the dogs got scratched. But that didn’t happen. Patches stopped bad dog from hurting Leilei. You will help her now? Patches cannot fix her. Patches thinks she is broken inside. Leilei will not move.”

“Where is she, you idiot?” Letsan said impatiently.

“Under next car. Big orange cat is mean to Patches. Patches does not like you.”

Goldeneyes shoved past Patches and raced under the car, followed quickly by Letsan. The two of them nosed Leilei, who was breathing shallowly. Blood ran from gashes on her fur.

“Why won’t she wake?” Goldeneyes asked.

“You saw the image. She was crushed by the dog. I think she may have some broken bones. I don’t dare try the healing spell. I’m not that good.”

“I can heal bones, but we don’t know what else is wrong with her. I don’t like her breathing at all.” Goldeneyes’ tail switched from side to side.

“Well, someone has to do something!” Andy thought at them as loudly as he could. “If you can’t, I’ll take her to the vet!”

“You’re going to have to, Andy,” Letsan said. “Can you get her out from under the car?”

She wasn’t very far from the curb. Andy leaned down and surveyed the situation, then took off his jacket and laid it on the ground. He placed Leilei gently onto the jacket, picked her up, and stood. “Time to go,” he said, and walked slowly the street, taking great care not to jar Leilei.

“Where are you taking Leilei?” Patches asked.

“We are taking her to Andrew’s home,” Goldeneyes said. “She can’t stay here.”

“Will Leilei be all right? Will someone tell Patches?”

“I don’t know. But we have to go, now,” she said. “Thank you for helping Leilei. She is my brother’s daughter. I won’t forget this.”

“You are Leilei’s kin?” Patches said. “Then you are related to Nafshi, too. Patches tried to send a message to Nafshi. But Nafshi is dead,” he said sadly. “Don’t let Leilei die! Promise Patches!”

“We’ll do our best,” Goldeneyes said. She turned to go. Letsan was waiting for her. They hurried after Andy.

“There’s no way the three of you are going to fit in the basket,” he said as they reached the bike. He placed Leilei carefully in the basket and arranged his jacket around her to keep her warm.

“Just go. Bring her to your mother. She needs your vet,” Letsan said. “We’ll catch up with you.”

Andy placed Leilei in the basket and took off on the bike. Letsan and Goldeneyes settled into a fast lope behind him. He was terrified she would die before he could get her help. He pulled into his driveway, skidded to a stop, hurried through the door, and leaned his bike against the garage wall, one hand on Leilei the entire time. To his relief, she was still breathing. Andy gently removed her, cradling her in his jacket. He rushed through the door to the kitchen. “Mom! Mom! You got to help me! Mom!” he called.

His mother hurried down the stairs, a worried look on her face. “What is it, Andy?”

“She’s hurt! Mom, a big dog attacked her and she might be dying. Can you call Dr. Crane?”

“Oh, Andy, again? What is it with you and injured cats?” She looked at the unconscious, bleeding cat in Andy’s arms. “She doesn’t look too good. I don’t know, Andy, I don’t think the vet can do anything for her.”

“Mom, you can’t let her die! Please? I’ll pay the bill myself, I’ll work extra chores, I’ll do anything!”

Her eyebrows rose. “This isn’t even your cat.”

“Mom, she’s hurt. She may be dying. Please!”

She glanced at the clock on the microwave. “Seven-twenty-five. I know Dr. Crane has one late night a week,” she said, opening a drawer and leafing through an address book. “Let’s hope it’s tonight.” She dialed the number. “Oh, good, you’re still there! Hi, Sarah, it’s Rachel Cohen. Are you still open? No? Drat. We have a cat that’s been attacked by a dog. Yes, she’s pretty badly hurt. She’s unconscious. Yes, I’ll wait. Oh, thank you, Doctor. Yes, we’ll be right there.” She hung up the phone and reached for her jacket. “Let’s go,” she said, grabbing her purse. “You owe him big-time. He was just about to leave.”

“That’s great, Mom. Thanks!” Andy said as he followed her to the car.

When they arrived at the vet’s, the tech took Leilei from Andy and took her into the back. Andy paced back and forth as his mother sat down on a bench. In a few minutes, Dr. Crane came out to the lobby. His mother stood and Andy stopped pacing.

“She has internal injuries. I’m going to have to operate on her. It’s going to take a while.”

“Can we stay?” Andy asked. “Please, Mom?”

She frowned. “It’s a school night, Andy.”

“Please? My homework’s done. There aren’t any tests or anything tomorrow. Please?”

She sighed. “All right. But I wish I’d brought a book.”

“Go home and get one,” Dr. Crane said. “The surgery is going to take some time. Go home, watch TV, get a book, come back, and you’ll still be waiting around for me to finish. Just ring the bell when you come back and Sarah will let you in. Oh, and here’s your jacket,” he said, holding it out.

“Thanks,” Andy said, taking it from him. He folded it up, covering the bloody interior.

“Let’s go, Andy. Dr. Crane, can I get you something to eat? Bring you a pizza, maybe?”

“That’d be great,” he said, “but it’ll get cold before I’ll be able to eat it. We’ll see you later. Don’t worry, Andy, I’ll do my best. Your cat is young, strong, and still alive. All three are good signs.”

“Thanks,” Andy said again. He followed his mother back to the car.

“How did you find this cat, Andy?”

“Uh—I was sitting outside, and I saw this dog attacking this cat. So I wrapped the cat in my jacket and brought it home,” he said. Well, everything he said was technically true. He had just left out a few facts, like the attack happening at Saunders’ house, his being there, and “seeing” it via Catmage message.

“What happened to the dog?”

“I don’t know. I don’t care. I hope it got hit by a car!”

“Andy!”

“Well, I do. It might have killed Leilei.”

“Leilei?”

“Uh—that’s what I’m calling the cat. It just kind of came to me.”

She glanced over at her son. “Okay,” she said as they pulled into the driveway. “I’m going to get a book and call the pizza place. Would you like me to order you a slice?”

Andrew, we’re in the front yard, Goldeneyes said. What’s happening with Leilei?

“No thanks. I’m not hungry,” Andy told his mother. “I’ll wait for you on the porch.”

“What happened?” Letsan asked as Andy sat down on the porch steps.

“We left her with the vet. He says she has internal injuries. He’s operating on her now.”

“How bad is it?” Goldeneyes asked, her mental voice full of worry.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? When will you know?”

“We’re going back there. But surgery takes a long time.” Andy got up and walked to the end of the sidewalk and back to the porch. He stood looking down at the two Catmages.

“Can I go with you?” Goldeneyes asked.

Andy shook his head. “I don’t see how we could explain your being with me. And Mom will never go for it. Sorry, but you’re going to have to wait here until I come back.”

“I can’t stand this,” Goldeneyes said. “First Nafshi, now Leilei! If she dies—” Goldeneyes leaped up the steps and turned, her tail lashing.

“This is the vet that saved your life, Zahavin,” Letsan said. “I think we should trust him to do the same for Leilei.”

“I don’t see that we have a choice,” she said. “By the One, I hate waiting like this!”

Letsan climbed the steps and stood beside her, rubbing his head against hers. “You won’t have to wait alone. I’ll be here with you. Now let’s get out of sight before Andy’s mother comes out.” She followed him to the corner of the porch.

The garage door opened and they heard the car starting.

“I have to go,” Andy thought at them. “I’ll let you know what happens as soon as I can. I’ll see you when I get back.”

Goldeneyes and Letsan watched the car drive down the street. “It’s going to be a long night,” she said.

“Yes. But Andy will be there for Leilei. And did you notice?”

“What?”

“He managed to project his thoughts when he needed to. His powers are getting stronger. And he didn’t panic in a crisis.”

“Wonderful,” Goldeneyes said sarcastically. “All it took was risking Leilei’s life.”

“That’s not what I meant—oh, never mind. There’s going to be no talking to you until your niece is safe and sound again. I’m going to take a nap.” He leaped onto the porch swing and curled up. Goldeneyes sat staring out into the night, worrying. But worry didn’t cloud her mind. What on earth had Leilei had been doing at Saunders’ house? She was pretty sure that was her niece grandstanding again. One way or another, Goldeneyes would find out. And as soon as Leilei gets better, she thought, I’ll kill her myself.


✣ T H I R T E E N ✣

Veterinary Assistants

Andy was dozing on his mother’s shoulder when Dr. Crane came back to the reception desk. Rachel poked him, and he came awake at once.

“How is she?” he asked.

“Well, she had a ruptured spleen, so we removed it. She also had a punctured lung that had to be reinflated, and a couple of broken ribs. She lost a fair amount of blood, but I gave her a transfusion. Andy, you sure have a talent for finding cats at death’s door,” Dr. Crane said, shaking his head. “But I think she’ll be okay. She’s fit, young, and strong.”

Andy felt a wave of relief rush over him. Leilei was going to be all right! “Can I take her home?” he asked.

“No. She needs to stay here for a day or two.” Dr. Crane went to the counter and opened the pizza box Rachel had put there. “Thanks, Rachel, I’m starving,” he said, removing a slice.

“Can I see her?”

“She’s pretty woozy, Andy.”

“Yeah, but just for a minute? Please?”

Sarah came out from the back and smiled at Andy and Rachel.

“Okay, but just for a minute. Sarah, would you take Andy around back to see his cat?”

“Sure. This way, Andy,” she said, holding the door open for him.

Leilei was in one of the cages in the back, an IV tube taped to her shaved paw. She had a row of stiches on her belly, which was also shaved.

“Leilei?” Andy said softly. She raised her head groggily. “Leilei,” he sent, “you’re at the vet’s. Do whatever they tell you to do. Don’t fight them. They’re helping you. Okay?”

Leilei gazed at him without speaking.

“Leilei!” he sent. “Did you hear me?”

“Yes,” she said in a weak voice. “I’ll be good. Tired. Must . . . sleep.” Her head drooped. Andy hoped she’d remember when she woke up. He reached out and stroked her softly behind the ears.

“See?” Sarah said. “She’s going to be fine. You should go home. It’s late.”

“Yeah. Thanks for everything!” He followed her back to the lobby, where Dr. Crane was on his third slice of pizza.

“All right now, Andy?”

“Yeah. She’s sleeping.”

“Go on. Get out of here. Call us in the morning.”

“Thanks, Dr. Crane,” Andy said. “Thanks so much!” He felt like hugging the vet, but thought that he might not like it. So he hugged his mother instead, who smiled and hugged him back.

“You’re welcome, Andy. Good night.”

Leilei was going to be all right! They left the vet’s office. Andy couldn’t wait to get home and tell Goldeneyes. His heart seemed to swell with happiness, and his Magelight grew warm. He pumped his fist before opening the car door. A ball of light shot out of his Magelight and zoomed out of sight. “Whoa,” Andy said, glancing at his mother.

“Whoa what, dear?”

“Oh, I’m just relieved that Leilei’s going to be all right.” Phew. She didn’t see that, he thought. Andy yawned hugely and sat down, closing the car door. Unless he was mistaken, he’d just sent his second Magelight message.

“I’m tired, too. We’ll be home soon.”

Andy saw Goldeneyes waiting near the garage as they pulled into the driveway. She watched as the car pulled in and followed them into the garage, waiting at the door while they got out of the car.

“Well, at least this cat is okay,” his mother said. “Hi, Goldeneyes,” she said. Goldeneyes meowed at the two of them.

“Are you hungry?” Andy asked as he held the door for Goldeneyes. She walked through the kitchen and leaped lightly up the stairs. His mother laughed.

“I guess not. She’s got the right idea. Go on up to bed, Andy. I’ll lock up.”

“Okay. Thanks again, Mom. Good night.”

“Good night.”

He followed Goldeneyes to his room and closed the door behind them. She jumped on the bed and paced while he changed into pajamas. He heard a thump on the porch roof and opened the window. Letsan came inside and leaped onto Andy’s bed. While Letsan got comfortable, Andy sat down on the bed and turned off the light, yawning.

“I got your message that Leilei is all right. I have to say I’m shocked that you managed to send another. We haven’t even begun to discuss how to create one,” Goldeneyes said.

“I don’t know what happened. I only know that I was thinking about you, and I couldn’t wait to tell you the good news, and all of a sudden my Magelight flashed and out went a ball of light. That’s pretty much what happened the first time, too.”

“Andy, sending a message is a pretty powerful spell,” Letsan said. “It generally requires great concentration to send the images. Although it seems that both you and Patches sent messages using your emotions instead of your minds,” he said.

“While I’m also amazed that Andrew sent another message,” Goldeneyes said stiffly, “I want to hear about my niece! Tell us everything that happened.”

“I don’t think I can think all that at you. I’m really tired.”

“Then start talking,” she said impatiently.

Speaking quietly, Andy told them what the vet had told him. They asked him to explain some of the terms, like “transfusion.” He did the best he could, wishing that he knew more about veterinary medicine. Or any medicine, come to think of it.

“Your doctors can put blood into a Catmage?” Goldeneyes asked incredulously. “And this is safe?”

“We’ve been doing it for a long time,” Andy said. “On people, too. It keeps them alive during operations. Dr. Crane saved Leilei’s life with it.”

“So she’ll be all right,” Goldeneyes said.

“I think so. Dr. Crane said she would be. We have to call tomorrow morning and see how she is.”

“We should go, too,” Goldeneyes said. “Perhaps we can sneak in tomorrow.”

“No way. There aren’t any windows you could get through, and the lobby is wide open. You’d be noticed the second you walked through the door. And don’t forget, you were there last spring when you got shot. Dr. Crane might recognize you and wonder why my cat suddenly showed up at his practice without my bringing it in. It’s a really bad idea.”

“Quiet,” Letsan said, his ears twitching.

Andy obeyed, and heard his mother’s footsteps on the stairs. She paused near his door before walking down the hall to her room. He yawned and lay down, pushing Letsan with his feet. “Move over. You’re hogging the bed,” he said. “We can’t do anything more tonight. I’m beat. And I have school tomorrow.” He yawned again.

Goldeneyes moved to the windowsill and looked out in the yard. The moonlight threw her shadow on the floor, a sliver of the light reaching around her and glinting in Letsan’s eyes as he settled down next to Andy. “You may as well join us, Zahavin,” Letsan said. “Andy’s right. Tomorrow will be soon enough to solve the double mystery of how Andy cast a spell you never taught him, and why your niece was at Saunders’ house tonight.”

She looked over at them. Andy was already asleep. Letsan curled his tail around him and closed his eyes. Goldeneyes stayed in the window until the moon set, thinking about her niece, and about her own kittenhood. Vets brought back bad memories, memories she had yet to share with the boy sleeping on the bed. She leaped from the window to the bed and settled down against Letsan, who opened his eyes briefly before going back to sleep.

When Goldeneyes woke early the next morning, Andy was lying in bed awake, looking unhappy. He saw her watching him and spoke softly.

“It’s my fault.”

“What’s your fault?” Goldeneyes asked, stretching and yawning. Letsan stirred and yawned hugely from where he was curled up at the foot of the bed.

“What happened to Leilei,” Andy said. “It’s my fault.”

“How,” Letsan asked, “in the name of the First’s whiskers is Leilei getting attacked by one of Saunders’ guard dogs your fault?”

“I shouldn’t have told her about sneaking into the house last year. I should have guessed she was going to Saunders’ house on her own.”

Letsan laughed. Andy glared at him.

“I’m sorry, Andy, but if you think for a minute that there was anything you could have done to stop Leilei from doing as she pleased, you’re mistaken. That catling has been ignoring the rules since the day she was born.”

“He’s right, Andrew,” Goldeneyes said. “Silsula and I have quarreled often about Leilei. She takes after her father. My brother Lev didn’t care much for rules, either. That’s partly why he became a Seeker.”

“But—” Andy said

“No,” Letsan interrupted. “No more blaming yourself. Leilei went alone to Saunders’ house, knowing full well it was guarded by dogs and Wild Ones. There is no one to blame but Leilei.”

Andy stopped arguing, but he was unconvinced. He looked at the clock. Time to shower and dress and get ready for school. Andy threw back the covers, ignoring Letsan’s complaints as he struggled out from under the quilt, and headed into the bathroom.

“I think he’s mad at me,” Letsan told Goldeneyes privately.

“He’ll get over it when he realizes you’re right.”

Andy ignored them as he got out of the shower and collected his things for school. He went downstairs without saying goodbye. “Okay, maybe he won’t get over it so soon,” Letsan said. “I’m going to get some breakfast and wander over to the vet’s. Maybe I’ll be able to find something out about Leilei.”

“Or you could wait here and see what Andy finds out when he calls,” Goldeneyes said.

“That would be much easier,” Letsan said. He went to the door and listened carefully. “His mother’s downstairs.”

“Wait for me outside. I’ll tell you everything after he lets me know.”

Letsan leaped to the windowsill and concentrated. His Magelight glowed and the window rose high enough for him to slip out. Goldeneyes watched him go, then eased the window back down after he left. “We don’t need Andrew’s mother yelling at him for leaving the window open,” she called, after Letsan leaped from the porch roof to the yard.

“Sorry!”

Goldeneyes went slowly down the stairs. Andy and his mother were at the table. Andy kept looking at the clock on the wall.

“Aren’t you going to feed your cat, Andy?” his mother asked.

“Oh. Yeah.” He went to the pantry and took out a can of fish, opened it, and plopped it into a dish on the floor. He barely noticed Goldeneyes start to eat. He was watching the clock with the phone in his hand. Seven fifty-eight. Fifty-nine. “Finally!” he said and dialed the number to the vet.

“This is CJ,” said the voice on the phone.

“Hi, CJ. This is Andy Cohen. How’s Leilei? She is? That’s great! Thanks. Thanks a lot! Bye,” he said as he hung up the phone. “She’s all right,” he said happily, relief flooding his voice. Goldeneyes rubbed against his legs. He laughed and reached down to pick her up and hug her.

“Andrew! Put me down!” she said as he squeezed her. She struggled in his arms and he let her go. Andy laughed again.

“She had a good night. They have to keep the chest tube in to make sure no fluid builds up in her lungs, but she’s good so far. She’s still pretty out of it, though. CJ says they’re keeping her heavily sedated. Mom, can I visit her after school?”

“Depends on how much homework you have. And there’s something else we need to talk about.”

“What?”

“Andy, operations like this cost a lot of money. You can’t just keep bringing wounded cats to Dr. Crane and expecting him to work for nothing.”

“I can pay him,” Andy says. “I have money in the bank.”

“That’s your college money.”

“Can’t we use some of it?”

“No, we cannot,” she said sharply. “I need to think about this. We’ll talk tonight when I get home. No going to Dr. Crane’s without me. We’ll go together after dinner.”

“Okay, Mom. Thanks.” Andy wolfed down his eggs and toast, put his dish, silverware, and glass in the sink, and headed for the front door. He stopped to hug his mother. “You’re the best,” he said, and grabbed his coat and backpack, holding the door open for Goldeneyes.

Letsan was waiting for them in the yard.

“I told him everything,” Goldeneyes said.

“Don’t go to the vet’s today,” Andy said. “Leilei’s going to be asleep all day anyway. Meet me here tonight an hour or so after dinner and I’ll give you any news.”

“All right,” Goldeneyes said. “But what’s going to happen when she gets well enough to leave the vet?”

Andy shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’ll have to talk to Mom about that tonight. I think she’ll let me keep her here. If not, well, I can take her to the Compound, I guess.”

“I can hear the bus coming. You may want to run,” Letsan said.

“Yikes! See you!” Andy took off running down the street.

Andy had to get through all of his morning classes before he could find time to tell Becca and Mike about the events of the last night, and then he had only a hurried few minutes during lunch. “We’ll have to talk about it later,” he said as he saw Teresa heading for their table carrying a tray of food.

“Talk about what later?” she asked, sitting next to Mike.

“About how pretty you look,” he said.

“Nice try. About what?”

Andy shrugged. “Nothing important. I took a cat to the vet last night.”

“Oh. I didn’t know you had a cat.”

“Yeah, there are a couple of cats that hang around my house, and one of them comes inside when she wants to.”

Mike snorted and Becca glared at him. “I don’t see how that’s funny,” Teresa said.

“Oh, you know Mike,” Becca said. “He doesn’t know when to stop.” She looked at him sternly and Mike subsided.

“Do you want to run lines with me?” he asked Teresa. “I need to practice for the play.”

“Sure. When?”

“Today, after school.”

Andy shook his head. “Staying after school again. Can’t you ever stay out of trouble?”

“You should talk.”

“Well, try not to get into any today.”

Andy finished the last of his juice and stood up, picking up his tray. “Coming?”

Mike crammed the last of his sandwich into his mouth and said goodbye to the girls with his mouth full. Becca shook her head and rolled her eyes at Teresa, who was grinning.

✣       ✣       ✣

Letsan and Goldeneyes were waiting for him at the door when Andy got home. While he got himself a snack, he called the vet for an update on Leilei. She was still asleep, and there was no fluid buildup. Dr. Crane was happy with her progress. Goldeneyes leaped onto a kitchen chair when he sat down at the table to eat. “I really want to see her, Andrew,” she said. “Isn’t there any way you could take me with you tonight?”

“Not unless you were sick,” Andy said. “And you’re not. Dr. Crane would know in a second if you tried to fake it.”

“She doesn’t have to be sick,” Letsan said.

“It’ll look too weird if I just bring her with me,” Andy told him.

“Zahavin, I think your claws are getting too long.”

“What? They certainly are not!” she said, offended.

“Yes, they are. Because vets clip dumbcat claws all the time. The humans I lived with clipped our claws themselves, but most people bring their cats to the vet for that.”

“I don’t like having a vet touch me for any reason,” Goldeneyes said, bristling.

“Do you want to see your niece or not?”

“I do,” she said stiffly.

“Then I suggest you get your claws clipped tonight.”

“Sometimes I forget you spent your first year in a human home,” said Andy.

“That’s why you and I get along so well,” Letsan said, jumping into Andy’s lap and rubbing against his arm.

“Do you mind? I’m trying to eat,” Andy said with his mouth full.

“Talk with your mind, not with your mouth,” said Letsan. Andy laughed, spraying him with cookie crumbs.

“That’s disgusting,” Letsan said.

“It’s your own fault for making me laugh while I was eating,” Andy sent to them both.

“Well done, Andrew,” Goldeneyes said. “You’re showing better and better control of your thought-speech. Now, if you’ve finished eating, we can get in a lesson before your mother comes home.”

Andy crammed the last of the cookie in his mouth and washed it down with milk. “I’m ready,” he said, putting his dishes in the sink. He and Goldeneyes went out to the backyard, where Andy spent the next two hours trying—and failing—to learn how to properly send a message.

“I don’t understand how you could send a message last night but you can’t do it again today,” she said, frustrated.

Andy shrugged. “Beats me. Maybe I have to be really worried before I can send a message. Like on Halloween and last night.”

“That’s not the way it works,” Goldeneyes said. “There is a structure to sending messages via Magelight. Once you have that form mastered, you should be able to send a message any time you like.”

Letsan wandered over to them from the other side of the house, yawning. “You have no idea how boring it is to sit by yourself and wait for Andy to send you a message. I fell asleep an hour ago. Did you send one? If you did, it didn’t wake me.”

“No,” Andy said. “I’ve barely managed to make my Magelight glow.”

“You’ll get it eventually, Andy,” Letsan said.

Goldeneyes stood and stretched. “We’re finished for the day, Andrew. Go do your schoolwork.”

“It’s like having two mothers,” Andy muttered as he went in the house.

“Just be thankful it’s only two,” Letsan sent privately. “The stories I could tell you about living in a Compound . . .”

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy closed his books when he heard the garage door open, and started setting the table for dinner. They ate without talking much. Andy was anxious to get going. As he was putting the dishes in the sink, Andy asked, “Mom, can I take Goldeneyes with us tonight? I think she needs to have her claws clipped.”

“I suppose so. We still don’t have a carrier, though. She never gets sick, does she?”

“Oh, she’ll be fine in the car,” he said. “I take her for rides on my bike all the time.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, that’s why I put the basket on it.”

His mom looked dubious. “All right, sweetie, we can bring her along.”

“C’mon, Goldeneyes,” Andy said. “I’ll carry you.” He leaned down to pick her up.

“Not funny, Andrew,” Goldeneyes told him. “I can follow you into the car.”

“I have to make you look like a normal cat,” he sent. “Shut up and let me carry you.” He scooped her up. “Someday you might actually enjoy not always having to walk,” he sent.

“I’m starting to regret your improvements in speaking with your mind,” she said irritably. Andy followed his mother to the garage and got into the car. Goldeneyes sat stiffly in his lap.

“She really does behave well,” his mother said. “I never would have guessed.” She backed the car out of the garage and driveway. As the car took off down the street, Goldeneyes gripped Andy’s legs with her back claws as they went over a bump.

“Ow!” Andy said out loud.

“Sorry,” she sent. “It was instinctive.”

“What?” his mother asked.

“Nothing. Goldeneyes stuck her claws in my leg when we went over that bump. I might have to put her on the floor for the rest of the ride.”

“No, I have the hang of this now,” Goldeneyes said. “I think I’d like to see outside the window.”

“Or,” Andy said as Goldeneyes climbed onto his shoulder, “maybe she’ll just watch from the back of the seat.” He smiled as she looked from side to side.

“I’ve never ridden in a car before,” she said. “This is fascinating. How quickly everything passes!”

Soon they were pulling into a parking space at Coreyton Animal Hospital. Andy told Goldeneyes he’d have to carry her again, and she willingly went into his arms as they followed his mother into the building. The waiting room was empty. They were the last appointment for the evening.

“Hi CJ,” Andy said to the woman behind the desk. “How’s Leilei?”

“Why don’t you come back with me and see? Hey, isn’t that the cat you brought us last year?”

“Yeah, it’s Goldeneyes. She got shot.”

“Again?” CJ asked.

Andy laughed. “No, she just needs her claws clipped today. Can I take her back with us? She’s really well behaved.”

CJ studied the cat for a few moments. Goldeneyes began to purr. “Nice one,” Andy sent.

“All right. But don’t let go of her,” CJ said.

“Mom, are you coming?”

“You go without me. I need to talk to Dr. Crane.”

“Okay.”

Andy followed CJ down a hallway into a large room. The walls held rows of cages, many occupied by dogs and cats in various stages of recovery. There were metal tables as well, with various pieces of unfamiliar equipment. Large glass windows revealed the operating room. CJ told him they were for observing surgery. Andy was glad he hadn’t watched Leilei’s operation. He didn’t think he’d be able to handle it.

“Neither would I,” Goldeneyes said.

CJ stopped in front of a set of cages. “Here you go,” she said. Goldeneyes stared in horror at Leilei, who was lying on her side. Her gaze fell on the shaved belly and paw, and the tubes sticking out of her niece’s body. Leilei’s eyes were half closed and unfocused.

“Leilei? Leilei, it’s Zahavin. Can you hear me? Are you all right?”

Leilei lifted her head, blinking. “Auntie Zahavin? Where is she? Oh, it’s you. And Andy. Hi, Andy!” She giggled. “I feel funny. Where am I? What happened?”

“You were hurt, Leilei. Andy brought you to a human vet. That’s an animal doctor.”

“He’s not an animal, he’s a human,” Leilei said, giggling again. Andy laughed too.

“What’s so funny?” CJ asked.

“Uh, nothing. I laugh when I’m nervous. I’m worried about Leilei.”

“Don’t be. I think the tube is coming out tomorrow. She’s doing just fine. We make sure she’s not in any pain.”

“That’s great,” Andy said. “I can’t wait to take her home.”

Dr. Crane and his mother came through the door. “So you’ve seen the patient?” Dr. Crane asked. “She’s making good progress. You can take her home tomorrow night if she continues to improve.”

“Why wouldn’t she?”

“Well, some cats manage to pull the tubes out even though we keep them sedated. We’ll have to see how she does tomorrow morning.”

“Leilei, you leave those tubes in you until they take them out,” Andy heard Goldeneyes tell her firmly. “Don’t move. Just lie there until we come for you.”

“Okay, Auntie,” she said distantly. “I’m going to sleep now.” She closed her eyes and was out immediately.

“Andy,” his mother said, “Dr. Crane and I have been discussing payment for all the work he did on Leilei. Her operation and follow-up care are going to be expensive.”

“I told you I’d help pay for it.”

“You are going to help pay for it. But not out of your college savings. Dr. Crane and I came to an agreement. I’m going to pay some of the bill, and you’re going to work off the rest of it.”

“What?”

Dr. Crane smiled at him. “You’re going to be an assistant here on Saturdays, Andy. We always need help taking care of the animals. Your mom and I worked out how many hours you’ll need to cover your part of the bill.”

“Don’t I get a say in this?” Andy asked.

“Yes. You can say no,” Rachel said. “But I really think you should take responsibility for your actions. You found and rescued an injured cat. That was a good thing you did. But you shouldn’t expect to get anything for nothing. Dr. Crane had to use a lot of resources to fix that cat.”

“I know,” Andy said. “Okay, I’ll work here on Saturdays. For how long?”

“It’s going to take you most of the school year to pay off that bill,” Dr. Crane said cheerfully. “But we can also make those your high school community service hours. That was your mother’s idea.”

“It’s one less thing to worry about,” she said.

Andy brightened. “That would be great. Thanks.”

“You like cats, and this will help you learn a lot more about them. Maybe you’ll decide to become a vet yourself someday,” Dr. Crane said.

“Maybe,” Andy said. “I never really thought about it.”

“That is one well-behaved cat,” he said, nodding toward Goldeneyes. “She seems really interested in Leilei.”

“Yeah, I saw them hanging around together a few times. I think Goldeneyes likes her.”

“Well, put her down and I’ll have one of our techs clip her claws,” he said, indicating a metal table near the cages. “In fact, this will be a perfect introduction to veterinary medicine for you.”

Dr. Crane went out to the front and Maddie came through the door a moment later, holding a nail clipper. Andy put Goldeneyes on the table and told her to be good.

“This is how you scruff a cat,” Maddie said, grabbing the skin on the back of Goldeneyes’ neck. She growled, and Andy said out loud, “Goldeneyes, be nice! They’re just clipping your claws.” She stopped growling, but her tail whipped back and forth.

“Now you try,” Maddie said. Andy hesitantly followed her example. Goldeneyes twitched her ears. “That’s right. Now, let’s have a look at these paws. Have you ever trimmed a cat’s nails before?” Maddie asked.

“Uh, no. I don’t know how.”

Maddie held a front paw and squeezed the pads. “Hm. She doesn’t need it. These claws aren’t long at all. Take a look.”

Andy leaned over as Maddie showed him the curved claws. “If we did clip them, you see that white part? That’s where you cut. Any lower and you’ll get the vein and it will bleed. But her claws are definitely fine.”

“I thought I saw her get caught in the carpet, but maybe I was mistaken.”

“All right. Well, then we’re done here.” She let go of Goldeneyes, who shook her head and glared at the young woman. Andy raised his eyebrows.

“Come here, Goldeneyes,” he said, picking her up. “It’s okay,” he said, stroking her head. “You’re safe now.”

“I’m going to kill you when we get home,” Goldeneyes told him. Andy smothered a laugh.

“Let’s go home, Mom. I think Goldeneyes has had enough.”

Goldeneyes didn’t speak to him during the ride home, but Andy knew she wasn’t really angry. She was relieved that Leilei was going to be all right. It really was striking how much Leilei looked like Nafshi. Andy wasn’t the only one whose heart hurt just a tiny bit when he saw her. Goldeneyes had been raised by her grandmother after her mother’s death. They both knew what it was like to lose a parent at a young age. Andy couldn’t imagine what it would be like to know someone who looked exactly like his father but wasn’t.

When he opened the car door, Goldeneyes jumped out and waited by the door for them. “Goodnight, Mom. And thanks,” he said as he climbed the stairs, Goldeneyes leaping ahead. She settled down on Andy’s bed while he undressed and brushed his teeth. He got into bed and turned out the light. “Goodnight, Goldeneyes,” he said, yawning. “I’m really glad Leilei’s going to be okay.”

“I am, too.” She waited until he settled down, then curled up against his legs. Andy was touched. That was the first time she had ever cuddled with him. No, Goldeneyes wasn’t mad at him. She was happy, and if she couldn’t tell him so, she could show him. Sometimes she was just a big old softy. Andy fell asleep with a smile on his face.

The next day seemed to race by. Andy had a pop quiz in history class that he felt certain he had aced. Teresa asked him at lunch how his cat was doing. Andy was relieved to be able to say that she was fine.

Saturday morning Andy fairly leaped out of bed as soon as he woke. Goldeneyes sat on the windowsill as he showered and dressed in record time. He took the stairs three at a time on his way to the kitchen. His mother was at the table, sipping coffee and reading the newspaper.

“Can we go get Leilei today?” Andy asked.

“If Dr. Crane says we can take her home, yes. Sit down and have some breakfast.”

Andy sat down to a plate of toast and eggs, washing them down with orange juice. When he finished, his mother said, “You’ll be working for Dr. Crane next Saturday morning. Don’t make any plans with your friends.”

“I won’t.”

“We’ll fill out the paperwork today when we pick up Leilei. I expect she’s going to stay in your room?”

“Yeah, if you don’t mind.”

“Not if you keep things clean.”

“Are you going to call Dr. Crane and see if we can pick her up?”

“I already did. Get your jacket.”

Andy jumped out of his chair with a whoop and ran over to the coat rack. He got both of their coats, rushed back, and promptly got his arm tangled as he tried to put his coat on while helping his mother into hers. Laughing, she took her coat from him. As they headed for the garage, Andy called upstairs “We’ll be back soon with Leilei!”

“She can’t understand you, Andy,” his mother said. “She’s a cat.”

“I still like talking to her as if she can,” he said.

“I’ll be here when you get back,” Goldeneyes told him. “Go get my niece!”

Andy drummed his fingers on the door handle and wished he had a ball in his coat pocket. His mother had barely parked the car before he was out the door and hurrying inside.

“How’s Leilei?” he asked CJ, who was behind the desk.

She smiled at Andy. “You can take her home.”

“That’s great!”

Andy followed her into the back. Leilei was in a cage, wearing pink bandages where the tubes had been.

“Very stylish, Leilei,” Andy said out loud. “Ready to come home?”

“Yes, please,” she said weakly. “I hate this place! It smells awful.”

“Where’s your carrier?” CJ asked, frowning.

“Uh, I don’t have one.”

“Then you’d better take this,” CJ told Andy, holding out a towel. He draped it over his arms. CJ opened the cage, gently lifted Leilei out, and put her in his arms. Dr. Crane came out of one of the exam rooms and stopped to discuss Leilei’s care with Andy. He warned Andy to keep an eye on the wounds and bring her back immediately if there was any sign of infection or difficulty breathing.

“I’ll be very careful, Dr. Crane,” he said. “Can we go home now?”

“Sure. But you might want to invest in a carrier.”

Andy shrugged. “Leilei and Goldeneyes haven’t needed one yet. Thanks again, Dr. Crane.”

He followed CJ out to the reception desk. His mother was just finishing some forms.

“Can we go now?”

“I’m done here.” She picked up her purse and went to the door, holding it for Andy to go through.

Leilei fell asleep on the ride home. Andy figured she was still pretty drugged up. The vet had given his mother painkillers in case Leilei needed them. Andy stroked her softly during the ride home, watching her breathe. “We almost lost you,” he said under his breath, thinking she was still asleep.

“I’m a lot harder to lose than that,” Leilei said, the smugness in her tone making him grin.

“Better not say that to Goldeneyes,” he sent. But Leilei was already asleep again.

When they got home, Andy’s mother held the door for him while he carried Leilei inside and up to his room. Goldeneyes waited anxiously at the door. She paced nervously as he made a nest out of spare pillows and blankets on the floor. When Andy put Leilei gently in the nest, Goldeneyes perched on the edge of the bed, watching her niece anxiously. Andy grinned and decided to do some homework. He didn’t think Goldeneyes would be giving him any lessons today.

He spent the next few hours working on a history paper, occasionally getting up to check on Leilei, who slept through the morning. She woke when his mother called him downstairs for lunch. “Are you hungry?” Andy asked.

“A little.”

“I’ll bring you something. There’s a sandbox in the bathroom if you need it.”

“Ugh.”

Goldeneyes laughed. “I know exactly how you feel.”

“Yeah, well neither one of you has to clean it,” Andy said.

“He’s got a point, Auntie,” Leilei said with a laugh. Shaking his head, Andy headed out the door to join his mother in the kitchen. This had been a rough couple of weeks, Andy thought. He could sure use a break. Well, at least Leilei was on the mend.

“I see we still have to work on your projecting,” Goldeneyes said to Andy and Leilei. “And as soon as my niece is feeling better, she and I are going to have a very long talk about how dangerous and stupid it is to go to Saunders’ house, and why Leilei will never, ever pull a stunt like this again.”

Andy grimaced as he headed down the stairs. He recognized that tone. Someone was in for a scorching, all right. Well, at least this time it wasn’t him.


✣ F O U R T E E N ✣

Winter Break

The weeks wore by and the cold weather settled in. November passed as Leilei recuperated at Andy’s. His mother got used to having another cat in the house. She even started sneaking Letsan treats under the table at dinner, a habit that irritated Goldeneyes.

“We’re not beggars,” she told him in Andy’s room after supper one night. “Stop encouraging her. It’s embarrassing.”

“To you, maybe. Not to me. Besides, I’m not begging. I’m just presenting myself in the kitchen in case Andy’s mom decides she can’t finish all her chicken,” he said cheerfully. “Oh, come on, Zahavin. It’s one of the benefits of being a house cat. What’s the difference between Andy feeding us and his mother giving me treats?”

“At least Andy knows we’re not dumbcats!” she said, bristling.

Letsan laughed. “I don’t care what Andy’s mother thinks I am, so long as the treats keep on coming. I hate hunting in the wintertime. It’s harder to catch anything.” He turned to Leilei, who was lying in the corner in the cat bed Andy had bought for her. “Feel free to jump in anytime.”

Leilei lifted her head and yawned. “No thanks, Letsan. I’ll pass on getting into an argument with my Auntie.” She had been walking on eggshells ever since Goldeneyes felt she was well enough to be lectured about how stupid it was to go to Saunders’ house alone. Andy and Letsan had been there for it. Goldeneyes had been so angry that she didn’t care she was projecting her thoughts to all three of them. Andy understood completely why Leilei didn’t want to get Goldeneyes upset with her again. He was a little more careful himself around her these days. But Letsan was right.

Andy laughed out loud. “Give it a rest, Goldeneyes,” he sent to them all. “Mom likes Letsan. It’s a good thing that she’s sneaking him treats. Remember, it was only about a year ago that I didn’t have any ‘pets’ at all. Now I have three cats. Just be grateful that my mom wants you around.”

“I know I am,” Leilei said, dropping her head back on her paws and closing her eyes. She was asleep almost immediately.

Goldeneyes glanced over at her niece and blinked. Andy saw the tender look on her face and smiled. He turned back to his computer and typed away at the report he’d been working on since he got home from school. “She’s such a big softy,” he sent to Letsan.

“She is,” he sent back, “and nice work sending that thought just to me.”

“Practice makes perfect,” Andy sent. Having Goldeneyes around so much meant he spent even more time in Magelight lessons, and Letsan and Goldeneyes tutored Leilei while Andy was at school. It was like having his own little Compound, he thought, amused. It’s a good thing, too. Now he spent Saturday mornings at the vet’s cleaning cages and exam tables and learning as much as he could. Dr. Crane wanted him to start observing operations. Goldeneyes preferred he not share any stories of his time at the vet, but she wouldn’t say why.

✣       ✣       ✣

November passed into December, and snow lay on the streets. Leilei showed no sign of wanting to go back to the Compound and continue her lessons. She had, she pointed out, two of the best tutors around in Goldeneyes and Letsan, both of whom had been taught by Nafshi and Hakham, two of the wisest Catmages of their generation. There was also her convalescence to consider. She didn’t want to risk reinjuring herself by working her body too hard too quickly. Goldeneyes agreed. Andy didn’t mind. He liked having Leilei around. Letsan and Goldeneyes still made regular trips to the Compound. Goldeneyes stayed home on Saturday afternoons, though, teaching Andy after he got home from working at the vet. He would have lunch with his mother and then his Magelight lessons while his mother ran errands.

Sometimes Mike or Becca came over to visit. Leilei confined her playing to using her levitation skills until she was fully healed, but she enjoyed watching the others. Mike was duly appreciative of Leilei’s ability to bat a ball around without touching it. They devised a game of fetch where he would toss the ball down the hall and Leilei would levitate it back into the room. One day Andy’s mom came home unexpectedly and saw the ball flying past the door as she came into the kitchen. Fortunately, she was preoccupied with carrying the groceries in and thought it had just bounced down the stairs and through the kitchen. They were more careful after that.

Becca and Leilei became fast friends. Becca added Leilei’s portrait to her gallery of pencil sketches hanging on Andy’s wall. Goldeneyes watched in fascination as Becca drew Leilei as she posed sitting in the sun.

“You have an amazing skill,” she told Becca.

“Thanks,” Becca said, her brows drawn together in concentration as she sketched.

“There’s nothing like it in all of Catmage society.”

“Having opposable thumbs is a requirement for drawing,” Andy said.

Becca smiled thinly. “Be quiet, Andy. Goldeneyes, don’t take this the wrong way, but I need to concentrate on drawing Leilei right now. It’s a little distracting to keep having a voice in my head while I’m trying to sketch.”

“Oh. Of course.”

Andy turned his head to hide his smile from Goldeneyes. It was a rare thing to see her schooled like that. It was a good thing Letsan wasn’t here to see it.

“And don’t you dare tell him,” Goldeneyes sent privately.

Andy sighed. His projection, it seemed, could still use work.

“We’ll put that back in our lessons,” she told him.

During the last week in December, after lessons were over for the afternoon, Andy got ready to go to Becca’s house for their annual “Chrismukkah” dinner party. Becca’s mother was Jewish and her father was Christian, so they celebrated both holidays. Andy finished dressing and glanced over at Leilei lounging on his bed. “See you when I get back?” he sent.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, yawning. “I like being in a warm bed in the cold winter. No wonder Auntie Zahavin spends so much time here.”

Goldeneyes flattened her ears. “Be quiet, you impertinent catling,” she said.

“You sound just like Nafshi,” Andy said, grinning.

“Why, thank you, Andrew. That’s one of the nicest things you’ve ever said to me.”

He laughed. “I’m off.”

“Say hello to Becca for me.”

“Me too!” Leilei said. Andy waved and hurried down the stairs. His mother was waiting in the kitchen.

“I put the gifts in the car already. Here, carry this,” she said, handing him a still-warm apple pie.

Andy inhaled deeply. “It smells great.” He followed his mother to the car, and in a few minutes they were pulling up to the house. Rachel rang the doorbell. Becca answered the door, smiling.

“Mom’s in the kitchen. Come on in. I’ll take that, Andy,” she said, reaching for the pie. “You know where the coat closet is.” She left them in the hall to take off their coats. Andy and his mother put away their coats and went into the kitchen, where Danielle and Rachel shooed Andy and Becca out. Her father was in the living room watching football. Andy helped Becca finish preparing the dining room table.

“The house smells awesome,” Andy said. “Your mom is a good cook.”

“Yeah. I like special dinners like this. I like combining Christmas and Hanukkah foods, too.”

“So, potato latkes tonight?” Andy asked hopefully.

“Nope. Too much work. Mom made a potato kugel instead.”

“That’s good, too.”

Becca glanced around and lowered her voice. “How are your lessons coming along? How’s Leilei doing?”

Andy frowned. “Leilei’s fine. But I’m not really moving too far forward in my lessons. I can lift small things, and I have way better control of my mind-voice, but I haven’t been able to send anything to someone out of sight.”

“You’ll get it. Don’t forget, you only just started learning this stuff last summer. You’re like, in kindergarten or first grade,” she said, smiling.

Andy laughed. “Good point. But I need to get to high school level, and fast. You know Saunders is up to something, and we both know he’s looking for the Tilyon. I hope we can stop him before he finds it.”

“Me, too,” Becca said.

Then it was time for dinner. There was no talk of Saunders or lessons, just good food and talk and laughter. Andy ate until he couldn’t hold another bite. It was nice to be able to just enjoy himself for a change.

✣       ✣       ✣

Jack Straight hurried down the hall to the principal’s office, annoyed by the order from Stan. That was how most of their conversations seemed to go. Stan Saunders said jump, and Jack jumped. I should have waited to tell him about the display until morning, he thought. Then I’d be home now with my feet up, watching the game and drinking a beer. He sighed as he opened the door. The janitor was in the outer office, sweeping the floor. Jack nodded to him as he went into Saunders’ office.

His cousin was behind the desk, reading through a memo. He kept him waiting until he finished reading the paper and put it on the desk. Then he placed his elbows on the desk, folded his hands, and watched Jack fidget for a moment.

“Well?”

“Like I told you on the phone, I found something that fits the description of the pendant.”

“This is the sixth time you’ve found something that matches the description,” Saunders said. “I’m getting tired of traveling to museums only to be disappointed when I get there.”

Jack forced himself to stay calm. “I told you from the beginning that it may not even exist,” he said. “Artifacts from ancient times were frequently melted down for their precious metals or gems. This one had both.”

“And I told you that I will not accept failure. I want this pendant. I need this pendant. I will have this pendant. So.” Saunders paused long enough for Jack to get uncomfortable again. “What have you found for me?”

“There’s a new display from the Cairo Museum coming to Boston,” Jack said. “It includes pieces recovered from other nations and restored to Egypt. One of them is a small cat pendant made out of gold that came from a museum in Italy.”

“What?” Saunders cried, leaping to his feet. “Show it to me!” He stepped back from his desk as Jack came around and sat at the computer. In a few moments, the press release about the Egyptian collection was on the screen. Saunders read it eagerly over Jack’s shoulder. “It says nothing about a golden cat,” he said irritably.

“It’s not in the news release,” Jack said. “I went to the Cairo Museum’s website to find out more about the collection. Wait a minute.” Jack clicked on a link in the press release and soon brought up a picture of the artifact. “This looks a lot like what you described.”

Saunders stared at it. “It’s a golden cat. It could be what we’re looking for. Jack, get your things. We’re going to the Boston Museum of Natural History.”

Jack sighed. “We can’t. The collection isn’t there yet. It won’t be open to the public until spring.”

“Damn it!” Saunders cried. “I need that thing now, not months from now.” He frowned.

“Well, we can’t make it open any faster. And this may not be the right one. I keep telling you—”

“I know. And I’m tired of hearing it.” Saunders turned back to Jack. “Is there anything else?”

“No.”

“Then we’re done here.” He sat back down at the computer, gazing eagerly at the picture of the pendant. Jack took a deep breath and turned, walking quickly out of the office. He nearly ran into the janitor, who was outside the door picking up the sweepings with a long-handled dustpan.

“Sorry, Mr. Straight,” he said.

“Forget it,” Jack snapped. Mr. Velez gazed after him for a few moments. He picked up his broom and his dustpan, put them on his cart, and wheeled it out of the office.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy had two whole weeks off from school, and he was thoroughly enjoying them. A thaw set in right after the holiday, melting much of the snow and making it pleasant to be outside again. He and Goldeneyes decided it was time to visit the Compound. Letsan was already there. He spent more and more time these days conferring with Hakham and the others about strategy.

Goldeneyes decided that the run of good weather would be a perfect time to visit the East Woods Compound. “And you’re coming with us,” she said to Leilei. “You’re fully healed and it’s time you went back to the Teaching Rings.”

“Auntie,” Leilei said, “I’m really doing better with just you and Letsan teaching me. Do I have to go back to the Rings? None of the other apprentices have made a Magelight.”

Goldeneyes cocked her head at her niece. “Are you going to go there again? Because I would point out that none of the other apprentices nearly got themselves killed disobeying their elders.”

Leilei dropped her gaze. “No, Auntie,” she said.

“I will think about what you said, and discuss it with Hakham and Silsula.”

Leilei’s ears twitched forward. “Really?” she said happily. “Thanks!”

Andy smiled at the exchange. Goldeneyes was in a good mood a lot these days. She could pretend to be angry with Leilei, but it was obvious she enjoyed having her niece around. Andy liked it, too. “You’re not going to make her go back in the middle of winter, are you?” he asked.

“I won’t know until we discuss it. Are you ready to go?”

“Yeah, let’s go. I can take you both in the basket. Neither of you is as big as Letsan, so you’ll probably even be comfortable.”

“Well, it’s faster than walking,” Goldeneyes said.

By the time he was halfway to the Compound, Andy had unfastened his coat to let the wind cool him down. “It must be in the fifties,” he said out loud.

“It is beautiful,” Leilei said. “I could really get used to riding with you, Andy.”

“You’re going to turn into a housecat if you’re not careful,” he said, grinning.

“She most certainly will not,” said Goldeneyes.

A short time later, they walked down the path to the Compound. They arrived just as the Teaching Rings were breaking for the morning. Teachers and apprentices saw Leilei and greeted her happily, and she was soon surrounded by her friends. Goldeneyes and Andy left her there and went to find Hakham. They found him with Zehira and Silsula and a few others near his bayit. They greeted the newcomers cheerfully.

“We’re going to have a council in a little while, Zahavin. Your timing is perfect,” Hakham said.

“Did you bring Leilei with you?” Silsula asked.

“Yes, she’s with her friends. And on that subject, I need to talk with you.” She and the others discussed Leilei’s tutoring. Andy quickly grew bored, wishing he could have gone with Leilei. He’d like to see the kittens, who were in Teaching Rings themselves by now, but who were still a lot of fun to be around.

“You shouldn’t be with the kittens,” a familiar voice said. Razor and Letsan marched down the path to stand looking at Andy. “Yes, you were projecting again. I thought my brother taught you to control that.”

Andy flushed. Razor always treated him like a child, and it irritated him. “He did. But I’m only human. Sometimes, my thoughts get away from me.”

Razor grunted. “You can’t afford it. Boy, if we’re in the middle of a fight with the Wild Ones, and you’re trying to ambush them from hiding, being able to control your thoughts could be the difference between winning and losing. Or life and death.”

“I’m trying,” he said. “I only just got this thing last spring,” he said, holding out the Magelight. It glowed as he moved his arm. Razor cocked his head and gazed from the Magelight to his face and back again.

“Brother, you’re being a little rough on Andy, aren’t you?” Letsan said.

“You’re coddling him,” Razor said sharply. “That’s why he can’t use his Magelight properly. You’ve been treating Andy like he’s a kitten. He’s not.”

The others had stopped talking among themselves and were now looking at Razor.

“What do you propose?” Goldeneyes asked, her tail twitching irritably.

“Let me bring him to the Shomrim classes and see how he does there.”

“Andy is not a warrior!” she said, eyes flashing. “And he is not yet grown. The prophecy may call him ‘the boy who is yet a man.’ But he’s still a boy. Just look at him!”

“I am looking at him. I see a boy with a Catmage’s aura who doesn’t know how to use a Magelight, even though you and the others have been teaching him for nearly three seasons.”

“It’s not their fault,” Andy said. “I’m the one who can’t figure out how to use this thing.” He thrust out his arm again and clenched his fist. The Magelight glowed brightly.

Razor grunted and cocked his head again. “So you can make it glow. But can you make it do anything else?”

“I can use it to project my thoughts,” Andy sent.

“Oh, that’ll help in a fight,” Razor said. “Just what I need when two big dogs are charging me—the ability to hear you talk to me.”

Andy flushed at the sarcasm. “Well, what do you want me to do? I’ve tried and tried and tried and I can’t do much more than lift small objects. Do you think I want to be so lame with Nafshi’s Magelight? Don’t you think I want to use this more than anyone?”

“I do,” Razor said. “That’s why I want you to come with me to Shomrim training.”

“Brother, he’s not going to be a fighter,” Letsan said.

“We don’t know that. We only know the prophecy said we need his help. Well, he can help in a lot of ways. The training will do him good. It did for me.”

“You’ve been a fighter since the day we were born. Andy isn’t.”

Razor sat down and looked from Letsan to Goldeneyes, then up at Andy. “But he does need to learn to defend himself. You think the Wild Ones are going to care that he’s not one of us? You think they’ll stop in the middle of battle and tell each other to avoid Andy because he’s a boy?”

“Of course not.”

“Then he needs to be able to protect himself, because I don’t want to have to set my warriors guarding him when I could be sending them after Kfir’s soldiers.” Razor looked up at Andy. “What do you say, boy? Do you want to come with me to the Shomrim training? Want to try something different?”

“Yes! I want to learn to fight!”

“No,” Goldeneyes said firmly.

“Zahavin, you’re his teacher, not his mother.”

“I’m going,” Andy insisted. “When?”

“Now.”

“We’ll see about that,” Goldeneyes said. “Hakham will have the last word in this matter.”

The old Catmage studied Andy’s face for a few moments Andy held his breath.

“I think,” Hakham said slowly, “that Razor is right. We haven’t been able to move very far forward with the training regimen we set. It’s time to try something different.”

“Thanks!” Andy said. “Let’s go, Razor. Which way to the Shomrim?”

“That’s the spirit, boy!”

Letsan sighed. “Then I’m coming with you. Somebody has to protect you from my mad brother’s schemes.”

Andy glanced at Goldeneyes, who turned away. Scared and excited, he followed Razor, who led the way down the forest path. Maybe Razor was right. Maybe this was exactly what he needed.

“Got a new recruit you’ll be interested in, brother,” Razor said to Letsan.

“Oh? Who is it?”

“Just wait a bit and you’ll see.”

The path turned a corner and led to a small, sheltered clearing in the wood where several dozen Catmages were seated in semicircles around a leader.

“Wait here,” Razor said, stopping at the edge. “Just watch what they’re doing.”

A young red Maine Coon stepped to the head of the semicircle, replacing the leader. His Magelight flashed, and a jet of red light zipped into a tree trunk. The Catmages sitting behind him ducked as bark and wood chips flew near.

“That’s my boy!” Letsan said proudly. “Andy, that’s my son, Zohar!” He turned to his brother. “How long has Zohar been here? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I have more important things to do than keep you updated on your kits,” Razor said. “He’s here now. I’ve heard good things about him. I think he’ll go far in the Shomrim. He’s a good warrior.”

“He sure is,” Letsan said proudly. “Did you see what he just did to that tree?”

“Let’s hope he can do it to the Wild Ones if he needs to.”

They walked carefully over to Zohar’s group, making sure not to disturb the others. Letsan called to his son, who turned and said, “Father!” He trotted happily toward the newcomers. Letsan and Zohar sniffed noses then rubbed their heads together, a gesture that somehow made Andy feel sad. Sometimes, it really stunk being the only human with a Magelight.

“This is crazy,” he muttered. “What the heck am I doing here, anyway?”

“You’re here to learn, boy,” Razor said. “You’ve got a Magelight. Use it.”

“I’ve tried,” Andy said.

Razor studied Andy, his tail twitching. “You know Nafshi died giving you that Magelight.”

“You don’t have to remind me. Every time I use the Magelight, I think about her.”

“Then honor her memory!” Razor barked. “Work harder!”

“I’m trying.”

“Try harder.”

“How?”

“Go stand with the others. Let’s see if you can manage an offensive spell.”

“But I haven’t—”

“Be quiet and get over there and do it!”

“Razor,” Letsan said, “we haven’t worked on offensive spells.”

“Does he understand the concept of Magelights?”

“Well, yes.”

“Then he can perform an offensive spell. Or,” he said, staring at Andy, “would you rather give up and stay home while the rest of us fight?”

Andy flushed with anger. “I’ll fight.” He stepped to the front of the line. The captain of the Shomrim, who had been watching silently while Razor was talking, moved toward the battered tree and told Andy to stand behind him.

“Watch what I do,” he told Andy. His tail twitched from side to side, and a few seconds later his Magelight glowed and a green jet flew out of it and into the tree, chipping off a piece of bark. “That was a soft one,” he said. “Now, concentrate. Close your eyes.”

Andy did as he was told.

“See in your mind a jet of light flying outward. Then see the damage done to the tree. Make the picture as clear and real as you can. Think of the whorls of bark. Picture the light aiming at the tree, then shooting into it. Think of it as a lightning bolt.”

Andy breathed deeply and concentrated. He imagined shooting a light from his wrist into the tree. He could feel the Magelight warming. He opened his eyes and in his head, flung a ray of light at the tree. The Magelight glowed, sputtered a bit, and went out.

“Well,” the captain said dubiously, “that wasn’t too bad.”

“Stop coddling the boy. That was terrible!” Razor said. “I’ve been hurt worse by kittens.”

“I’m sure you have,” Letsan said, “but I don’t think yelling at Andy is going to accomplish anything.”

Andy stood miserably, wishing he were anywhere but there. Nafshi might have given him her Magelight, but even she wasn’t perfect. Maybe she was wrong to think that Andy could figure out how to use it.

Razor was watching him, his tail curled over his back. “You know what, Brother? You may be right. I probably should stop yelling at the boy.”

Andy looked gratefully at Letsan.

“I have a better idea,” Razor said. “Watch me, boy.” He turned and trotted away until he was on the other side of the clearing. Then he faced Andy and said, “Lesson two.” Suddenly, Razor was running full-tilt at Andy. Andy didn’t understand what he was doing. When Razor was a few feet away from Andy, he leaped into the air at the boy, hissing and growling.

“Are you crazy?” Andy shouted, crossing his arms defensively in front of his chest. His Magelight glowed. A speeding ball of green light knocked Razor backwards. He landed heavily on the ground and lay there panting. Letsan laughed uproariously. The rest of the Shomrim and the trainees were all staring. Andy’s mouth dropped open. “How did I do that?”

“Instinct, boy,” Razor said between breaths. “I had a feeling you needed a little push. There. You can use that Magelight with the best of them. I can’t remember the last time someone knocked me over like that.”

“No one ever knocked you over like that with a Magelight,” Letsan said.

“True. A dog did that once. But he had to use his head. That’s how I got this scar,” he said, pawing at his jaw.

“What would you have done if my Magelight hadn’t worked?” Andy asked.

“Well, considering I was coming at you with my claws out, let’s just say it’s a good thing it worked.”

“Oh.” Andy paused to consider the alternative. “That would have hurt a lot.”

“Probably,” Razor said, still panting.

“Did I hurt you?” Andy asked.

“It’ll take a lot more to hurt me than a little push like that, boy. Don’t think about me. Go see if you can do that again.”

Andy bit his lip. “I don’t know how I did it.”

“You just did it. You didn’t think. See that branch on the ground over there?” Razor said. He was talking about a crooked branch about six feet long and two inches in diameter that had gotten knocked down by repeated blows of the Shomrim.

“Yes.”

“See if you can move it the way you moved me.”

Andy tried. He tried until the sweat poured down his back. The branch quivered, but he decided it was just the wind. After a while, Andy stopped, breathing hard. “It’s not working. I’m trying, but it’s not working.”

“Letsan, Zohar, Captain, here,” Razor said. He had a quick, private conference with them. They ranged themselves behind Andy. “Get ready,” Razor said. “This time, you’re going to get a warning.”

“A warning for what?”

The four Catmages concentrated, Letsan said, “Look out!” and the branch lifted into the air and flew toward Andy.

“No!” he said, thrusting his right hand in front of his face to ward off the branch. The Magelight flashed and the branch flew backwards, breaking into pieces as it hit a tree. “Are you trying to kill me?” he said.

“It’s motion!” Razor said. “I thought that might be the key. Boy, every time you move your hands, you cast a successful spell. Try it. Go ahead, try to shoot a jet at the tree now.”

Andy frowned and concentrated. He imagined an arrow of light, then he flung the imaginary arrow at the tree with his hand. A pointed green light shot from his wrist and hit the tree, showering the ground with bark and wood splinters. “I did it!” he shouted, leaping into the air.

“Great work, Andy!” Letsan said. The Shomrim cheered.

Andy looked over at Razor. “Well?” he said, grinning.

“Not bad, Andy. Not bad.”

Andy’s grin widened. Razor was finally calling him by name. He must be happy.

“Razor, how come it took four of you to send that branch at me but I knocked it away by myself?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Razor said.

“That’s a good question, Andy.” Letsan looked him up and down. “Can you lift that branch by yourself?” he asked.

“Easy,” Andy said. He went over to where it lay against the tree and lifted the pieces up in each hand.

“That’s what I thought. Catmages aren’t as strong as humans. We can only lift so much weight, so when we need to lift something heavy, we team up. I have a feeling you’re going to be a formidable warrior once you’ve got the hang of things.”

Razor grunted. “But he isn’t there yet. Go stand in line with the rest of the Shomrim and learn how to control your Magelight better, boy.” He turned to Letsan. “Come with me, brother. We’ve other work to do.” He turned and trotted quickly toward the Compound.

Letsan looked helplessly at Andy. “See you later,” he said as he raced after his brother.

Andy watched them go. “Well, gee, good job, Andy. Way to go, Andy. That was pretty good, Andy,” he said to himself.

The Shomrim captain looked up from where he was instructing Zohar. “Andy, that was high praise from Razor. The most I ever got from him was a grunt.”

“You got a grunt? I think I got an ear twitch once,” Zohar said. The other Shomrim laughed along with Andy.

“Okay, I get it,” he said. “Come on. Teach me how to fight the Wild Ones. I owe them for Nafshi.”

His Magelight glowed as he thought of her. She’d be so proud if she could see him today. He was sure of it. Andy took his place in line, waiting for his next turn, thrilled that he was finally making progress with his Magelight. He looked around the clearing, seeing the Shomrim practicing, and realized for the first time that the Catmages were building a significant army out here in the Compound. And now he was going to be a part of it. Wait until he told Becca!

✣       ✣       ✣

“You’re doing what?” Becca asked the next day as they sat on the porch. The thaw was still holding, Andy’s lessons were done for the day, and he and his best friends were enjoying the sunlight and warmth.

“Offensive spells,” Andy said, grinning. “I beat the tar out of a tree yesterday.”

“Well, that’s going to be great if you’re ever attacked by a tree,” Mike said. “But unless you move to Middle Earth or Oz, it’s not something you’re going to use very much.”

“Well, we couldn’t very well practice on live creatures,” Andy said. “Trees are the Catmage version of targets. It was fun.”

“I’ll bet it wasn’t fun for the trees,” Mike said. His voice began to tremble and his eyes filled with tears. “I’m going to have to report you to the SPCP.”

“The what?”

“The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Plants.”

Becca eyed him critically. “You’re getting so much better with your fake tears, Mike. Those acting classes are really paying off.”

He grinned at her. “What? You don’t believe I was really crying over those poor trees?”

Andy snorted. “Yeah, the guy who gets in trouble at least three times a week for throwing his recyclables in the trash after lunch is going to cry over a tree getting banged up.”

Mike looked offended. “You wound me, sir,” he said.

“No, only trees so far.”

“This is going to be an interesting year,” Mike said. “Too bad you can’t use your Magelight on Taylor.”

“Mike!” Becca said sternly. “Don’t even joke about that. Taylor brings Andy plenty of trouble. No sense going out looking for it.”

“I’m not looking for trouble, Becca. Anyway, Goldeneyes has been on me nonstop about remembering the Second Law: Do not harm humans,” he chanted.

“Who says Taylor is human?”

“Stop it, Mike. Andy, you won’t do anything stupid, will you?”

“No,” he said. “Don’t worry, Becca. My Magelight isn’t for Taylor. It’s for Saunders. I’m going to help the Catmages get back those stolen Magelights.” He stood up and stretched. “But that’s not going to be for a while yet. We’re not going to do anything until Razor thinks we’re ready.” He glanced up at the sun. The afternoon was wearing away. “C’mon, let’s go inside and get a snack. I’m hungry.”

Mike stood up and pulled Becca to her feet. “Last one in gets to beat up a tree.”

Laughing, the three friends went into the house.


✣ F I F T E E N ✣

Lost and Found

Andy found himself with less and less free time as the weeks went by. High school, he realized, meant a lot more work than middle school, particularly since he was in honors classes. His weekends were split among homework, working at Coreyton Animal Hospital, and Magelight lessons. Andy grew frustrated from time to time because he couldn’t practice offensive spells anywhere but at the Compound, and he wasn’t able to slip out very often.

“Don’t worry so much about it, Andrew,” Goldeneyes told him during a lesson one weekday afternoon in mid-March. The day was warm and the bedroom window was open. A fresh breeze blew inside.

“You’re very good at the spells,” she said. “You understand both shielding and offense, and you get them on the first try every time now. It’s becoming more natural to you. Trust me, you won’t forget how to do them just because you haven’t used them in a while.”

“Did you just pay me a compliment?” Andy said, grinning.

“She did. I heard her,” Leilei said. “Auntie Zahavin, you’re going soft.”

Goldeneyes laughed. “Not so soft that I can’t teach you both a lesson if I have to.” Her Magelight flashed and a sponge ball on Andy’s dresser flew straight at his head.

“Hey!” he said, waving his hand. His Magelight lit up and the ball flew backwards into the wall.

“I’ll get it!” Leilei said. She caught the ball before it hit the wall and lowered it softly onto the bed.

“That was well done, both of you,” Goldeneyes said. “In fact, I think we’re going to add teamwork to the lessons. Andy needs to learn how to work with in tandem with Catmages.”

“I like that idea,” Andy said.

“Me, too.” Leilei leaped to the window sill, her eyes following a bird in a tree in the yard. “It’s almost spring, Auntie. Do you think Razor is going to be ready soon?”

Goldeneyes walked across the bed and over to the windowsill. Leilei moved over to make room for her.

“I hope so,” she said. “I’m getting rather tired of waiting.”

“You and me both,” Andy said.

“Razor knows what he’s doing. Don’t forget, he has led the Shomrim for many cycles. We’ll be ready for the Wild Ones this time,” Goldeneyes said. “And so will you.”

Andy clutched his chest in mock pain. “Be still my heart! Two compliments in one afternoon!” He fell backwards onto the bed. Leilei laughed and left the window. She walked onto his chest and lay down facing him, purring loudly.

“I think the spring air has definitely gotten to her,” she said. “Perhaps you’d better take her with you to the vet next time you go.”

“If the two of you are quite finished,” Goldeneyes said, “we will continue.”

Leilei stopped purring as Andy pushed her gently aside and sat up.

“There’s the Goldeneyes we all know and love,” he said. “All right. What do you want us to do next?”

✣       ✣       ✣

Jack Straight glanced over at Stan Saunders in the passenger seat as they pulled into the parking lot of the Boston Museum and turned off the engine. Today was the first day the new exhibit from Egypt would be open to the public. Saunders was his usual sour self, saying almost nothing during the ride.

“Here we are,” Jack said.

“I can see. I hope we have better luck here than we’ve had so far. I’m getting very tired of wasting my time,” Saunders said. “We have been up and down this coast as far south as Richmond looking for that blasted pendant. And every single time you have failed to find it for me.”

Jack frowned. It was exasperating to hear Stan imply that it was his fault that they couldn’t find an obscure ancient artifact. “I told you from the beginning you were giving me an impossible task. The pendant could be in Rome buried in the Vatican’s archives, for all we know,” he said.

“For your sake, let us hope it is not.”

“For my sake? I’m not the one who wants this thing. I don’t care if we never find it.”

Saunders cocked his head and stared at Jack long enough to make him regret his words.“Thankfully, what you think means nothing to our quest. All I care about are your research skills, and you had better be using them to the best of your ability.”

Jack opened the door and got out of the car. “I guess we’ll see when we get inside,” he said, slamming the door. He and Saunders went into the museum and paid the admission fee. They consulted the guide booklet and headed straight for the Egyptology display. They moved quickly from exhibit to exhibit, passing the vases and the sculptures with barely a glance. At last they reached the jewelry cases. They moved more slowly now, examining each one carefully. Nothing matched the description of the Tilyon. Saunders got more irritable as they surveyed the cases in vain.

“Another failure,” he said, his voice dripping contempt. “Why am I not surprised?”

“We haven’t failed yet. We haven’t finished checking all of the exhibits,” Jack said.

“There is no more jewelry here. We’ve reached the end. Do you see any more necklaces?” he asked, throwing out his arms. “Do you see rings? Earrings? I see nothing! Nothing!”

Jack looked around, frowning. Saunders was right. They had seen every piece of jewelry that was to be seen in this hall. “Wait a minute,” he said. “In this hall.”

“What?”

“Maybe we’re not looking in the right place.” He scanned the guidebook again. His face lit up and excitement colored his voice as he walked hurriedly through an arched doorway. “Follow me!” he said. Frowning, Saunders complied.

“This had better not be another—”

“Shut up, Stan, and look over there!” Jack pointed to a glass-topped pedestal across the hall from the doorway. There on a bed of black velvet lay a small, crudely-fashioned golden cat. It was shaped in a sitting position, its legs long and straight. There was a loop on the back of the cat’s neck. The eyes on either side of its head were pieces of amber. Saunders and Jack looked long and hard at the cat.

“This could be it,” Saunders said softly.

“I know,” Jack replied.

“It has amber eyes.”

“Yes.” Jack studied the pendant. He turned to speak to Saunders, who was staring intently at it as well, and his mouth fell open.

“Stan,” he hissed, “what’s going on with your shirt?”

“What?” Saunders said, tearing his eyes away from the pendant. The Magelights under his shirt were glowing. Saunders let out a bark of laughter and gripped Jack tightly by the shoulders.

“We’ve found it. Jack, it’s the Tilyon! Why else would my Magelights be glowing? Gold cat, amber eyes, and now it’s affecting my Magelights. By God, cousin, you’ve finally done something right!”

“You need to make the necklace stop glowing,” Jack said, slipping out of Saunders’ grip and rubbing his right shoulder. “You’re going to draw attention to us.”

The grin left his face as Saunders glanced around. They were still alone in the exhibit hall. The Magelights went dark.

“I think the pendant accentuates the powers of my Magelights,” Saunders said. “I was excited, and they glowed stronger than they ever have before. I wonder—”

“Wonder what?”

“Never mind,” Saunders said. “We’ve found it. Nothing else matters. These things,” he said, indicating his Magelights, “are nothing compared to that.”

“Well,” Jack said, “at least they’ve stopped glowing.” He took another look at the amulet. “I think you’re right. This fits the description perfectly. And it’s the right size to be worn by a woman. Or a cat.”

“Or a man who knows what to do with it,” Saunders said. “I’ll come back here with one of the cats to make certain, but I’m sure we’ve found it. Do you realize what this means? Jack, we’ve found it!” Saunders said.

Jack was amazed. Saunders actually sounded happy. He couldn’t recall the last time his cousin was this excited about anything, and that was disturbing. Jack had a lifetime’s experience in how quickly Stan’s mood could change for the worse. Frowning, he thrust those thoughts away and looked carefully at the amulet. There it was, inches away from them, surrounded by an unbreakable case and alarms. He couldn’t see anything particularly special about it. Well, at least Stan would stop bothering him now. “So what do we do now?” he asked.

“Now I make friends with the guard while you take pictures. Lots of pictures. Make sure you get it in perfect detail, from every angle.” Saunders lowered his voice. “I need the exact dimensions.”

“I can probably do that.”

“You will do it,” Saunders said sternly. He took one last, longing look at the Tilyon. Then he was gone. Jack walked slowly around the amulet, taking picture after picture.

“What have you gotten yourself into this time, Jack?” he muttered as he sat down on a bench near the exit to wait for his cousin.

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders introduced himself to the guard and struck up a conversation. He told him he was the principal of a local high school scouting the museum for a possible field trip. The guard was cheerful and talkative. It didn’t take Saunders long to find what he needed. Henry was underpaid, had minimal benefits, one small child, and another on the way. Saunders was the very image of sympathy, nodding as Henry explained how hard it was to feed and clothe a family during these tough times. He worked two jobs, and neither paid very well.

“I might be able to find some work for you,” Saunders said. “I’m always looking for talented people. I keep many contractors on retainer. Perhaps we can help one another.”

Henry’s brows rose in surprise. “What kind of work would you need me to do?”

“We occasionally need extra security for school events. Football games, school plays, you remember from your high school days, I’m sure.”

“Sure, as long as I can fit it into my schedule,” Henry said. “It’s tough, with two jobs.”

“You won’t need your other job if you come to work for me,” Saunders said. “Send me your résumé.” He handed Henry his business card. “I assume you have one and it’s up to date?”

“Yeah, my wife helped me,” Henry said. “Took us a whole day, but it looks great.”

Saunders’ lips thinned as he smiled. “Charming. I’m sure she did a wonderful job. In the meantime, take this as a token of my interest.” He reached into his pocket, withdrew a wad of cash and two fifty dollar bills.

“But I haven’t done anything for you yet,” Henry said, staring at the bills in Saunders’ outstretched hand.

“Think of it as an advance. Henry, I consider myself a great judge of character. I know a good man when I see one. I can tell that you’re going to be very useful to me. And just to prove it,” Saunders said, adding another two fifty dollar bills, “I want you to have this. Get a babysitter and take that lovely wife of yours out to dinner. Then be ready for anything. I’ll be in touch.”

“Thanks, Mr. Saunders!” Henry said, smiling broadly and pocketing the money. “I’ll call my wife on my break and have her send my résumé right away!”

“You do that, Henry.” Saunders grinned one last time at the man and turned away. His smile disappeared. Idiot. But just stupid enough for what I need. First, to bring Roah here to confirm that the pendant is the one. And then—well, we’ll see, won’t we? He strode quickly to the exit.

“Come, Jack,” he said. “I have much to do.” Jack followed Saunders to the car.

“Here,” Jack said, handing Saunders the camera. “I assume this means I’m done with this artifact hunt and can get back to my own work?”

“Not quite. There’s a certain jeweler we need to see before we head home.”

Great, Jack thought, turning the key in the ignition. We’ll probably finish up just in time for me to get home, grab a meal, and grade my exam papers. He didn’t dare say anything to Saunders. Stan might be happy at the moment, but he would revert to nastiness in an instant. No, best to stay quiet and hope to avoid being the target.

“Which way to the jeweler’s?” he asked.

✣       ✣       ✣

Patches walked softly down the steps of the cellar. He hid there often these days. Things had gotten even worse since Kfir had arrived. Like Alef and Bett, he seemed to love making Patches miserable, and the rest of the Tzofim—his elite fighters—followed their example.

“Patches does not like it here anymore,” he said to himself. “Things are different. Too many fighters. Too many bad Catmages.” He whimpered a little to himself, then quieted. If they overheard him they’d mock him, or worse. He listened carefully. The sound of footsteps overhead did not come near the cellar door. Patches’ ears twitched at a small stirring to his right. He padded slowly, stealthily to a pile of boxes near the wall and sniffed. His tail twitched. Patches waited silently by the corner until the mouse crept out from the space between the wall and the boxes. Patches pounced, grabbed it behind the neck, and killed it.

“Patches has dinner!” he said triumphantly, the mouse in his mouth. “Patches has a mouse. Good mouse! Fresh mouse!” He turned and faced the wall where Nafshi’s cage used to be. The shelf was still there, a few smoke stains remaining as evidence of the fire last year. He remembered the day he met Nafshi. “Patches gave you a mouse,” he said to the ghost of his old friend. “Do you remember?” He could almost see her sitting there. Well, so what if she wasn’t really there? Patches knew what Nafshi would say. He imagined she was still there, in her cage, talking to him.

“Yes, I remember. And if I were here today, I would tell you to leave, Nistar,” said Nafshi’s voice.

Patches’ heart filled with joy. Nistar was the Catmage name Nafshi gave him after he made his Magelight under her tutelage. He hadn’t heard it since Nafshi died. “How?”

“Just go, dear. Put one paw in front of the other and leave them. Leilei will welcome you. You like her, Patches. And she likes you.”

Patches leaped joyfully. “Leilei likes Patches? That is good news! Patches likes Leilei, too!” He dropped the mouse and pranced around the cellar, leaping sideways and up into the air.

“Patches will leave here,” he said. “Go to Compound. Talk to Leilei and tell them what bad Catmages are doing. Then Patches will never come back here again!”

He bounced a few more times until he saw the mouse on the floor. He looked up at Nafshi’s shelf. “Are you hungry? Patches will share with you!”

“I’m not really here, my dear boy,” said the image. “You go on and eat the mouse.” Nafshi disappeared as Patches bent down to his dinner, his back to the stairs.

Alef slipped noiselessly through the basement door. He’d never liked or trusted the half-breed, and now the idiot’s habit of talking to himself had given Alef the ammunition he’d needed to destroy Patches once and for all. Alef gave a little leap—a mocking imitation of Patches—as he went through the kitchen to find Roah.

He found Roah with Niflah and Kfir. He told them what he had overheard, barely able to restrain himself from purring while telling the tale. When he finished, he asked, “May I have the honor of killing the half-breed myself? Bett and I have waited so long for this.”

“Let’s not be hasty,” Niflah said. “You don’t know that Patches has done anything. He often spouts nonsense.”

“He betrayed us to Nafshi,” Alef pointed out.

Roah’s tail lashed from side to side. “He has betrayed us again. You say he spoke of Leilei. That is the Catmage who was spying on us several moons ago. I thought it was suspicious that she got away. There was too much blood on the ground outside. It is clear now that she escaped with the half-breed’s help. Who knows what he may have told them about our plans?”

“Yes,” Niflah said calmly, “who knows what he’s told them?” The others looked at him uncomprehending. “Your dislike of Patches gives you a blind spot where he is concerned. That one has always had far more potential than you’ve suspected.”

“He’s an idiot,” Kfir said. “Roah should have left him on that farm. I say we kill him.”

“Again, my sister and I volunteer for the job,” Alef said.

Niflah switched his tail irritably. “Don’t be stupid. You are missing the point. I repeat: Who knows what he’s told them? Stop a moment and think about that, my friends, before you run out to slaughter Patches.” The others stared at him, puzzled.

“I don’t get what you—oh!” said Kfir. “Oh, Niflah, you are a crafty one,” he said, purring. “Yes. Patches must live to tell his friends only what we want them to know.”

Alef couldn’t hide his disappointment. “Patches lives, then, for now. But when he is no longer useful?” Alef asked.

“Then, Alef, you and your sister can have him. Or perhaps we should just feed him to the dogs,” Kfir said, laughing.

“No,” Alef said. “Patches is ours.” He left the room quickly to find Bett and tell her the good news.

She was in the attic, nursing their latest litter of kittens. Alef looked with pride at the three tiny Siamese kittens of their second litter, only a few weeks old. They crawled and mewed beside their mother. Their first litter was now a full cycle old and in the Wild Ones’ Teaching Ring. Bett purred as Alef told her the news.

“So we will rid ourselves of the half-breed at last? Good.” She rose and stretched, her kittens mewing as she stood. “Perhaps we should bring some of our older kits along when we do the job.”

“We can make it a contest. The one who does the best in their studies may help us kill Patches.”

Bett purred again. “I like the way you think.” Alef rubbed his face alongside his sister’s.

“You always have.” She lay back down again, her kittens quieting, and purred as they began to nurse.


✣ S I X T E E N ✣

The Calm Before the Storm

Spring break was approaching, and Andy was in a fever of preparation building up to the week off. There were papers to write, exams to take, and Magelight lessons when he could spare a few hours. Dr. Crane let him take a couple of Saturdays off so he could keep up with his school work. It was with relief that Andy finished his last exam of the week and turned in his test paper to Mr. Straight.

“Five minutes,” the teacher announced to the class. Andy glanced reflexively at the clock, then grinned. He didn’t need the extra time. Mike was still working on his test. Becca and Teresa were reviewing what they had written. Andy didn’t blame them. It was a tough exam. Well, now Andy knew all about World War I, its causes and aftermath. Okay, maybe not everything, but certainly a lot.

“Thank you, Andy,” Mr. Straight said as he put the test paper on the desk. “Have a good break.”

“You too.” Andy went to his desk, collected his things, and waited for the bell to ring. He wondered if Mr. Straight was still helping Principal Saunders find the Tilyon. Andy had been wary of what he said and did around him since that day in the museum when he found out that his teacher and principal were cousins. He started thinking about how awful it would be to have the principal for a cousin. I guess it’s not Mr. Straight’s fault he’s related to a jerk.

The bell rang. “Hand in your tests, please,” Mr. Straight said over the noise of students getting up from their desks and discussing the test questions. “Have a great spring break. Your homework assignment is online. Come back next Monday prepared to work.”

Andy picked up his books and headed for the door, waiting for Mike in the hall. They had one last PE class before break. Becca and Teresa passed him on their way out with a quick goodbye.

“Oh, man, that was a tough one,” Mike said as he grabbed his book and hurried to join Andy. They walked quickly down the hall to the gym. “Is it my imagination, or are the tests getting harder as the year goes by?”

“I don’t think it’s your imagination. Hey, your family’s coming to our Passover Seder next Saturday, aren’t they?”

“Yeah. Andy, do you think your mom would let me bring Teresa?”

“I don’t know. Do you want me to ask her?”

“That would probably be better. Your mom likes you better than she likes me.”

Andy laughed. “I would hope so, since I’m her son and you’re not.” They had reached their lockers. He and Mike spun the combinations to open their lockers.

“I know, right?” Mike said. “People are so prejudiced about things like that. Just because she’s your mother, she likes you better than everyone else.”

Andy laughed again. Mike looked around to see if anyone was listening, moved closer, and lowered his voice.

“Do you think she’ll let Goldeneyes come again this year?”

“Aw, isn’t that sweet,” Taylor said, appearing at the end of the row of lockers, flanked by Pete and Tommy. They were already dressed for class. “Hey, when are you two lovebirds going to make the announcement?”

“Shut up, Taylor,” Mike said. “Go bother someone who cares. Oh, wait, that would be no one.”

Taylor stood there smirking.

“What do you want, Grant?” Andy asked.

“Nothing,” Taylor said.

“Then why are you standing there grinning like a jackass? Get lost.”

Taylor shook his head slowly from side to side. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. And to think, you could learn so much from me. But since all you want to do is fling insults, I guess I’ll leave without telling you.”

“Telling me what?” Andy asked.

“Ignore him,” Mike said. “He’s lying again, trying to get you in trouble.”

“Am I? Are you sure about that?”

Andy wanted to slap the grin off Taylor’s face. Instead, he turned back to his locker and pulled out his shorts and T-shirt. Taylor was still standing there when he and Mike had finished changing.

“What is wrong with you?” Mike asked. “Is this your new thing, watching us change?”

“No, that’s you two sweeties.”

“Come on, Andy, let’s go and let this idiot stay here all day if he wants.” He and Andy closed their lockers and turned to leave.

“But Cohen, you’ll miss what I have to say,” Taylor said. Andy kept walking. “I have to tell you something,” Taylor called after him. “It’s from Principal Saunders. But I can’t tell you ’til I see you over yon.”

Andy stopped in mid-step at the sound of the words that Taylor deliberately overemphasized. He turned quickly. “What?”

“You heard me,” Taylor said. “C’mon, guys, we’re done here.” He and the other boys hurried past Mike and Andy, who stood stunned and slack-jawed.

“He knows!” Andy said.

“How could he?”

“He’s been helping Saunders since last year.”

“So he knows about the Tilyon. That doesn’t mean anything,” Mike said.

Andy looked worried. “I don’t know. I don’t know what he meant. Do you think Saunders has found it?”

“I don’t know, but I do think we’re going to be late for class if we don’t get to the gym now,” Mike said. They were the last ones left in the locker room.

“He has to be up to something,” Andy said as they walked to the gym. “Like last year.”

“Don’t fall for it this time, Andy. You should tell Goldeneyes,” Mike said, lowering his voice as they approached the other boys. “But don’t do anything dumb. Wait until you get home.”

“Okay.”

Coach Getzler frowned at them as they hurried to join the rest of the class. Taylor said nothing else of interest to Andy. Every time they encountered each other during the basketball game he just grinned. Andy had to stop Mike twice from going after Taylor. Finally, the coach told them to end the game, put the basketballs away, and get to the locker room. Mike and Andy dressed hurriedly and made their way down the halls to the cafeteria. They could see the girls were already seated at their table. “I can’t talk to Becca now,” Andy said quietly as they filled their trays. “Unless you can distract Teresa.”

“You can tell Becca without speaking,” Mike pointed out.

Andy glanced around and lowered his voice further. “Not without making my Magelight glow. Goldeneyes says I’ll stop doing that eventually, but I can’t control it yet.” He slammed a bottle of juice down so hard he nearly knocked his sandwich off the tray.

“I’ll think of something,” Mike said. “Just calm down. Teresa already thinks you’re weird.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“What are friends for?” Mike said, grinning as they set their trays down and sat. “Three hours until spring break!” he said cheerfully to the girls, pumping his fist in the air. “Spring break! Spring break! Spring break!”

“Here we go again,” Becca said, shaking her head. “Mike, you don’t really want to stay after school on the day before break, do you?”

“Good point,” he said, lowering his arm. Then he grinned wickedly. “Never mind! Never mind! Never mind!” he shouted, pumping his fist in the air again. Students nearby laughed, and Becca joined them.

“Okay, now I can eat,” Mike said.

Mike’s antics had cheered Andy up and distracted him from worrying about Taylor. He ate his sandwich quickly.

“You better enjoy the bread while you can, buddy,” Mike said. “No bread for you after next Saturday.”

Andy shrugged. “It’s no big deal. You should try it sometime.”

“What? Give up pizza for a week? I don’t think I’d survive!”

“Don’t you give up stuff for Lent?” Teresa asked. “I gave up chocolate last year.”

“You’re a better man than I am, Gunga Din,” Mike said. “Maybe I’ll give up lima beans this year.”

“That’s not the point at all,” Teresa said. “You’re supposed to give up things you like.”

“How do you know I don’t like lima beans?”

“Hate to break it to you, Mike, but Lent is mostly over,” Becca said.

“Great! Then I only have to do it for a few more days.”

Teresa shook her head. “You’re terrible, Mike.”

He grinned at her. “I know. That’s my best quality.” The other three exchanged glances.

Andy finished his sandwich and the last of his juice. He stood up. “Becca, are you done? I want to get to class early,” he said. Mike nudged Becca’s foot under the table.

“Okay,” she said, rising to join him. “See you,” she said to the others. They made their way out of the cafeteria and down the hall to their deserted classroom. Andy told Becca what Taylor had said. He waited while she digested the news.

“It’s Taylor, Andy. He lied to you last year to get you over to Saunders’ house. I think he’s lying to you again.”

“That’s what Mike said.”

“Well, he’s right. Sure, talk to Goldeneyes about it. But don’t do anything stupid.”

“That’s what Mike said, too.” He grinned at her. “Okay. I’ll wait until I get home.” He glanced at the clock. Just a couple more hours. He could wait that long.

✣       ✣       ✣

Taylor wolfed down his lunch, finishing quickly while his friends took their time. He ignored their questions as he left the table, deposited his tray on the way out, and headed toward the principal’s office. He knocked softly on the door. Saunders opened it himself and stood looking down at the boy.

“You delivered my message to Mr. Cohen word for word?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.” Taylor grinned. “He’s been looking worried ever since. You should have seen his face.”

“I don’t need to. Go find Mr. Straight and send him to me.” Taylor turned to go. “And Mr. Grant?”

“Yes?”

“Good job.”

Grinning, Taylor left the office. Saunders went back to his desk. When Jack Straight arrived, he looked up from his computer. “I heard from the jeweler today. The copy is ready.” He took a notepad and wrote on it, tearing off the sheet and giving it to Jack. “Here’s the address. And here’s the rest of the payment,” he said, taking an envelope of cash from a drawer and handing it to his cousin.

“Why can’t you get it yourself?” Jack asked.

Saunders gazed at him in silence. Jack tried to keep his eyes steadily on Stan’s, but this was a game he always lost.

“Because,” Saunders said when Jack dropped his glance, “I can’t risk being seen in such, ah, company. I am the principal of Coreyton High School. I have a reputation to uphold.”

“What if someone sees me ?” Jack asked.

“I would advise you not to let that happen. An evening meeting would be best. Bring the copy to me as soon as you get it. Tonight would be good.”

“I had plans for tonight!” Jack said.

“Then change them.” Saunders glanced at the clock on the wall. “I believe it’s almost time for your next class. Until later, cousin.”

Jack spun on his heels and stalked out of the office, fuming inside. Someday, someday he was going to have the guts to go against Stan. But not today, he realized helplessly. He sighed as he realized he was going to have to give up his Friday evening to get the copy of the Tilyon that Saunders had commissioned from the “jeweler”—a fancy name for forger—in Boston. Well, at least he had the rest of the week to himself. He hoped.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy got off the bus and hurried into the house, yelling for Goldeneyes as soon as he closed the door. She met him at the top of the stairs, yawning.

“What is it that’s got you so excited?” she asked. Andy told her what Taylor had said. Her tail switched as she mulled it over.

“Well?” Andy asked.

“I don’t know. I think they’re taunting you again. But we can’t be sure. I’ll go to the Compound and discuss this with the others. Meanwhile, do nothing until you hear from me.”

“Okay, okay. Geez, how many times are people going to tell me not to rush into anything?”

“As many times as it takes for you to stop rushing into things,” Goldeneyes said, heading down the stairs.

Late that afternoon, Goldeneyes trotted up the path that led to the Compound. She saw guards patrolling the area. She didn’t recognize half of them, but they evidently recognized her and let her pass without challenge. Razor was adding more Shomrim to the Compound. Goldeneyes approved heartily of the extra protection. She passed the Teaching Rings and saw Silsula shepherding a group of kittens too young for lessons. “Greetings, sister,” she said. “Where is Hakham?”

“Oh, he’s in another meeting with Razor and the others,” Silsula told her. Chirrup. “Go look in his bayit. Chirrup. Sometimes it seems like all they do is talk. They’d best be careful, or they’ll run out of words.”

“It’s not a joking matter, Silsula,” Goldeneyes said sharply. “These planning sessions are important. You know what’s at stake. We are going up against the ones who killed Nafshi, or have you forgotten?”

Silsula’s ears went back. “Sister,” she sent privately so the kittens would not overhear, “don’t presume you are the only one who loved our grandmother. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of her—or our mother.”

Goldeneyes blinked at Silsula. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to imply that at all.” Silsula went up to Goldeneyes and rubbed her cheek against her sister’s.

“You are forgiven. But next time, try to be less sharp with the ones you love. It’s not your best feature. Come, my little ones,” she said to the kittens, who were starting to wander away. Chirrup. “I know where there are lots of crickets for you to chase!” The kittens cheered and followed Silsula as she headed toward the wood.

As Goldeneyes looked at the kittens, she found herself thinking of a litter of her own. She shook herself. Not now, she thought. There’s too much important work to be done. Maybe in a few more cycles. She headed down the path toward Hakham’s.

On the other side of the Compound, Leilei was resting in the sunshine after a hard morning’s work with Zehira. She was worn out, but very pleased with herself. Zehira was as good a teacher as Zahavin. When Leilei did really well, Zehira rewarded her with stories of her great-grandmother. Many of the stories were about Nafshi’s short temper with the more foolish Catmages. But some, like the one she heard today, showed Nafshi’s softer side. Her great-grandmother had a weakness for Catmages on the fringe of their society. Leilei realized that Zehira thought she needed more patience herself, but ever since her encounter with Silsula, Leilei had tried to stop herself from picking on those less talented. She had been good to Baishan every time they’d crossed paths since then. And there was Patches. She liked the strange half-breed very much. Not just because he saved her life. There was something about him. She raised herself to a sitting position, stretched, and yawned.

She cocked her head and blinked as she looked across the field. Wasn’t that Patches coming toward her right now? “Patches?” she called.

“Hello, Leilei! Patches is very glad he found you!”

“How did you get past the guards?” she asked.

“Patches is very sneaky. They never saw him.”

“Are you sure about that?” she asked as she saw Merav amble out behind Patches. Patches turned his head.

“Oh. Well, nice Catmage did not hurt me. You are not going to hurt Patches, are you?” he asked, moving close to Leilei.

“No, Patches, but our orders are to keep an eye on you when you enter the Compound. You saved Leilei’s life. We remember that. But you’re still with the Wild Ones. Why?”

“Patches has been listening for Catmages. Listening for Leilei. Wild Ones mean to Patches. But Patches has not been able to get away. Wild Ones always near Patches, always bothering him.” He started mewing. “Not so many watching today. Many Wild Ones left on trip. Patches thinks they have found a new home. Patches hopes so! But Patches heard something that Catmages should know. Patches was just about to tell Leilei what he heard.”

“What have you heard?” Merav asked sharply.

Patches crouched down, blinking. “It is good news. It will help Catmages. Catmages want to get Wild Ones. So does Patches. They are cruel to Patches. Good Catmages help Patches, Patches help Catmages!”

Merav looked at Leilei. “Can you get any sense out of him?” she sent privately

“You’re frightening him. Why don’t you leave us alone for a while and I’ll see what I can find out.”

“I can’t let him out of my sight. But I can watch him from over there,” she said, nodding toward a fallen tree. Merav trotted over to the tree and settled herself on top of it.

Patches sat up. He had stopped blinking.

“Tell me,” Leilei said. A few minutes later, she called Merav over and the three of them headed for Hakham’s bayit. They found the “mini-Council” in session. Merav made them wait outside while she informed Razor that he had visitors. She was back almost immediately.

“They want to see both of you.”

Inside the bayit were Hakham, Letsan, Goldeneyes, Razor, Zehira, and several of Razor’s captains. Patches was trembling as he stood next to Leilei. Hakham looked at him kindly.

“Don’t be frightened, young one,” Hakham said. “We won’t hurt you. We’d like to talk to you about what you told Leilei. I understand the Wild Ones are moving some of their warriors to a different location.”

Patches grew calmer as Hakham spoke. “You tried to save Nafshi. I remember you.”

“Yes,” Hakham said. “She was a friend of mine. Alas, we failed her.”

“Patches liked Nafshi. Nafshi was my friend.”

“Yes, I’ve heard.”

“Are we going to hear anything worthwhile or are we going to sit here and discuss how much we liked Nafshi?” Razor said. “What do you want to tell us? Out with it!”

Patches crouched and started blinking again.

“Razor, leave him alone!” Leilei said angrily. “It’s bad enough the Wild Ones pick on him. Don’t you start!”

Razor gave a short bark of laughter. “You’ve got a bit of Nafshi in you, do you? Well, be quiet now and let the half-breed speak.”

“Go on, Patches,” said Hakham. “You have information for us?”

“Yes,” Patches said. “Patches listens. Patches hears. Wild Ones don’t know he is around corners, in closets. They talk about things, think nobody hears them. Patches hears them all. Patches hears Saunders tell Wild Ones that he is going away on a trip. Bringing most of his dogs with him. Patches knows you want to get back the Magelights he stole. Patches thinks you should know when it will be safer.”

“How can we trust you?” Letsan said coldly. “How do we know you’re not leading us into a trap?”

“Patches would not do that!” he said, stung. “Patches honors Nafshi. Andy showed Patches that Nafshi was really his friend.” Patches glared at Letsan. “Fuzzy orange cat is mean to Patches. Patches does not like you.”

Razor let out another bark of laughter. “I’m beginning to like you, Patches. But my brother has a point. How do we know you’re telling the truth?”

“Patches will show you. Magelights do not lie. Magelights can only show what really happened.” He closed his eyes and concentrated. His Magelight glowed. Every Catmage there could see a dark, musty cellar. They heard soft footsteps on the stairs. Two Siamese cats padded softly down them to stand at the bottom step. Their ears twitched.

“I can’t hear anything. Can you?” Alef asked Bett.

“No, I don’t think he’s here. He must be somewhere else in the house. Stupid half-breed has too many hiding places to keep track.”

“Well, we can’t lose him. Roah wants us to keep an eye on him.”

“I’m so tired of watching that idiot,” Bett said, her tail switching. “Why can’t we get rid of him once and for all?”

“You know why. Saunders thinks he can still be useful. He says we can’t spare anyone yet. Razor is building up an army.”

Bett scratched her neck. “Brother,” she said silkily, “what if something happened to him when Saunders wasn’t around?”

“He’s always around.”

“I heard him telling Niflah that he’s taking the dogs out of town next moon. He said something about a show.”

“Not all of them.”

“No, but so what? Saunders won’t be around. We can find Patches, lure him away from the others, and say he attacked us. Or better—he betrayed us! You know you’ve always been suspicious of the way that Catmage got away from the dogs last season.”

“Bett,” Alef said happily, “I think you’ve finally found a way to get rid of Patches.” He walked over to his sister and rubbed his face against hers. “Let’s go see if we can find the half-breed somewhere else. It will be much easier to stomach him now.” They raced up the stairs and left Patches sitting alone, hidden behind the boxes.

Patches’ Magelight went out and the vision faded. Leilei sat in shock, absorbing what she had just seen. At last she spoke. “I knew they were horrible to you, Patches, but I didn’t know how horrible. Stay with us! Don’t go back to them.”

“No,” said Razor. “He can’t.”

“What? Why not?”

“If Patches suddenly disappears, the Wild Ones will look for him here first. They already suspect him of treachery.”

“Oh, Patches, I got you in trouble. I’m so sorry!” Leilei said.

“Patches must go back?” he said. “Patches cannot stay here?”

“Just for a little while. This is information we can use. If Saunders and most of the dogs are gone, that will make it all that much easier to attack the Wild Ones. Patches, what day exactly?”

“Patches does not know human days. Saunders said ‘weekend’. Does that help?”

“Yes, it does. Andy will know what to do,” Goldeneyes said. “He’s used his computer to find things out for us before.”

“But when can Patches leave that awful house?” Leilei asked.

Razor grunted. “The same day that Saunders takes the dogs away. That’s the day that Alef and Bett think they’re going to get Patches. Instead, that will be the day we get them and the rest of their friends.”

Patches leaped happily around, almost knocking into Letsan, who growled softly. “That is a good plan! Patches will be happy to help good Catmages!”

Leilei laughed. “I can’t wait to see the look on their faces when they see Patches fighting for the other side.”

“That’s a long way from now,” Hakham said. “Leilei, why don’t you and Merav escort Patches back to the road? He needs to get back before he is missed.”

“All right. Come on, Patches.”

When the three of them had left the meeting, Hakham faced the others. “Well? Any further thoughts on what we’ve just seen?” he asked. No one spoke. “Goldeneyes, go to Andy and get him to find out where Saunders will be taking his dogs.”

“Yes, Hakham,” she said. She took her leave of the others and left the bayit.

“Razor, you’ve got some battle plans to make. Confer with your captains and report back to me.”

“That I will,” he said, rising and looking at Letsan. “Come, brother. We’ve work to do. I’m looking forward to it.” He laughed harshly as they left. “Kfir won’t know what hit him.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders hummed to himself. It was a beautiful night for a drive to Boston. He glanced at the passenger seat where Roah lay. The Wild Ones had insisted on sending at least one of them to confirm that the Tilyon was the amulet they sought. Saunders thought it was a waste of time. The effect of the Tilyon on his Magelight necklace was enough proof for him, but Niflah insisted. Saunders chose Roah, to Niflah’s disappointment, and sent a message to Henry that he’d be arriving after hours. What a perfect way to start spring break. Even better, the other wheels they had set in motion were running smoothly.

It was after midnight when Saunders pulled his car into the parking lot and drove to the rear entrance. He turned off the engine, took out his cell phone and typed a few words. A short while later, the door opened. Saunders and Roah got out of the car. As they went through the door, Henry looked down at the cat and tried to shoo it outside. Roah hissed and growled.

“Leave him. He’s with me,” Saunders said.

“A cat? Why did you bring a cat with you?”

“That is not your concern.” He withdrew an envelope and handed it to Henry. “I’m not paying you to ask questions, only to do what you’re told. I’ll only be a few minutes. How are the plans coming?”

“Fine,” Henry said, glancing at the money inside the envelope. “I got the shifts you wanted me to. And I’ll have the information I promised.”

“You’d better if you want the payment we discussed.”

“You’ll have it, Mr. Saunders, I swear!”

Saunders brushed past the guard, Roah following close behind, and headed toward the hall where the Tilyon was displayed. When they arrived, he was struck once again by the power of the amulet. His Magelights glowed as they approached. Roah stared up at the pendant, his ears twitching.

“Never have I felt an aura like that,” he said, awed. “It is the Tilyon. There is no doubt.” His Magelight glowed brightly.

Saunders smiled smugly. “I told you I found it. You wasted your time coming with me tonight.”

“No,” Roah said, “it was necessary to be certain. But the power in the Tilyon—it is—humbling.”

“Humbling?”

“You cannot know the difference between the Tilyon and a simple Magelight. You do not yet understand its power. But you will, Saunders. You will.”

“Is that a hint of jealousy I detect in your voice?” Saunders asked.

“No. We have an arrangement, you and I. You have your goals, I have mine. You will lead humans. I will lead Catmages. That has always been the arrangement. There is room for both of us.”

“I’m glad you think so.” Saunders looked hungrily at the amulet. Yes, Roah had been very useful, and would continue to be useful—until Saunders no longer needed him.

As the two of them stared at the Tilyon, its eyes began to glow softly. Saunders gasped. “It didn’t do that the last time I was here!”

“I do not know why it is glowing,” Roah said. “I only know that I feel great strength from it.” He shook himself all over. “Let us leave now. I have seen. By the First, I have seen. Neshama’s pendant survives. This is a great day.”

Saunders looked sharply at Roah. The Wild One was staring up at the Tilyon in a way that could only be described as worshipful. He smiled. If that was the effect on Roah, he couldn’t wait to see its effect on the others. Atum-Ra may not have been just a good choice of costume for Halloween. Perhaps he would take on an alter ego once he had the Tilyon. Well, that was for later. He called to Roah and headed toward the exit. It was time to get home and see if Jack had returned with the counterfeit pendant. The plan was coming together nicely. Alef and Bett had played their parts well. The stage was set for the Catmages. Saunders laughed to himself. After all this time, they’d found a use for Patches. Goldeneyes and her precious Shomrim wouldn’t know what hit them.

✣       ✣       ✣

The day before the Seder, Andy got the big boxes of Passover dishes out of storage and loaded them into the dishwasher. His mother took the day off from work to clean and get things ready. They spent the day cleaning the kitchen, putting away anything that had leavening in it and replacing it with Passover foods. Andy looked at the cans of chocolate macaroons with longing. Rachel saw his look and laughed. “You can have some after lunch,” she said.

“Thanks, Mom!”

They finished in the late afternoon and sat in the sparkling kitchen. Andy munched on macaroons while his mother sipped tea.

“So what’s she like, this girl that Mike is bringing?” she asked.

Andy thought for a bit. “Well, she’s nice, and she’s smart—she’s in all honors classes, like us. She’s still really sad about her mom, but you can’t blame her for that.”

“What’s her father like?”

“He died when she was little.”

“Then who is she living with? Another relative in town?”

“You know, I have no idea,” Andy said, perplexed. “She never mentions anything about her home life. We don’t ask her a lot of personal questions, because she usually starts crying when you talk about her mother.”

“All right. I won’t ask. But it’s a little odd, don’t you think?”

“Well, I didn’t think that until you brought it up,” he said, laughing. “But Mom, she has to be living with a guardian. She’s only fourteen. She can’t be staying in a house by herself.”

“Mm-hm,” Rachel said, frowning.

Andy picked up his plate and glass and put them in the sink. He turned around and leaned on the counter and tried to seem casual. “Mom, you don’t mind if my cats hang around with us tomorrow, do you? Remember how well-behaved Goldeneyes was last year?”

Rachel laughed. “I remember how much turkey she got under the table. Why, are you planning on formally inviting all three of them?”

Andy smiled. “No, just Goldeneyes and Leilei. Letsan isn’t around very much these days.”

“He’s a full tomcat and it’s spring. I’m not surprised.”

“So it will be okay?”

“As long as they stay out of the way. If not, they’re out of the house.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

The next day was a frenzy of activity. Danielle and Becca Jefferson arrived after lunch to help his mother with the cooking. Andy prepared the dining room table and helped whenever his mother needed him. Leilei and Goldeneyes watched avidly, sometimes from the dining room and sometimes slipping into the kitchen to see what the others were doing. Andy and Becca had to stop looking at each other when the Catmages were about or they’d burst into laughter. They could hear Goldeneyes telling Leilei about her experience the previous year.

As the afternoon wore on, the house filled with delicious aromas. The soup simmered on the stove, the turkey roasted in the oven, and the cakes baked and cooled in the kitchen. Andy stood back to check the dining room table, which he had set for ten. At each setting was a dinner plate, a wine glass with a small dish beneath it, a napkin, silverware, and a Haggadah, the book that they read every Passover. At the head of the table was a Seder plate loaded with symbolic foods—the hard-boiled egg, the bitter herbs, the lamb bone, and the rest. Bowls of salt water and plates of matzo were placed around the table.

“Nice job, Andy,” Becca said from the doorway. “We’re just about done in there.”

“It smells great. I can’t wait for dinner.”

“Dad is on his way. The Murdochs should be here soon.”

“We’re about to start?” Leilei sent to them. She and Goldeneyes sat on one of the extra chairs against the wall. “Hooray!” She leaped excitedly off the chair.

They smiled at each other. “So we’ll have two newbies today, Teresa and Leilei,” Andy said. They heard the front door opening, and Mike’s family greeting their mothers. Mike and Teresa came into the dining room.

“I figured you’d be here,” he said.

“Glad you could make it. We’re going to start soon.”

Teresa glanced over at Leilei and Goldeneyes. “Those are your cats?”

“Yeah. The orange one is Goldeneyes and the other one is Leilei.”

“Ooh, Mike has a girlfriend.” Kenny, Mike’s younger brother, stood in the doorway grinning.

“Ooh, baby brother wants a beating,” Mike said. Kenny turned and ran from the room.

“Mom! Mike’s picking on me again!”

“Really, Mike? Did you have to?” Becca asked.

“Yes. Excuse me, I think I’m about to hear my name get called very loudly.”

“Michael Murdoch!” his mother called from the kitchen.

“I told you. Be right back,” he said.

Teresa shook her head. “I’ve tried to tell him to stop being so mean to Kenny.”

“Welcome to the club,” Becca said.

A more subdued Mike rejoined them. A few minutes later, everyone was seated at the table and the Passover Seder began. Andy was amused to see both Goldeneyes and Leilei listen intently as the he and the guests read passages from the Haggadah. Goldeneyes purred happily from time to time, watching them drink the cups of wine, eat the matzoh and the bitter herbs, and read about the plagues and the exodus from Egypt. When they mentioned the tenth plague, Leilei and Goldeneyes looked at one another and purred. This was the event that created their foremother, Neshama, the First Catmage. They felt proud to be a part of the ceremony that commemorated that night.

The Catmages left their chair when the meal was served. They stuffed themselves on turkey scraps that kept “falling” onto the floor.

“You can stop pretending you’re dropping so much turkey,” Rachel said, holding out a piece to Goldeneyes. “Unless you want to wash the floor tomorrow?” she asked, looking pointedly at Mike.

“Uh, no thanks,” he said, hurriedly picking up the piece he had just dropped and holding it out to Leilei.

Dinner ended, and they hurried through the second half of the Seder. Mike, Andy, and Becca pitched in to clear off the table and load the dishwasher. Then it was time for everyone to leave. Teresa thanked Andy and his mother.

“I’ve never been to a Seder. I had a really nice time,” she said.

“Glad you could come. Do you celebrate Easter tomorrow?”

“Yes, I’m Catholic,” she said.

“Then happy Easter, Teresa. Are you going home with Mike or is someone picking you up here?”

“My grandfather is picking me up at Mike’s house.”

Andy and his mother exchanged a look. “Well, thank you for coming.”

There was a chorus of goodbyes, the guests left, and then the house was quiet.

“Do you need me for anything else?” Andy asked.

“No, I’ve got it.”

“Okay. Goodnight, Mom.” He headed up to his room, followed by Leilei and Goldeneyes. He shut the door behind them and started changing into his pajamas. Leilei was unusually quiet. “What’s the matter, Catmage got your tongue?” Andy said, grinning.

“What? That’s disgusting.”

“It’s a human expression. It means why are you so quiet?”

“I’m absorbing what I saw tonight, Andy. It’s—well, it’s amazing. We were part of a ritual that’s been carried out for thousands of years, ever since the night the First was created.”

“And only a very few humans know about that,” Andy said. “Yeah, I see what you mean. I’m starting to feel pretty privileged myself.” He sat down on the bed. Leilei reared on her hind legs and rubbed her face against his.

“Thank you, Andy.”

“Yes, thank you, Andy,” Goldeneyes echoed from her perch on the windowsill.

His eyebrows went up. She called him “Andy.” That was a first. He turned out the light and lay back, smiling.


✣ S E V E N T E E N ✣

The Battle of Oak Street

Stan Saunders paced his office on the second floor of his house early that fateful Friday morning. The long-awaited day had arrived. His carefully laid plans were about to come to fruition, but last year had shown him those dratted Catmages could throw a wrench into his plans if he wasn’t careful. Saunders pulled the curtain aside and stared out the window. He could see nothing moving, but he knew the Catmage guards were out there somewhere, watching.

The chief Wild Ones were scattered around the room. Roah sat on the desk, grooming himself, Kfir sitting nearby. Niflah lay near the door. Alef and Bett sat next to one another. Their heads swiveled to follow Saunders’ pacing.

“You’re sure you’ve got everything in place?” he asked Kfir.

“Absolutely. Patches is caged in the cellar. He ate the drugged food. He can’t inform our enemies of anything now.”

“Why didn’t you just remove his Magelight?” Saunders asked.

“When this night is over, Bett and I are going to see to the half-breed,” Alef said. “We will take his Magelight the way it should be taken, by destroying it. And then he will get what he deserves.”

“Our young ones need to learn how to treat Catmages who betray us,” Bett said. “We shall make it a lesson.”

“What happens to Patches is unimportant,” Niflah said. “First we must deal a blow to my brother’s warriors and rid ourselves of any more threat from the Council’s Catmages. I suspect the Council will not think kindly of Razor and Hakham after they lose as many warriors as they will lose today.”

Several of the Wild Ones laughed at Niflah’s understatement. If the day turned out as planned, Razor and Hakham would both be shamed into resigning their positions—if they survived the battle. Niflah continued. “Kfir, your warriors have been drilled well enough?”

“Yes. They are as sharp as my front claws,” he said, flexing them in emphasis. “Roah has been quite instructive in helping me control the dogs.” He and Roah exchanged glances. “The others are resting and await our signal. They are gathered in the meeting place outside the sight of Razor’s guards.”

“You’re sure they weren’t seen?”

Kfir laughed. “Razor’s tactics haven’t changed since long before I left his Shomrim. He’s so predictable I could send kittens after his warriors tonight and still win.”

Saunders frowned. “Perhaps, but you had better be sending your most seasoned warriors. I don’t want to lose any more of my dogs.”

Kfir noticed that Saunders did not mention any Wild One losses. His and Roah’s eyes met once more.

“Our plan is sound,” Kfir said. “The enemy has been fed misinformation on where we’ll be, what our numbers are, and anything else we could get that idiot Patches to tell them. You were right, Niflah, on how useful the half-breed would be to us. They have no notion of our extra forces hidden across town. They’re waiting for our signal. I tell you, all the pieces are in place. The only thing to do now is wait for Razor and his warriors to arrive.”

“Then I’m off.” Saunders turned to leave, then spun and faced the Wild Ones. “Do not fail me this time, or Patches is not the only one who will be the object of a lesson.”

The Wild Ones trailed after Saunders to the garage, where Niflah and Roah leaped onto the front seat of the van. Alef jumped into the back with the caged dogs, several of whom stirred restlessly. His Magelight flashed and they quieted. Saunders pressed a button on his cell phone. “We’re leaving now. Be ready,” he said. He replaced the cell phone and looked around the garage. “When next we meet, I’ll be carrying the Tilyon,” he said. His lips thinned in a half-smile. “Do not fail me.”

“We won’t,” Kfir said. “Good hunting!”

The garage door opened and Saunders slowly pulled the van into the driveway. The remaining Wild Ones went back into the house. “Now,” Kfir said to the others, “we wait.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders smiled to himself as he drove the van around the corner. He went past the spot where they knew two of the Catmage guards were hiding. Five minutes later, he was at Jack’s house. Jack waited on the sidewalk as the van stopped. Saunders got out of the driver’s seat, leaving the engine running. He had left his car parked in Jack’s driveway the previous night.

Saunders went to the back of the van and opened one of the carriers, fastening a leash onto the dog inside. “Trudy, down,” he said. The Doberman jumped out of the van.

“You’re taking her with you? I thought you were leaving all the dogs with me,” Jack said.

“It’s time for another litter of puppies,” Saunders said. “I’m dropping her off with a breeder to be mated. It’s quite a long drive. If I didn’t need you here, you’d be joining me. Instead you can make yourself useful and put her carrier in the backseat of my car.”

When Jack had done as he was told, Saunders got Trudy back into the carrier and unfastened the leash. “Let the precious kitties find me now,” he said. “I’m off. Bring the dogs to the address I gave you and let them out. Alef will take it from there.”

“Let me guess: This is another one of those things I don’t want to know about,” Jack said.

“All you need to know is that I wanted someone to think that I and my dogs were somewhere else,” Saunders said irritably. “Listen carefully, Jack. When you have dropped off the dogs, come back here using exactly the route I gave you, and put the van in your garage. Do not vary the route so much as a car’s length. Is that understood?”

Jack flushed. “I’m not a child, Stan. Don’t speak to me like I’m one of your students.”

Saunders glared at Jack until he lowered his angry gaze. “I won’t be back until late tonight. You can bring the van back to my house tomorrow morning.”

“Fine.” Jack took the keys and got into the van.

“Don’t fail me, Jack.”

“Do I ever?” he said, slamming the door and pulling away in a screech of tires.

“There’s step two,” Saunders said aloud. “Now for step three.” He turned to Roah and Niflah. “Where are the others? I won’t wait for them.”

“You won’t have to,” Roah said. “They are coming.” Four Wild Ones turned the corner and trotted over to Saunders, who held open the car door. He got in and took a piece of paper from his pocket, dialed the number on his phone, and said, “Good morning. I’d like to talk to Mr. Evans. It’s regarding a stray cat problem around my house. We spoke of it earlier in the week. Thank you. Ah, Mr. Evans. I saw the cats again, and I was hoping you could send some of your people to pick them up. I was walking my dog this morning and one of them attacked it. Yes, those are the locations where I’ve seen them. Thank you, Mr. Evans, that will be wonderful. I do so worry about my dogs, and there’s no telling what diseases those cats might be carrying. Yes, you have a good day, too.”

Saunders put the phone back in his pocket. He looked at Roah and laughed. “And that will be that for the fabled Shomrim guards,” he said. “They’ll be too busy running from Animal Control to notice Alef and Bett leading the dogs back into the house.” He turned the key in the ignition and pulled onto the road. “Now we wait until the museum closes tonight to claim our prize.” He had many things to do before night fell. So far, things were going perfectly.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy finished his math homework and looked up at the clock. His mother would be home soon. He put his books away and started setting the table for dinner. Mom was bringing home Chinese takeout. A few minutes later, he heard the garage door open.

“Well, look at that,” she said. “You remembered to set the table. That’s good, because I remembered the scallion pancakes.”

“Great!” Andy said. They sat down and filled their plates.

“You’re awfully quiet,” she said.

“Tough homework problem,” he said with his mouth full. The real reason was because he couldn’t stop thinking about the assault on Saunders’ house. Razor had made it abundantly clear that Andy would not be taking an active part in it. Andy argued for a long time, giving up only when he realized Razor wouldn’t budge. But he did get a concession: This time, Becca was going to be with him. Andy pointed out that she could be a big help with any wounded Catmages. Razor saw the wisdom in that, and Becca was thrilled to be taking part. Mike was busy rehearsing for an upcoming play. He couldn’t be there with them, but he did come up with the cover story that they’d be helping paint scenery. Andy and Becca decided they would leave their bikes outside where they could slip away on them unnoticed. As long as they got home at a reasonable hour, their parents wouldn’t know they’d been gone.

Andy glanced at his mother. Once again, he found himself lying to her in order to help the Catmages. He felt terrible every time. Maybe he could convince Goldeneyes to bring his mother into the loop. Well, that was for another time. Today, he had to find a way to keep himself from going crazy until it was time to go. He wasn’t even going to try to do any more homework. He finished dinner, put his plate and utensils in the sink, and told his mother he’d be waiting out on the porch for his ride. Becca would text him when she got to the end of his block. He settled down to wait.

Andy paced restlessly until he got the text from Becca. He glanced at the house. His mother’s bedroom window showed the flickering light of her television. Good. He eased his bike out from the side of the house and wheeled it down the street, looking over his shoulder. At the end of the block, he met up with Becca.

“It’s almost dark. We better hurry,” she said.

“Right behind you.” The two of them took off toward Oak Street. A few minutes later, they got off their bikes a block away from Saunders’ house. A black cat—Guni—came out from beneath a parked truck.

“Razor says to make sure you stay here unless you are called,” Guni said to them both.

“I know,” Andy sent, making sure Becca could hear him, too. “We’ll be ready.”

Guni disappeared under the truck again, then slunk closer to Saunders’ house, followed by three more Catmages.

✣       ✣       ✣

Razor paced restlessly, his tail switching back and forth. He had divided his warriors into squads and sent them into town at staggered times as secretly as they could travel. Catmage history was full of stories about what happened when groups of humans and Catmages met, and it never ended well for the Catmages. The best thing Razor could say about the modern era was that at least most humans didn’t believe in witchcraft anymore. He turned his head at the sound of footsteps. Merav hurried over.

“Razor, the guards were driven away from their posts this morning. Someone sent the humans after them. They almost got Guni. We lost several hours before we could get back to our guard posts.”

Razor cursed loudly. “That was not a coincidence,” he said. “The enemy is testing us.”

“Or they’re up to something,” Letsan said.

“It doesn’t matter which. We need to find out what’s going on over there. Merav, have you heard from Patches?”

“No. I haven’t seen him in a few days. But sometimes he doesn’t get the chance to get out of the house. They’re pretty hard on him.”

Razor grunted. “I don’t like this. No guards, no word from Patches. I don’t like this at all.”

“Saunders left early this morning, with a vehicle full of dogs,” Merav said. “That was confirmed. He drove right past our guards.”

“Was he wearing the Magelights?”

“No, Patches was right. He rarely leaves the house wearing them.”

“Good. Then we stick to the plan. Tell everyone to be ready at dusk and not to move before I give the order.”

“Yes, sir.”

Letsan watched Merav go, his tail lashing from side to side. “I don’t like it, either. Maybe we should postpone the attack.”

Razor shook his head. “No. We don’t know when we’ll get another chance to go in there with half the dogs gone. This is our best shot.”

“I hope you’re right.” Letsan settled down to wait. “Where’s Zahavin?”

“She’s with Hakham. They’ll be meeting us here soon.”

“Any last thoughts on the battle plan?” Letsan asked.

“No. We go in from the front and the back and spread out as we discussed. You heard Patches. We outnumber the Wild Ones. We should be able to get in there and chase them off long enough for Katana and her squad to go upstairs to the room Patches told us about and retrieve the Magelights.”

“Here’s hoping. No matter what happens, we’ll at least be depleting his forces.”

Razor grunted. “We need to find those Magelights first. Then we can work on taking out the Wild Ones.”

Not long after, Hakham and Goldeneyes joined them. They watched the sun set slowly. The stars began to come out. Razor looked up at the darkening sky. “Almost there,” he said. The four of them grew restless. At last, Razor said, “Let’s go. You three get to your squad. Good hunting, all.”

“Good hunting,” they echoed as they left. Razor headed off in a different direction. He met up with Merav and her warriors, who fell into line behind him, using what cover they could find until they reached the house across from Saunders’. Razor looked from the house to the areas where he knew his Shomrim were hiding. “Now!” he shouted. The front gate flew open as half a dozen Catmages flashed their Magelights. The front door burst open a moment later, and Razor knew that Letsan and Hakham were leading their squad through the back door at the same time. He barreled through the door, looking for targets. Wild Ones came running into the hallway. Razor and his warriors fired jets of light at the Wild Ones, who ducked and fired back at the Shomrim. The room glowed with red and green and yellow lights. The room erupted with yowls and screams and wails. The Wild Ones were retreating. The Shomrim pushed their way into a room with several entrances. Then Razor saw what he wanted: Kfir in the back of the room, guiding his Wild Ones. “Time to die, traitor!” Razor growled as he ran toward him.

✣       ✣       ✣

Letsan and Hakham led their squad at a run around the side of the house at Razor’s signal. They were to go in through the back door and push their way through to the others, trapping the Wild Ones between their forces. Goldeneyes was pleased to see that Leilei seemed as attentive and obedient as any of the Shomrim. This was too important a day for Leilei to endanger everyone with her overconfidence. But then, perhaps just being back in the place where she had almost died was enough to keep her wary. Then there was no time to think. They burst through the back door. A group of Wild Ones waited for them on the other side. Goldeneyes fired at the one closest to her. It ducked, but she scored a hit. The Wild One leaped backwards. All around her, Catmages and Wild Ones were trading shots. The room was in chaos. But there was something else. To her horror, Goldeneyes realized there were far more Wild Ones than they’d expected. And more were pouring through the door.

“Gimel Squad, with me!” Letsan shouted as he saw the danger. Half the Shomrim in the room gathered in a wedge formation and fought their way toward the door. Goldeneyes, Leilei, and the rest, led by Hakham, covered their rear and sent jet after jet of light at the Wild Ones. Letsan’s tactics were working. He forced the group of Wild Ones back and pushed his way out of the kitchen.

Goldeneyes started to think the tide was turning. Numerous Wild Ones lay on the floor. Many others hid behind objects in the room, coming out to fire off an ill-aimed jet and duck back. There was room to breathe—room to wait for the Wild Ones to show themselves. Then a fresh group of Wild Ones poured in the back door. They had seriously underestimated Roah’s recruitment efforts. Goldeneyes looked around for the others. Hakham had taken most of the rest of their squad and pushed after Letsan. She could hear the sounds of fighting from the next room. They were on their own.

✣       ✣       ✣

Razor and Kfir faced each other as the battle raged all around. “Figures you’d be with the Wild Ones,” Razor said. “You couldn’t be satisfied working your way to the top. Nothing but short cuts for the ‘young lion’. Go ahead. Let’s hear you roar, Kfir. Impress me.”

“I would have thought the slit in your ear left a lasting impression.”

“That’s funny. Remind me to laugh when I sing your death song.How’s the toe?”

Kfir growled softly at the reminder of its loss in their previous fight.

“I never really trusted you,” Razor said.

“I noticed,” said Kfir. “I suppose I should thank you for the incentive to leave the Shomrim and head the guards here. We’re calling ourselves the Tzofim. Do you like it?”

Razor grunted. “No. There’s nothing about you I like. And let me tell you, boy, fancy names don’t make you a good warrior. Fighting skills are what make the difference. And yours are sadly lacking.”

Kfir growled again. “Don’t underestimate me, Razor. This time, you’ll get more than a scratch on the ear.”

Razor laughed. “I’m shaking like a newborn kitten. What’s the matter, you couldn’t find a first-year Teaching Ring that needed a guard?”

“Go ahead, laugh at the Tzofim,” Kfir said. “Or have you forgotten that they killed Nafshi? That was on your watch, wasn’t it?” He saw that the shot hit home. “I hear they almost killed Zahavin, too.” He laughed, his tone dripping with contempt. “Pity. She’s nearly as obnoxious as her grandmother.” Kfir stared at Razor, who returned his stare unblinking. “You know who I wish they’d have gotten? Letsan. When I’m done with you, I think I’ll kill your brother for good measure.”

Razor yowled and leaped for Kfir, who met him, jaws wide and claws slashing. The two growled and rolled, kicking, biting, scratching, and screaming as Catmages and Wild Ones dueled all around. This wasn’t a Catmage fight. It was a catfight between two mature tomcats who hated each other. Razor and Kfir maneuvered for position, flipping time after time as each tried to get his hind legs into the soft underbelly of his foe. After a while, they slowed and glared at each other, sides heaving. Razor had another slit in his ear. Blood dripped down Kfir’s face and body, but Razor’s thick coat had protected him from the worst of Kfir’s slashes. His tail lashed from side to side as they faced each other.

“Ready to surrender, Kfir?”

Kfir laughed harshly. “You think you’ve won? Don’t be absurd. I know you well, Razor. While you’ve been trying to disembowel me, my warriors were taking advantage of your lack of leadership. Look around. Things aren’t going so well for your Shomrim.”

Razor glanced quickly around. Kfir wasn’t exaggerating. His warriors fought desperately, some lying on the ground unmoving. Kfir’s Wild Ones did seem to have the advantage.

Kfir watched Razor keenly. Then he yawned hugely. “Oh, and we’ve got one more trick up our sleeve,” he said. “Now, Alef!” Doors flew open and dogs ran through, growling and snapping at the Catmages.

With a curse, Razor fired a spear-shaped light at Kfir, who yowled as it caught him on the shoulder. The smell of singed fur filled the air as Razor leaped past Kfir and behind a side table. Kfir, bleeding heavily, turned tail and ran out of the room. Razor couldn’t worry about him now. His fighters were being attacked by Saunders’ Dobermans. He fired jet after jet of light at the dogs. “Remember your training! Aim for their eyes, Shomrim!” he shouted. “Blind them, then cripple them!” He leaped out from behind the table in front of a dog that was about to close its jaws on one of his warriors. Razor slashed with paw and Magelight, and the dog yelped and backed away. “Thanks,” the Catmage said, gasping for breath. Razor turned aside and looked around the room, quickly computing where he was most needed. “Letsan!” he called, hoping his brother was nearby. “I could use you in here!”

“I’m right behind you, brother,” Letsan said. He and his squad of Shomrim barreled into the living room and joined the battle. Now Razor had enough Catmages to face the dogs. The brothers stood side by side, one launching shots at a dog’s eyes while the other targeted its legs and body. They turned back two dogs this way. Another lay senseless on the floor, bleeding. The fighting intensified. The smell of blood and singed fur lingered in the air.

✣       ✣       ✣

“Something’s wrong,” Letsan said, dodging a jet of light from a Wild One.

“Everything is wrong,” Razor grunted. His Magelight glowed and a Wild One fell to the floor and lay there unmoving.

“No, something doesn’t feel right,” Letsan said. He looked across the room. “Hakham! Have you seen your brother?”

Hakham ducked behind a door and then leaped quickly back into the fight, stunning one Wild One and wounding another, which ran yowling out of the room. “No, I haven’t.”

“Where is he? Why wouldn’t he be in the middle of this fight? And where’s Roah?”

“Maybe they’re upstairs,” Hakham said, panting. He was fighting furiously, sending bolt after bolt of light at the Wild Ones. There were so many of them.

“Has anyone heard from Katana and her squad?” Letsan asked.

“Not yet,” Hakham said. He paused for breath as their opponents ducked behind doors and furniture. “Our intelligence was somewhat lacking,” Hakham said. “We could use a few more Catmages.”

“Oh, it’s far worse than that, old one,” said Alef as he stood in the doorway. “The ones you sent upstairs will not be rejoining you. And we have one more surprise. Now!” he yelled, and the Catmages heard a door open and the sound of heavy paws on the floor.

“More dogs! Beware the dogs!” Hakham shouted. He and Merav drew close to one another, watching the doorway. One of the Dobermans rushed through to be met by two jets of light that scored two long, bloody scratches along its muzzle. It yelped in pain and tried to turn, sliding on the wooden floor. Catmages fired on the helpless dog, who yelped again and fell to the floor unconscious. Behind the dog two of its companions hurried in, leaping over its body. As the Catmages turned to face the new onslaught, two more dogs came through the side door. “That,” Hakham said, “is unexpected.”

“We knew they had dogs,” Merav said grimly.

“Yes. But you said Saunders left with a group of them this morning. There weren’t supposed to be this many.”

“We’ve been tricked,” Merav said, panting.

“We didn’t know the dogs knew battle tactics. That first dog was sent in to draw our fire and distract us from the ones coming through the other door. They’re not just being controlled. There’s something else happening.”

Merav turned to face the new pair of dogs, signaling three of the Shomrim to assist her while the others took care of the first set. The dogs weren’t cowed this time, and Merav closed her ears to the screams of pain she heard as one of the dogs’ jaws closed around a squad member. She shot a light dagger at the dog’s face, causing it to release her warrior, who fell to the ground lifeless. Screeching and yowling in fury, Merav rushed forward and leaped at the dog’s head, claws slashing and Magelight flashing.

✣       ✣       ✣

Fighting desperately, Goldeneyes and Leilei were forced backwards by the influx of Wild Ones. Leilei covered them both while Goldeneyes caught her breath, alternately firing at the enemy and raising a large, glowing shield. The Wild Ones’ attacks bounced off the shield, striking objects in the room around them. The smell of smoke from singed wood and cloth was thick in the air.

“There’s a door behind us!” Leilei said. Goldeneyes glanced at it, concentrated, and the door flew open.

“It’s the cellar where they held Nafshi,” she said grimly. “Go! I’ll cover you.” Leilei sent a red jet flashing at one of the Wild Ones, laughing as it scored the black cat deeply. Two of the other Wild Ones stopped to help their companion. Leilei ducked down the steps as Goldeneyes sent a jet of light toward the Wild One she was battling. It dodged out of the way and she followed Leilei through the door. She paused at the top step to concentrate again, and the door shut behind her. Panting, Goldeneyes stared at the doorknob. Her Magelight flared, and she heard a click as she pushed the lock mechanism into place.

“I hope they don’t know how to unlock a door, Auntie,” Leilei said.

“I’m sure they can, but it will take them a little while. Go down the stairs. Let’s see if we can get out through the windows. And be careful! We don’t know if this room is empty.”

Leilei obeyed, moving slowly and cautiously down the stone staircase. Goldeneyes followed, her hackles raised and her senses on full alert. She had nothing but bad memories of this room. This was where she failed to rescue Nafshi, and where Nafshi received the wound that killed her. “Not again,” she said to herself. “I will not lose Leilei like I lost my grandmother.”

They reached the bottom of the steps and surveyed the room. “The windows are boarded up tight, just like before,” Goldeneyes said. “They’ll take some effort to remove. Let’s try for that one,” she said, lifting a paw and pointing to the window opposite them. They jumped and turned at the sound of something stirring behind them.

“Leilei? Is it really you? Have you come to rescue Patches?”

“Patches!” Leilei cried. She and Goldeneyes saw a cage on the shelf that they hadn’t noticed on their way down the stairs. Patches rose unsteadily to his feet. “You look terrible,” she said.

“They gave Patches something that made him stupid,” he said groggily. “Patches cannot make spells. Patches can barely think. Patches needs to sleep.” He sat down, his head lolling to one side.

“Don’t fall asleep!” Leilei said. “Patches, we need you to help us get out of here.”

Patches yawned hugely. “Patches will try.” His eyelids drooped.

“We need to get him out of that cage,” Goldeneyes said. “It’s got the same kind of lock they used to keep Nafshi. It’s a number lock. I can’t open it.”

“We need Andy,” Leilei said. “Zahavin, let’s knock out the boards to one of the windows and see if we can get him in here.”

“Together, then,” Zahavin said, “the top board first. Now!”

The two Magelights flashed as one, and the interior board flew off as if someone had kicked it open.

“The next one. Again!”

The second board went flying. Patches cheered as it clattered to the ground. “Maybe Leilei and Zahavin can make Patches’ cage bars fly off like that,” he said happily.

“Quiet. We need to concentrate,” Goldeneyes said. “Now, the outside boards, same way.” When the window was bare the fresh night air flowed into the cellar. Both Catmages were panting heavily with the effort, but Goldeneyes closed her eyes and concentrated once more. A round green light flashed out of her Magelight and shot out the open window. “Leilei, stand guard while I rest,” she said wearily.

“Just give us a minute or two,” Leilei told Patches. “We need to regain our strength.”

“Wild Ones know you are down here?” Patches said. “They will come for you soon. They think you are trapped.”

“Then they’re pretty stupid, aren’t they?” Leilei said smugly.

“Not stupid,” Patches said. “Wild Ones have been making plans for many moons. They told Patches things that weren’t true. Wild Ones wanted you to come here tonight.”

“What do you mean by that?” Goldeneyes asked. Patches cowered down in his cage.

“Patches is sorry. Wild Ones knew Patches was spying for you. They told him what they wanted you to know. Saunders and Niflah and Roah have found the Tilyon. They are on their way now, maybe already there. Patches has failed.” He lay down on the bottom of the cage and started wailing.

“Patches! Stop that awful noise,” Goldeneyes said. “Where are they? Where have they gone? Do you know?”

Patches stopped crying and blinked, his tail twitching. “Roah said a word Patches does not know. He said the Tilyon was in Boston.”

“Boston! Andy will know where that is.”

“Did Patches help? Patches wants to help!”

“Yes,” Goldeneyes said, “you helped. Patches, we’ll think of a way to get you out of there even if we have to have Andy take the whole cage out of this house with him.” She lay down, sides heaving, and closed her eyes to wait.

Andy’s head appeared at the window. “Goldeneyes?” he sent.

“Down here. Get inside, we need your help. Quickly!”

Andy eased himself through the window and dropped to the floor. Goldeneyes told him what Patches had said.

“Boston?” Andy said. “They’re in Boston? Where in Boston? How are we going to get there to stop them? I can’t drive, and I can’t ask my mom to take us!”

“I don’t know yet, but Andrew, can you open the cage? We have to get Patches out of here or they’ll kill him.”

Andy studied the cage. “It’s a combination lock,” he said. “It would take hours of trying different combinations to open it. The bars are too thick to bend easily. If I had some tools I could break enough of them to get him out. But there aren’t any tools down here. There weren’t any before the fire, anyway. Do we have time to search?”

“What does ‘combination’ mean?” Patches asked.

“It’s numbers, like 1-2-3,” Andy replied.

“Patches knows it,” he said happily. He gave a little leap and fell over. “Whoops. Patches still all stupid. But Patches knows combination!”

“How?” Andy asked suspiciously. “Nafshi told me Catmages aren’t any good with numbers.”

“Alef and Bett came into cellar every day to be mean to Patches.” Patches started mewing.

“Patches, concentrate,” Leilei said. “We have to get you out of there!”

“Andy will get me out?” Patches asked.

“If you know the combination.” Andy was still suspicious.

“Sometimes Bett would sing a song. Patches did not know what it meant.”

“The combination, Patches, the combination! We can’t stay here all night. We have to stop Saunders from getting the Tilyon!”

“Forty-seven-one, let’s have some fun,” Patches said in a sing-song tone. “Forty-seven-one, let’s have some fun!”

Andy tried the three numbers. The lock stayed shut. He raised his eyebrows at Leilei.

“Patches, are you sure those are the right numbers?” Leilei asked.

“Positive! Patches heard Bett sing that song many times. Forty-seven-one, let’s have some fun!”

The door at the top of the stairs rattled, startling them all. “They’re coming!” Andy said. “We have to leave him here.”

“Andy, you can’t! They’ve hurt him so much already, and only because he tried to help us,” Leilei said. “Andy please! They’ll kill him. And he saved my life. We owe him!”

“She’s right, Andy,” Goldeneyes said. “We can’t leave him here.”

“All right,” he said. “Just a minute.” He pulled a chair over to the cage, stood on it, and gripped the sides. He slid the cage slowly off the shelf.

“Careful!” Patches said.

“Shut up,” Andy muttered. He pulled the cage half off the shelf, steadied it with one hand, then reached up with the other hand and eased the cage off the shelf, then lowered it gently to the ground. Andy stepped back and studied the window he had come through.

“That cage is too big to fit through the window. Tell me the combination again,” Andy said.

“Forty-seven-one, let’s have some fun,” Patches sang.

“Forty-seven-one,” Andy said out loud. “Forty, seven, one.” The door above rattled again.

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Goldeneyes said. “We don’t have much time!”

“I’ve got it!” Andy said. “Maybe Bett didn’t know what she was saying.” He reached for the lock, turned the dial, and it clicked open. “Fourteen, not forty!” Andy said. He pulled open the door and Patches stumbled out and fell to the floor.

“You may want to let me carry you,” Andy told him.

“Patches would not mind some help,” he said. Andy lifted Patches and draped him around his shoulders.

“Hang on. I’m going to need my hands to get out of here,” he said.

Leilei laughed happily. Patches would be free of the Wild Ones at last.

The door at the top of the stairs flew open, and two dogs bolted down the stairs. One leaped toward Leilei with its jaws open. She turned her head and froze in terror. Andy remembered Nafshi, wounded and dying in this very cellar. He remembered Leilei, bloody and near death, on the night she tried to spy on Saunders. For all Andy knew, the dog racing down the steps was the one that had crushed her in its jaws.

“No!” he shouted, his Magelight blazing. “Not this time!” He flung out his arm and an arc of light knocked the dog away from Leilei and into its companion. Goldeneyes fired jets of light at the Wild Ones on the stairs, causing them to duck and run. Leilei recovered her wits and joined the battle. Together, they sent the dogs yelping back up the stairs. Andy waved his arm and the door slammed shut again.

“I didn’t know I could do that!” he said, grinning.

“Good work, Andrew! Now get going while I keep this door shut until you’re all out. Move!” Andy hurried to the window and put Patches out first, then leaped up and pulled himself through. He turned and called, “Come on!”

“Leilei,” Goldeneyes said, watching the stairs. Leilei leaped to a box and out the window. She and Andy watched anxiously. They could hear whining and scratching at the door. The dogs were returning, and they were bringing Wild Ones with them. The door burst open.

“Come on, Goldeneyes!” Andy said. Goldeneyes fired a light dagger at the nearest Wild One, who leaped aside to avoid it. She turned and jumped onto the box and out the window. Leilei fired at the other Wild Ones until Goldeneyes was safe. Before they could recover, Andy picked up Patches and ran for the front gate, followed closely by Goldeneyes and Leilei. They hurried through the gate and Andy pulled it shut behind them. They ran down the street to the corner where Becca waited.

“Now what?” Andy asked.

“Now we go,” said Goldeneyes. “Razor and his warriors are going to have to take care of things on their own. We have to stop Saunders from getting the Tilyon. And we need help.” Her Magelight flashed and a round ball of light arced toward the house they had just left. “I called Letsan.”

“Is someone going to tell me what’s going on?” Becca asked.

“I will,” Leilei said. She and Patches sat on the ground close to one another as she told Becca what had happened.

Letsan came pelting down the street. “What’s going on?” he asked. “Why are you all here, and not at the house? It’s rough over there. They need me!”

“We need you more, Letsan,” Goldeneyes said. She quickly told him about Saunders and the Tilyon.

“We have to find them!” Letsan said. “But how?”

“Saunders went to Boston, but where? It’s a big city. Where can he be?” Andy said.

“Andrew, think,” Goldeneyes said. “Where would humans hide something like the Tilyon?”

Becca’s brow furrowed as she concentrated. “It’s an amulet, it’s thousands of years old—let me think. If he found it in a private collection, we’d never be able to catch him. But if it was in a private collection—”

“He would never be able to find it. So it’s somewhere in public!” Andy said. “That’s it, Becca! It’s in a museum. Remember, he was looking for the Tilyon on our museum field trip.”

“Yes, the one where we found out he and Mr. Straight are cousins.”

“Becca, you did it again! All we have to do is find Mr. Straight and get him to tell us which museum Saunders went to!”

“Well, then we have to figure out a way to get to Boston.”

“First things first. Let’s find Mr. Straight.”

“I have his phone number in my directory.”

“You do?”

“Yes, I have all my teachers’ numbers in my phone.”

Andy shook his head. “For once, I’m really glad you’re a little obsessive about school.” He waited anxiously while Becca dialed the number.

“Hello, Mr. Straight? It’s Becca Jefferson. I have a question about the homework,” she said.

Homework? Andy mouthed at her. She held up her hand.

“I’m not bothering you, am I? I wouldn’t want to take you away from the baseball game or anything,” she said. There was a pause, then she added, “Oh, you’re not home? Oh, right, grading papers at the office. Have you got to mine yet? Oh, the homework question? Wait, can you hold on a second?” She paused again. “Mr. Straight, I’m sorry, that was my mom. I have to go. I guess I’ll havet to talk to you about it in class tomorrow. Thanks. ’Bye.”

“Have I ever told you that you’re brilliant?” Andy said.

Becca smiled at him. “Now,” she said, “we go to the school.”
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Race for the Gold

“Mike’s at school, rehearsing with Teresa. Maybe we can talk his dad into taking us,” Andy said.

“There must be another way,” Goldeneyes said. “We have to keep our existence as secret as possible. Too many people in this town already know about us.”

“I can’t think of anything else,” Andy said. “Goldeneyes, if we don’t get someone to drive us, Saunders is going to get the Tilyon!”

“There is that,” Letsan said. “Zahavin, we can’t stand on ceremony here. We can’t let Saunders get that kind of power. He’s already got the Council’s Magelights. Can you imagine what he might do with the Tilyon?”

Goldeneyes hesitated.

“Zahavin, you can argue with me later. Right now, we don’t have the time. Andy, Becca, let’s move!”

“C’mon, I’ll take Patches,” Andy said. “He can ride in my basket. Leilei, you’re small. Sit next to him. Goldeneyes, go with Becca. Letsan, let’s go!”

Letsan leaped onto Andy’s shoulders, gripping his jacket tightly. Goldeneyes did the same to Becca as they rode quickly down the street. She glanced back at Andy and the large Maine Coon on his shoulder. “Boy, am I glad you got Letsan,” she said.

Andy and Becca pedaled furiously through the streets, screeching around corners, running red lights when there were no cars at the intersection. They reached the school and skidded to a halt near a back door. The Catmages dropped to the ground. Andy took Patches out of the basket and set him down next to Leilei. “You wait here,” he told them. “Becca and I will go see Mr. Straight.” They hurried through the door and down the hall, heading for Jack Straight’s office. His light was on and the door was open. Andy peered inside and saw him sitting at his desk.

“Mr. Straight!” he said.

“Andy? Becca? What are you two doing here?”

“We have to get to Boston,” Andy said.

“B-Boston?” Mr. Straight said. He looked sharply at Andy and Becca. “What do you mean, you have to go to Boston?” He tried to seem casual, but Andy could tell something was wrong.

“We have to stop Principal Saunders from getting the amulet. And we need to know where in Boston we have to go.”

“Am—amulet? I don’t understand.”

“Yeah, you do,” Andy said. “We heard you talking to Principal Saunders at the Brooklyn Museum,” she said. “We know he’s your cousin. You’re helping him, aren’t you?”

“I’m not—that is—you don’t understand.” He fumbled with the papers on his desk, knocking some of them down. “My relationship with Principal Saunders is none of your business,” he said, bending down to retrieve the papers. “You should leave. I have papers to grade.” He picked up a pen and pretended to start reading.

“Mr. Straight,” Andy said, “you’re my favorite teacher. I know you’re a good guy. Help us! You know where he is. You have to tell us. Please!”

Jack put down the pen and papers. He still wouldn’t meet Andy’s eyes. “You don’t understand. You don’t know what you’re asking. If Stan finds out—”

“He won’t. We won’t say a word. Please tell us. Please!”

“Please, Mr. Straight,” Becca added.

He raised his head from the paper and looked at the two of them as they stood in the doorway, their faces filled with hope. Jack thought about the insults and abuse he’d taken from Stan on a regular basis since childhood. He thought about how much he hated the way Stan, and even the cats, treated him. And he knew in his heart that Andy and Becca were right. But he was still afraid. “I can’t tell you,” he said softly. “You don’t understand. I just—I can’t.”

Andy felt like he’d just hit a brick wall. Mr. Straight was their last hope, and there he sat, refusing to help. Andy’s eyes welled up and he turned away. “C’mon, Becca, let’s get out of here. We’ll figure it ourselves. Mike’s dad will drive us. I hope.” They moved toward the door. Andy paused for one last look. “I looked up to you. I wanted to be like you once. Not anymore.”

Mr. Straight couldn’t meet Andy’s gaze.

As they stepped through the door, he called after them, “It’s the Boston Museum of Natural History. The Egyptology Wing. There’s an exhibit from the Cairo Museum with something you might be interested in.”

Andy turned back and smiled. “Thanks, Mr. Straight!” he said.

“And Andy—”

“Yeah?”

“You didn’t hear it from me.” Jack dropped his gaze and picked up the paper on the top of the pile.

Andy and Becca sped off down the hall. They passed Mr. Velez pushing his mop and bucket, then turned down the corridor to the rehearsal room. They burst through the door, startling Mike and Teresa, who were sitting in a couple of chairs, scripts in their hands.

“Geez, Andy, you scared us to death!” Mike said, rising. “What’s the big hurry?”

“Saunders is on his way to the Boston Museum. The thing at his house was a diversion. Is your dad around? We have to get to Boston right away!”

“What?” Teresa asked.

Mike held out his hand to her. “Later. No, my dad’s not here. He’s not due for—” he looked up at the clock—“another hour.”

“But we need him now!” Andy said. “Mike, Saunders is going to get the Tilyon. He found it! We can’t let him have it!”

“Tilyon?” Teresa asked. “Saunders? What does the principal have to do with anything?”

“Teresa, I’m sorry, we don’t have time to explain,” Becca said, “but this is really important. Andy and I need to get to the Boston Museum of Natural History, and we need to get there now.”

“I don’t see how you’re going to do that,” Teresa said. “None of you can drive.”

“I can drive,” said Mr. Velez from the doorway. “I’ll take you.” Andy whirled to face him.

“You’ll take us?”

“Sure. You need a ride. I got an SUV.”

Mr. Velez took off his glasses and wiped them with a handkerchief. He settled them back on his face. “I been watching you all year, since that day Taylor and his friends jumped you in the locker room.”

“What? You’ve been watching me? Why?” Andy said, his voice cracking.

“You—called me,” Mr. Velez said. “It was the weirdest thing. I heard your voice in my head. I didn’t understand it at the time. I’m not sure I do now. I thought I heard a kid saying he needed someone to help him. I turned the corner, and there you were, surrounded by bullies. So I started watching you.”

Andy’s mouth dropped open. “You heard me?”

“Yeah. And then I started seeing cats in the school at night, after you kids had gone home. Usually with the principal. And sometimes that new history teacher. Mostly a black-and-white cat and a striped cat. The principal, he talked to them like they could understand what he was saying. And like they were talking back to him. So I started keeping an eye out.” He laughed. “Nobody notices janitors. We clean the floors, we empty the garbage cans, we do all the dirty work—but none of you think we have brains. I hear lots of stuff that people don’t think I hear. I heard Saunders talking to people, too. He talked a lot to the new history teacher and that kid Taylor. I heard enough to know that those aren’t ordinary cats. I seen those stones on their collars glow.”

“Then I saw you make that light on Halloween. So I watched you a little more.”

“That was an accident,” Andy said. “I didn’t even know I could do that!”

“Well, I been keeping an eye on you and your friends. I had to. You been hanging around my granddaughter all year. She says you’re a good kid, and I agree.”

“Granddaughter?”

“Abuelo,” Teresa said, “You were supposed to keep that secret. We don’t want you to get fired! You told me yourself you can’t trust Principal Saunders.”

“These are your friends. They been good to you all year. We can trust them. And if they want to do something that principal doesn’t want them to do, count me in. That man is no good. I knew there was something wrong with him the first time I laid eyes on him.” He looked straight at Andy. “And I know there’s something funny about those cats. You can tell me about it on the way to Boston. Do you want a ride or not?”

“Yes! Mr. Velez, there’s lots more I can tell you, but we have to go now!” Andy said.

The janitor pushed the mop and bucket against the wall. “Then let’s go,” he said. Andy and the others followed him out of the room.

“Not you, Teresa,” he said. “You stay here.”

“ ’Buelo!”

“No! I don’t want you anywhere near that man. Saunders is no good. I been telling you that all year!”

“Can we argue about this in the car?” Andy said. “We have to go!”

“You can’t leave me here all alone,” Teresa pointed out.

“I guess I can’t. Come on, then.”

“Mr. Velez,” Andy said, “uh, we have some of those cats, too. But they’re on our side.” He started to explain as they hurried through the halls.

✣       ✣       ✣

Goldeneyes couldn’t sit still. “What’s going on in there, Letsan? Why haven’t we heard from Andrew?”

“It’s only been a few minutes. Calm down.”

“Zahavin should be more like me,” Patches said, standing up and taking a few staggering steps. “Patches is not nervous at all.” His hind legs wobbled. Leilei tried to smother a laugh and failed. “But Patches’ stomach doesn’t feel right.” He sat down heavily.

“Well, when I don’t feel well, I eat grass,” Leilei said.

“That’s a great idea, Leilei,” Goldeneyes said, wanting to be rid of Patches. “Why don’t you take him to that field over there?”

“C’mon, Patches, I’ll help you,” she said. “Follow me.” She walked slowly across the parking lot as Patches wobbled after her.

“I know Leilei likes him, but Patches drives me crazy,” she said to Letsan.

“Nafshi loved him,” he reminded her. “She sacrificed a lot for him.”

Goldeneyes sat down, unable to meet Letsan’s gaze. “You shame me, Letsan.”

He went to her and licked the base of her ear. “No. I remind you of what you need to hear when you forget yourself. Nafshi would have done it had she been here.”

“I still miss her,” Goldeneyes said softly.

“I know you do.” He sat next to her, their shoulders touching, waiting for Andy to come back.

✣       ✣       ✣

“Isn’t your father coming to pick you up?” Teresa asked Mike as they sped through the parking lot.

“Oh, yeah! Hey Mr. Velez, can I tell my dad you’re going to take me home?”

“Yeah.”

“I’d better tell him you’re Teresa’s grandfather. Otherwise he’d never let me go home with you.” Mike texted his father. “I didn’t say when I’ll be home. Oh, well, I’ll worry about that later. First let’s see if he says yes.” He waited anxiously for a response. His message tone beeped on the phone and Mike read it anxiously. “He says yes. Let’s go!”

Andy called across the parking lot to Goldeneyes. She and Letsan hurried over. Leilei and Patches approached more slowly. Patches was walking better, but he still seemed a bit woozy.

“We have a ride, and we know where Saunders went.”

“Who is this man?” Goldeneyes asked.

“Mr. Velez. He’s going to drive us. Goldeneyes, we don’t have time to explain. I’ll tell you on the way. Are you coming or not?”

The door locks clicked as Mr. Velez unlocked them. “Get in,” he said, pulling open the driver side door.

“We’ll all have to go. We can’t leave Patches here alone in this state.”

“Patches is much better,” he said. “Patches ate grass. Patches threw up!”

“Charming,” Goldeneyes muttered.

“Gross! Too much information,” Andy said.

“Patches is fine. Watch!” Patches told him. He hopped his four-legged hop, knocked into Andy’s legs and fell down. “Whoops. Maybe not quite fine,” he said. Sighing, Andy picked him up and handed him to Mike.

“Take care of this goofball, please,” he said.

Mike smiled. “From one goofball to another! Hey, you’re not going to throw up again, are you?”

“Patches does not think so. But he will warn you if he does.”

“Awesome,” Mike said, shaking his head. He climbed into the SUV and sat down with Patches in his lap. Leilei leaped in and settled herself at his feet.

Andy took the front seat. Letsan joined the others in the back. Goldeneyes perched on Andy’s lap, occasionally putting her front paws on the dashboard and looking out. While they drove, Andy had a private conversation with Letsan, Leilei, and Goldeneyes about how Mr. Velez had found out about them on his own and had been watching them all year.

“Well, there’s nothing we can do,” Goldeneyes said. “This is why we stay in our compounds. Too many humans know about Catmages in this town. Andrew, do you truly think we can trust them?”

Andy glanced over at Mr. Velez. “Yeah. Yeah, I do. He’s been really nice to me all year long. He’s helped me out of a couple of jams. Anyway, he would never have found out about us if it wasn’t for Saunders.”

Mike was telling Teresa and her grandfather more about Catmages, Principal Saunders, and the Tilyon. “I would never have believed you if Buelo hadn’t backed you up and I hadn’t heard them myself,” Teresa said. “Magical cats. Wow.”

“And that’s not all,” Mike said. “Andy thinks that Saunders had something to do with your mother’s accident,” Mike said.

“I never liked that man,” Mr. Velez growled. “You got any proof?”

“No. It’s just—things seem to happen to people who get in his way.”

Mr. Velez grunted. “That ain’t proof. Talk to me when you have something solid. Meantime, explain to me what you’re going to do when we get to this museum.”

“We’re going to try to stop Saunders from getting the Tilyon,” Andy told him. “He’s going to steal it.”

“That ain’t a plan. That’s a statement. How about you tell me your plan?”

Andy flushed, embarrassed. “Well, we only just figured out where he was going, and why he wasn’t at home. We haven’t had a chance to make a plan. We fell for his diversion. I feel so stupid.”

“Then we’re all stupid, Andy, because he fooled every one of us,” Letsan said. “But this man is right. We need a plan. We can’t just go barging in and hope to stop Saunders. We don’t even know how many Wild ones he has with him.”

“We know he’s got Niflah and Roah,” Goldeneyes said. “That’s the reason we didn’t see them at the house.”

“Roah would not travel alone,” Patches said. “He would bring strong fighters with him. More than one. Patches does not like any of them.”

“Then make yourself useful,” Letsan said. “Do you have any idea who Roah would bring, or how many?”

“Roah, Niflah, yes. They would go with Saunders. But they would not go without extra help to guard them.”

“Kfir, Alef, and Bett were leading the Wild Ones at the house. Who else did Roah trust?”

“Wait, wait, Patches knows this! Gur and Namer. Roah trusts them most.”

“I don’t know them,” Letsan said.

“Many, many Catmages have come to join the Wild Ones, work with Roah and Niflah.”

“Yes, we know,” Goldeneyes said drily. “We met most of them tonight.”

“Wait, Patches will show you Gur and Namer.” His Magelight glowed as he sent the three Catmages images of the two strangers.

“So there are at least four of them, possibly more,” Letsan said.

“Count on more,” Goldeneyes said.

“Then we’ll be alert and careful. Thank you, Patches.” Letsan glanced at the younger cat with an almost friendly expression. “Perhaps you could use the rest of the drive to sleep. We’ll need everyone to be sharp and ready.”

Patches fluffed his fur and hissed, startling everyone. “Patches will be ready!” he said. Then he hiccupped.

Mike laughed. “Boy, I really like you, Patches,” he said. “You are a total goof.” He stroked Patches behind the ears, and Patches began to purr. He closed his eyes and was soon fast asleep.

Letsan spoke to the others. “Now, how are we going to find the Tilyon?”

“I don’t know,” Andy said. “All I know is it’s somewhere in the museum. Mr. Straight said it was in the Egyptology wing.”

“We could check the museum’s website for a map and any information about it,” Becca said. “Have you got Internet on your phone?” she asked Teresa. “My parents only let me text.”

“Yes,” Teresa said. She took her phone from her purse and started searching for the information. A few minutes later, they had a working knowledge of the inside of the museum and knew where to look for the Tilyon. Andy and Becca helped the Catmages learn the layout of the corridors. Once they had that down, the rest of the ride went in relative silence. Andy and the Catmages used mind-speech to iron out the details of what to do once they reached the museum.

“How are we going to find the Wild Ones?” Andy asked. “Can’t you search for their auras the way you did when you found Nafshi?”

“We could, but it would waste too much energy,” Letsan said. “We can use our ears and noses. They’re better than yours, you know.”

Andy grinned. “Yeah, I know. I’ll be as quiet as I can. But I’m not a cat. I can’t walk as softly as you.”

“Well, there’s nothing we can do about that,” Goldeneyes said. “Just do your best. And be ready to use Nafshi’s Magelight. You’re doing a great job with it so far.”

Andy grinned again at the rare praise. “Write this down in your diary,” he sent to Becca privately. “Goldeneyes actually complimented me in public!” Becca gave him a thumbs-up. Andy turned back to watch the road. They were getting close to Boston. It wouldn’t be much longer now. His heart started thumping faster. Saunders wasn’t going to win. Not this time!


✣ N I N E T E E N ✣

Museum Run

Stan Saunders was happier driving down the highway that night than he had ever been in his life. All of his plans were coming to fruition, and he was about to realize his greatest goal. No more toiling in obscurity as a manager of stupid children. No, as soon as he had the hang of the pendant, he would begin building his new life, one in which he got to make the rules—not follow them. One in which the name of Stanley Saunders would rise above the idiotic crowds, and people would be compelled to appreciate his talents, his genius, his . . . he could barely think of the words. He had been held back all his life, first by his wretched father, and then by his coworkers and the slack-jawed morons of the school boards. They never listened to him. But now—now, people would listen. Power, Saunders knew, had a way of forcing attention from others. His lips thinned in a smile and he put his foot down harder on the accelerator. The sooner there, the sooner he could begin.

Saunders cursed out loud. Lights flashed in his rearview mirror. He glanced down at the speedometer. Ten miles over the speed limit. Damn it! He pulled his car onto the shoulder, rolled down the front window, and waited for the officer.

“Do you want us to take care of him?” Roah asked.

“No, you fool, you have no idea how much more trouble I’ll be in if anything happens to that man,” Saunders sent. “Leave this to me. Just act like cats for once and keep quiet!”

Roah subsided and lay down on the back seat.

The state trooper walked up to the passenger side window. “License, registration, and insurance card, please,” he said. Saunders handed him the documents without speaking. The officer went back to his car and returned some minutes later.

“Your documents are in order. Do you know why I pulled you over?”

“I assume I was speeding. I’m sorry. I was in such a rush to get to my sister’s house, I wasn’t keeping an eye on how fast I was going.”

“Why the rush?”

“It’s her birthday.”

The officer shone his flashlight around the inside of the car. Roah yawned as the light fell upon his face. “You bring your cats with you to your sister’s birthday party?” the policeman asked.

Saunders shrugged. “I’m spending the night, and I really don’t trust anyone else to look after my kitties. I’m just so attached to them.” Saunders could hear Roah laughing at the outrageous lies. He looked at the trooper with what he hoped was an innocent expression.

The trooper grunted as he put away his flashlight. “How come they aren’t in carriers?”

“Oh, they’ve been riding in the car since they were kittens. They simply adore it. Why, Roah here, he positively begs to come with me every time I get in the car. It’s almost like he’s a dog,” Saunders said, smirking at Roah’s indignant response.

“Huh. My cat can’t stand riding in a car. She’d be all over me if I left her out of the carrier.”

Saunders said no more, hoping the trooper would stop engaging him in conversation. The officer pulled out his ticket book and wrote the ticket. He tore off a copy and handed it to Saunders.

“Make sure you slow down the rest of the way. A party isn’t important enough to risk your life.”

“Yes, Officer,” Saunders said, trying to sound meek. Roah laughed at him again. The trooper went back to his car. Saunders pulled back onto the highway, furious.

“You’re a terrible liar, Saunders,” Roah said.

“Be quiet. We just lost precious time. You’re sure the others will keep Hakham and his bunch occupied at the house?”

“We’re certain of it. Patches told them only what we wanted them to know. They’re at the house, springing the trap we set. I only wish I could be there to see them flee in humiliation.”

“Well, I need you here with me to get the pendant. Now be quiet and let me concentrate on driving. I can’t afford to be pulled over a second time.”

Saunders put his foot on the gas, this time making sure he kept a close eye on the speedometer. They were only a few minutes from the museum. Soon, the Tilyon would be his.

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders pulled the car into the back of the museum parking lot and turned off the headlights. As he stopped the engine, he glanced over at Niflah and the others.

“We’re clear on what to do?” he asked.

“We know our parts,” Niflah said. “We will be ready. Are you certain the guard will do what we need?”

Saunders smiled. “Look over there,” he said. “The door is ajar, as promised.” He opened the car door and got out, holding the door until all of the Catmages had exited. “Let’s go,” he said. He reached into his pocket and wrapped his hand around the fake amulet. A surge of excitement went through him as he realized he was about to take possession of a powerful tool. No more playing around with lesser lights, he thought. And once I have the Tilyon under my control, well—we shall see. It is past time to show these cats what real power is. He slipped through the door quickly, waiting impatiently as the cats went through, then shut the door behind them. Once inside, he pressed a button on his phone, waited for Henry to answer, and said, “I’m here.”

Saunders hurried down the hall. The cats padded quietly beside him. Halfway to the exhibit, they came to a crossing of two corridors. Zinzana and Yashnuni dropped out of line and sat alert and waiting in the shadows. Saunders wished that he could have brought one or two of his dogs. But they were needed at the house. He quickened his pace. The Wild Ones ran to keep up.

✣       ✣       ✣

Mr. Velez pulled into the parking lot of the Boston Museum of Natural History and slowly circled the building, looking for Saunders’ car. “There it is,” he said as they neared the back entrance. He turned off the headlights and pulled into a space around the corner from it. “No need to let him know we’re here,” he said. As soon as the car came to a stop, Andy unbuckled his seatbelt and opened the door. Goldeneyes leaped to the ground, Andy a step behind. The rest of his friends piled out of the SUV. Mr. Velez surveyed the building. “There,” he said, pointing to a window near the principal’s car. “There’s a light on in that window, near the door. Let’s go see what we can find.” Andy, Goldeneyes, and Letsan hurried away. Mr. Velez held out his hand to stop his granddaughter. Mike and Becca came to a halt as well. “Teresa, I would really appreciate it if you stay in the car,” he said.

“Not a chance, Buelo.”

Sighing, Mr. Velez followed the others, holding tightly to his granddaughter’s hand. They hurried to join Andy.

“The door’s unlocked,” Andy said softly as the others reached him.

“Then let’s go inside,” Mike said.

“Not so fast, Mike. We have someone here who’s way better at being sneaky. Letsan, can you hear anything?”

The Catmage twitched his ears. “No. But I can’t hear through walls. Open the door slowly and stand to the side. Zahavin and I will take care of anyone—or any Wild One—we find inside. Leilei, be ready. Patches?”

“Patches is much better now. Patches wants to help.”

“Then be quiet and protect the humans if anything attacks them.”

“Aye-aye, Captain!” Patches said.

“Let me guess,” Mike whispered. “You watched a lot of TV growing up, too.”

“That’s how Patches learned to speak,” he said.

“Patches! Be quiet and pay attention,” Goldeneyes said angrily. “Michael, if you can’t control yourself, you will go back to the car.”

“Sorry,” he said.

Andy groaned silently. “You were right. We should have left them home,” he sent to Goldeneyes.

“Too late now. But we’ll leave them to guard the door. They can’t get hurt or spoil the mission that way.”

“Good thinking.” He turned to the others. “I’m going to ease the door open. Be ready.” He held his breath and pushed the unlocked door open a few inches. Letsan listened intently.

“No sounds. Let’s go.” He jumped inside the building, followed by the other Catmages. Andy was right behind them. When everyone was inside, he told the others quietly that he needed them to stay by the door. “We can’t risk being trapped inside. There’s probably a guard somewhere in here. And we don’t know how many Wild Ones Saunders brought with him.”

“At least take my grandfather with you,” Teresa said.

“No, it’s better if he stays here. You’ll need an adult around if the guard finds you.”

“What about you?” Becca asked. “What if he finds you?”

Andy smiled. “I have Catmages. And my Magelight,” he said, holding up his wrist. Nafshi’s Magelight glowed brightly as he clenched his fist. “Becca, it’s going to be okay. I’ve been practicing for this for months. It’s not going to be anything like last year.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m not worried. You got hurt the last time you faced Saunders.”

“Only because they surprised me. Tonight, we’re going to surprise them. They think we’re all back at the house.”

“Andy, we have to go,” Goldeneyes said impatiently.

“Right. See you soon, Becca.” Before he could turn to go, Becca had grabbed him and pulled him into a tight hug.

“Watch your back,” she said, letting him go.

Andy could feel the heat rising in his face as he followed Goldeneyes and the others. But he couldn’t afford to think about that now. They needed to find Saunders before he could get the Tilyon. He quickened his steps as Goldeneyes and the others trotted down the hall.

✣       ✣       ✣

“You three get back into the car,” Mr. Velez said after the sound of Andy’s footsteps had died down.

“No way!” Mike said. “We’re going to help make sure Andy and the others get out okay.” Becca nodded, and Teresa looked defiant. Mr. Velez sighed.

“Okay. Then let’s figure out what to do if someone comes.” He moved down the hallway, trying doors one after the other until he found one that was unlocked. He turned back to the others, smiling. “It’s a storage room. Come on, you three. Get inside.” They did as he asked. Mr. Velez closed the door all but a crack. He settled himself next to the door so he could see down the hall.

“Now we wait,” he said.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy was silent as he followed the Catmages through the museum. There were Wild Ones nearby, and he wasn’t about to tip them off that he was there. Goldeneyes slowed as they approached a four-way intersection.

“Which way?” she asked.

“Left,” Andy sent. “Oh, I mean, that way,” he said, pointing.

“I’ll go first,” Letsan said. “Zahavin, you and Leilei come behind me. Patches, stay with Andy. And be quiet,” he said.

Letsan moved slowly, ears twitching, as he listened intently for any sounds. Patches started muttering to himself.

“This is stupid. Patches can find Wild Ones, easy.”

“Quiet, Patches,” Leilei sent.

“Doesn’t Leilei trust Patches? Patches can help!”

“We can’t afford to waste energy on aura spells,” Goldeneyes said irritably. “Be quiet and do as you’re told.”

“Patches does not need spells. Just let him listen.”

“What are you talking about?” Goldeneyes said.

“Quiet! Patches is concentrating!” He closed his eyes and started purring softly. Before Goldeneyes could speak again, he opened his eyes and leaped his four-legged hop.

“HA!” Patches sent to the others. “Two Wild Ones. They are hiding some way ahead. Not at this crossing. They thought they would sneak up on us. But Patches sees their Magelights. Patches always sees! Patches knew where Nafshi hid hers, but he never told, no never! I know where you’re hiding yours, too,” he said to Letsan. “I know where you’re hiding it, I know where you’re hiding it,” he sang. “Not on collar, no. Light on collar is glass. Magelight is somewhere else. Patches will not say!”

Goldeneyes stared at Letsan in disbelief. “You’re Avdei Ha-Or, like Nafshi?” she said privately. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“We’re not allowed to speak of it to those outside our circle,” Letsan told her. “Zahavin, Hakham has been training you to join us when you’re ready. Someday you’ll have your Magelight buried beneath your skin, and you’ll be even more powerful. But this is not the proper time to talk about it.” He turned toward Patches.

“Just a minute,” Letsan said. He stared hard at Patches. “You’re sure of this?”

“Yes! Patches always knows where Catmages are. Wild Ones, too. Their Magelights talk to me,” he said.

“He’s insane,” Letsan said privately to Goldeneyes.

“Then how did he know the light in your collar is glass?” she asked. “I never knew it!”

“I don’t trust him.”

“Yes, so you’ve said, several times.” She paused to think, tail twitching. She studied Patches, who was now sitting next to Leilei. “Letsan, you’re wrong about Patches. I say we listen to him. Of course Saunders would have left guards.” She turned to the others and said to them all, “Patches, how many?”

“Two Wild Ones near. Patches knows them. Zinzana and Yashnuni. They are both strong fighters.”

“So are we,” Letsan said grimly. “The next crossing, you say?”

Patches closed his eyes in concentration. “One on either side. They are sneaky. But Patches is sneakier! Patches found them first.” He fluffed his fur and arched his back, preparing to jump, when Andy reached down and grabbed him.

“Not this time,” Andy said, picking him up. “You need to be quiet.”

“Sorry! You make Patches happy!” He rubbed his face against Andy’s shoulder.

“You didn’t use your Magelight,” Leilei said. “You did all that without a Magelight.”

“Patches always knows where Catmages are. Wild Ones, too. He can see them when he concentrates.” He closed his eyes, staying still in Andy’s arms. “There are more farther down. Four of them. Two are Niflah and Roah. Patches knows their auras like he knows his own.” He shivered. “Roah cannot find me,” he whispered. “He will be angry. He will say Patches betrayed Wild Ones.” He struggled in Andy’s grasp. “Must not let him get me!”

“Cut it out,” Andy hissed. “You’ll give us away.”

Leilei went over to Andy and stood on her hind legs, leaning on Andy so she could reach Patches. “Nistar,” she said, using the name that Nafshi gave him, “we need you. You are stronger than Roah. He can’t hurt you.” Patches gazed at Leilei and stopped struggling.

“No one has called me Nistar since Nafshi died,” he said. “Patches will try hard to deserve that name, Nafshi,” he said. “I mean, Leilei. You sounded like Nafshi just then. Andy can let Patches go now. He will not run away.”

Letsan watched the young half-breed drop to the ground and slink down, lying flat on the floor. He was obviously terrified. Letsan thought about what Roah and the others must have put him through. They were not kind to normal Catmages. They must have been horrible to one as strange as Patches. Razor had told him stories of Roah’s cruelty before he had been expelled. Letsan finally began to understand how hard the young half-breed’s life must have been. He’d misjudged the young Catmage. He went over to Patches and nuzzled his ear. “We won’t let them hurt you,” he said. “And you don’t need to be afraid. You’re with us, now. We are pretty good fighters ourselves.”

Leilei leaned down to rub her face against Patches. “You’re a lot stronger than you realize. Besides,” she said smugly, “we have two Catmages of Nafshi’s line here, plus Nafshi’s Magelight.”

Patches raised his head. “Yes! And Nafshi trained Patches!” he said proudly. “She gave Patches Catmage name. Nistar!” He got to his feet. “Nistar will help you. Nistar will show Wild Ones that they should not have been mean to him.”

“Letsan and I will take care of Roah,” Goldeneyes said. “Don’t you worry about him. I owe him for Nafshi.”

“That is good,” Patches said. “Thank you. You are good to Patches. Patches has friends!” he said, his mental voice rising on the last word as he leaped his four-legged hop.

“That’s enough, Patches,” Letsan said. “It’s time to go. Now, everyone, pay attention. Here’s what we’re going to do.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Letsan checked behind him to make sure the others were in place, then he strode forward confidently toward the crossing where the Wild Ones awaited him. He deliberately let his claws scrabble on the floor as if he had lost his footing. His ears twitched as he registered the Wild Ones’ movements. Letsan slowed until he was a few feet from the corner, then ran forward, dashing through the crossing and leaping high. As he expected, the two Wild Ones aimed their attacks at where he would have been had he been walking. Letsan turned in midair and fired off a jet at the nearest Wild One. Goldeneyes and Leilei rushed in behind, each splitting off toward a different Wild One. Andy and Patches took up the rear. Patches kept watch behind them as Andy lent a hand to the others, throwing up a shield to protect the Catmages as needed. The battle was over quickly. Zinzana and Yashnuni, seeing they were outmatched, ran away, each bleeding from several wounds.

“I don’t think they’ll bother us for a while,” Letsan said cheerfully. “Now let’s go find Roah and Saunders.” They headed for the wing where they knew the Tilyon would be.

✣       ✣       ✣

Henry was waiting nervously beside the Tilyon case as Saunders entered the hall. “You’re late,” he said. “I almost gave up on you.” His eyebrows rose as he saw the four cats trailing after Saunders. “Are those cats again? Why did you bring cats with you?”

“That’s none of your concern. Do you have the key?” Saunders asked.

“Right here. You got the money?”

Saunders withdrew a fat envelope from his breast pocket and handed it to the guard. Henry opened the envelope and looked inside.

“Oh, it’s all there, I assure you,” Saunders said. “I am a man of my word.”

Henry glanced at Saunders. “Sure,” he said, “and I’m a man who needs what’s in this envelope, so you won’t mind my taking a minute to make sure it’s all there.” He ruffled the money with his thumb while Saunders waited impatiently. Then he nodded and reached into his coat pocket. “Here’s your key,” he said, handing Saunders a key wrapped in a torn strip of paper. “You’ll need this to turn off the alarm.” Saunders closed his hand around the key and glanced at the numbers on the paper. Henry licked his lips and swallowed nervously. “I’m getting out of here. I don’t want to know what you’re going to do. Just drop the key at my desk on your way out.” He looked at his watch. “And hurry. You don’t want to be here when the third-shift guy shows up.”

Saunders nodded. Henry hurried away, his footsteps fading into the distance. When he was gone, Saunders looked at Niflah, who was studying the case carefully, his Magelight glowing. “Well?” he asked.

“By the First,” Niflah said in a voice filled with awe, “you really have found the Tilyon. I must admit I didn’t quite believe you until now. But can you feel the power emanating from it? Roah,” he said excitedly, “can you feel it?”

“Yes, old one,” Roah said, “I felt it before, when Saunders brought me here to make sure it was the Tilyon.” As he looked at the pendant, his ears went back. His pupils grew large and his tail twitched.

“Roah?” Niflah said.

Roah shook his head quickly. “It was nothing,” he replied. “I thought I heard something outside.”

“Hakham and his allies are still at the house,” Saunders said, unconcerned, “where they have run into my newer, smarter dogs.” He smiled at Roah in a way that made Niflah think the two of them were hiding something from him.

“Better trained, you mean,” Roah said.

“Yes, of course. The training program we put the puppies through is working beautifully.” Once again, Saunders’ smile disturbed Niflah.

“Now, let us do what we came here to do. Roah, Niflah, make sure that alarm doesn’t sound when I open the case. You two,” he said, pointing at Gur and Namer, “stand in the doorway and keep an eye out for any trouble.” He stared hard at each of the Wild Ones. “We are leaving here tonight with the Tilyon,” he said grimly. He pulled a pair of thin leather gloves from his pocket and put them on.

The Wild Ones took their assigned places. Roah and Niflah moved to stand on either side of the display case. Saunders put the key into the latch and turned it. A panel popped out with a numeric keypad. Saunders took the piece of paper Henry had given him and punched in a series of numbers. A red light at the base of the keypad turned green. Saunders quickly but carefully lifted the Plexiglas and picked up the Tilyon. He placed the counterfeit carefully in the display case exactly where the Tilyon had been. Finally, he put the case back and reset the alarm, replacing the cover and locking it. As the lock turned back into place, Saunders smiled.

“We’ve done it,” he said. “Time to go!”

Heads turned as Saunders and the others heard the sounds of fighting in the hall. “They are here!” Gur sent. “Letsan, Zahavin, and some others!”

Andy, Goldeneyes, and Leilei burst through the door. Roah growled. His Magelight began to glow. Saunders smiled and put a hand up to stop Roah.

“Mr. Cohen,” he said smoothly. “What an unexpected surprise. I thought for sure you and your friends would be, ah, occupied.”

“I’m sure you did,” Andy said, “but we figured out what you were trying to do. We know why you’re here, and you’re not going to get away with it.”

“Really?” Saunders said, smiling smugly. “Get away with what? I’m simply visiting the museum. It has such interesting displays, don’t you think?” He put his hand on the case holding the Tilyon. “Like this pendant. Fascinating, isn’t it? A golden cat, thousands of years old, originating in Egypt. Now, where have I heard about that before? Something is at the edge of my memory . . . ah, well, it will come back to me,” he said, smiling smugly.

Niflah and Roah edged closer to Saunders. Andy stood in the doorway, fists clenched, flanked by Goldeneyes and Leilei, whose tails were switching.

“A child, a yearling, and a scion of Nafshi,” Roah said. “Niflah, why don’t you just rest yourself while I take care of them.”

“You had to starve and drug Nafshi in order to subdue her,” Goldeneyes said. “And Saunders had to use a gun to stop me last year. Let’s see what you can do against a scion of Nafshi who is free and at full strength.” Her Magelight flashed, and a jet of golden light arrowed toward the Wild One. Roah leaped aside but the smell of singed fur rose through the air.

“I can’t let you have all the fun, Auntie,” Leilei said, aiming a jet at Niflah. The old Catmage flung up a glowing shield that caused the light to rebound harmlessly away.

“Perhaps you should have left the kitten at home,” Niflah said. “Shall we play, little one?” He sent several bursts of light in quick succession at Leilei, who twisted and leaped to avoid them. The last one hit her in the left flank, and she cried out in pain.

“No!” Andy said, flinging his hand up. Light flared from his wrist and Niflah was flung backwards, sliding across the floor and landing hard against the wall. Back in the shadow, Roah’s Magelight glowed as he worked a spell to fling at the Catmages.

“Enough!” Saunders said, his yell echoing through the chamber. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pistol. “Do you remember this, Zahavin?” he asked.

Goldeneyes froze in fear. She remembered it very well. Saunders had nearly killed her with it last year. “Leilei, be still,” she said.

Andy’s heart hammered as he saw the weapon aimed at his friend. He had to do something! Could he stop Saunders before he could fire the gun? Goldeneyes was only a couple of steps away. Before Saunders could react, he reached over and picked up Goldeneyes. “Get behind me, Leilei!” he said. “Goldeneyes, hold still. If he tries to shoot you, he’ll hit me.”

“Andrew, no!” she said. “He’s an evil man who doesn’t hesitate to kill when he needs to. Look what happened to my grandmother,” she said bitterly. “There’s no telling what he’ll do.”

“He won’t shoot me. It doesn’t matter how much he paid the guard. He won’t protect Saunders, because if I get shot, he’ll be charged as an accessory. The police may not care much if Saunders kills a cat, but they’ll sure as heck want to know who shot a kid. Look at his face. He knows I’m right.”

Saunders’ expression was sour. “It appears you’ve won,” he said.

“Yeah,” Andy said. “Yeah, it does.” He grinned. It felt good to finally be on top for once. Saunders had been calling all the shots for nearly two years. Finally, the good guys were winning.

“Then I’ll be on my way,” he said. “Come, Roah, Niflah. Andy and his allies have stopped us from getting the Tilyon. Time to go.” He put the gun back in his pocket. Roah lashed his tail angrily.

“We will come again,” Roah said.

“Try it,” Andy said. “The exhibit is going back to Egypt in a few days. And the Catmages are on to you now. You won’t have a chance to get it again!”

“It seems you’ve thought of everything,” Niflah said. “Perhaps the boy is right. We should go.”

“Andy! Zahavin! Are you just going to let them walk away?” Leilei asked. “They killed Nafshi!”

“How are we going to stop them?” Andy said. “We’re not cops. We got what we came here for. They failed. The Tilyon is still in its case. Let them go.” He moved out of the doorway and stood to the side, still holding Goldeneyes. “C’mon, Leilei. I’m not turning my back on these jerks.”

Saunders laughed, a sound that echoed through the hall and sent shivers up Andy’s spine. Saunders smiled arrogantly, amused by the boy’s discomfort. “Come, Roah, Niflah. Let us leave our heroes to their prize.” Chuckling, he strode quickly through the doorway.

Leilei growled as Roah and Niflah followed him. “That was a mistake,” she said as she watched them disappear into the distance.

“Oh, be still, Leilei,” Goldeneyes snapped, glaring at her niece. “We had no other choice. Sometimes, we have to do things we don’t want to. That is called growing up.”

Chastened, Leilei blinked at Goldeneyes in apology. Just then Letsan and Patches hurried into the room.

“We chased bad Wild Ones away!” Patches said triumphantly. “They ran and ran!”

“What happened here?” Letsan asked. “Where’s Saunders? Where are Roah and the others?”

“Gone,” Andy said. “We got to them before they could get the Tilyon. But we have to go,” Andy said. “It’s getting late, and it’s a long ride back to Coreyton.”

“In a moment,” Goldeneyes said. “I can’t leave without seeing the Tilyon.”

Andy carried her to the case. Letsan stopped to gaze up at the Tilyon as well.

“That’s funny,” she said. “I expected it to be—well, more powerful.”

“Why is everyone looking at case?” Patches asked.

“Because it’s the Tilyon, silly,” Leilei said.

“Not the Tilyon,” he said.

“Yes it is.”

“No. That is not the Tilyon. That is nothing. Patches always knows. No aura. Not the Tilyon.”

“Do you mean to say Saunders was wrong the whole time? That we fought over nothing?” Leilei asked.

“No,” Patches said. “Saunders was not wrong. Roah bragged about the Tilyon to me. That was the Tilyon. But now it is not the Tilyon.”

“Not the Tilyon?” Goldeneyes repeated. She tilted her head. “No. By the One, no!”

They all stared at her as she closed her eyes. Her Magelight glowed. After a few moments, she opened her eyes. “We’ve been tricked! We got here too late!”

“I don’t understand,” Andy said.

“Patches,” she said, “concentrate. Can you sense another aura with Saunders and the Wild Ones?”

Patches tilted his head and started to purr. “Yes! There is an aura Patches does not know. It is with the Wild Ones, with Roah, with Niflah. Strong, very strong! Strongest aura Patches has ever felt!”

Andy’s jaw dropped. “He’s got the Tilyon? But—”

“Let’s go,” Letsan said, running quickly down the hall. “Maybe we can stop them.” The Catmages and Andy took off after him, their footsteps echoing through the halls.

“Stop him!” Andy yelled, hoping that Becca and the others could hear him. “Don’t let him get away!” He pounded after the Catmages, hoping that Patches was wrong. But he knew in his heart that Patches was right. Saunders had the Tilyon. And he was getting away.

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders and the Wild Ones hurried away. Saunders could barely contain his glee. Those pesky Catmages and that annoying child had bought his story. He felt in his jacket pocket for the Tilyon, smiling broadly as he closed his hand around it. He could feel the warmth of his Magelight necklace glowing beneath his shirt.

Roah and Niflah were happy, too. “My brother is probably still at the house looking for me,” Niflah said.

“We will find out when we get back,” Roah said. “Maybe he will still be there. Kfir is a formidable fighter. I do not think the Catmages will emerge unscathed from this battle.”

“No,” Niflah said, “they will not. And speaking of unscathed, where are Zinzana and Yashnuni?”

“They were supposed to stop Zahavin and her allies from reaching us. They failed. Let them walk home,” Saunders said.

“That is a waste of two good fighters,” Roah said. He paused to send a message, watched it flash from his Magelight, then hurried after the others. A few moments later, a message flashed into his Magelight. “They wait by the car. They are wounded.”

“The door’s just down this hall,” Saunders said, increasing his pace. The Wild Ones trotted after him. As they passed a door, Saunders thought he heard a soft click. He shrugged. It didn’t matter. He was about to leave with his prize, and once he was in his car, there was nothing the others could do. The Tilyon would have a new master. And the Wild Ones? Well, they were still useful to him. Some of them, anyway.

✣       ✣       ✣

Mr. Velez kept his ear pressed to the door as Teresa, Mike, and Becca stayed still and silent. He listened carefully. He couldn’t hear footsteps any longer. He opened the door a crack and peered outside. “They’re gone,” he said quietly.

“But what happened to Andy and the others?” Becca asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe they never caught up with Saunders. Maybe—” He stopped as they heard the echo of Andy’s shout. The words were too muffled to make out.

“That’s Andy!” Mike said. “What did he say? Does he need help? We have to find him!” He started forward. Mr. Velez threw his arm across Mike’s chest, stopping him.

“Wait,” the janitor said. “I think he’s coming this way.”

Andy turned the corner. “Did you see Saunders? Did you stop them? Where are they?” Andy asked, panting as he came to a stop near his friends.

“They’re gone,” Mr. Velez said. “You just missed them.”

“No! Maybe they’re not gone yet!”

Andy and the Catmages took off running again. Mike looked at the others. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go!” he said, and ran after them. The others followed.

When they reached the back door, Andy was standing in the parking lot, looking crushed. “They’re gone. They tricked us. They have the Tilyon,” he said, his shoulders sagging. “We messed up.”

“Oh, Andy,” Becca said. “I’m so sorry.”

“But—how?” Mike asked. “We were right there. I don’t understand.”

Mr. Velez took off his glasses and wiped them clean. “Get in the car. I better take you kids home.”

On the ride home, Andy told the others what had happened inside the museum, and then stared glumly out the window the rest of the way back to Coreyton. Mr. Velez dropped them off at their houses one by one. Finally, there was only Teresa, Andy, and the Catmages. Mr. Velez stopped the car in front of Andy’s house and watched as the Catmages leaped out of the car. As Andy closed the door, he said, “Don’t beat yourself up over this. You did your best.”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t good enough. Saunders has the Tilyon. Mr. Velez, all due respect, but you have no idea how powerful a weapon it can be.”

“Maybe not. But I have a good idea how powerful you can be. You’re a good kid, Andy. I think you and these cats will figure something out. And you tell them Mario Velez will give them anything they need, anytime they ask.”

“He doesn’t have to tell us, sir,” Letsan said. “We can hear you. And thank you.”

Andy closed the door and watched Mr. Velez drive away. “Are you coming inside?” he asked.

“No. We’re going back to Saunders’ house. I need to get news of the battle. I have to make sure my brother is all right.”

“You’ll come by tomorrow and let me know what happened?” Andy asked.

“Yes.” He turned to go. “Coming, Zahavin?”

“In a minute. You all go on ahead. I’ll catch up with you.”

“Andrew,” she said, “don’t do this to yourself again. There’s nothing you could have done. We had our best warriors working on this for months, and all of them—as well as all of us—were fooled.”

Andy sat down heavily on the porch steps. “I know, Goldeneyes. But that doesn’t make me feel any better. Every time we come up against Saunders, we lose. Some Son of Aaron I turned out to be.”

“And some Shomrim leader I turned out to be,” said a gruff voice. Razor was limping down the sidewalk, followed by Letsan and Hakham.

“Razor! You’re all right!” Andy said aloud.

“Boy, you have a keen grasp of the obvious. And how many times do I have to tell you to use your mind-voice?” He limped up to Andy and sat on the ground in front of him. “I came here to see how you did. Letsan told me what happened. You did your best. Saunders and his team did better. Now, we figure out what to do next.”

“But he has the Tilyon!”

“And we have you, and me, and all the others. This isn’t over yet, not by a long shot. We lost a lot of good Catmages tonight. We can’t let their sacrifice be in vain.”

“Wait—we lost some? Who died?” Andy asked.

Razor bowed his head. “Too many. Merav. My captain. Guni.”

“No!” Andy said aloud.

The porch light flashed on.

“That’s my mom. You better get out of sight,” Andy said as he stood. “Goldeneyes, Letsan, are you coming inside?”

“Letsan needs to come with me. Zohar was hurt badly.”

“What? My son? Razor, why didn’t you tell me?” Letsan turned to go. “Where is he? I have to go to him.”

“He’s all right, brother,” Razor said gruffly. “We kept our best healers in reserve. He was patched up. He’ll need a few days to recover, though.”

“I’d better get to the Compound with the others,” Goldeneyes said. “I think I’m more needed there.”

“We lost,” Andy sent. “We totally blew it.”

“Then we do better next time,” Razor said. The front door opened, and Razor and the others leaped into the shadows.

“Goodnight,” Andy sent to them all.

“Report for duty tomorrow, Andy,” Razor said as he headed down the street. “The war isn’t over—only this battle.”

Sighing, Andy went inside the house and up to his room. He didn’t care what Razor said. They had lost, big-time, and Saunders now had a powerful weapon. He threw himself down on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. Some help I turned out to be, he thought. If only Nafshi were still here. I could sure use her strength. As he thought of her, his Magelight shone softly. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Andy fell asleep dreaming of Nafshi. The Magelight pulsed as he dreamed.


✣ T W E N T Y ✣

Aftermath

The next morning Andy came down to breakfast in his scrubs and ate the scrambled eggs and toast his mother placed on his plate.

“You’re pretty quiet this morning, Andy. Something wrong?” she asked.

Andy shrugged. “Not really. I feel a little out of it, is all.” He finished his breakfast in silence. Andy stared moodily out the window during the ride to the Dr. Crane’s office. He wished Goldeneyes or Letsan had shown up before he had to leave, but he understood why they didn’t. They were probably having a major council, and he was missing it. Andy wished he was a few years older, so he’d be able to come and go as he pleased. His mother waved goodbye as she dropped him off.

His jobs for the day weren’t very challenging. He cleaned out the cages in the back, helped trim some nails, and watched Dr. Crane stitch up a dog that had cut its paw on a piece of glass. Soon it was time to go home. Dr. Crane walked to the front desk with him.

“You’re about done here, Andy,” he said.

“I am?”

“Yep. You’ve worked the hours that your mother and I set for you. You don’t have to come back next week.”

“I don’t?” Andy said, sounding hurt. “But I like coming in every week, Dr. Crane.”

Dr. Crane smiled at him. “Yeah, I kind of noticed. You know, we could always use someone like you to help out here. How about you keep coming on Saturdays and we’ll put you on the payroll?”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Yes! But I have to ask my mom if it’s okay.”

“I already discussed it with her. She’s of the opinion that you can help earn some of your own college money by working here.”

“That’s great, Dr. Crane!” Andy said, smiling. “Thanks!”

Dr. Crane held out his hand. Andy shook it. “Welcome aboard, Andy. We’ll see you here next week, eight o’clock sharp.” He looked past Andy out the glass doors. “There’s your mother. Get going.”

“I’ll see you next week,” Andy said, running out the door happily. When he got in the car, his mother noted the change in attitude.

“So Dr. Crane spoke with you?”

“Yeah. Why didn’t you tell me?”

She shrugged as she pulled out into the street. “I wanted it to be your decision. I didn’t want to influence you. You’re getting older, Andy, and you’re starting to take on more responsibilities. Besides,” she said with a sigh, “you have a habit of finding wounded cats. At least this way, you won’t rack up big bills getting them taken care of.”

Andy grimaced. “Well, I hope I don’t find any more. I’m tired of seeing animals get hurt.” His mother’s words made him think of last night. And just like that, his good mood evaporated. When they reached his house, Andy looked hopefully on the porch for Letsan or Goldeneyes. The porch was empty. He ate his lunch quickly and told his mother he was going for a ride.

“Be back in time for dinner,” she said.

“Okay.”

Andy wheeled his bike out of the garage and set it against the car. He texted Becca and Mike, then took off down the street. He stopped at a corner and waited. A few minutes later, Mike and Becca arrived on their bikes. “Are you two ready for this?” he asked as they skidded to a stop.

“Absolutely,” Becca said.

“We’re with you, bro,” Mike said.

“Okay. Follow me, then.” They rode their bikes out of town. It was a pleasant spring day, and under other circumstances Andy would really enjoy the ride. But he dreaded finding out how many Catmages had died. He knew that Razor hadn’t told him about them all.

Andy pulled off the road near the woods. Becca and Mike followed him. They reached the familiar path leading to the East Woods Compound and stowed their bikes. Andy held out his arm to stop his friends from going down the path.

“I need to speak to the guard,” he said out loud. “Show yourself!”

Katana stepped out from the woods. “Your friends may not enter, Andrew,” she said. “They are not allowed.”

“Well, I’m not going in without them,” Andy said out loud. “Go tell Razor that if he wants me here today he’d better let my friends come, too. I’m tired of not having them around to help.”

“And we’re tired of standing around and doing nothing,” Mike said. “We could do a whole lot more if you just let us. You guys need us!”

Katana looked at Andy. Her Magelight flashed and a message shot out of it. “You will wait here until I hear back from Razor,” she said.

A few minutes later, Razor himself came out of the woods, followed by Hakham, Goldeneyes, and Letsan.

“Wow, you’re like Letsan’s ugly twin,” Mike said when he saw the scarred Maine Coon.

“And you’re an obnoxious little boy,” Razor said. “Do you have any other talents than tossing insults?”

“Well, I’m a pretty good actor.”

Razor snorted.

“Okay, you’re forcing me to show you my superpower,” Mike said. He glanced around, leaned down, and picked up a rock that fit snugly into the palm of his hand. “See the knot on that tree?” he said, indicating one about fifty feet away. Razor grunted. Mike sighted, reared back, and pitched the stone dead into the center of the knot.

“Would that be of any use to you?” Mike asked.

“Mike was a pretty good pitcher in Little League,” Andy said. “But he gave it up when it conflicted with his theater stuff.”

“Yeah, now I can throw a pitch while reciting Shakespeare,” Mike said.

“I can’t throw like that, but I’m pretty good at deduction,” Becca said. “I have a talent for solving problems using very few facts.”

“Becca figured out the Tilyon would be in a museum and how to get Mr. Straight to tell us which one. I need them. We’re a great team,” Andy said. “They deserve to be with me, and I want their help.”

“I agree,” Goldeneyes said. “Andrew’s friends have proven both their discretion and their willingness to aid us. We can use all the help we can get, especially now that Saunders has the Tilyon.”

Razor grunted. “Brother? What do you say?”

“I’m with Zahavin. We can trust them, Razor.”

They turned to Hakham. He looked from Catmage to Catmage and then at the young people. “You realize, of course, that the Council will have our ears for this.”

“Well, give them Razor’s,” Letsan said. “Mine are too pretty to be removed.”

Mike laughed and bent down. “High five,” he said. Letsan tapped Mike’s hand with his paw. “I taught him that,” Mike said, beaming as he straightened up.

Goldeneyes twitched her ears and bit back a comment. “All right, then,” she said. “Follow us. We’re going to show you how we live. But I warn you, Andrew has a lesson today. You will be here for a while.” The Catmages turned and started down the path, Andy right behind them.

“Wait, you mean we might be stuck in a town of magical cats and kittens for the whole afternoon?” Mike asked. “Becca, high five!” They jumped up and slapped palms, laughing, and followed the Catmages into the woods.
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✣ O N E ✣

Summertime

The early morning sunlight slanted through the window into Andy Cohen’s bedroom, where he tossed restlessly as he lay dreaming. He was back in the cellar of Principal Saunders’ house, lying on the ground after the can of turpentine exploded in the fire. Nafshi lay in her cage, bleeding to death. He tried to speak, but he had no voice. He tried to reach out to her, but his arm wouldn’t move. On the night table beside his bed, his Magelight—Nafshi’s Magelight—glowed.

The scene shifted. A large, long-haired tabby Catmage, Methuselah, called out Nafshi’s name to the crowd, and she took her place with the rest of the Council. She lifted her head proudly as they cheered for her—the newest Council member. Nafshi’s chest swelled with pride as Methuselah congratulated her. Her tail flicked briefly at her good friend Hakham as she settled down beside him. Standing in front of them, so happy the tip of her tail was vibrating, was a small black-and-white female, Zehira, one of Nafshi’s closest friends.

Andy’s breathing slowed as the dream ended, and he lay still. On his night table, the Magelight faded and blinked out. Andy stirred in his sleep, his feet pushing up against the large orange cat at the foot of his bed. Letsan opened his eyes, yawned, and flattened his ears, tail twitching. He leaped onto Andy’s stomach.

“Hey!” Andy said, waking up and pushing Letsan off.

“Mind-voice, Andy!” Letsan reminded him. “Don’t want your mother to hear you and wonder who you’re talking to in a room with only a boy and his cats.”

“Catmages,” Goldeneyes corrected from the pillow next to Andy. She rose and stretched. “We are not dumbcats.”

“I’ll just tell Mom you jumped on my stomach,” Andy sent, annoyed. “She’d totally understand. Why did you wake me up like that?” He looked at the clock. “At six-thirty in the morning? Are you kidding me? Letsan, it’s summer vacation!”

“You woke me up when you kicked me. It seemed only fair.”

“I kicked you? You mean like this?” Andy said, swiping his leg at Letsan, who leaped effortlessly over it but misjudged his landing and fell off the bed onto the floor. Andy laughed.

Goldeneyes turned her gaze on Letsan, who jumped back on the bed and started grooming his shoulder.

“Honestly, sometimes I think Silsula’s new kittens are more mature than the both of you,” she said.

“Ow! I am cut to the heart,” Letsan said cheerfully. “No, thinking about it, you’re probably right. I am immature. I blame my upbringing. Yes, it was living with humans that forever changed me.” He examined his paw and started grooming that, too.

“Since you’re awake, Andrew, I may as well tell you that we received a message while we were at the Compound yesterday,” Goldeneyes said. “We have been summoned before the Council. Letsan and I leave tomorrow.”

“Again? Why do they want you this time?”

“They didn’t say.”

Letsan stopped grooming himself. “No doubt they want to discuss our failure to stop Saunders from getting the Tilyon,” he said, his tone no longer cheerful. “And the loss of so many Catmages.” Letsan’s head drooped as he thought of the friends that had died in the battle.

Andy grimaced. He didn’t like the reminder that the month before, they had failed on every level against Principal Saunders. The Catmages, led by Letsan’s warrior brother Razor, had been defeated badly in their attack on Saunders’ house to retrieve the eleven Magelights that Saunders had stolen two years ago after killing their rightful owners. On that same night, Andy and his best friends Mike and Becca, with help from Mr. Velez and his granddaughter Teresa, had failed to get to the Boston Museum of Natural History before Saunders. They’d been tricked by a copy that Saunders had put in place of the cat-shaped amulet, while Saunders left with the real one. Now he had eleven Magelights and the most powerful amulet known to Catmages. And their side had lost a dozen warriors.

“Well, at least they lost a few of their own,” Andy said. “Dogs, too.”

“Yes, but our spies tell us he’s already breeding another litter of pups to replace the ones that were killed. Perhaps we can do something about them before they reach maturity. They’re more vulnerable when they’re young.”

Andy was shocked at the casual tone Letsan used. He couldn’t even think of killing a dog or cat—or a Catmage.

“We don’t like to kill, Andy, but if it comes down to them or us, we don’t hesitate to defend ourselves,” Letsan said.

Andy sighed. “I’m projecting my thoughts again.”

“Because you feel strongly,” Goldeneyes said. “Strong emotions can make it hard to keep your thoughts to yourself.” She glanced at Letsan while she was speaking.

“Oh, is that why you project your thoughts so much when I’m around?” he asked. “Your strong feelings for me?”

Andy grinned. Goldeneyes liked Letsan more than she let on, and they all knew it. He was the only Catmage who could get away with teasing her, and though she grumbled about his behavior, she spent more time with him than anyone but Hakham, her mentor.

She ignored the question. “We have time for one more lesson today. And since you’re already up, we can start early.”

Andy yawned, closed his eyes, and lay back down. “I don’t want to start early. I want to go back to sleep.” He pulled the blanket up and rolled onto his side, ignoring them. Letsan glanced at Goldeneyes. The tip of his tail trembled as his eyes narrowed. Their Magelights flashed as one, and Andy’s blanket flew off him and fell to the floor.

“Hey!” Andy said, sitting up. “Not fair!”

“Mind-voice! ” Letsan repeated.

“Since you’re up, you may as well shower and dress,” Goldeneyes said, not bothering to hide the humor in her voice.

“All right,” Andy said. “But I’m going to remember this.” He slid out of bed and picked up the blanket.

“Oh, dear. I do believe we’ve just been threatened by the mighty Son of Aaron,” Letsan said. “Whatever will he do? Strike us down with his Magelight? Sear our ears with his angry words?”

“Smother you with a blanket?” Andy sent, throwing his blanket over Letsan, who was still on the bed.

“Not the fur!” Letsan said, emerging from under the blanket with his long fur disheveled and sparking with static electricity.

Andy laughed as he headed to the shower. “The Son of Aaron strikes again,” he sent.

“At least he’s using his mind-voice,” Letsan said as he put his fur in order.

“That boy is starting to act entirely too much like you,” Goldeneyes said.

Letsan stopped licking his fur back into place. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

The three of them went downstairs after Andy dressed. His mother was putting her breakfast dishes in the sink.

“You’re up early,” she said.

“I couldn’t sleep,” Andy said, yawning. “A big Maine Coon decided my stomach would be a good place to sit. Hard.” He glared at Letsan.

His mother laughed. “You’re a bad boy,” she said as Letsan wound around her ankles and purred. “Are you hungry? Would you like some breakfast?”

“Are you talking to me or him?”

“The cat. You can get your own breakfast. I have an early meeting today.”

Andy opened the refrigerator and took out a bottle of orange juice. “I’ll feed them, Mom. Go take care of your work stuff.”

“Thanks, sweetie. Any plans for today?”

“A bike ride.”

“I thought you might head out. Your lunch is in the fridge. Be careful.”

“See you later, Mom. Thanks.”

“Have a good day.”

She waved as she went into the garage, and a short time later Andy heard her car leave the driveway.

Andy removed a box of waffles from the freezer. While the waffles toasted, he set out some chicken for Goldeneyes and Letsan. After they finished eating, he rinsed the dishes and put them in the sink. He glanced at the clock. “It’s too early to call Becca and Mike. Should I have them meet me at the Compound? Mike has something new he wants to show Razor.”

“Razor is leaving with us. He may not have time for anything else,” Letsan said.

“I’ll text them. If they show, they show.” He took his phone from his pocket and sent a text, grabbed his lunch and some drinks out of the fridge and stuffed them into a backpack. Goldeneyes and Letsan waited for him by the garage door.

“You could have opened the door yourselves,” Andy said.

“Waste of energy,” Letsan said, yawning, “especially when there’s a big, strong human nearby who can open it for you.”

Andy shook his head and opened the door. “So are you running or riding today?” he asked as he pushed his bike through the door. Letsan jumped into the basket, purring.

“Lazybones.”

“Not at all. We’re helping you keep in shape, Andy. Zahavin and I are the Catmage equivalents of you lifting weights while you ride. You get stronger when you ride with us in the basket!”

“Um, not very much. It’s not like I’m running with you guys on my back or something. You don’t get human physiology, do you?”

“Of course I do. Those are arms,” Letsan said, pointing one paw at Andy’s arm. “Those are legs,” he said, his paw moving down. “And that round lump on top is your head. What more do I need to know?”

Andy grinned. “Forget I asked. How about you, Goldeneyes?”

“If that big oaf would move over, yes, I wouldn’t mind riding,” she said. Letsan moved aside and she leaped deftly into the basket. Andy grinned as he closed the door and got on the bike, setting a steady pace toward the edge of town. It was a fine day for a ride.

Andy breathed deeply as he pedaled along the road. The trees were clothed in green leaves, crops grew in the fields, and the smell of new-cut grass permeated the air.

“I love this time of year,” he said as they rounded a corner and took the road leading east. “The birds are singing, the grass is growing, everything looks beautiful—”

“And there are lots of flying bugs to chase,” Letsan piped up.

Andy grinned. “You chase bugs?”

“Me? No, I’m far too mature for that.”

Goldeneyes snorted.

“The kittens love to chase bugs,” Letsan said, ignoring her. “I’ve been teaching Silsula’s litter how to stalk their prey. And getting delicious snacks as they learn!”

“It’s really gross that you eat bugs.”

“It’s in our nature. And they taste great. You should try one.”

“I’ll pass. So that’s what you’re doing when you’re supposed to be working with Razor?”

“Oh, no,” Letsan said. “My brother would have my ears if I bailed on any of his meetings. But Zahavin and I visit the kittens while you’re busy with your lessons.”

“I didn’t know that,” Andy said, glancing down at Goldeneyes. “You’ve never shown any interest in kittens before.”

“They are my nieces and nephews,” she said. “Of course I want to know if we have any more talents like Leilei or Nafshi.”

“Of course,” Andy said, keeping his voice bland and guarding his thoughts. He wanted very much to smile, but didn’t dare. Letsan looked up at him and winked, a habit he’d picked up from living with humans. Andy cleared his throat and kept pedaling.

He stopped the bike on the road as they neared the small clearing that marked the beginning of the path to the East Woods Compound, wheeled the bike to the hedge where he always hid it, and followed Goldeneyes and Letsan into the woods. Andy nodded to the guards as they passed. He knew there were hidden guards as well. Razor had increased the number of Shomrim on guard duty since Principal Saunders had stolen the Tilyon. In the last few weeks, Andy saw a regular stream of newcomers to the Compound, most of them Catmages who had worked with Razor in the past. The two grey cats guarding the path were fairly new. Andy wasn’t even sure he knew their names.

“Tovah and Shefah,” Letsan said. “Brother and sister. Razor and I got to know them when we were in the Teaching Rings together.”

“I’m projecting again, huh?”

“Mm-hm,” Letsan replied. Birds flitted from tree to tree, chirping and singing. A couple of squirrels scrambled up a tree trunk as they passed. Letsan’s tail twitched as he watched them climb.

“You just ate!” Andy said.

“Instinct,” he replied as Andy raised his eyebrows. “We’re still cats deep down, you know.”

“Don’t let Goldeneyes hear you say that.”

“Do I look like I was born last week?”

Andy smiled. His phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and read the text. “Mike and Becca will be here in an hour or so.”

“I’ll let the guards know,” Letsan said. He concentrated for a moment and a green light flashed out of his Magelight and headed back the way they had just come. “There. Now they won’t be attacked when they arrive.”

Andy was shocked. “Would they really attack Mike and Becca? I thought everyone knows them by now!”

“He’s teasing you, Andrew,” Goldeneyes said. “We don’t get many human visitors. I doubt there’s a Catmage in the Compound that doesn’t know Mike and Becca. But we’ve been told to inform the guards of all visits.”

“Oh,” Andy said, sighing with relief. “Not funny, Letsan.”

“Actually, it was. You should have seen the look on your face.”

“There’s Silsula,” Goldeneyes said. “And my newest nieces and nephews.”

An orange-and-white Catmage who looked a lot like Goldeneyes walked slowly across the clearing, followed by four kittens. Andy grinned as the two orange kittens stopped to grapple and roll while the two tabbies kept up with their mother.

“Come along, sweetlings,” Silsula said to the two stragglers. Chirrup. “Your Auntie Zahavin is here with Andy!”

The tabby kittens sprinted ahead, calling out Andy and Zahavin’s names.

“What am I, a tree stump?” Letsan said. “No greetings for Uncle Letsan?” The tabbies leaped for him as soon as they got within reach. Soon all four kittens were tumbling over Letsan, who batted lightly at them as Andy watched, grinning. One of the orange-and-white kittens detached herself from the battle and trotted over to Andy.

“Andy, make me fly!” she said.

“Did you ask your mother?”

“Ima, can I? Please?”

“Not too high now,” Silsula cautioned.

Andy sat down cross-legged and placed his hand, palm up, on the ground.

“Get on my hand, Ranana.”

The kitten climbed carefully onto Andy’s open hand and sat down. He picked her up and closed his eyes. His Magelight glowed, and he opened his eyes, concentrating. Ranana rose slowly above his hand, hovered there for a few moments, and then rose a few inches more. Andy grinned as she mewed happily. “Look, Ima, I’m flying!” she said. “Look, I’m flying!”

“So I see, my dear. Chirrup.” Silsula watched carefully as Andy moved his hand back and forth beneath the kitten. Ranana floated slowly through the air in time with his hand.

“That is excellent control, Andrew,” Goldeneyes said, purring.

Still concentrating, he smiled. “Want to do a loop?” he asked.

“Yes!” Ranana squealed. Andy moved his hand in a slow circle, and Ranana squealed happily as she floated through the air upside down. The other kittens stopped playing with Letsan as they noticed what their sister was doing. “Me too! Me next! No, me!” they shouted.

Grinning, Andy eased Ranana down to the ground, where she proceeded to leap happily around his feet.

Silsula padded over to them. “That was quite a display, Andy. Settle down, little ones. Chirrup. Ranana, what do you say to Andy?”

“Thank you!” Ranana squeaked. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! That was fun!”

He grinned. “You’re welcome.”

The other three were now fighting over who got to go next. “Maybe next time, dears,” Silsula said. Chirrup. “Andy has a lesson now. Run along!” She nodded at Goldeneyes and Letsan. “It’s good to see you, sister. We’ll talk later. I have to bring these scamps to their first Teaching Ring!”

The kittens said goodbye as they followed their mother across the meadow. Letsan took his leave of them and went off to meet Razor. Andy was still smiling as he and Goldeneyes headed toward the end of the meadow where the older students held their lessons. He loved kittens. He glanced over at Goldeneyes. She could pretend otherwise, but she wasn’t fooling him at all. Goldeneyes was watching the kittens with what could only be called longing. Being very careful to guard his thoughts, Andy allowed himself to wonder what her kittens would be like.

She shook herself. “I must meet Hakham. We’ve got a lot to do before I leave. Zehira will take over your teaching once again.” She looked across the meadow. “And here she comes now.”

A small, elderly black-and-white female Catmage came slowly toward them, stopping a few feet away and nodding a greeting.

Andy liked Zehira. She was a good teacher and she had a sense of humor, something that Goldeneyes could definitely use. “Wait until you see how much I’ve improved since our last lessons,” he told her.

“Oh, she knows,” Goldeneyes said. “We discuss your training often. Zehira is an old family friend. I’ve known her since I was a six-moon kitten training with Nafshi.” Goldeneyes paused as she thought of her much-loved grandmother. “She had nothing but high praise for you, Zehira.”

“And I for her. She was my oldest friend. Oh, the tales I could tell you.” She laughed. “There was this one time when—oh, but wait. Perhaps I shouldn’t tell you that story. I can tell you about the day she was voted onto the Council.”

“I already know that story,” Andy said. “You looked like you were about to bust with happiness.”

Zehira glanced sharply at Andy. “How could you possibly know that story, or how I felt all those years ago? I’ve never even mentioned it to you!”

“Uh—I—I don’t know,” Andy said. “I just have an image in my head of you watching Nafshi when she became a Council member. She was standing next to Hakham. And Methuselah was there, too.”

Goldeneyes looked as puzzled as Zehira. “Nafshi must have told him about it while they were captive in the Evil One’s cellar,” she said. “Andy said she talked for hours to keep him from being frightened. Maybe she shared her memories.”

Zehira looked relieved. “That must be it. Nafshi was a good storyteller, though she was prone to exaggeration.”

“You sure looked happy, though.”

“That’s enough about that. Zahavin, you should be off. Hakham wants you.”

“I’ll see you later, Andy. Work hard!” She hurried away.

“Now, Andy,” she said, “let’s see how much you’ve improved since we last worked together. Impress me.”

Andy closed his eyes in concentration, made a fist, and lifted a large rock from the ground with his Magelight.

“It’s a start. Now, put it down. I’ve got some ideas that are going to push your powers to the limits.”

✣       ✣       ✣

An hour later, Andy sighed with relief as Zehira told him to take a rest break. He retrieved his backpack from the shade of a tree, took out a bottle of water, and drank half of it before sinking down to sit against the tree. He closed his eyes in relief.

“Snack or no snack?” he said out loud.

“First sign of insanity is talking to yourself,” Mike said.

“Hey, Andy,” Becca said.

Andy opened his eyes and jumped up from the ground. “Hey, you guys finally got here,” he said, smiling at Becca. “Whatcha doing with those?” he asked Mike.

Mike shrugged the aluminum baseball bat off his shoulder and tossed the bag of balls onto the ground. Several of them rolled out. “I’m going to show Razor ways to make his fighters more effective. Want to watch me play some ball?”

“Yeah! When? Now? I have more lessons this afternoon.”

“I asked for some time with His Scarredness. I haven’t gotten a response yet. Catmages aren’t exactly good communicators, or haven’t you noticed?” He shrugged. “Well, we can play some ball ourselves. Let’s go get Patches and Leilei or some of the others.”

“That’s not how it works around here, Mike. You have no idea how strict they are about lessons. It’s worse than school.”

“School? On summer vacation? I’d freak!”

“Then it’s a good thing you’re not the boy chosen to wield Nafshi’s Magelight,” a gruff voice sounded in all their heads. Razor, a large, stocky orange Maine Coon with torn ears and a scar across his face approached, his rolling gait making him appear bowlegged. Behind him were two Maine Coons that resembled him, Letsan and his son Zohar. Ranged in a semicircle to the rear were several of Razor’s warriors and captains of the Shomrim.

“Let’s see if you’ve got anything interesting to show me, or if this is going to be a waste of our time.”

“Razor, stop! Your heartfelt warmth is making me cry,” Mike said, pretending to wipe away a tear. Razor stared up at him silently.

“Mike!” Becca hissed. “Shut up and show him what we came for.”

“Okay.” He took the bat and ball bag, moved away from the trees and faced the open field, which was somewhat smaller than a baseball field. “Let me show you something,” he said. He took a ball, tossed it softly in the air, and hit it hard enough that it flew across most of the meadow, bouncing a few times and rolling into the woods. Some kittens tore away from a Teaching Ring to chase it.

“Oops, sorry, didn’t think of that,” Mike muttered.

“Fine,” Razor said. “You can hit a ball a long way with a stick. How does that help us?”

“You guys pick up small things with your Magelight powers, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, what if one of you picked up, say, a rock. And another one used his Magelight to bat the rock at, say, a Wild One. In battle.”

Razor’s eyes narrowed. “By the First,” he said. “You actually have a good idea.”

Mike beamed. “Oh, Razor, I love you too.” Everyone but Razor burst out laughing.

“Letsan, Zohar, let’s see you two try this. Katana, find us a stone.”

In a few moments, the Catmages were ready. Letsan and Zohar stood a little way away from the others, Zohar to the right of his father. At a nod from Letsan, Zohar raised the stone over their heads. Letsan’s Magelight flashed, a jet of light flew out at the stone, and the stone flew as if it had been hit by a stick. The Catmages cheered and the humans applauded.

“Way to go, Letsan! High five!” Mike said, running over and leaning down, hand extended. Letsan reared up on his hind legs and slapped Mike’s hand with his paw. Mike beamed.

“All right, boy, you showed us something useful. One Catmage raises the stone, another bats the stone at the enemy. We work as partners, and each uses less energy.”

“So Mike’s idea can help the Shomrim?” Andy asked.

Razor grunted. “Yes. You can be sure we’re going to practice this. But don’t think this changes anything!” he said loudly to the assembled warriors. “When you’re in the middle of a battle, and a large dog is about to clamp its jaws around your head, you’re not going to have the luxury of wondering where you left your rock and whether or not your partner is ready to launch it. This could be a great opening gambit if we were fighting a standing battle. But how likely is that to happen?”

Andy’s heart had leaped at the thought of his friends having another weapon to use against Saunders and the Wild Ones. But now he wondered if this trick would be useful at all.

“That’s our Razor, pulling cold ashes from a warm fire,” Letsan said. “You could at least let us get proficient in this new tactic before telling us it won’t do any good.”

“It’s my job as head of the Shomrim to keep my warriors sharp and ready. Katana, Zohar, Ari, Arel—get your teams to the training ground and start working on this. I’ll want a full report later today.” He sat on his haunches as the others hurried away, leaving only Razor and Letsan.

“You did great,” Becca whispered to Mike, who was looking crestfallen. “Razor has to be careful. He’s already lost too many fighters.”

“Becca’s right,” Razor said. “Your idea is a good one, boy. But I can’t let my warriors lose their edge. Not ever.” His Magelight flashed and one of the baseballs on the ground flew several feet into the air. It flashed again and the ball zipped away, flung through the air to land halfway down the field.

“Not all of us need an assistant,” he said.

“Showoff,” Letsan told him. “Hey, Andy, I’m going to put one up for you. Let’s see if you can get the ball past Razor’s.”

“Sure!” Andy stood like he was holding a bat over an imaginary home plate.

Letsan’s Magelight glowed, the ball lifted waist-high, and Andy swung while his Magelight shone brightly. The ball soared high into the air over the field and landed deep in the woods. Andy whistled as he watched it fly.

“Holy—” Mike said.

“Whoa!” Becca said. “That was amazing!”

Razor and Letsan glanced at one another.

“Good job, Andy,” Letsan said.

Andy shrugged. “I guess. But it sure was weird how hard I could hit it with my Magelight,” he said.

“Yes, it was,” Razor sent privately to Letsan. They glanced at each other again. Andy didn’t notice the exchange. “Very weird.”


✣ T W O ✣

Planning Stages

A large shorthaired cat scratched at the opening of the most expansive shelter in the Council Compound. The full moon rose behind the bayit, bright enough to throw a shadow behind him. The cat’s fur was so dark grey it was almost blue, and his muscles rippled as he walked. His copper eyes blinked courteously at the two cats within. A plump grey female sat next to an even fatter black-and-white Persian with a squashed face, who lay on the ground with his paws tucked under his breast.

“What is it, Matanya?” asked Ruma, the female. “Kharoom has had a wearying day.”

The British shorthair lowered his gaze and blinked. The sound of Kharoom breathing loudly through his nose seemed to fill the round shelter.

“Velvel wishes to see you, sir. Shall I send him in?”

“I am not so weary that I can’t entertain a Seeker,” Kharoom said, glancing at his mate. “Thank you, Matti. You may leave us.”

Matti left to stand guard outside the door, moving a short distance from the bayit as a sandy-colored cat strolled in.

“You have a report for us, Velvel?” Ruma asked.

Velvel glanced back at the Shomrim guard. “Isn’t that one of Razor’s Shomrim?”

“Matanya is not one of Razor’s,” Ruma said. “He heads the guard here at the Council Compound. He is ambitious and forward-thinking. Talk to him yourself, and you will soon discover that he is tired of living in Razor’s shadow. We have found many Shomrim who are dissatisfied with the, ah, colorful captain of our guard. Kharoom has very wisely asked that many of them be assigned to our personal security.” She gazed fondly at her mate, who blinked at her with affection.

Velvel sat down and curled his tail around his legs. “They’re not the only ones who are tired of Razor,” he said sourly. The tip of his tail began to twitch.

“Did you come here to complain about how much you dislike the current guard captain, or have you something important to tell us?” Ruma asked.

Velvel took the hint. “I’ve spent the past few moons observing the Son of Aaron and his friends as well as the Wild Ones and their new Compound.”

“And they have no idea you’ve been spying for us these many moons,” Ruma said.

“No, Councilors. Each side is convinced I am with them.” He yawned hugely. “The Wild Ones are far more challenging than Hakham and his Catmages. Hakham doesn’t even know that Roah has set up a Compound on the opposite end of his very own wood, no more than a half a day’s walk from his precious second home.”

Kharoom snorted, but Velvel couldn’t tell if he was laughing or just had difficulty breathing. “On the other hand, I must constantly watch myself around Roah. He’s a sharp one.”

“We remember,” Ruma said sourly. “He grew up here, Velvel.”

“I had forgotten.”

Kharoom slowly raised himself to a sitting position. “Am I right in guessing that our long efforts are coming to a happy conclusion?” Kharoom asked.

“I believe they are, sir,” Velvel said. “The Wild Ones will have much more freedom in their new Compound. They won’t have to hide their numbers from the local humans. This will enable them to move forward with their plans. But I fear for our friends in the East Woods if it comes to another battle. The Wild Ones’ forces are growing every moon.”

Kharoom snorted derisively. “Letsan and Razor have bragged many times of their skills. If they’re so smart, they’ll figure out for themselves that the Wild Ones are on their border.”

“You are right, my dear,” Ruma said. “But Velvel must keep us informed if they plan on moving against our friends. We don’t want harm to come to so many good and innocent Catmages.”

“Of course not!” Kharoom snapped. “I was merely remarking on their arrogance. You’ve seen what I’ve had to put up with, particularly from Letsan.” His voice was sulky and his ears lay flat on his head as he spoke. “He has never shown me the respect I deserve.”

“You have every right to be annoyed, Kharoom,” Velvel said. “Everyone knows how Letsan belittles you. But you shall have your revenge on him. You shall have the glory of victory, both here and in the East Woods.” He exchanged a glance with Ruma, who nodded. “We will not let the Wild Ones harm our friends. You have my word on that.”

“I’d better,” Kharoom growled. “I am responsible for all Catmages, not just the ones in this compound.” Kharoom’s loud breathing was the only sound for a long moment. Then Ruma strode over to him and rubbed her cheek against his. “You are so clever, my love. Your enemies won’t stand a chance against you.”

Kharoom purred softly as he glanced at Velvel. “You may leave. But I want you to stay in the compound until the Council meeting. We will need you in place after we take care of Hakham and his faction.”

Velvel stood. “Yes, Kharoom.” He left the bayit, blinking at them both. Ruma sat down next to her mate, her flank just touching his.

“If you keep impressing me this way, I may rethink my decision to stop having kittens,” she said.

Kharoom leaned against her and licked her ear. “There will be time to discuss that later, my dear. First, we take care of Hakham.”

“Yes. I’m looking forward to the next Council meeting. I can’t say the same for him.”

Kharoom rose heavily and went to the door. He glanced up at the sky as Ruma joined him.

“Are you sure we’re doing the right thing, my love?” he asked. “I don’t want our Catmages harmed. We must take care of those Wild Ones, but we can’t let them murder any more of our own.”

“Don’t worry about it, Kharoom. Niflah used to be one of us. I’m sure he can be reasoned with, especially after we remove Razor and Hakham. They have always been the burrs in our coats.”

“And Letsan. Don’t forget Letsan!” he said.

“No, dear. Letsan will be disgraced along with his master. I doubt he’ll ever show his face around you again. Let him live his life in exile, far away in the East Woods, since he loves that human so much.”

Kharoom let himself be soothed by her words, and by the shoulder she rubbed against his. “Yes. I have had enough of his insolence. I will live to see him punished for it.” They turned away from the moonlight and went back into the bayit, settling in for the night. In a few moments, the bayit was filled with Kharoom’s nasal snores.

Standing guard some feet away, Matanya watched Velvel stride quickly from Kharoom’s home. Matti’s hackles rose. There was something about Velvel that he’d never liked. But Velvel was a favorite of Kharoom’s, and it was well known that he protected his favorites. Well, Matti was rising in Kharoom’s favor. He would watch and wait. Unlike his mentor, Razor, he knew how to work within the politics of the ruling Council. Matti’s ears twitched as he settled in for the night watch, listening to the sounds of the Compound all around him.

✣       ✣       ✣

The bright moon illuminated Alef and Bett, two chocolate-point Siamese, as they trotted slowly down a winding path in the wood. Behind them were four young Wild Ones, their first litter from over a year ago. Three of them were chocolate-point Siamese like their parents. The fourth, the smallest, was a black-and-white tuxedo cat. He walked several feet behind the others. Alef looked back, saw Kel lagging behind, and slowed until he was abreast of him.

“Problems, boy?” he asked.

“No sir,” the yearling said fearfully.

“Then keep up!” he snapped.

“Yeah, Kelev, move it!” Gimmel said.

“By the One, he’s always so slow,” said his sister Dalet. The third Siamese followed silently along, head held high.

“Hay,” Alef said, “nothing to add?”

“Why should I waste my breath? We have work to do, Abba,” he said. “We’ve got the West Woods Compound nearly ready to go, and it was done right under the Shomrim’s stupid noses. If Kelev can’t keep up on a simple march, he’ll be the first to fall when we take on Razor and his Shomrim.”

Bett purred loudly. “Our son is a wise and courageous warrior. You would do well to emulate him, Kelev.”

“I’m your son, too,” Kelev muttered.

“Not my son,” Alef said viciously. The others laughed. Kel’s sister’s tail switched quickly back and forth as she waited for him.

“Aww. Is Kelev feeling lonely? Does little Kel want us to call daddy Roah?” Gimmel said. “What? No answer? Catmage got your tongue?”

Kelev did not respond to the taunts. He gathered his strength and pushed forward past Alef. As he came level with Gimmel, his Magelight flashed and a twig flew into her path, causing her to stumble. She growled and leaped at him. The others gathered around as the two growled, bit, and clawed. As in every previous fight, Kel was overpowered and had to back away and surrender. His siblings were all larger and stronger than he. Blood shone darkly on his cheek where Gimmel had scratched him. His brothers laughed and congratulated her. The three of them put their heads together, then turned and stalked toward Kel.

“Enough!” Bett said. “Leave Kelev alone. Back to the march! We have much to do once we get to the Compound.” She and Alef took off quickly along the path, not waiting to see if the others followed. Their young ones would not dare disobey—they had all been marked by Alef’s and Bett’s claws at one time or another.

The young cats hurried after, Kel still in the rear. He quickened his pace, making sure to keep a good distance between him and his siblings. He’d show them. He’d show them all. He might be the runt of the litter, but he was as smart as any of them. Smarter. His mind raced as he tried to think of the best way to prove himself to his father. His real father, not the one walking beside his mother. Mother. Ha! She never lifted a paw to stop Alef and his siblings from picking on him. Roah was the one Kel needed to impress, not Bett. If Kel could show Roah his worth, he would never have to go near his siblings again—except to give them orders. Yes, that was it. He’d find a way to raise himself in Roah’s eyes. Then his siblings could live in fear of him.

His family was nearly out of sight. Kel ran to close the distance and caught up just as they veered onto the path to the West Woods Compound. Kel knew much more about the world than his brothers and sister did. They wasted their time with the other young ones, playing or practicing with their Magelights. Kel practiced his spells, but he didn’t waste his spare time playing. He spent as much time as he could around the older ones, listening to their conversations and learning what he could before they chased him away. Sometimes he hid in places too small for grown Wild Ones to fit and overheard things he wasn’t intended to. Information was power. Kel learned much about his fellow Wild Ones and stored it all away for future use.

This Compound, for instance. Kel knew Roah had insisted on naming it the West Woods Compound to reflect the name of the Catmage Compound a few hours’ walk away. It had also been Roah’s idea to build the Wild Ones’ camp near their enemies. Roah had insisted they establish themselves in secret, keeping their presence from the Catmages as long as possible. But it was Kfir, the fearsome warrior, who had found an abandoned building in town and posted several squads of Wild Ones there, where they could be called up quickly if they were needed. In the meantime, their main home would be within easy striking distance of the East Woods and then, well—Kel wasn’t privy to the inner circle’s plans, but he was fairly certain none of them were good for the Catmages. There would be a battle, and he would help the Wild Ones to victory.

Moving so close to the East Woods made it easier. Kfir and Roah weren’t the only ones with good ideas. Kel was smart, way smarter than his siblings. Roah would discover his worth. Kel would leave this family that despised him and go where he belonged—with his father Roah and the other leaders of the Wild Ones. He could almost see it in his mind’s eye: Standing next to Roah while the rest of the Wild Ones cheered. Kfir would acknowledge Kel’s bravery and intelligence as his father beamed. And his brothers and sister would look on with envy. And fear.

The others were nearly out of sight again. Kel raced after them and took his place at the end of the line just as they reached their bayit. He moved to the farthest edge of the shelter, away from the others, and curled up to sleep the rest of the night. First, to learn the lay of the land. Then to put his plan into motion. He shut his eyes and went to sleep.

✣       ✣       ✣

Stan Saunders sat at his kitchen table eating a late-night sandwich. A grey striped tabby sat on the table across from him. Around Stan’s neck hung a thick gold chain. The chain held a small golden amulet in the shape of a sitting cat, its eyes two pieces of dark yellow amber. The tabby cat seemed to be looking into the eyes of the amulet.

“Why do you keep staring?” Saunders asked irritably. “You’ve seen it dozens of times since we took it from the museum.”

“I know. But it is the Tilyon, Saunders! It represents the birth of my kind. Can’t you feel its power? The First Catmage wore that amulet, and performed amazing feats with it.”

“And yet, I cannot perform amazing feats with it. Why is that, Niflah? How much longer must I wait to unleash the full power of this amulet? Am I going to have to replace you as my teacher?”

Niflah’s tail started twitching. “We have been over this before. You resist my suggestions, refuse to practice the little things, and complain that you are unable to progress in your lessons. It is not the teacher who is failing at his task.”

Saunders glared at Niflah. “I say it is the teacher who is failing. I shouldn’t need to do the little things. I have the Tilyon, the most powerful amulet known to Catmages. Why is the power not flowing to me?” He brought his fist down on the table, causing his plate—and Niflah—to jump.

“We have never tried to train a human before, Saunders. You know that, too.”

“Your brother is training a boy, Niflah, and that boy has learned how to wield his Magelight with far greater power than I.” His lip curled. “A child. A child can do what I cannot!”

“Andy Cohen has a Catmage’s aura,” Niflah said. “He was born with the power to wield a Magelight. You were not.”

“Niflah is right,” Roah said as he entered the kitchen through the cellar door. The door closed behind him and he leaped to join Niflah at the table.

“You will achieve what you wish, Saunders. You have great strength of will. The boy learns at a faster pace because he has an aura. A Magelight does not work as well for those who do not have the neshama. We have learned this from your experience.” Roah lifted his left paw and licked it.

Saunders frowned. “Bunk. Sheer bunk. I don’t want excuses. I want results!” He gripped the amulet tightly in his hand and turned it to face him. “Glow, damn you! Glow!”

The amulet did not glow.

“May I try?” Roah asked.

Frowning, Saunders removed the chain from his neck and placed the amulet on the table. Roah touched it with his paw. The amber eyes glowed brightly in tune with Roah’s Magelight. He felt a warmth spreading from the gem on his neck down to the tips of his claws. Roah gasped. “Never have I felt such power,” he said. The paired lights glowed brighter, pulsing.

“Let me see,” Niflah said, reaching eagerly to place his paw alongside Roah’s. As he touched the Tilyon, his Magelight also glowed brilliantly. Saunders shaded his eyes.

“This is magnificent!” Niflah said. The lights pulsed as if in time with their heartbeats. They felt the warmth of the lights on their faces.

“That’s enough!” Saunders said, grabbing the amulet. The lights faded abruptly, and a chill seemed to come over the room. Niflah and Roah felt a wave of disappointment. Saunders pulled the amulet over his head, glaring at them as he tucked it into his shirt.

“When I am finished with my sandwich, Niflah, we will continue our lessons. I expect to see some improvement. Soon.”

Niflah nodded, distracted. Roah was breathing deeply, gazing at the amulet with awe.

“Did you feel that, Niflah?” he sent privately. “Did you feel the power of the Tilyon?”

“Yes. It draws me, too.”

Roah’s glance slid carefully toward Niflah. The two looked at each other and then quickly broke eye contact, their unspoken shared desire uniting them for the moment.

“On second thought, I think I need a new teacher,” Saunders announced. “Niflah, you’ve had long enough. You have failed. I am no farther along today than I was last spring with eleven Magelights. Roah, since you are so adept at using the Tilyon, you will take over my lessons starting now. You will be available to me in the evenings when I get home from school.”

Roah blinked at him. “I will be honored to teach you.”

“Niflah, you can go out to the West Woods and help the others set up your new home. You’ve lazed around my house long enough.”

Niflah looked at him sharply. “Lazed? I have been integral to all the plans of these past few years,” he said angrily. “Do not treat me like one of your servants, Saunders. Because of me, you have the Tilyon and the Council’s Magelights. I was the one who drew Nafshi here. I was the one who gave you the Council!”

“Yes, yes, you have been invaluable. I didn’t mean to belittle your accomplishments,” Saunders said, his voice silky. “But your wisdom is needed at the Compound. Kfir is a good fighter, but not a real thinker outside the battlefield. They need a proper leader to get the Compound running well. Someone like you, not a thick-headed warrior.”

Niflah was mollified by what he considered an apology. Saunders could be short-tempered, but he did always seem to defer to Niflah’s expertise.

Saunders held back a smile as he gauged Niflah’s mood. As always, Niflah went the way Saunders steered him. He had long ago learned to school his face from showing his emotions. When he discovered that Catmages could overhear what some people were thinking, he learned how to school his thoughts as well. The cats heard only what he wanted them to hear. They thought they were his equals. He almost laughed at the thought of an animal being equal to a man, even an animal that could think and cast magic. The cats were useful tools, and he needed them for now, but they were tools nonetheless. Niflah was still necessary, so he let the cat think that he was apologizing to it, when he was really only flattering it. Once again, Niflah bought what Saunders was selling.

“Very well, I’ll go visit Kfir and the others. Will you give me a lift out there tomorrow?”

Saunders smiled thinly. “I’ll run you to the edge of town on my way to school. Now,” he said, leaning back and stretching, “I’m going to head upstairs. I will see you in the morning. Roah, with me, please. I want a lesson before I turn in.”

“I will be right up. I need to confer with Niflah about the West Woods Compound.”

“Don’t be long.”

“He doesn’t know what he has in the Tilyon,” Roah said after Saunders left the room.

“No, he does not,” Niflah said.

“The Tilyon,” Roah said. “It could be a mighty weapon—in the right hands.”

“You mean paws.”

“Then we understand each other,” Roah said.

“Yes. We understand each other perfectly. Go to Saunders and teach him. We will discuss this again.”

Roah leaped to the ground and hurried out of the kitchen. As he ran up the stairs, he thought to himself that Niflah knew very well that the Tilyon could not be shared. It could only have one owner. This could only end in one victory. It would be his. He rounded the corner to the office. Saunders waited for him at the desk.

“Let us see how much you’ve learned without me, Saunders.” Roah’s Magelight flashed, and the door clicked shut behind him.


✣ T H R E E ✣

After School Special

Taylor Grant walked nervously through the empty hallways of Coreyton High School. He had no idea why Principal Saunders had summoned him. School had let out two weeks ago. Football practice didn’t start for ages. Saunders had seemed happy with Taylor the last time they saw each other. He could have sworn the year had ended on a good note. What could he have possibly done wrong? Well, the answer wouldn’t be long in coming. Taylor knocked on the office door.

“Enter,” said the familiar voice. Taylor pushed open the door and saw the long, lean frame of the principal standing in front of a window, gazing out.

“You called me, sir?”

Saunders turned away from the window and sat behind his desk. A laptop computer and a small metal box with a combination lock were the only items on its surface.

“Mr. Grant,” Saunders said. “Points for showing up promptly. You may sit.”

“Uh, thanks,” Taylor said as he sank into the chair in front of the principal’s desk. Taylor was a tall, stocky boy with broad shoulders, but Saunders was taller still and seemed to tower over him even while seated.

“As you know, a few weeks ago I successfully retrieved the Tilyon, the amulet worn by the first Catmage.” He pulled at the thick gold chain beneath his shirt and brought the amulet out so that Taylor could see it.

Taylor waited for Saunders to go on. He had learned from painful experience to speak as little as possible around him. Saunders paused and stared at Taylor long enough to make him uncomfortable. I hate when he does that, Taylor thought.

“I have been thinking. You haven’t been an altogether terrible assistant, although you have much work to do before you can be really helpful to me.”

Taylor perked up. “You want me to do something for you? Just name it, sir. Does it involve going after Cohen? It’s summer, I can’t get expelled.” He grinned.

Saunders frowned. “You can’t be expelled unless I wish you to be expelled,” he said. “And when you talk like a fool, you make me think I’m making a mistake. Perhaps I can find another student to elevate to my assistant.”

“No, please, sir. I can do it. Just tell me what you want.”

Saunders reached out to the metal box and spun the combination lock. He raised the lid and removed a strong silver chain on which were strung five colored gems. The gems glowed as he lifted the necklace. Taylor saw a corresponding yellowish glow from the amulet that lay against Saunders’ white shirt.

“I want you to learn how to use these,” he said.

“The Magelights?” Taylor said incredulously. “You—you want me to have them?” His face lit with pleasure.

“To borrow them,” Saunders corrected. “I’d like to see how you do with them first. My associates tell me that Mr. Cohen appears to be getting more adept with his Magelight. I think it wise to have you do the same. Who knows? You may even be of some use to me.”

Taylor couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He knew that Magelights gave their holders—usually only Catmages—magical powers. He knew the amulet Saunders was wearing was the most powerful Magelight that had ever existed, that it was thousands of years old or something. He wasn’t clear on the details, but he knew the principal had spent the best part of last year searching for it. Now that he’d found it, Taylor guessed that was why Saunders no longer needed the Magelights.

“I’ll do it, sir. I’ll run circles around Cohen with them. Just tell me where to start.”

Saunders smiled and put the Tilyon back inside his shirt. “I like your enthusiasm, Mr. Grant. You will be taking lessons at my home. And you will tell no one what you are doing.”

“Of course not!”

“Further, until I see signs of progress and responsibility, the necklace remains in my house under lock and key. You will earn your place, Mr. Grant, or I will find someone else to take it.” He placed the necklace back in the box and spun the lock again. “You will memorize the combination, and you will not allow the Catmages to learn it.”

“They can count?”

“Most can’t. Those who do don’t understand numbers very well, and they don’t seem to be able to grasp the concept of combination locks. But that doesn’t mean they cannot learn, especially now that Mr. Cohen is in daily contact with them. These Magelights are your responsibility,” he said, lifting the box and handing it to the boy. “Don’t make me regret trusting you with them.”

“No sir,” Taylor said, rising. “You won’t. When’s my first lesson?”

“Today. Come with me. This time, I’ll drive you. You will find your own way there in the future.”

Saunders rose and strode on his long legs to the office door, Taylor hurrying to keep up. They walked quickly through the halls. As they neared the entrance to the parking lot, they passed Mr. Velez, the janitor, who was on a ladder replacing a ceiling light. Mr. Velez watched them pass. Taylor glanced away uncomfortably as their eyes met. He quickened his pace. Mr. Velez knew things about him that nobody outside his family knew, and it bothered Taylor that he did.

The janitor gazed after them thoughtfully as they left the building. The echo of the closing door faded in the empty hallway. He went back to repairing the light. When he had finished replacing the fixture, he climbed slowly down. Then he pulled his phone out of his pocket and pressed the keypad.

“Teresa,” he said, “how would you like to invite your friends to dinner this week? I know you haven’t seen them since school ended.” He paused to listen. “Okay. Yeah, all of them, Mike, Andy, Becca. You call them and let me know when they can come.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Taylor could barely contain his excitement during the ride to Principal Saunders’ house. He held the metal box on his lap as if it were the most precious object in the world. Five Magelights! Five! Wouldn’t Cohen just freak when he found out.

The car stopped in the driveway, and he leaped out, racing around the side to open the door for Principal Saunders. Taylor followed him inside the dim house. The shades were drawn in nearly every room. Saunders led the way upstairs to an office.

“Where are all the cats?” Taylor asked.

“They are setting up their new home in the woods outside town. Niflah will be arriving shortly to give you your first lesson. You may take out the necklace now.”

“Yes, sir!” Taylor said, putting the box down on the desk and turning the combination lock. He lifted the necklace carefully. Five stones—two green, two yellow, and one orange—were arranged in a semicircle on a strong silver chain. Taylor looked at Saunders for permission before putting it over his head. “Where did they come from?” he asked, touching each Magelight in turn.

“It doesn’t matter,” Saunders told him. “Their former owners are dead.”

“Oh. How did they die?”

“The dogs killed them.”

“With our help,” said Roah as he and Niflah strolled through the door. “Saunders needed Magelights. We helped him gain them. We need things that only a human can give us. He helps us with that. We are partners.” He leaped onto the desk and looked up at Taylor. “You will work with us too. Do as we tell you, and you will learn much. Disappoint us, and—” His Magelight glowed, making his eyes light up.

“Now, Roah,” Niflah said, chuckling, “I think the boy is smart enough not to fall for your tricks.”

Taylor held still, trying not to show that he was afraid of Roah, and hoping the Catmages couldn’t read his thoughts.

Roah snorted. “You are too soft, Niflah. It is a weakness that your enemies will exploit.”

“And you are too harsh, which is why I will be teaching the boy. Go pick on your warriors and leave the human to me.”

“The strong take, and the weak are taken from, Niflah. You will see that when we finally defeat your brother, and you will thank me for pushing our warriors to do their best.”

“That, my dear boy, is why you are in command of our forces. Whereas I am in charge of strengthening our warriors’ capabilities.”

“And I stand above it all,” Saunders said with a thin-lipped smile, “making sure it is done right. Roah, come downstairs with me. I’d like to hear your report on the new Compound.”

Roah jumped to the ground and the two of them left the room. Taylor stood uncomfortably, waiting for Niflah to speak, not knowing what to do or say.

“Sit. On the floor,” Niflah said. Taylor sat down cross-legged. “Now, do you see that leaf in the planter by the window?”

“Yes.”

Niflah’s Magelight flashed and the leaf lifted from the dirt and floated across the room.

“Hold out your hand.”

Taylor obeyed, and the leaf floated slowly above his hand, and then dropped.

“First, you’re going to learn breathing exercises. Then you’re going to learn how to float the leaf, if you’re lucky. Are you ready?”

Taylor nodded, grinning.

“Good. Then let us begin.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Roah followed Saunders to the kitchen, relating the progress made in the new Compound. “And the best part is that the fools in the East Woods have no idea we’re so close.” He laughed harshly.

“The surprise will only last until our plans are in motion,” Saunders said.

“Yes. But it will make things easier for now.”

“We shall see. For now, since Niflah is occupied with his new pupil, let us go to the dogs and give them their lessons. They have improved much in the last few weeks.”

“I told you they would. And Niflah still knows nothing?”

“Nothing at all. This is our little secret still, Roah. Though I don’t see why you should care if it gets out in the open.”

“I do not. But Niflah—as I said, he is soft. Sometimes I think his heart is not fully with us. I worry that he cannot escape his upbringing.”

“Watch him carefully,” Saunders said. “I do not tolerate dissent.”

“It isn’t as bad as that. But there are some things we should do without his knowledge. He is powerful, and he has many uses. We need him.”

“Then we shall keep him, for now. But if he ceases to be useful . . .”

Roah paused as they reached the door to the cellar. He opened it with his Magelight before Saunders could reach for it, padding quickly down the steps as Saunders flicked on the light. “If he ceases to be useful, you can do what you want. I can rule the new Council just as well without Niflah.” He stopped in front of a row of wire kennels. The six young Dobermans inside sat or lay alertly watching Saunders and Roah. Each of them wore a metal-studded leather collar, the center stud of each collar noticeably larger than the others.

“Good afternoon, my special ones,” Saunders said in a silky voice. “How are we doing today?”

The dogs that were lying down rose to a sitting position, the stubs of their tails wiggling. Saunders surveyed the dogs and smiled.

“Time for another lesson,” Saunders said. “We shall start with obedience training.”

Roah’s Magelight shone, and the dogs stopped wagging their tails.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy’s mother pulled the car to the side of the road in front of a small white house with a neatly trimmed lawn. There were bushes on either side of the front door and flowers along the front of the house. An SUV was parked in the driveway.

“Fifty-seven James Street,” she said. “Here we are. How are you getting home?”

“Mr. Velez said he’d drive us,” Andy said.

“Should I go in with you?”

Andy shrugged. “If you want.”

She looked at the clock on the car radio and sighed. “I should get home. I still have a lot of work to do on my project.”

“Okay. See you later,” he said, getting out of the car and walking to the door. His mother drove away as he rang the bell.

“Hi!” Teresa said as she opened the door. “Everyone’s already here, come on in!”

He followed her through the foyer into the kitchen, where Mr. Velez was putting the finishing touches on a table laden with all the fixings for tacos. Mike and Becca sat at the table. Becca smiled as he came into the room.

“Andy!” Mike said. “About time. Come on in and see what I helped create.”

“You helped cook?” Andy said skeptically.

“No, I helped by tasting everything to make sure it was all just right for everyone.”

“And almost got his fingers cut off,” Mr. Velez said with a snort.

“My grandpa and I made supper,” Teresa said. “He’s been teaching me to cook since I was little.”

“Cool,” Andy said, sitting down next to Becca. “Thanks for inviting us, Mr. Velez.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Mike said.

“I had my reasons, besides enjoying your company. But they can wait. Let’s eat.” He sat down, took a taco shell and started filling it. The others followed his example, Becca slapping Mike’s hand as he tried to steal a plate of cheese away from her. They steadily ate their way through the laden plates until they were full.

“That was really great, Mr. Velez. Thanks again,” Becca said. She got up and picked up her plate.

“No, sit down. I got to talk to you kids,” he told her. “I’m happy to have you all here, but I asked Teresa to invite you so I could tell you something. Something big, maybe.”

He told them about seeing Taylor and Saunders together in school. “I didn’t hear nothing this time, but I seen what Saunders was carrying. It was a locked metal box. Now what do you think he carries in a locked box?”

“The Tilyon!” Andy said. “Saunders wouldn’t want to leave it out of his sight, I bet.”

“I don’t know. But it’s something important. And I think, well, I can’t call you at home without your mother wondering why the school janitor is calling you. Then I thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get to know Mike a little better since he’s seeing so much of my granddaughter.” He glanced at Mike, who grinned. “So I had Teresa throw a dinner party. You gotta tell those cats about this.”

“Catmages,” Andy corrected absently. “I will, Mr. Velez. Thanks.”

“And I’ll see if I can find out anything else. Maybe I can catch Saunders talking to one of his cats again.”

“You should be careful, Mr. Velez,” Becca said. “Saunders can have you fired. Don’t give him a reason to.”

“Yeah, ’Buelo,” Teresa said. “Don’t let him hurt you, too.”

Mr. Velez nodded. “Okay, okay, I won’t do anything obvious. But if he starts talking where I’m working on something—”

“That’s different. Take my cell number and text me if that happens,” Andy said, handing his phone to Mr. Velez, who put his phone number in Andy’s phone and gave it back to him. “Letsan and Goldeneyes aren’t around right now, but I’ll tell Razor or Zehira or someone. They’ll know what to do.”

“Give my love to Razor,” Mike said. “And do it in baby talk. Then show me the scars after.”

Andy laughed. “Sure, the next time I’m feeling suicidal I’ll definitely do that.”

Teresa rose to start clearing the table. The others followed suit, and soon after they went to the backyard, chatting and laughing while Mr. Velez finished up in the kitchen. Then he sat with them until it was time to take them home.

“This was great,” Andy said as they followed him to the SUV. “Thanks!” Mike and Becca echoed his thanks as they got into the vehicle. Mr. Velez dropped them off one by one, until only Andy and Teresa were left in the back seat.

“You be careful,” Mr. Velez said as he stopped in front of Andy’s house. “That Saunders, he’s a mean one. Never forget that.”

“You too,” Andy said closing the door. He waved to Teresa and went up the sidewalk to his front door, looking automatically for Letsan or Goldeneyes before remembering they were gone. The SUV roared off as Andy closed the door behind him.


✣ F O U R ✣

Leveling Up

Jack Straight was putting the finishing touches on a quiz for next year’s class when his office phone rang. He recognized Stan’s number. He frowned and picked up the receiver, and before he could even say hello Saunders said, “In my office. Now.”

Sighing, Jack walked quickly out of the room and down the halls of the empty school. He was about to knock on the door when it opened and a short, portly man stopped just shy of running into Jack on the threshold.

“Oh. Hello,” he said.

Stan’s lips thinned in a smile. “Robert Hunter, meet Jack Straight, our history teacher. Jack, Mr. Hunter is the head of the School Board.” Robert reached out and shook Jack’s hand.

“Pleased to meet you. Congratulations.” His expression did not match his words. He looked rather put out, Jack thought.

“For what?” he asked.

Robert frowned slightly. Before he could speak, Saunders said smoothly, “Robert brings us the good news that you’ve been confirmed as the permanent history teacher here.” He smiled crookedly. “And I am Coreyton High’s new principal.”

“Con—congratulations,” Jack said, trying not to show his shock. “And thank you, sir.”

Robert waved a hand in dismissal. “Don’t thank me. Thank your principal. He was most insistent that we bring you on full-time.” He flashed a sour look at Stan that Jack caught. “We’ve heard good things about you. Make sure we keep hearing them.” He nodded and walked quickly down the hall. As his footsteps faded, Jack’s gaze turned to his cousin.

“How did you manage that?” he asked.

“I did Mr. Hunter a favor.”

Jack’s eyebrows rose. “It must have been a big one.”

“It was. I didn’t send his wife the photos I have of Mr. Hunter kissing another woman.”

Jack’s mouth dropped open. “How—what—you—”

Saunders smirked. “Oh, my dear, innocent cousin. You cultivate all the wrong friends for all the wrong reasons. Whereas I have a network of, shall we say, underachievers that I have kept in touch with over the years. You never can tell when you’ll need someone followed. Or a copy of a valuable amulet made.”

“You’re blackmailing the head of the School Board?”

“I believe we have already established that.”

“What did you do to Mrs. Barron?” he asked suspiciously, thinking of the teacher on maternity leave that he replaced last year.

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic. I did nothing to her. No, check that—I did her a favor as well. She was given the opportunity to take a teaching job closer to home. A woman with a new child relishes that sort of offer. She couldn’t wait to transfer schools.”

Jack sighed with relief.

“I know how much you’ve always wanted to teach high school. This goes on the ledger. You owe me for your job.” Saunders smiled smugly.

Jack looked away, uncomfortable at the thought of owing Stan for anything, and especially uncomfortable at the way he was hired for the teaching post. “I didn’t ask you to do this. I don’t owe you for it.”

“Oh, but you do. You have achieved your heart’s desire. Doesn’t it feel wonderful?”

Jack flushed at the sarcasm in Stan’s voice. “I could have gotten here on my own.”

“Possibly, many years from now. But here you are, in the present, teaching history at Coreyton High. Since you never once offered payment for your upkeep after you moved into my family’s home all those years ago, we shall have to consider well what you will do to repay me for this.”

“Your mother was happy to have me there!” Jack said. “You’re the only one who had a problem.” He thought of the many times his cousin had punished him just for being—well, just for being in his aunt and uncle’s home. “Our mothers were sisters. When are you going to get over it? My parents died. What was I supposed to do, go to an orphanage?”

Saunders grinned slowly. “That would have been my choice, had I been consulted. But since they took you in, my parents might have taken your house as payment for your keep.”

“Gee, I’m so sorry they kept it for me so I could live in it once I was grown,” Jack said. “My bad!”

“No wonder you get along with these children so well. You sound just like them,” Stan said. His grin widened as Jack’s face reddened. “Well, not that this hasn’t been lovely, but I have many things to do. I’ll let you know when I need your assistance. Now get out.”

Jack bit back a reply, turned on his heel, and stalked out of the office. Leave it to Stan to take what should have been a wonderful event—getting a permanent position teaching high school—and turn it to ashes by knowing he’d gotten it through blackmail. If only Jack could get out from under his thumb. “Someday,” he muttered as he went back to his office. “Someday.”

✣       ✣       ✣

A few days after Goldeneyes and the others left for the Council Compound, Andy and Zehira stood near the edge of the main field of the East Woods. It was a hot, humid morning, and the Catmages who weren’t studying were sleeping in the shade—some under trees, some in the woods, some in their homes. Andy had been working for the last hour without a break. He sweated profusely as he used his Magelight to float a large branch about three feet above the ground.

“Now let it down carefully,” Zehira said.

Andy lowered his hand slowly, his Magelight flickering. The branch wavered and nearly fell. It was almost as thick as his leg. It felt as heavy as if he were holding it in his arms, and it was getting heavier by the minute.

“Slowly!” she snapped. “You’re moving too fast.”

“I can’t help it, it weighs a ton!” Andy said. He tried to stop himself, but the branch fell to the ground with a loud crash. Several Catmages within earshot leaped up from their slumbers, fur fluffed out, then settled down again when they realized what had woken them.

“Oops,” Andy said. “Sorry!”

Zehira stared up at him unblinking.

“I don’t see why I have to do stuff like this,” Andy said. “How is this going to help us against Saunders? Oh, gee, look, Andy can lift a tree branch with his Magelight. Whoopee!”

“Sit,” she said.

Andy sat down heavily in the shade of the oak tree. He felt like he’d just run a mile.

“Andy, how does one learn something?”

“I don’t know. You go to school, or you get a teacher.”

“No, I’m not talking about that kind of learning. I’m talking about the act of learning. How do humans learn to read?”

“Well, first you learn the alphabet, and then you put letters together into words and then you read. Why, are you planning on learning how to read?” He grinned at her.

“No,” Zehira said sternly. His grin disappeared.

“What was the first thing you learned how to float?”

“A leaf.”

“And look at you now. That branch is heavier than many Catmages put together.”

“Yeah, but I can barely hold it.”

“And yet, you can lift it. This time last summer, could you have lifted that branch?”

“Oh. No. Oh! I get it. It’s like weight training. You start out with a smaller weight and build your way up. Like this,” he said, turning toward his backpack sitting a few feet away in the shade. Andy concentrated, balling his fist, and then he waved his arm toward his body and the backpack flew up off the ground and landed at his feet.

“That’s part of it,” she said. “You are also learning control. Look how easily you retrieved your backpack. You couldn’t do that last summer, either.”

“I get your point. But can we stop now? It’s lunchtime,” he said. “I’m hungry and thirsty and tired, and I need a break.”

“All right,” Zehira said. “You may eat and rest. I think I’ll do the same. I will meet you back here later.”

“See you,” Andy said, reaching for his lunch. He leaned against the tree, munching on his sandwich and wondering where Goldeneyes was and how she was doing. He ate and drank his way through everything he’d packed except for the extra water bottle, which he left for the ride home. Then he stretched himself out in the grass, leaning back with his arms beneath his head. Within minutes, he was fast asleep and dreaming once again of Nafshi.

✣       ✣       ✣

Methuselah sat next to Hakham on a fallen log. Below them on the ground, Nafshi waited expectantly.

“This is your last chance to back out, Nafshi,” said Methuselah. “There is no shame in admitting this is not yet your time.”

“Master Methuselah, I have prepared for this. I am more than ready. Can’t let Hakham have all the fun,” she said. “It’s bad enough he beat me to this.”

The grey tabby chuckled. “Why do I think this is going to be the first and last time I ever beat you at anything?” he said.

“Because it will be.”

“Very well, Nafshi. You have prepared for this. You know what is at stake. Come back to us as a member of Avdei Ha-Or. We will wait here for you.”

Nafshi nodded at them, turned, and headed down a path that led into the deep part of the forest. Hakham looked at Methuselah.

“Master, will she succeed?”

“I’m sure she will. She comes from a line of powerful Catmages. But the ceremony of Avdei Ha-Or has led to tragedy for many.”

“I know,” Hakham said, his voice full of worry.

Nafshi laughed to herself. Neither Hakham nor her master realized she could hear their thoughts as well as if they’d projected them to her. Well, she’d come this far. She wasn’t about to let anything stop her. The power that would come after she embedded her Magelight near the great artery in her neck—she couldn’t wait to experience it. Methuselah had worked her hard, but no harder than she worked herself. She was ready. There. There was the grove where the ceremony took place. And sometimes, where Catmages failed and died.

“Not this Catmage,” Nafshi said loudly. She took her place in the circle of trees, closed her eyes, and began to concentrate. Her Magelight glowed. She could feel its warmth. She pictured the metal clasp opening, and the gem sprang free from her collar and floated near her throat. She breathed deeply and did as she was taught, feeling the blood pulsing in the vein. Nafshi steeled herself for the next step.

Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh. She could feel the thumping of her heart resonating in her neck.

Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh.

Now!

With a piercing scream, Nafshi separated the skin and muscle near the artery. The Magelight flew into her neck, and the skin closed over it. Nafshi had just enough energy left to cast a healing spell before she collapsed.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy woke with a start. His heart was racing, and he was drenched in sweat. The dream vanished as he sat up.

“You don’t look very rested,” Zehira said as she approached.

Andy jerked around at her voice.

“You’re very jumpy, Andrew. What’s wrong?”

“I was dreaming.”

“About what?”

“I—I don’t remember. Something painful.”

“Well, you’re awake now. We have time for another lesson before you leave. Are you ready?”

Andy breathed deeply, willing his pulse to go back to normal.

“Yeah, just give me a minute.” He took a long drink of water. Then he nodded to Zehira. “I’m ready.”

“Good. Let’s get back to lifting large objects.”

Andy concentrated, closing his hands into fists.

Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh. His blood thrummed in his ears. He moved his arm. The branch flew off the ground, soaring over Andy’s head and hanging there. The young Catmages in the nearest Teaching Ring cheered. He concentrated and let the branch float slowly to the ground.

“Wonderful! Excellent, Andy!” Zehira said. “What did I tell you? The more you practice, the better you get at it.”

Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh.

The blood roared in Andy’s ears.


✣ F I V E ✣

Kharoom’s Triumph

Ruma and Kharoom lay at ease inside their bayit. They had just eaten well of several fat mice their servants had brought them.

“I must say, a cycle on the Council has not dimmed my appreciation of its advantages, my dear,” Kharoom said, breathing heavily through his rather squashed-looking nose. “It’s so lovely not to have to hunt for ourselves anymore.” He panted slightly. The heat and humidity of the day permeated even the shady dome of twigs and grass. “You don’t think I’m eating too much these days, do you?” he said, glancing at his stomach.

“You look as handsome as ever, my dear,” Ruma said. “None of us is as sleek as we used to be.” She licked her right paw and began washing her face.

A short-haired orange female Catmage walked up to the door and stopped outside. “Hakham and his Catmages have passed the guards,” she told them. “Shall I summon the others for the meeting?”

Kharoom rose heavily. “Please do,” he said. “Today’s meeting will make up for that disastrous vote from last summer, eh, Tigra?” The Catmage who had brought the message nodded and trotted away.

Ruma turned her attention to the other side of her face. When she finished, she stood and joined her mate. “It took very little effort to persuade that one to our side,” she said. “You were right when you said that everyone has a price.”

Kharoom purred softly. “They will never underestimate me again,” he said.

“Yes, you have always been undervalued by Hakham and his allies. Today, though, we will finally set things right. And our society will be the better for it.”

“Ruma, you have always believed in me. I couldn’t have done this without you by my side.” He waddled over to her and licked her ear.

“There will be time for that later, my love. Let us get to the broken tree.”

“You’re right again, Ruma. I want to be there when Hakham and Letsan—” his tone made the name an epithet—“arrive. Oh, this Council session is going to be fun.” Together, they went down the path.

✣       ✣       ✣

“I’m getting really tired of being summoned to the Council every summer,” Letsan grumbled as he followed Hakham and Goldeneyes down the trail that led to the Council Compound. “I’m especially tired of the long walk.”

Razor snorted loudly. Letsan paused, turned, and the two orange Maine Coons stood facing each other. The rest of the party halted as well.

“If you have something to say, brother, say it,” Letsan said.

Razor’s tail switched. He glanced at Katana and the other Shomrim who surrounded them. “We’re wasting our time here,” he said. “The last two Council sessions were jokes. All they did was talk. We should be spending our time recruiting more warriors. We got our tails handed to us by Roah and the Wild Ones, and Saunders has the Tilyon. Talking will achieve nothing.”

“We have no choice,” Hakham said. “Are we a society that follows laws and procedures, or are we dumbcats, fighting one another for dominance and females?”

“Laws are overrated,” Razor growled. He glanced around and lowered his mind-voice so that only Letsan, Goldeneyes, and Hakham could hear him. “And there’s something off about the Council. I’ve been hearing things. Trouble is brewing. Kharoom is ambitious.”

“And stupid,” Letsan said. “You’re worrying for nothing, brother. Remember, I spent moons in his Teaching Ring as a youngster.”

“I remember. And I think you misjudge him,” Razor said. “Never underestimate your enemy.”

Letsan laughed. “Brother, you worry too much. Believe me, Flathead is as incompetent a Council member as he was a teacher. We have nothing to fear from him. Come on. The sooner we get there, the sooner this is over with.” He brushed past his brother, followed by Goldeneyes, leaving Razor and Hakham gazing after them.

Razor growled softly. “Kharoom is up to something, Hakham. Beware.”

“I will, my friend. But I still must attend this meeting.” Hakham followed the others. Razor grunted softly and padded after them. He and Katana exchanged glances.

“This is going to go badly for us,” he said.

“I hope you’re wrong, sir.”

“So do I.”

Hakham and his group reached the Compound. They saw students and teachers scattered around the shady areas, napping through the midday heat. Goldeneyes watched a mother lying on the ground while her kittens played on wobbly feet, falling frequently. A pang of yearning hit her, and she breathed deeply and pulled her gaze away from the kittens, hoping no one had seen her staring.

“Where is everyone?” she asked. The last time they’d been summoned before the Council, hundreds of Catmages had been in attendance.

“It is not a public meeting this time,” Hakham said grimly. “And I fear it may not go well. Razor is not the only one worried about today. I’ve had some troubling messages from our friends on the Council. They tell me Kharoom has used this time to seek allies and strengthen his position.”

Razor growled. “Just get me alone with him, Hakham. I’ll have him seeing things your way in no time.”

“While I greatly appreciate your loyalty, Razor, I cannot allow you to intimidate a fellow Council member,” he said wryly. “Kindly control yourself in this meeting. We can’t afford to alienate the other Councilors. Letsan, if you are asked to speak, you will treat Kharoom with the respect he deserves as a Council member.”

“Hakham, you know he doesn’t deserve a shred of respect!”

Hakham turned to stare at Letsan, ears drawn back, his voice cold. “Your issues with Kharoom do not concern me. You will treat him with respect. Are we clear on this, apprentice?”

Letsan blinked at Hakham and dropped his gaze. “Yes, Master.”

“Good.” Hakham started across the Compound. The others followed silently, the only sound their soft footfalls on the earth.

“Where is the meeting?” Goldeneyes asked, hoping to thaw the chill that had fallen on the conversation.

“In the woods by the broken tree. It is a good place to meet during the heat of the day.”

“It would be better to meet at night during the summer heat,” she pointed out.

“Zahavin, the time is set,” he said sharply. “All of you, stop wasting my time with foolish chatter. Be silent and let me concentrate!”

“I have a very, very bad feeling about this,” Letsan sent privately to Goldeneyes. “I’ve never seen Hakham so worried. He hasn’t told us everything.”

“No,” she agreed, “he hasn’t.” They exchanged anxious looks. Razor stumped along, keeping his thoughts to himself. But his hackles were raised, and his tail switched from side to side.

“A very bad feeling,” Letsan said.

They reached the broken tree shortly. Two Shomrim stood guard along the path. Others were scattered around the woods. Razor recognized Matanya, a big British shorthair, and Ufara, one of his favorite captains. He nodded at them as they passed. Kharoom, his mate Ruma, and several other Council members had arranged themselves along the tree trunk. Keres and Talma, two very heavy Catmages, sat on the ground below. The rest found places nearby. Hakham stopped below Kharoom. He leaped onto the tree into a small space between Kharoom and Tigra, forcing them to move aside to make room for him or be pushed off the trunk.

“Nice move,” Razor said privately to his brother and Goldeneyes. “The old one has some life in him yet.” He took his place near the Council. His warriors waited a respectful distance away. Goldeneyes and Letsan settled themselves on the ground not far from Hakham.

“Well, we are here,” Hakham said. “Let’s get on with it, Kharoom.”

“Greetings to you, too, Hakham,” Kharoom said smoothly. “Your manners, as always, are impeccable.”

Hakham stared at Kharoom, who held his gaze, unblinking. “Let us get straight to the point, Kharoom. Why have you brought us here?”

“For the same reason we brought you here last cycle. We want you to stop training the human boy and destroy Nafshi’s Magelight.”

“You lost that vote,” Hakham said. “The issue was settled.”

Ruma spoke up in a sweet tone that didn’t match her laid-back ears and twitching tail. “It is a different time, and these are different circumstances. A human has found the Tilyon. We fear that he might also steal Nafshi’s Magelight from the boy. And so we would like to take another vote to see whether the Council agrees with us. You are free, of course, to make your case for the boy.”

“Oh, you’re giving me a chance to speak before you make your proclamation?” Hakham asked acidly.

“My dear Hakham, there’s no need to be uncivil,” she continued in the same tone. “You know we would never vote on an issue without the full Council present, as you taught us last summer.” She and Kharoom exchanged glances.

Goldeneyes gazed at Letsan. “So that’s what this was about,” he said to her. “They’ve spent the past cycle convincing the other Council members to vote their way.” His hackles rose.

Hakham could barely contain his anger. “Civility is not the issue, Ruma. The issue is defeating the Evil One!”

“That is an issue for another day. For now, the subject is whether or not to train the human,” Kharoom said. “You will see, Hakham, that the Council shares my concerns.”

Hakham surveyed the other Council members. Some of them looked quickly away as he glanced at them. Others looked nervous or angry.

“Yes, I see, Kharoom. I see very well what you have done in my absence.” His tail swatted against the tree trunk. “Let us vote. All those who stand with Kharoom, stand with him on this tree,” Hakham said, leaping to the ground. “And let all those who vote with me stand firmly on the earth.” Adin and Benzi dropped to the ground. Dar looked at Hakham uncomfortably and stayed where he was. Sharonit gazed steadily at Dar for a long moment. Then she dropped to the ground with the others.

Letsan held back a snort of laughter as he watched Keres and Talma struggle to their feet and try to leap onto the tree trunk. After a few moments of watching them try, Hakham said, “That’s enough. You two may sit next to the tree and be counted with Kharoom. And thank the One that you live in this Council Compound, where you are unlikely to face dangers you might have to flee quickly.”

“You shame them, Hakham,” Kharoom said.

“They shame themselves with their gluttony! Do you think we don’t know that you no longer hunt your own food, but have servants bring it to you? Are you housecats, enslaved to a human master, waiting on their favor for handouts? Or are you Catmages, independent, powerful, with a history as old and grand as the Tilyon? Kharoom, you and Ruma are heading down the same path as Talma and Keres. There may come a time when you will need to be quick and light, and you will wish that you had not been so greedy.”

Kharoom’s hackles rose. Hakham glared steadily at him. The two faced each other silently, tails lashing.

“Hakham,” Letsan interjected, “you are stealing my material and I’d like it back when you’re finished. If Flathead starts hating you instead of me, what am I going to do for entertainment at the Council sessions?”

Kharoom shifted his angry gaze to Letsan as some of the others chuckled.

Hakham lowered his hackles. Letsan’s comments had hit the mark and made him realize he was letting the younger Councilor get the better of him. He calmed himself and waited for Kharoom to settle down.

“You have no idea what you would do by forbidding us to teach the Son of Aaron,” Hakham said. He looked at the Council members allied with Kharoom. “We must band together if we are to defeat the Darkness that is rising. I have spent the past two cycles fighting Wild Ones and the evil human that aids them. We are not winning! We have lost many good Catmages, and every Catmage is needed for this fight. I beg you, do not do this. Andrew Cohen has the aura of a Catmage. He wields Nafshi’s Magelight with increasing skill. And he is the Son of Aaron, who will help us defeat the Evil One. Razelle foretold it! Will you weaken us now, when our strength is most needed? Will you go against the Council Prophet’s last prophecy?”

Nobody spoke after Hakham finished. Few of the Council members even looked at him. Goldeneyes felt helpless. There was no crowd to sway this time, and no assistance from undecided Council members. It was obvious that Kharoom had planned this long ago. No wonder he wanted a private meeting. He needed to make sure that none of his new allies were influenced by popular opinion. They may be unable to meet his eyes, but Kharoom’s allies were not swayed by Hakham’s speech. It was obvious he did not command the votes he had last time.

Levana, Adin, Sharonit, and Benzi ranged themselves in a ring behind Hakham. Kharoom looked extremely pleased with himself. His group was clearly the greater of the two.

“We underestimated him,” Goldeneyes said privately to Letsan. “This is a disaster.”

“Worse,” he muttered.

“The will of the Council is clear,” Kharoom said. “You will stop teaching the human to use a Magelight. You will take Nafshi’s Magelight from him and bring it to us so that we may destroy it. Then you will receive instructions from the Council on how to proceed against the human who has the Tilyon—if it even is the Tilyon. We have only your word for that.”

Goldeneyes caught herself growling at the insults Kharoom heaped on her master. “You dare accuse Hakham of lying?” she shouted.

“Quiet, Zahavin,” Hakham said. He looked from her to the Council. He held Kharoom’s gaze until the other Catmage looked away. “My word used to be good enough for all of you,” he said, looking angrily at the other Council members. “I am not mistaken. It is the Tilyon. We have felt its aura. Even from afar, it is unlike anything you have ever experienced. If you doubt me, come back with us and see for yourselves.”

“We will stay here, Hakham. You will go back to the East Woods Compound to do as the Council commands,” Kharoom said. “I want you back here before the next moon waxes and wanes.”

Hakham laughed. “Are you now the leader of the Council, Kharoom? Did I miss that vote?”

“Not yet, but perhaps we should do that next,” Kharoom said, his eyes flashing. “Times change, old one. New blood is needed.”

The Catmages nearest him spoke out in agreement.

“Your time has come and gone, Hakham,” Ruma said sweetly. “It is not your fault. You have lived a long, full life. I fear, though, that your age is affecting your judgment. It is time to let younger, stronger Catmages take the lead.” She did not bother to stop her tail from switching.

Hakham stared at her. She met his gaze.

“I see,” he said. “If you are not careful, Ruma, you and Kharoom will break this Council, not unlike the tree that lies fallen beneath your paws.”

“There is no need for dramatics, Hakham,” Kharoom said. “The Council is not broken. We have told you what we want. Go back to the East Woods and bring us Nafshi’s Magelight.”

“No.”

Kharoom took a step backward in disbelief. “No? No? You are defying the Council?”

“That is exactly what I am doing. I resign. I will not accept your authority any longer.”

There was a shocked silence. Ruma leaned toward Kharoom, clearly speaking privately with him. His eyes narrowed. “If you will not do it, then Zahavin will retrieve the Magelight,” he said.

Goldeneyes laid back her ears and shook her head. “I most assuredly will not. I stand with Hakham.”

“Razor!” Kharoom shouted. “You will take your Shomrim and retrieve Nafshi’s Magelight.”

Razor rose from where he had been sitting. He stepped forward and looked from Kharoom and his allies to Hakham. He turned his back on Kharoom, closed the distance between himself and Hakham, turned to face the Council and sat.

“I’m with Hakham. You’re an idiot. I quit.”

Letsan laughed out loud. Kharoom glared at them all, his hackles raised and his tail whipping furiously.

“What? You’re not going to assign me to the task, Flathead?” he asked. “Please? I do so much want the pleasure of saying no to you.”

Levana, an all-white female Councilor, stepped forward. “If Hakham goes, I’m going too,” she said.

“No, Levana. The Council is much the better with you on it,” Hakham said aloud. “Even Kharoom acknowledged this when he voted for you.”

“Now is not the time for foolish sacrifices,” he sent privately. “I need eyes and ears on the Council.”

She nodded curtly and stepped away from Hakham.

Ruma narrowed her eyes at the old tabby. She moved closer to her mate and rubbed her shoulder against his. “Calm yourself, my dear,” she said privately. “Show them who is in command.” Kharoom’s tail stopped switching.

“You will learn that leadership is about more than having a title, Kharoom,” Hakham said. “Or servants,” he said disdainfully. “Servants! No Council member in living memory has ever made use of servants as a privilege of office. You are too lazy to hunt for yourself, and too foolish to see the damage you are doing. Loyalty may be bought, but it will not last unless it is earned. It’s not too late. Rescind your order about Andy and Nafshi’s Magelight, and I will return to the Council. These are difficult times. All of us are needed. We must work together to defeat the enemy.”

Kharoom’s voice was cold. “You heard your instructions. You choose to resign. Very well, then, Hakham. You are no longer welcome at the Council Compound or anywhere else. You are banished. All of you are banished!” he shouted.

Hakham and the others laughed. Even some of the Council members on the tree joined in.

“Why are you laughing? Do you think banishment is amusing?”

“Letsan, would you like to do the honors?” Hakham asked.

“It will be my pleasure to teach my former teacher,” Letsan said. “Kharoom, had you actually paid attention in the Teaching Rings, you would know that a Catmage may only be banished for breaking one of the Seven Laws. And that can be done only after a trial and conviction. You may be head of the Council, but even the great Kharoom must abide by our laws.”

“As resigning from the Council and refusing Council orders do not constitute breaking the law, we will come and go as we please,” Hakham said. “It happens that I no longer wish to be here. There are much more important events happening in the East Woods Compound. So once I and my companions are rested, we will leave this place.”

“Then go! Get out!” Kharoom shouted.

Now it was Hakham’s turn to be angry. His Magelight flared, and electricity crackled along every inch of his fur. “Kharoom,” he said, his voice dripping with contempt, “you have spent the last cycle working against me, and by doing so you have been working against the interests of all Catmages. The Evil One has risen. He has murdered dozens of Catmages, including most of your predecessors on the Council. He has attained the Tilyon with the intent of turning it into a powerful weapon. I showed you all Razelle’s prophecy at the first meeting of this reconstructed Council. She said we cannot succeed without the Son of Aaron, and Razelle was never wrong. If I didn’t know how utterly incompetent you were, I would suspect you were working with our enemy. But alas, you are simply doing what you have always done—trying to gain renown without expending the effort to achieve it. As always, you have only managed to make yourself smaller.”

There was a shocked silence. None of the Catmages present had ever seen Hakham so angry. All of the Council members but Ruma edged away from Kharoom. But Hakham glared only at Kharoom, his tail whipping angrily, his hackles raised. His mind-voice seemed to get even louder.

“Do not get in my way, Kharoom, or you will learn why I was chosen to be the head of this Council while you were still suckling at your mother’s breast. I will tell you this only once.”

Kharoom dropped his gaze, unable to bear Hakham in his unbridled fury. His tail was curled around him, its tip trembling. Ruma watched Hakham warily, ears twitching. After a long moment, Hakham’s Magelight flickered out, his fur settled, and he turned his back and trotted quickly away down the path that led to the Compound. The others followed hastily, leaving Kharoom and his allies dumbfounded.

✣       ✣       ✣

Goldeneyes and Letsan traded glances as they trotted after Hakham, afraid to speak until Hakham said something. He said no word until they reached his bayit. Razor settled himself to guard the door, but Hakham shook his head and told him to come inside. “Leave Katana and the others on guard.”

“Now what?” Letsan asked.

“Now we return to the East Woods Compound. Levana and the other Councilors must be my eyes and ears on Kharoom and Ruma. I will need regular communications. We’ll discuss details later.” He sighed and sat down heavily. Goldeneyes noticed that Hakham seemed tired. The fur around his muzzle was getting whiter. Her master was showing his age.

“Now what?” Razor asked.

“There isn’t much to be done here,” Hakham said. “We rest, eat, and leave.”

“We’re going back to the East Woods?”

“You are. Letsan and Zahavin are going to accompany me on a visit to a friend.”

“We are?” Letsan asked.

Hakham ignored him. “Razor, I don’t have to tell you to be careful, do I? You’ve made an enemy today.”

Razor laughed harshly. “I’m always careful, Hakham. Kharoom doesn’t frighten me.”

“Good. And if you pick up a few recruits for us on the way home, I’m sure it would drive Kharoom into another frenzy.”

Razor grunted. “I’ll see what I can do. Flatnose did steal a few of my best Shomrim for his own guard duty. I’m betting the ones who were around him the most will be the most likely to want to leave his presence.” He laughed harshly. “Most of my warriors can’t stand him.” He rose to leave, bumping Letsan on the way out the door. “Take care of yourself, brother,” he said. “I’ll see you back at East Woods.”

“Don’t lose any more of your ears on the way home,” Letsan said.

“And you watch that precious tail of yours.”

Letsan laughed as Razor left the bayit, twitching his scarred and slashed ears as he went.

“And now?” Goldeneyes asked.

“Now, Zahavin, we rest through the heat of the day and leave this place tonight. We’ve a long way to go.”

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“To see my teacher, Methuselah. I’m sure Nafshi told you many stories about him.”

“He’s still alive? But he was Nafshi’s teacher. He’s even older than—” she stopped, embarrassed.

“Older than I? Yes. He taught us both. Methuselah is the oldest living Catmage that I know of, and he has a store of knowledge that few other living Catmages can imagine. That is why we are going to seek him out. We have questions. He may have the answers.”

Letsan sighed. “Another long journey. Andy was right. I’ve gotten fat and lazy.”

“You’ll get a chance to walk it off, I assure you,” Hakham said, eyes twinkling.

“But not for another few hours.” Letsan curled up on the ground and yawned. “By the One, I will never forget the look on Flatnose’s face. Remind me never to make you that angry, Hakham.”

“Never make me that angry, Letsan.”

“You’ve been around Letsan too long,” Goldeneyes said.

Hakham laughed and lay down near the wall. “Count yourself lucky that I don’t spend much time with Patches.”


✣ S I X ✣

Methuselah

A week after the disastrous Council meeting, Letsan and Goldeneyes sat in the shade of a tree on a quiet street, panting. Hakham stood on the sidewalk in front of a small cottage, head tilted, listening.

“Fat and lazy is right,” Letsan muttered to Goldeneyes. “All this walking has made me wish that Catmages could ride bicycles like humans.”

“Or cars,” Goldeneyes said wearily.

Letsan laughed. “I would give my right ear to see you in a Catmage-sized car, riding around the neighborhood.”

Hakham glanced back at them. “Come,” he said sharply. They followed him onto the low porch in front of the door. They could hear voices inside.

“I thought we were going to see your master. You didn’t say he lived with a human. Now another human knows of our existence?” Goldeneyes asked. “Just how long have you been violating the First Law?”

Hakham’s eyes flashed as he turned to her.

“I neither owe you an explanation nor have time for one, Zahavin. Either be quiet and follow me, or go back to the East Woods Compound alone.”

Goldeneyes stopped in mid-step at Hakham’s response. She felt like an errant kitten in the Teaching Rings. She and Letsan glanced at each other in shock.

Hakham paid her no further attention. His Magelight glowed and the door latch clicked. He nudged the door open and slipped inside. Letsan and Goldeneyes followed him into the house, and Letsan used his Magelight to close the door behind them. They paused just beyond the door in a central hallway, marveling. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves overflowing with books lined the foyer. They could see through the open doors on either side that the rooms were also filled with books. Books lay on chairs, on tables, on every spare surface they could see. As they followed Hakham through the house, the voices grew louder.

An old man with a grey beard and a fringe of grey hair around his head was standing opposite a long-haired mackerel tabby, whose back was to the door. The old man held a dark blue sweater out to the cat. His face was flushed. “Look at this! Look what you’ve done!” the man said, shaking the sweater.

“I didn’t do anything,” the Catmage said. “You sat down on the sofa.”

“Of course I sat down on the sofa. It’s my sofa! Why shouldn’t I sit on it? It’s for sitting, not shedding. You left your cat hair all over my sofa! Do you have to shed all over everything I own? You’re a Catmage! Use your magic to do something useful, like cleaning up after yourself when you lie on my sofa!”

“If you had leather furniture, you wouldn’t have to worry about cat hair.”

“I don’t want leather furniture. It makes my tuchus cold in the winter and sweaty in the summer. Why can’t you be considerate for a change and pick up after yourself instead of leaving your fur all over my things!”

“Pick up after myself? I don’t even see it until you point it out to me.”

“That’s because you’re completely inconsiderate. I don’t leave my hair all over your things.”

“You don’t have a whole lot of hair to leave. Except when you trim your beard, and it winds up all over the sink.”

“Not the sink. My sink! Mine! You shed all over the house. My house. I’m retired, I should be enjoying life, not picking up after a Catmage who’s too lazy to pick up after himself !”

“Well, I can’t stop myself from shedding. I’m a cat, or haven’t you noticed?”

“How convenient. Now you’re a cat, but God forbid I should call you a cat instead of Catmage. The last time I did it was six weeks before you stopped whining about it.”

“Six weeks? Ridiculous. I don’t hold a grudge that long.”

“Six weeks. I called you a cat on Thanksgiving Day and you barely spoke to me until after New Year’s.”

Hakham started laughing. The old man stopped arguing and turned his gaze toward the newcomers.

“Another Catmage? Who are you? Who let you in?” the man said irritably. He peered at Hakham. “Wait, I know you. Hakham, isn’t it?”

“Hello, Harry,” Hakham said. “I take it Methuselah forgot to tell you we were coming?”

Harry frowned. “Of course he did. Why should he tell me we were going to have visitors? It’s not like I pay the bills around here. No, I’m just someone who puts out food and cleans up cat hair.”

“Oh, dear, I did forget to tell you, Harry.”

Harry snorted. “Wonderful. More Catmages to shed all over my things.” He looked at Hakham and the others. “Who are these?”

“These are Letsan and Zahavin,” Hakham said, indicating the orange tom and Goldeneyes in turn.

“Hello, Master Methuselah,” Hakham said as the tabby turned to greet them.

“You—you’re wearing glasses!” Letsan said.

Methuselah wore a small, gold-framed pince-nez across the bridge of his nose. He tilted his head and curled his tail over his back. “Well, don’t you have a keen grasp of the obvious. One of your students, Hakham? I’m not very impressed with his deductive abilities.”

“Hey!” Letsan said. “I didn’t travel all the way from the Council Compound just to be insulted by an old Catmage. I could have stayed where I was and been insulted by my brother.”

Methuselah chuckled. “Your brother, eh? And who might that be?”

“Razor.”

“Ah. I’ve heard of him. A Catmage of few words. I like the ones that don’t talk so much.”

“Glasses are for humans. You’re a Catmage,” Goldeneyes said coldly.

“They help me see better,” Methuselah said. He chuckled. “You remind me of your grandmother. Nafshi said the same thing the first time she saw me wearing these.”

Her tone changed immediately. “You knew Nafshi?”

“Yes, and the first time she saw me with these she laughed and told me I looked like a cross between a Catmage and a raccoon, and that it flattered neither species.”

They all laughed. Goldeneyes dropped her head and blinked at Methuselah. “I’m sorry I insulted you.”

He chuckled. “Don’t be. Your grandmother insulted me regularly, and she and I were the best of friends. We kept in touch until just near the end.”

“You saw her before she died? When?” Goldeneyes asked eagerly.

“I saw her a few months before she was kidnapped by the Evil One,” Methuselah said gently. “I was very sorry to hear of her passing.” He paused, his tail twitching slightly. “I will be happy to talk to you about her another time. But I think there are other things to discuss now. Why are you so late, Hakham? I expected you weeks ago.”

Harry cleared his throat. “No, it’s all right, don’t mind me. I’ll just stand here like a dummy while you all conduct your business and ignore me. I live to watch my retirement checks support Methuselah and his fur-shedding friends.”

“Oh, pshaw. Your mortgage was paid off ages ago, I require far less heat than you, and what I cost in upkeep I more than make up for in companionship and razor-sharp wit,” Methuselah replied.

The others laughed again, and even Harry joined in.

“Thank you for your hospitality, Harry,” Hakham said. “It is good to see you again. It isn’t just Methuselah I’m here to see. We need wisdom from both of you. But first, if you don’t mind—we’ve traveled a long way and could do with a rest. And a meal, if you would be so kind.”

“Hear, hear!” Letsan said.

“All right,” Harry said. He led them into the kitchen, which held a small table with two chairs, a water and food dish for Methuselah, and still more overflowing bookshelves.

“Why do you have so many books?” Letsan asked.

“Because I’m a librarian,” Harry said. “Didn’t Hakham ever tell you about me?”

“No. We didn’t even know Methuselah was still alive. You must be—”

“Forty-one in the fall,” Methuselah said. “I’m so old most Catmages can’t even count that high.”

“You can count like a human?” Goldeneyes asked.

“Well, I’m not like other Catmages, my dear. Eighteen is as high as any of the best of them can count, but that’s only because it’s the number of claws on our paws.”

“That’s an interesting number,” Harry pointed out. “You know, eighteen in Hebrew numerology is chai, the number for life. I never really thought of how it related to cats before.”

“I can count,” Goldeneyes said, sounding offended. “Andy’s been teaching me.”

“Ah, but there’s more to me than simple mathematics, my dear,” Methuselah said. “I’m the Catmage librarian. I’m the Safran.”

“The what?” she said incredulously.

Harry chuckled as he bustled around getting plates and canned tuna for his visitors. “That’s why I got him the glasses. He’s so old he needs them for reading.”

“You can read ?” Goldeneyes asked in the same tone.

Methuselah looked amused. “This is one of your best students, Hakham? She’s not very quick on the uptake, is she? What about you, Letsan? Catmage got your tongue?”

“I—I don’t know what to say, sir,” Letsan replied. “I’ve never met a Catmage who could read.”

“I’ve told neither of them,” Hakham said. “At first there was no need, and then there was no time. You don’t come up in general conversation, Master.”

Methuselah chuckled. “Ah. Well, then let me give you the short explanation,” he said. “The advent of the age of literacy in humans made Catmages realize they had a serious shortcoming when it came to passing along information. We can’t write. And let’s be honest: Without opposable thumbs, we’ll never be able to. Oral histories are simply not the best way to pass information to successive generations. No matter how hard you try, information will go missing. A case in point: we lost the Tilyon.”

“It’s not lost anymore, sir. It’s been found,” Letsan interjected.

“What? The Tilyon has been found? This is wonderful news! This is amazing! Where is it? May I see it? Have you seen it? Is it truly as powerful as the old stories say?”

“We don’t have it,” Letsan said glumly. “Saunders got to it first.”

“What? This is terrible! The man who murdered Nafshi now has the Tilyon?”

“That’s partly why we’re here, Methuselah,” Hakham said. “I’ll give you the full story later, but do go on.”

Methuselah twitched his ears and continued.

“It’s like this—if a scholar dies without passing on his knowledge, that knowledge dies with him. Who knows what spells we lost during the thousands of cycles that have passed since the First’s powers awoke? Our ancestors finally got tired of losing knowledge. They decided to find a human who could help us write down our histories so we’d never again lose important knowledge.” He paused to straighten the pince-nez with his paw. “It was probably the most difficult thing we had to do since the First learned how to wield the Tilyon and pass along what she knew to her children. Those who proposed we join with humans had to spend many years convincing the Head Council of the day that it was worth violating the Secrecy Law. But we had other problems. The search took place during the time when many Catmages were murdered by humans who thought we were witches’ familiars.”

“Well, they weren’t far off,” Harry said. “You do have magical powers.”

“Yes, but we weren’t using them to harm humans!” He glared at Harry. “The first Safran found a wise man, a religious scholar, Reb Zalman, who was already steeped in the Oral Law of the Jews, the descendants of the Hebrews. It was Reb Zalman who helped the Safran organize our histories and commentaries. He was most intrigued by the Seven Laws and their similarity to the Ten Commandments. It is told that he and the first Safran would spend many hours discussing the resemblance of—”

“Forgive me, master, but we don’t have time for a lesson,” Hakham said. “You can tell us the tales of the Rebbe and the first Safran some other day.”

Letsan shot Hakham a look. “It seems there is much you haven’t told us, Hakham.”

“I have led a long life,” Hakham said stiffly, “and at no point have I ever felt obligated to explain myself to you.”

Letsan blinked and quieted.

“Oh, yes. My apologies, Hakham,” Methuselah said. “Well, to get to the point, ever since we have found humans in each succeeding generation who are willing to help us set down and pass on our history. Harry is the most recent of our human librarians, and a very good one he is, too.”

Harry beamed at Methuselah’s praise.

“Obviously, humans are longer-lived than we, so sometimes a librarian will work with two or more Catmages, depending on his age when he is chosen. In fact, now that I think of it, it’s probably time that both of us started looking for our replacements. We’re not getting any younger.”

“Is that why we’re here, Hakham?” Letsan asked. “Surely you’re not thinking of asking Zahavin or me to become the next Safran!”

“No. We are here because the Evil One has the most powerful weapon known to Catmages. We must utilize every resource we have in this battle.”

“And what if Methuselah has no information that will help us?” Goldeneyes said.

“Then we still will not have come here in vain.”

“About that food,” Letsan said, interrupting Hakham’s train of thought. “I can’t think on an empty stomach. Are you just going to stand there with your hands full of delicious-smelling fish?”

Harry smiled and put the dishes down for the guests.

“Let us eat quickly and then retire to the study,” Methuselah said. “We’ve a lot of work to do.” He looked up at his friend and blinked. “Thank you, Harry. You have always been there for us when we need you, and we appreciate it. You’re a good man.” He stepped over to Harry and rubbed against his leg.

Harry sighed as he saw cat hair sticking to his pants. “Cat hair,” he muttered, “always with the cat hair!” Grumbling, he brushed off his pants and went to the refrigerator to get himself something to eat. A few minutes later, Harry was finishing his tea and sandwich while the Catmages cleaned themselves. He pushed back his chair, rose, and put his plate in the sink.

“I think I know where we might find an early mention of the Tilyon’s powers,” he said, walking down the hall. The Catmages followed.

Hours later, open books lay scattered all over the floor, the sofa, and Harry’s desk. “This is useless,” Harry said, shaking his head at the book he was holding. “This is the fourth retelling of the same story, all of them reporting unhappily that the Tilyon was lost to Catmages, and none of them saying anything about its powers!”

“I think we expect too much of our sources,” Methuselah said. He sat next to a yellowed, hand-written leather-bound volume, yawning as he looked down at the pages. “Don’t forget that many centuries had passed between the time the First received her powers and the time our ancestors decided to write down our history.”

“How many years, exactly?” Letsan asked.

“It’s difficult to say, since we don’t know the exact time of the Exodus,” Harry said. “It’s much easier to say how long there have been Safrans.”

“How long?”

Harry shrugged. “A few hundred years. Sometime during the seventeenth century, your ancestors sought out a human to help them record their history.”

“I don’t know how long a hundred is,” Letsan said.

“A hundred cycles of the sun is about four or five Catmage lifetimes.”

“Do you know anything at all about the Tilyon besides what we all learned in our Teaching Rings?” Goldeneyes asked.

Harry shrugged. “Not really. Methuselah and I have rarely discussed the Tilyon, other than as part of the origin of Catmages.”

“Then why are we here, Hakham?” she asked wearily. “Have we come all this way for nothing?”

“No,” he said, “this journey was never a waste of time. There is more here for us than just books.” He looked meaningfully at Methuselah.

“Oh, Hakham, must I? But I’m so very, very old,” Methuselah said, “and so comfortable here.”

“We need you. There are only a few of us, one fewer now that Nafshi is gone. The Darkness rises. It is your duty, Master.”

Methuselah sighed. “But the East Woods is such a long way away.”

“You’re leaving?” Harry said. “Why?”

“Harry,” Hakham said, “Methuselah is a Magus. He is one of the most powerful Catmages alive. These are dangerous times. We need his power and his wisdom if we are to defeat the Evil One.”

Goldeneyes and Letsan exchanged shocked looks. No wonder Hakham wanted Methuselah to come back with them. A Magus was that incredibly rare Catmage who had reached the pinnacle of his or her powers. The Magi were also members of Avdei Ha-Or, the secret organization of Catmages who embedded their Magelights next to the great artery in their necks. Nafshi and Hakham were the only Magi that she knew of, and Letsan the only other member of Avdei Ha-Or. She had seen both her grandmother and her mentor channel extremely strong magic. Now the long journey here made sense, even if they discovered nothing about the Tilyon—if Methuselah was as powerful as Nafshi or Hakham.

Methuselah looked from Harry to Hakham, blinking.

“I have to go, Harry.”

“Well, if you have to go, you have to go,” Harry said. He started picking up books, closing them, putting them into piles on his desk. “It’s probably for the best. I’ll have a little more free time, and I’ll be able to get the cat hair off the furniture.” Mumbling, he picked up a pile of books and went into the next room.

“He’s going to be lonely,” Methuselah said. “We’ve been together for a very long time.”

“I’ll get my granddaughter to come stay with me!” Harry called from the other room. “I managed to live an entire life before I met you. I’ll survive a few weeks while you’re gone.”

“It may be more than a few weeks, Harry,” Hakham said.

Harry came back in the room, the books still in his arms. “So, it’ll be a few months, then. All right. I’ll get to work on cataloging those really old books that we’ve been putting off. When are you leaving?”

“In the morning.”

“So. Where are you going?”

“To the woods outside of a town called Coreyton.”

“Coreyton! That’s hours from here by car. It will take you weeks to get there! I won’t have it. You’re too old to walk that far, Methuselah. I’ll drive you.”

“Harry, I’m liking you more and more every minute,” Letsan said. “I’d show you how much, but I don’t want to get any more cat hair on you.”

“You see?” Harry said. “There’s a polite Catmage—one who thinks of others besides himself,” he said, frowning down at Methuselah.

“It would be much nicer than walking,” Goldeneyes admitted.

“Thank you, Harry, we appreciate the offer,” Hakham said. “If you don’t mind, we need to leave in the morning.”

“Fine, fine, tomorrow morning it is. Anything else? Breakfast in bed, maybe?”

Letsan laughed, yawning. “Just bed, thanks. Mind if we use the sofa?”

“Why not? You can’t get any more cat hair on it. It’s already covered!” Grumbling, he put the books down on a nearby table and went through the house, turning off lights behind him as he went to bed. Methuselah gazed after him.

“He’s not fooling me,” he said softly. “Harry is going to miss me just as much as I’m going to miss him. This is not an open-ended offer. I won’t leave Harry alone forever.”

“We won’t ask you to, Master. But we need your wisdom and your powers to recover the Tilyon.”

“Well, we’d better get it back, then. You three make yourselves comfortable here. I’m going to stay with Harry tonight.”

He walked softly down the hall. They heard the bed creak as he joined Harry, and soft murmuring coming from their room.

“Another Magus,” Letsan said quietly. “That makes two for our side. The Wild Ones have none.”

“No. But they have the Tilyon.”

“But they can’t use it properly. Saunders has no aura.”

“We’ll get it back,” Goldeneyes said as she settled herself for sleep. “With another Magus on our team, how can we fail?”

Letsan leaped onto the sofa and lay down next to her, their flanks touching. They were asleep before Hakham could join them.

✣       ✣       ✣

Hakham was already awake when Goldeneyes woke, yawned, and stretched. Sunlight streamed through the east-facing window, and birds were chirping outside.

Letsan stretched and leaped to the windowsill, where he watched the birds flit from branch to branch. “If Harry doesn’t want to offer us breakfast, I’m going to catch my own,” he said, yawning. “They look fat and tasty.”

“No need to trouble the local bird nests, young one,” Methuselah said as he padded into the room. “Harry is fixing us breakfast now.”

“Good,” Letsan said, jumping to the floor. “I’m definitely ready to go home.”

Half an hour later, they watched while Harry locked his cottage. He opened the car doors and waited for them to get inside. Methuselah and Hakham sat together on the front passenger seat.

“Try not to shed too much during the drive,” Harry said, closing the rear door. “And don’t tear the seats!”

“We’ll do our best, sir,” Letsan said from the back seat, turning his head away and trying not to laugh.

He and Goldeneyes spent much of the ride standing on their hind legs with their paws on the base of the window, watching the scenery. Harry was a slow, careful driver who didn’t mind answering their questions about the towns they passed and the things they saw outside their window. Methuselah and Hakham said little. Goldeneyes suspected they were having a long private conversation about the events of the past year.

“We are indeed, and you need to rein in that projection, Zahavin,” Methuselah sent privately. “You can’t afford to get careless. I think you and I are going to have some private lessons. Yes, I would very much like to see how much Nafshi has taught you.”

Goldeneyes looked toward the front seat. “I would be honored, sir.”

They reached the East Woods around lunchtime. Harry parked his car on the shoulder of the road. He stopped the engine and got out, opening the back door.

“Well, here you are,” he said. “I’d offer to come with you, but it’s lunchtime and I don’t particularly care for eating mice and birds.”

Letsan laughed as he exited the car. “You don’t know what you’re missing. Mice are pretty tasty!”

“I’ll pass,” Harry said sourly. “Well, Methuselah. This is it.”

“Yes.” Methuselah looked up at Harry, then he wound around Harry’s legs, purring. “I’ll miss you, old friend. You take care of yourself!”

“I’ll miss you, too,” Harry said, leaning down to scratch Methuselah’s ears.

“Letsan! Goldeneyes!”

They turned at the sound of their names. It was Andy, riding down the road toward them.

“Andy!” Letsan called, running to meet him. Andy pulled up short and Letsan leaped into the basket, where he perched on his hind legs to rub his face against Andy’s while Andy stroked him.

“Who’s that?” Harry asked.

“Andrew Cohen, the boy in Razelle’s prophecy we told you about last night. He bears Nafshi’s Magelight. Look to his wrist.”

“He has a Magelight?” Harry asked.

“Yes,” Methuselah said. He closed his eyes. “Nafshi’s aura is still strong within it.”

“You can sense an aura without casting a spell?” Goldeneyes asked. “I thought that was something you were born with, like a Seeker.”

“Mostly it is, but it can be taught. I can show you if you like.”

“I would like that very much, Master Methuselah.”

Andy reached them, looking curiously at the old man and the long-haired tabby.

“Uh, hi. I’m Andy Cohen.” He held his hand out to Harry, who shook it.

“Harry Mendelson. And this is—”

“Methuselah. Yeah, I know.”

Methuselah looked sharply at Andy. “You know? How on earth could you know me when we’ve never met?”

“We haven’t?” Andy said, kneeling down to scratch a purring Goldeneyes behind the ears. “But I know your name. And what you look like. I remember you from somewhere. Are you sure we haven’t met?” He smiled at Goldeneyes. “I missed you.”

“We missed you too, Andy,” Goldeneyes said.

Hakham and Methuselah shared a puzzled look.

“Later,” Hakham sent to him privately.

“Are you staying?” Andy asked Harry. “Are you coming to the Compound? The path is kind of tricky, do you need me to help you?”

“No, I’m too old to be wandering through the woods,” Harry said. “I’m going to find someplace to have lunch and then head back home. I’m only here to save this old Catmage a ninety-mile trip.”

“Which way are you going?”

“North.”

“Try the Coreyton Diner about ten minutes down the road. Good food, decent prices.”

“Any chance you can come with me and keep me company?”

Andy shook his head. “I wish. I have lessons. Zehira gets really mad when I’m late. But thanks for the offer.”

“Time to go, Methuselah,” Hakham said. “We’ll meet you at the entrance in the woods. Andy, follow us, please.” He led the rest of them to the hedge where Andy hid his bike.

Andy looked toward the road and saw Harry pick up Methuselah.

“If that isn’t a hug, I’ll eat my tail,” Letsan said.

“He’s a big softy,” Hakham said.

“Which one?”

“Oh, go on ahead,” Hakham said. “Methuselah and I will meet you at my bayit. Andy, you’d best run along to your lesson.”

Hakham watched the others go, then waited until Methuselah joined him. They stayed where they were until they saw Harry get into his car and drive away. Methuselah sighed.

“Don’t worry, you’ll see him again,” Hakham told him.

“I’d better.” Methuselah watched until the car drove out of sight. “How could the boy know my name?”

“I don’t know. We’ve never mentioned you to him. Perhaps Nafshi told him about you? They spent a good deal of time together when they were trapped in the Evil One’s house.”

Methuselah gave a little grunt. “Maybe. Something tells me that we need to keep an eye on that boy.”

Hakham laughed. “That’s all we’ve done for the past few cycles. Zahavin and Letsan practically live with him. And when they’re busy, he comes here for lessons.”

“Is that why you want me here? To teach the boy?”

“No. I’d like you to work with some of our more promising Catmages. There are a few worthy candidates. Some of them may even have Magus capabilities.”

“Zahavin for one, I assume?”

“Yes. She’s nearly ready for Avdei Ha-Or. And there is one other of Nafshi’s line that you should see, a great-granddaughter. There are a few more who would benefit from your tutelage.”

“I’ll need to examine them all.”

“Of course.”

“Then let’s get started. I’m hungry again.”

“I hope you haven’t forgotten how to catch your own meals,” Hakham said, eyes twinkling. “We don’t have humans around to feed us three or four times a day. But if you can’t, I’m sure we’ll find some young ones that will be happy to catch something for you.”

“Hmph. I’m not so old that I can’t still beat you to that dead oak tree,” Methuselah said, racing off as he spoke. Hakham chased after him and soon caught up. They reached the oak at the same time and pulled up breathlessly, laughing. Then the two old Catmages trotted down the path together.


✣ S E V E N ✣

Matti

Two days after Hakham and Razor left the Council meeting in chaos, the Catmages of the Council Compound gathered on the main meadow. Kharoom had tried to suppress the news, but the word that Hakham and Razor had resigned in fury raced around the Compound. Even the kittens in their first Teaching Rings knew about it. The residents learned, however, not to discuss it in front of Kharoom and his allies. Catmages spoke in hushed voices of Hakham’s fury and Razor’s rejection of Kharoom’s demands. There was a fair amount of unhappiness. Razor may not have been overly friendly, but he was trusted and popular. Word had it that the Council would be presenting both a new member and a new captain of the Shomrim. The gathering filled up quickly.

The early morning sun threw long shadows across the grass. Matanya stood in front of the Council at the edge of the field, arranged in their traditional semicircle. His lieutenant, Ufara, stood behind him with a team of Shomrim. She was a tough calico who had been with Matti for many seasons. He glanced at his honor guard. Some of his favorites were missing. Razor had recruited a few of the best Council Shomrim before he left, to Matti’s disappointment. Well, he could always have his Seekers bring back some good candidates from other Compounds. He made a mental note to speak to Ufara about that.

He glanced over at the new Council member chosen to replace Hakham. Yeshana, an ancient calico cat, sat at the far end of the semicircle. One rumor had it she was related to Kharoom and was only chosen because she would be loyal to him. Another said she was too old to really know what was going on, and would vote as Kharoom directed. Matti didn’t care if the rumors were true or not. What mattered to him was knowing how she could help him with his goals. One of those goals was about to be realized. He was not only present to guard the thirteen Council members, he was about to be invested as the new Captain of the Shomrim. The big British shorthair’s chest swelled with pride. Until this summer, he didn’t think he had a butterfly’s chance in a bayit full of kittens of seeing Razor leave the guard. He liked and respected Razor, but the grizzled warrior never could learn to get along with those in power. If it had been Matti who was chosen to retrieve Nafshi’s Magelight . . . well, an order was an order. And speaking of order, it looked like Kharoom was finally ready to begin. He raised himself to his feet and padded a few steps to the front of the semicircle, the leader’s position that most had only seen Hakham in. Matti glanced quickly at the crowd and saw more than a few Catmages shift uncomfortably. Kharoom was oblivious. He had finally gotten what he wanted, and it was obvious he was having the time of his life.

“Thank you all for coming,” Kharoom said to the crowd. “We would like to welcome Yeshana, our newest Council Member, who takes Hakham’s recently vacated seat on the Council.” Silence greeted that announcement. Yeshana was unfamiliar to many members of the Compound. Hakham had been a fixture on the Council since before most of the resident Catmages were born, and was friendly and approachable. Yeshana was taciturn and solitary. Few approved of the change.

“I would also like to make an announcement. Following Hakham’s resignation, the Council has elected a new head. They have asked me to lead us through these dark times.”

There was a low murmur at this.

“Do not be afraid!” Kharoom said. “Yes, these are troubled times. But now the Council speaks with one voice. And with the wisdom of the other Councilors”—he glanced at Ruma—“and the help of our loyal Shomrim, we will come together and defeat the enemy who has risen to challenge us!”

The crowd cheered politely.

“There is another reason we are gathered today. As you know, Razor has been dismissed for insubordination. Today, I’m happy to announce that we will invest Matanya in his stead. Everyone welcome the newest Captain of the Shomrim.”

The cheering was louder this time, led by the members of the guard. But not everyone joined in. Heads turned in the crowd. Kharoom’s words contrasted with the story that had gone around. Several of the Council members glanced at Kharoom. Matti held himself still, knowing full well that Razor had resigned and Kharoom was lying to the assembly. But he knew better than to contradict a superior, especially in a public gathering such as this. Matti was surprised to see Yeshana shoot Kharoom a look, though. Perhaps she was neither as senile nor as firmly in Kharoom’s camp as he thought.

Kharoom went on when the cheering stopped.

“The Council unanimously approved Matanya as the new captain. He has served well and faithfully since he was barely out of the Teaching Rings. It is with great pleasure that we place the safety of this Council and our Compound in his hands.”

There was another pause as the crowd cheered. Matti was popular and, unlike Razor, sociable. He faced the crowd and stood at attention, waiting for the cheers to die down. Feeling the eyes of all thirteen Council members upon him, he proudly raised his head.

Kharoom spoke over the noise. “We know that Matanya will be a great leader. Captain, the Shomrim are yours.”

Now Matti was surrounded by his warriors, who crowded in trying to bump shoulders or heads or lash him with their tails. A chant began, picked up by the crowd.

“Matti! Matti! Matti!”

“I thank you all, Councilors, for this great honor. I serve with pleasure, and will defend our people to the death!”

The crowd roared again. When the sound died down, Kharoom spoke.

“As our business is concluded, this meeting is adjourned. Captain Matanya, please escort my mate and me to our quarters.”

The assembled Catmages left the meadow in small groups, chattering contentedly, their fears at losing Razor soothed by his replacement by Matti.

Matti signaled Ufara closer. “Take the Shomrim to the practice field. I’ll be there when I can.”

“Yes sir,” she said. “And Matti—congratulations.” She flicked her tail at him as she passed, making Matti wonder if she was going into heat. That was something he’d enjoy looking into later. But for now, he had official business and couldn’t just please himself.

He marched smartly in front of Kharoom and Ruma as they made their way to their bayit, the crowd parting for them. Matti noticed that none of the other Catmages ventured to talk to either of them. That was another change Kharoom had encouraged. The Council Catmages were used to Council members who made themselves available to all and sundry. Hakham would stop and chat with the least little kitten who approached him. Kharoom was more distant, more prone to enjoying what he called the perks of the office. Where Hakham had called himself a servant of the Catmages, Kharoom strove to show that he was their leader. But how Kharoom conducted his business was not important unless it concerned Matti and his Shomrim. It was not his job to tell the Council how to lead.

When they reached Kharoom’s home, Matti stopped and waited politely by the entrance.

“Come inside, Matanya,” Kharoom said. “I know you’ve only just been appointed captain, but we have a task for you. We want you to go to the East Woods Compound.”

“I thought Razor was going back to East Woods, sir.”

“No doubt he is. But that Compound is still under our rules and laws. You will take command from Razor. If he wants to be an outcast, let him. But he will not take some of our best warriors with him.”

“He already did, sir. I gave you their names yesterday.”

Kharoom gazed at Matti unhappily.

“Then you will retrieve them. Their job is not to do Razor’s bidding. Their job is to serve the Council!”

“Yes sir, but—but what about the Evil One? The Wild Ones? What about retrieving the Magelights and the Tilyon? I thought you might like to hear some of the plans I’ve been considering. I don’t understand—”

“It is not your job to understand, Captain,” Ruma said with a baleful stare. “Your job is to protect your fellow Catmages and serve the wishes of the Council.”

“Now, now, dear, there’s no need to get upset. Matanya has the right to ask questions that concern the actions of his Shomrim.”

Ruma glanced at her mate. “Of course. Please continue.”

“We are working on other ways to defeat the Wild Ones, Matanya. We are not yet ready to share our plans with you. Rest assured, we shall take care of getting the Council Magelights and the Tilyon back as well. But for now, we wish you to go to the East Woods and put their Shomrim in order.”

“Yes, Kharoom,” Matti said, blinking at the two of them. “When shall I leave?”

“Immediately.”

Matti hesitated.

“Do you have any further questions?” Kharoom said sharply.

Plenty, Matti thought. But he said aloud, “No, sir. I’ll stay the remainder of the day to instruct my Shomrim, and I’ll start for the East Woods first thing in the morning. I’ll leave Ufara here to guard the Council.”

“That will do.”

Ruma settled down next to Kharoom and purred softly. “We will send you further instructions by the full moon. We expect to hear of the great progress you’ve made by then.”

“I shall await your orders,” Matti said.

“Good. And may the One Above Us All bless your journey.”

Matti blinked once more and took his leave. He regretted having to leave so soon. His warriors had spent many moons getting ready, and now he had to leave most of them behind. He’d expected to stay in the Council Compound for quite some time, building up new relationships with the Council and his Shomrim. He wanted to present his ideas to retrieve the Magelights and Tilyon to the Council, but later, after he’d had time to discuss them with his captains. Going to the East Woods so soon, and without giving his input, was unexpected. Oh well, it would give him a chance to prove himself. Razor wasn’t going to like this. Neither would Hakham, he was sure. But orders were orders, and rules were rules. One way or another, Matti would get what he wanted. He usually did.

The rest of his guard was on the practice field in ordered groups, each squad leader running their team through drills. Matti kept his warriors in top form, and made sure not to neglect physical combat training. Catmages almost never fought one another with tooth and claw, but you could never tell when a strange dumbcat or dog would wander into your territory and jump you. The rest of his training routine involved mandatory daily Magelight drills. These were dangerous times, and he’d not see the Council suffer a repeat attack like the one that destroyed Kharoom’s predecessors. There were also the matters of the stolen Magelights and the Wild Ones.

Matti observed the squads quietly from the edge of the trees for a while. It was a good way to watch them perform without the pressure of knowing their war leader was watching. He made a few mental notes, then strode into the middle of the field, calling the Shomrim to attention. They assembled in ranks quickly, squad leaders in the front row. Ufara took her place next to Matti.

He informed them of his new orders and noted with pride that not a single one of his warriors gave any indication that they were surprised by the news. Soldiers, every one of them, he thought.

“Some of you will come with me to the East Woods,” he told them. “We must be prepared for anything. Ufara will be in charge while I’m gone. I know she’ll do a fine job until I return.” He glanced sideways at his lieutenant, who stood proud and still, as his second-in-command should.

“I’ll want the squad leaders at my bayit after practice. They’ll inform those of you who will be traveling with me. The rest of you will continue to do your job. We will protect the Council!”

“We will protect the Council!” they echoed.

“Ufara, with me.” He turned and strode back the way he had come, Ufara falling in behind. When they reached his bayit, they settled themselves comfortably.

“Well, that was unexpected,” Ufara said. “I thought you’d have moons to get used to being the new captain of the Shomrim.”

“So did I. Instead, I get to tell Razor things he’s not going to want to hear.”

They laughed. “I don’t envy you,” Ufara said. “Do you think he’ll go for your ear or just give you a nice scar across your face?”

“He can try,” Matti said, rising to his hind legs and hitting out with his front paws. “I think I can take him. But we both know he won’t fight me. At least, not physically.”

“Good,” she said warmly. “I like your face just the way it is.”

Matti strode over and licked her ear. “So, when do you go into heat again?”

“Not any time soon. I want to stay in the Shomrim, not take time off to have another litter.”

“Really? Because I’m pretty sure I can talk you out of that.”

She groaned. “Oh, Matti, not again.”

“I think there’s something wrong with my eyes, because I can’t take them off you.”

Ufara reached out to slap him with her paw. He ducked out of the way. “I thought we’d gotten past that,” she said.

“Never.”

She slapped the ground with her paw. “Sit.” He sat. “Captain Matanya, we need to discuss what you want me to do with the Shomrim while you’re gone.”

He sighed. “So, you’re going to be that way? All right, Ufara. I’ll want you to implement some of the things I’d planned to do myself, but now that I’ll be gone—”

“Just tell me what you want, sir. The Shomrim will be ready on your return.”

“Good. Here’s what I had planned for the next few moons.”

✣       ✣       ✣

The next morning, Matti was on the road with a dozen of his best warriors. Half of them were the second in command to his squad leaders. This mission would be a great opportunity to judge how ready they were to lead squads of their own. Matti glanced behind. His Shomrim ranged in a loose arc within a few feet of each other, slipping in and out of the shadows as they marched in the smooth lope that would bring them to the East Woods in the rising and setting of a few suns. None of them had ever been there before. Matti wondered who else he would find at the Compound besides Razor and his missing Shomrim. He knew Razor had been recruiting for several cycles now.

Matti looked to his left at the only non-Shomrim traveling with them—Velvel. When Matti had reported to Kharoom and Ruma to take his leave, Kharoom had ordered him to take the Seeker with them since they were all going to the same place. “And this way there’s no chance you’ll get lost,” Kharoom added, only half-joking. The words still rankled. Was he the head of the Shomrim, or was he a kitten fresh out of his first Ring? Matti guarded his thoughts carefully. It wouldn’t do to let Velvel know how unhappy he was both with the order and with his company. At least Velvel wasn’t a chatty companion. They bent to the trail, saying little.

The company rested during the heat of the day, hidden in a copse near the human road they would walk beside to the East Woods Compound. Matti’s soldiers took turns keeping watch. Velvel offered to take one, but Matti politely declined. “My Shomrim are used to guard duty,” he said. “It’s our job.”

“Suit yourself,” Velvel responded, yawning. He curled up and went to sleep. Matti chose to stay awake for the first watch, eyes and ears open for the sound of human or animal. They heard and saw nothing worse than birds and squirrels.

The next two days of travel were much the same. The most dangerous animal they met was a fox, who watched them carefully but fled when Atzel sent a Magelight arrow into the dirt between its paws.

In the late afternoon of the fourth day, Velvel announced they would arrive at the East Woods shortly. Matti stopped his squad and gave them a quick look-over before allowing them to go on.

“We want to be at our best for this,” he said. “I want to make a good impression on Hakham and the elders of the Compound.”

“Not to mention Razor,” Atzel said.

Matti laughed. “Well, we won’t be getting any compliments from him no matter what we look like, especially when he learns why we’re here.”

“He’s a soldier first and last, sir. He’ll do what’s right.”

“I’m sure he will,” Matti said with a confidence he didn’t feel.

A short time later, Velvel led them to the winding path that would bring them to the Compound. A pair of grey tabbies rose from the ground and blocked the path.

“We recognize you, Velvel, but who have you brought with you?” the larger one asked. “Why didn’t you send us a message you were bringing more warriors?”

“You received no message because none was needed,” Matti said brusquely. “I am Matanya, your new captain of the Shomrim. The Council sent me to get this Compound in order. These are the warriors I chose to aid me in that task. Instead of questioning your superior officer, you will stand aside and let us through.”

The tabbies looked at each other and moved aside.

“I’ll expect reports from every guard shift,” Matti said. “You’ll be informed of the new schedule as soon as I’ve gotten the feel of this Compound.”

“What about Razor?” the smaller tabby asked. “We’re supposed to report to him.”

“What are your names?”

“Teriya. This is my sister, Timura.”

“Well, Teriya, Razor is no longer head of the Shomrim. I am. You will report to me now. Is that understood?”

The tabbies glanced at one another again. “Yes sir,” Teriya said.

“Then get back to your guard duty,” Matti said, brushing past them. Velvel hurried to catch up to Matti. The warriors followed them down the winding path that led to the Compound. They reached the meadow and saw the Teaching Rings breaking up and students leaving, some walking sedately, some leaping around like the kittens they were.

“It looks like we’ve come at a good time,” Matti said. “Atzel, bring the squad to attention.”

“Yes, sir!” Atzel said, signaling to the other warriors. At his command, they broke into a trot and headed for the center of the field, where they quickly moved into formation, waiting silently for their commander. The students who had been wandering away from the field stopped to watch the newcomers. Matti waited until he was sure he had the crowd’s attention, then sent a silent signal. The Shomrim fired a series of light daggers straight up in the air, where they burst into small needles of colored lights, falling harmlessly back to earth. The buzz from the Catmages watching the show pleased Matti. The crowd parted and, as Matti expected, Razor headed his way.

“How sweet. Your Shomrim can fire off colored sparkles,” Razor said. The big Maine Coon was flanked by Hakham and Letsan. A number of Razor’s warriors ranged themselves behind. “I’m sure they’ll terrify the Wild Ones in our next battle. Or were you going to use the lights to distract them and attack while they’re still oohing and ahhing?”

“I’m sensing a touch of hostility, Razor,” Matti said cheerfully. “Get up on the wrong side of the bayit this morning?”

“That’s not hostility,” Letsan said. “It’s his normal tone.” He ducked as Razor lashed his tail at him.

“Welcome, Matanya,” Hakham said. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“Council business. They sent me to take over the Shomrim in this Compound.”

“That’s going to be a problem,” Razor said, “because these are my Shomrim now.” He moved forward until he was only a few inches away from Matti. Matti held his ground and sent a silent command to his warriors to keep them still. He met Razor’s glance and held it.

“The Council has the right to determine the head of the Shomrim.”

“Of the Council Shomrim, yes,” Hakham said. “But our Compounds have always been independent. They have no jurisdiction here.”

“I’ve been commanded by Kharoom—”

Razor laughed harshly. “Say no more, Matti. That fool no longer has power to command anything of me.”

“Nevertheless, I was given an order to come here and take control of the Shomrim.”

Razor studied Matti carefully. “We can always use more fighters. You’re welcome to stay. But you won’t be taking my warriors.” He laid his ears flat back on his head and raised his hackles. Matti braced himself for a fight.

“Just a moment, Razor,” Hakham said. He stepped between the two, forcing them to back away from one another. “Matanya, we have our own Council of Elders here. I will convene it and you can make your case. But I warn you, I don’t think you’ll win.”

“Why not?”

“Because I am the head of the Elders, and most of the Council are my friends. I have no intention of taking command away from Razor.”

“It’s kind of like what happened at Kharoom’s Council meeting, only with the opposite result,” Letsan said, chuckling. “Sorry, Matti, but you won’t win this vote.”

“He won’t,” Razor said. “But I have a better way of settling this. I’ll fight him for it. Winner takes the Shomrim.”

Matti’s heart leaped. There’d be no better way of proving himself to the Shomrim at this Compound than beating Razor in a fight. “I accept,” he said. “What are the rules?”

“This is absurd,” Hakham said. “Razor, there’s no need for violence. The Elders—”

“I agree with Razor,” Letsan said. “These times call for the best war leader we have. The Shomrim deserve no less. They will follow the winner without question.”

Hakham’s gaze swept over Matti and Razor. He surveyed the crowd and turned back to Letsan. “A fight it is, then. The rules, Razor?”

“No Magelights. No teeth. No claws. Strength against strength. What do you say, Matti?”

“Agreed. Now?”

“Unless you’re too tired from your travels. I can give you a few hours to rest.”

Matti held Razor’s gaze. That was clever. Matti would lose face if he accepted. “Now is fine. Lead the way.”

A thrill of excitement went through the crowd as the news traveled quickly from mind to mind. Catmages ranged themselves in a wide circle around an area contained by the Shomrim of both captains. Soon the fighting ring was ready. Razor and Matti faced each other in the middle. Hakham stood next to them. He broadcast his voice to all assembled.

“Matanya and Razor, on my mark you will begin. The first Catmage to draw blood loses. This is a battle of strength and strategy, not Magelights and claws. The fight ends when one of you is completely dominated by the other.” Hakham paused and moved outside the ring. “If there is any question, you both agree to stand by my rulings. Are there any objections?” Neither Matti nor Razor spoke. “Then begin!” he cried.

Razor and Matti circled slowly, studying each other carefully. Suddenly Matti leaped. Razor rose to his hind legs and met him with a crash. The two fell to the ground and rolled quickly, growling softly. Neither could gain the advantage. They drew apart and went back to their circling.

“You’re not as fast as you used to be,” Matti said.

“And you talk too much,” Razor growled, leaping in mid-word and forcing Matti to jump aside. But Razor expected that, and contorted himself in midair to land on Matti’s hind leg. Matti stumbled and fell to the ground. Razor leaped and Matti rolled over to meet him. In one quick move, Matti was beneath Razor, both hind legs poised to gut him. Razor held himself stock-still, hind legs splayed as he stood over Matti.

“Looks like I win,” Matti said.

“Look at your throat, boy,” Razor responded.

“I can’t, you big oaf. You’re on top of me.”

Hakham and Letsan hurried over. Letsan started to laugh.

“What on earth are you laughing at? I won!” Matti said.

“Brother, extend your claw just a bit so Matti can understand what’s so funny.”

Razor did so, and Matti felt a claw touching his throat.

“It’s a tie,” Hakham said. “Razor’s claw sits on top of the great artery that gives us life. If this had been a true fight, you’d have died at each other’s claws.”

The crowd cheered for Razor. He leaped away from Matti, who rolled over and shook the grass from his coat.

“Well, this is a problem,” Matti said. “The fight didn’t resolve anything.”

“Indeed it did. Since you were unable to beat Razor, you will present your case to the Elders, and you will abide by our ruling.”

Matti blinked at the old tabby. “Yes, Hakham. In the meantime, my warriors need quarters. And I could use a drink.”

Razor grunted. “I’ll show you the stream. Zohar, find our visitors a place to stay.”

Matti followed Razor to the stream for a drink as Zohar led Matti’s warriors away. “You’re awfully quiet,” he said.

Razor grunted. “There’s not much to say that I haven’t already said. Matti, you’re a fool to work for Kharoom. He’s out of his depth and too hungry for power to see how much damage he’s doing.”

“He’s the head of the Council, Razor. We are soldiers. We do what the Council demands.”

“No. We serve all Catmages, not just the Council. When the Council’s decisions conflict with what’s best for our people, we no longer serve the Council.”

“That’s where you and I disagree, Razor. I don’t think the Council is wrong.”

“Then you’re a fool, too. Here’s the stream.”

Razor waited until Matti had drunk his fill, then led him to Hakham’s bayit. The Elders were ranged in a semicircle within. Matti and Razor sat before them as they would at a Council meeting.

Hakham said, “Matti, these are Methuselah, Zehira, and Silsula. Letsan you know. I have told the Council what you want. Have you anything to say?”

“Only what I told you. The Council notes that East Woods is a Compound of loyal Catmages and must abide by our Laws.”

“By our Laws, yes,” Zehira said, “but not by Kharoom’s dictates. Who is he to rule over us?”

“I can only tell you the orders I was given. I did not ask Kharoom his reasons for them.”

“Perhaps you should have,” Hakham said. “Matanya, these orders worry me. Compounds have been autonomous since the Great Council was disbanded thousands of cycles ago. We work together when there is need, but we bow to no Catmage. Does Kharoom wish to lead, or is he trying to rule?”

“I don’t know, sir. I only know what I was told. I came here to retrieve the Shomrim who have joined Razor, and to take command from him and lead them myself.”

“And what do you want, Razor?” Zehira asked.

“I’m keeping my command. Matti took a long walk for nothing.”

“With all due respect, Hakham, if you are under no obligation to obey Kharoom, then the Shomrim in this Compound should also be allowed to decide for themselves who they wish to follow,” Matti said.

Razor growled. “They already did. They came here of their own free will.”

“And they may leave here of their own free will. Council, I ask only that you give me the same chance Razor was given. Let me talk to the warriors and let them decide what they want.”

“He has a point, Hakham,” Silsula said. Chirrup. “The Councilors are only advisors. As long as a Catmage abides by our Laws, she is free to do as she pleases.”

“What say the rest of you?”

“He is right,” Zehira said.

“That is our way,” said Methuselah.

“Sorry, brother, but I agree,” Letsan said.

“As do I,” said Hakham. “All right, Matti. You may try to persuade our Shomrim to join you. But you will not be taking command here. Razor heads the East Woods Shomrim. You may not disrupt his training, or the teaching of our younger Catmages.”

“Thank you, Elders. I will abide by your requirements.”

“And Matanya—you have until the full moon to make your case. If you can’t get a good number of Razor’s warriors by then, you will go back to the Council Compound and leave us to manage our own affairs.”

“Yes, Hakham.”

Razor grunted. “You won’t steal my warriors away, Matti.”

“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

“I’ll show you where your Shomrim have been housed,” Letsan said, forestalling another staring match between Matti and Razor. He led Matti past the Teaching Rings to the northern edge of the field. “We have a few empty bayits together that you and your warriors can use. But I have to tell you, I think you’re wasting your time. Razor has been recruiting warriors for two cycles. I don’t think they’re going to follow you back to the Council Compound.”

“Then Razor has nothing to worry about, does he?” Matti said. “Thank you for showing me here. Doubtless we’ll see a lot of each other in the days to come.”

“Doubtless,” Letsan said. He turned and headed back the way they had come.

Matti watched him leave. Then he called his fighters to attention, pleased when they came quickly out of the bayits and lined up in good order.

“Are we rested? No? Too bad. We have work to do. I’ve got a group of warriors to impress, and you lot are going to help me do it.”


✣ E I G H T ✣

Summer’s End

The week before school started, Jack Straight sat in his classroom working on lesson plans. He had to admit that even though he hated the way Stan got him his teaching position, he was happy to be teaching permanently at the high school. He picked up the printout for his tenth grade AP history class list, and his smile disappeared. Jack crushed the paper in his fist and stalked out of the classroom and through the open door of the principal’s office. His cousin looked up from his computer, eyebrows raised. Jack didn’t wait for him to speak.

“What on earth are you thinking putting Taylor Grant in my AP history class? I doubt he’s ever gotten above a C in the subject in his entire school career, and that was in regular history classes! How do you expect him to keep up with the demands of my advanced course?”

Saunders lifted his chin and stared at Jack. “You will put him in the class because I need him to be there. You don’t need to know anything more.”

“Oh, stop it!” Jack said. “That’s not going to work this time. I’m not taking on a kid who will clearly be in over his head. He’ll flunk out!”

Saunders raised himself from the chair. He crossed the room, closed the door, turned back to Jack, and leaned against the door, arms folded.

“Well?” Jack asked.

Saunders crooked his finger. “Over here.”

“Damn it, Stan,” Jack said as he closed the distance between them, “stop playing these stupid games. This is a boy’s life we’re talking about. If Taylor flunks my class, he’s off the football team.” He stopped just out of arm’s reach from Stan. “Football is one of the only things he likes about school. You can’t take it away from him.”

“I said here,” Stan said, pointing to the floor in front of him.

Jack sighed and moved forward a few steps. “Are you going to discuss this, or do we have to play yet another one of your power games?”

“Oh, it’s not a game,” Stan said. In one swift motion, he grabbed Jack by the arm and throat, turned on his heel, and pushed him up against the door he had just been standing against.

“Do not ever speak to me in that tone again,” he said between clenched teeth. He tightened his grip painfully on Jack’s arm.

Jack snapped his mouth shut, holding back a cry of pain as his elbow bashed painfully against the door. He struggled to free himself.

Saunders laughed. “You never learn. You will do what I require or you will suffer the consequences. Mr. Grant will be in your class. And you will see to it that he does not fail. You will tutor him yourself if you have to. But you will keep him in your class the entire year.”

A wave of anger passed over Jack. “Not this time,” he said through gritted teeth. “No more. NO! MORE!” He struggled, trying to push Saunders away. His free arm pulled at the hand Saunders had wrapped around his throat. Jack’s watch scraped painfully against Stan’s wrist, startling him and making him loosen his grip. A few drops of blood welled out of the scratch. Jack pushed Stan away, but his elation was short-lived. Stan’s face darkened, his brows closed down, and he clenched his fists. A bright yellow flash soared from beneath Stan’s shirt, and suddenly Jack felt a pain like a hot knife slicing along his left cheek. He cupped his cheek in his hand. It came back wet with blood.

“What—what did you do to me? I’m bleeding!”

Stan started laughing happily. “It appears the Tilyon reflects my mood. I was thinking about slapping your face, and it did it for me. And drew blood! Even better!”

Chills went down Jack’s spine.

“I wonder what it will do when I actually think of the punishment you deserve. Shall we see what I can accomplish when I put my mind to it?”

The Tilyon glowed.

“No!” Jack said fearfully, blood running through his fingers. “No,” he repeated softly, defeated. “I’ll do it. I’ll make sure Taylor passes.”

Stan turned his back on Jack and returned to his desk.

“You know, Jack, I’ve thought a lot about what happened at the museum. So many . . . coincidences. For instance, how did those children and their Catmage allies know where to find me? You and I were the only two people that knew the location of the Tilyon.”

Jack licked his lips nervously. “Those are three of the smartest kids in the school. The Catmages have been watching you nonstop. Why would you think they wouldn’t have set two watches on you the night you went to Boston?”

“I notice you’re not denying telling them where I went.”

Jack looked Stan straight in the eye, took a deep breath, and said, “I never told those children where the Tilyon was.” It was technically true. He had never mentioned its name, just which museum had something they might be interested in seeing.

Saunders eyed him suspiciously. He sneered and nodded at the door. “Go clean yourself up before you stain my carpet. And Jack—”

Jack paused at the door.

Saunders voice was icy. “Don’t ever challenge me again.”

Jack hurried out of the office to the nearest bathroom. He stared at his cheek in the mirror. A long, thin slash cut diagonally across his left cheekbone. It really did look like he’d been cut with a knife. Jack washed his face and held paper towels to the cut until the bleeding stopped. He went back to his room for a first aid kit and then to the nearest bathroom. On the way he ran into Mr. Velez, who was holding a crumpled piece of paper.

“Mr. Straight. The principal give me this to give to you.”

It was the class list. “Thank you,” Jack said taking the paper and folding it into his pocket.

Mr. Velez’ gaze drifted to his cheek.

“What happened to your face?”

“I, uh, I wasn’t watching where I was going and ran into a metal cabinet,” Jack said. “Hit the corner. It has a sharp edge.”

Mr. Velez’ eyebrows rose.

“Excuse me, but I really need to take care of this.”

“Okay,” Mr. Velez said, shrugging. “See you later, Mr. Straight.”

“Thank you again.”

Jack hurried down the hall. Mr. Velez went in the opposite direction. Once he reached the bathroom, Jack cleaned the cut once more, put the bandage on, and looked in the mirror. Anger overwhelmed him. He took the class list from his pocket, unfolded it, and ripped it to shreds, letting them fall to the floor. Then he went back to his classroom to design a tutorial program for a student he knew was incapable of passing his class.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy was clearing the table from breakfast when he heard the front door open. Goldeneyes and Letsan watched him from their perch on the windowsill.

“I’m in the kitchen,” he called. Becca walked through the door.

“What are you looking so happy about so early in the day?” he asked, yawning.

“It’s not that early. It’s after nine,” she said.

“Yeah, but you weren’t woken up early by a couple of Catmages who decided you needed to have a lesson the second your mother left for work.”

“School starts in a week. We’re not going to have as much time for lessons. We can’t waste the day,” Goldeneyes said.

“So you’re definitely going to the Compound today?”

“Yeah. Why?”

Becca grinned. “Because I thought of a way we might be able to mess with Principal Saunders. I did a little research last night. He needs a kennel license if he breeds more than two litters of dogs per year.”

“So?” Andy said. “What makes you think he doesn’t have one?”

“Oh, he does. But that’s not the only thing I found out. Do you know what a commercial kennel is?”

“No.”

She took a piece of paper out of her pocket and started reading. “A commercial kennel is a kennel maintained for boarding or grooming dogs or cats. We can’t get him on the dogs, because what he’s doing is legal with the right permits. But if we were to, say, let the town clerk know that Saunders had a houseful of cats that he doesn’t have a license for . . .”

“Becca, that’s brilliant!”

“Yeah, I’m pretty happy about it myself.” She glanced at the two Catmages.

“This will cause trouble for Saunders?” Goldeneyes asked.

She shrugged. “Maybe. I hope so.”

“Then let us cause him trouble, by all means,” Goldeneyes said happily.

Andy started laughing. “Let’s do it now! Are they open yet?”

“Should be. It’s after nine.”

“Here,” Andy said, handing her the phone. “Be my guest.”

Goldeneyes, Letsan, and Andy listened avidly as Becca called the town clerk and told her that one of her neighbors had a lot of cats, and she wanted to know if it was legal. Andy could barely suppress his laughter as Becca played innocent said she could only guess, but that she’d seen at least a couple of dozen different cats all around number 19 Oak Street. And yes, it had been happening for months. Andy nearly lost it when Becca asked if having all those cats around wasn’t some kind of health hazard. Finally, Becca thanked the woman and hung up the phone.

“Well?” Andy said.

“She said she’d look into it, and that if she couldn’t find a commercial license, she’d send someone around to check on the cats.”

“What will happen if they go to the house and find the nest of Wild Ones?” Letsan asked.

“I’m not sure. Maybe they’ll fine Saunders, or give him a citation. Best case scenario is they make him get rid of his cats.” She grinned that lovely, double-curved smile again. “The Wild Ones would have to leave.”

“That would be so great,” Andy said.

“They’d just set up house somewhere else,” Letsan said.

“Yes, but it would be an irritant,” Goldeneyes pointed out. “Just imagine having to move our entire Compound.”

“No thanks,” Letsan said. “That’s too much work to even think about.” He leaped down from the window, yawned, and stretched. “Speaking of Compounds, isn’t it time to head to our own? Becca, are you coming today?”

“Sure. I’ve been reading up on battle tactics and strategy and I’d like to share some ideas with Razor.”

“He’ll like that. Don’t tell him I said so, but I’m pretty sure you’re one of his favorite humans.”

“Gee, what a compliment. He only knows three of us, and he can’t stand Mike.”

“Darn. I was hoping you wouldn’t have noticed that.”

“We can chat later,” Goldeneyes said as she jumped to the floor. “Let’s get going. I’ll ride with you, Becca.” She and Letsan followed Becca out the door.

Andy collected his bike from the garage. He waited for the Catmages to jump into the baskets, then he and Becca headed down the street to the route out of town.

“Here’s hoping Saunders gets a nasty phone call today!” Becca called.

“Me too. They have to get him in trouble for having too many cats on his property. We have something going for our side, for a change.”

Laughing, the two of them sped down the street.

When they reached the Compound, Goldeneyes told Andy to find Zehira for his lesson today.

“Class with Methuselah?” he asked.

“Why else would I not be teaching you?’

“Wait, you’re still in class?” Becca asked. “Don’t Catmages ever stop training?”

“Most do. Those who want to continue to grow and improve do not.” They passed the Teaching Rings as the morning sessions broke up. Silsula saw them, spoke briefly to another Catmage, who took charge of the kittens leaping around her, and headed toward them.

“Good morning, all!” she said cheerfully. “Ready for another class, sister?” Chirrup.

“You’re in the class, too?” Becca said, surprised.

“Indeed. Am I not also of Nafshi’s line?” She struck a haughty pose. Andy and Letsan laughed.

“There are three scions of Nafshi in Methuselah’s class,” he said. “Here comes Leilei.”

“Yes, and only two of your line,” Silsula teased.

“Three,” Letsan said. “You forgot Zohar.”

“I wonder if we can count Patches as a tie-breaker,” Silsula said, glancing at Goldeneyes as she did so.

“Certainly not!” her sister said, causing the rest of them to burst into laughter.

“I guess I’m on my own for the next hour or so,” Becca said. “Razor’s going to be too busy to discuss strategy.”

“But I am not,” Hakham said. “Come with me. Let’s go find Matanya and some of the captains.” Everyone headed off to their separate destinations.

✣       ✣       ✣

Back in Coreyton, Stan Saunders sat at the kitchen table enjoying a second cup of coffee. He thought about his altercation with Jack the day before. There would be no more complaints from his cousin. Today he would have Roah show him a few similar tricks. He remembered that he’d managed to open a wound that Roah had given Patches last year. The principle must be the same. Stan had thought about punching Jack, and a cut appeared on his cheek—right where his fist would have landed. Perhaps he should find a cat on which to practice his newfound skill.

The phone rang, interrupting his train of thought.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Saunders, it’s Barbara Hutchins at the town clerk’s office. I thought you’d like to know that a girl called here earlier complaining about a large group of cats on your property.”

“A girl? Did she leave her name?”

“No, but she sounded like a kid, maybe high school age. Mr. Saunders, what should I do about this?”

“If she calls back, you will tell the girl that you sent an investigator and he saw no signs of cats on my property. Tell her she must have been mistaken.”

“Yes, Mr. Saunders.”

“And Barbara, thank you. You’ll be getting a nice little gift in the mail this week.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Saunders hung up the phone. A young girl, eh? It had to be that nuisance, Becca Jefferson. Andy’s friends were becoming almost a big a problem as he was. Perhaps it was time to do something to set them all on edge. And he had just the thing. Yes, Taylor Grant was coming along nicely. It was time to have him shake things up a bit. Mr. Grant was due for a lesson today. He’d talk with him afterward. Try to make trouble for him, will they? He’d show these children that they were seriously overmatched.

“Roah!” he snapped. “I need to talk to you about Mr. Grant.”

Moments later, the cellar door swung open and Roah came into the kitchen. He jumped onto a kitchen chair and waited.

“How is the boy coming along with the Magelights?”

“He is doing well. He took to it right away.”

“Good,” Saunders said with a twinge of jealousy that a child should have mastered skills that he struggled with. “I see you learned how to teach him better than you taught me.”

“No matter. He is learning quickly. He can levitate objects skillfully.”

“What kind of objects?”

Roah chuckled. “Everything from human writing instruments to small Catmages. Kelev was extremely displeased to be the subject of our experiments. The boy did not even drop him.”

“Good. Perhaps you should start teaching him offensive spells.”

“We have a structure to our lessons, Saunders. We will stick to that structure with Taylor.”

Saunders frowned. Once again, the cat was getting above itself. He guarded his thoughts carefully and checked his temper.

“Work harder, then. Push Mr. Grant’s limits. I want him ready to take on those children when I need him to.”

“Yes. He will be a help to us when he is fully trained.”

“In the meantime, I want to show him off on Parents Night. Mr. Cohen and his friends need a little shaking up.”

“It will be done. Is there anything else?”

“No.”

“Then I will go back to training the dogs.”

“You do that,” Saunders muttered as Roah leaped off the chair and opened the cellar door. Saunders took his cellphone from his shirt pocket and pressed a button.

“Mr. Grant. Come to my house this morning. I need to speak with you.” He hung up the phone and took a sip of coffee. “Children need to learn their place,” he said.

✣       ✣       ✣

On their last night together before school, Andy, Mike, and Becca sat on Andy’s porch and compared schedules. They were still in AP history and Spanish together, and Andy and Becca continued in the same English class.

“Teresa’s in my math class again,” Mike said, grinning. “Also AP history and English.”

Becca shook her head. “I can’t understand how you can be disciplined enough to be a straight-A math student and then turn around and get detention for acting up.”

Mike shrugged. “Math is easy. Comedy is hard.”

In spite of herself, she laughed along with Andy and Mike. “If you’d just learn to tolerate authority a little better, you’d probably not have to spend so much time sitting in detention.”

“Hey, I’m actually looking forward to the first day of school,” Mike said. “It’s all the days that follow it that I can’t stand.”

“So what’s Ms. Morris planning for the theater club this year?”

Mike raised his head in mock arrogance. “You’ll just have to learn with the rest of the peons, my dear. I am an actor, not an usher.”

“So you’ll be second spear carrier to the left this year instead of third?” she asked, grinning.

Mike clutched his chest. “Ow! Cut to the heart! You know I’m first spear carrier material.”

The front door opened, and Andy’s mom came out with a tray of milk and brownies. “One last summertime snack before school starts,” she said.

“Thanks, Mrs. C.,” Mike said, reaching for a brownie and stuffing half of it into his mouth.

Becca shook her head. “He gets older, but he never matures,” she said, grinning as she took a glass of milk and a brownie. “I’d excuse him to you but you’ve known him all his life. Thanks, Mrs. Cohen.”

“Yeah, thanks Mom,” Andy said.

Mike swallowed the last chunk of brownie and got to his feet. He nodded to Andy’s mom and bowed with a flourish. “We thank you for the provisions, good dame,” he said in his best British accent. “I am in your debt. You have but to name a favor, and it shall be yours.”

Andy’s mother laughed and shook her head. “Never change, Mike. Never change.”

“Done, good woman!” he said brightly, bowing again.

Still laughing, she left the tray of brownies on the table next to them and went back in the house.


✣ N I N E ✣

Back to School

The first week of Andy’s second year as a high school student was a lot less confusing than his first. He knew where all his classrooms were and happily greeted friends he hadn’t seen all summer. AP History was his last class before lunch. Becca and Teresa were already sitting together in the classroom when he arrived. Andy took a seat next to Becca. To everyone’s surprise, Mike showed up on time.

“It’s Teresa’s influence,” Becca whispered to Andy.

Andy nodded. For two people who weren’t officially a couple, they sure seemed to spend a lot of time together.

“I know, right?” Becca said.

“You heard me?” he hissed. “But—I was just thinking that.”

“Uh-oh. Andy, you need to be more careful,” she said softly.

“I thought I was being careful.”

“Careful about what?” Mike asked.

Mr. Straight came into the room and stopped Andy from having to answer. But Andy’s jaw dropped as he saw who came into the room behind Mr. Straight.

“What’s he doing here?” Andy said out loud.

Mr. Straight ignored him. “Class, I’d like you all to welcome Taylor Grant. He’ll be joining us this year.”

Taylor looked over at Andy and smirked.

“Take a seat, Taylor,” Mr. Straight said.

Taylor walked down the aisle and took the empty seat behind Andy.

“Looks like we’re in the same history class again, Cohen,” he said. “Maybe we can be homework buddies.” His smirk grew broader. “We can work when it’s light out. Maybe you can help me have a lightbulb moment. Perhaps you’ll be delighted to help me.”

“Shut up, Taylor or I’ll knock your lights out,” Andy muttered.

“Now is that any way to greet the new kid?”

Becca, frowning, raised her hand.

“Yes?” Mr. Straight asked.

“Mr. Straight, since Taylor is new to the AP class, maybe you should have him sit up front so he doesn’t miss anything. You know how distracting it can be in the back sometimes.”

“That’s a good idea, Becca. Taylor, up here,” Mr. Straight said, indicating the desk in front of him.

“That was genius,” Andy whispered, grinning broadly.

“Yeah,” she whispered back. “Let him try to bug you from right under the teacher’s nose.”

“Genius,” Andy repeated. The glower on Taylor’s face indicated that he did not agree. But he wasn’t able to bother Andy for the rest of the period. Andy smiled brightly at him every time he turned around to glare. Mike snickered a few times and blew him kisses when Mr. Straight’s back was turned.

When class was over, Mike stood up and said, “That was possibly the best class in the history of classes.” He grinned hugely as Taylor passed them all, glowering. “See you tomorrow, Tay-Tay!” Mike called after him. The rest of them laughed, but they stopped laughing as Mr. Straight approached.

“I would have thought you’d be a little more sensitive to bullying, having experienced it yourself, Andy.”

Andy was shocked. “What? But—but we weren’t bullying him! You know how horrible he’s been to me, Mr. Straight.”

“Yes, I do. You hated it when he and his friends ganged up and picked on you. So what exactly did you all just do?” he asked, looking at each of them. “On Taylor’s first day in a new class—a class he’s going to have to work his butt off to pass—you were all laughing at him.”

“That’s not fair, Mr. Straight,” Becca said. “Taylor started up with Andy the minute he came into class. We weren’t bothering him. All we did was laugh at Mike when he cracked a joke.”

“He called Taylor ‘Tay-Tay’. He didn’t crack a joke.”

“Okay, well, you have a point, but it’s Taylor!” Andy said.

Mr. Straight nodded. “Yes, I know. But perhaps the four of you might want to stand in Taylor’s shoes once in a while and look at things from his point of view. This class won’t be easy for him. I don’t want you making it any harder. Are we clear on that?”

“Yes, Mr. Straight,” Becca said as the others nodded.

“Good. Now get to your next class.”

“Hey! Lunch! Let’s go!” Mike said, rushing out the door. The others followed him, leaving Mr. Straight alone in the classroom.

✣       ✣       ✣

The first Saturday after the start of school, Taylor Grant pushed his chair away from Principal Saunders’ kitchen table toward the end of a Magelight lesson with Roah. Taylor closed his eyes and concentrated. The salt shaker rose slowly from the table, quivering in midair. Taylor opened his eyes and willed it to move in a circle. He smiled as it did exactly that. Then he let it down slowly. It settled to the table with a soft thump.

“That was very good,” Roah said. “Your control is much better.”

“Indeed,” said Mr. Saunders from the kitchen door, where he stood, arms crossed, leaning against the doorframe. “I thought for sure you would be cleaning my kitchen floor again.”

Taylor grimaced. The first time he’d tried to float it, he had knocked the salt shaker into a half-filled cup of tea that was on the table, spilling both. Saunders had made him mop the entire floor as punishment. He had graduated to much larger items, but Roah was testing his ability to move items with his Magelights today, not testing to see how much he could lift.

“When do I get to do more than make stuff float?” Taylor asked.

“When I say you may,” Roah said. “For now, you will practice the basics.”

“Principal Saunders, have I proven myself enough to show off on Parents Night?”

Saunders watched the boy and Catmage for a long moment. “Yes, you have. I think it will be good to make Mr. Cohen and his friends nervous. Worried people—and Catmages—make mistakes. And that’s exactly what we want, eh, Roah?”

“As you say, Saunders.”

“Thanks! Oh, this is gonna be great! I’ll have Cohen so worried he’s going to wet his pants!”

“Do not gloat before you have achieved anything,” Saunders said. “You must first show me what you can do.”

“No, sir. I mean yes, sir.”

“Go home, Mr. Grant. Roah and I have things to discuss.”

Taylor rose hurriedly and left the room. As the door closed behind him, Saunders said, “Call Kfir and his lieutenants. I want to go over our plans.”


✣ T E N ✣

Parents Night

The phone rang and Andy looked up from his book. His mother’s work number showed on the screen. “Let me guess. You’re running late again,” Andy said as he answered the phone.

“I’m so sorry, sweetie, but you know how work can be.”

“Yes, I do know. That’s why I ordered pizza for us. It’ll be here in ten minutes.”

“I’ll be there in fifteen. Thanks, Andy, you’re a great kid.”

“I know,” he said, smiling. “See you when you get here.”

He hung up the phone and whistled as he set the table for dinner. His phone buzzed. It was a text from Becca.

How late are you going to be this time?

We may make it on time. I ordered pizza.

Smart. But I won’t hold my breath waiting for you guys.

Save us seats.

You know I will. Text me when you get there.

Here’s looking forward to the most boring Parents Night ever.

That would be nice.

The doorbell rang. Andy put down the phone and went to pay the delivery man. He put the pizza in the oven. Any minute now . . . yep, there was the sound of the garage door opening. Shortly after, his mother hurried into the house.

“Mm, smells good. Angelo’s?” she asked.

“Of course.” They ate quickly and Andy smiled as he looked at the clock. Yes, they’d be on time for a change. He cleared off the table as his mother went through the mail for the day.

“Nothing but junk mail and bills. All right, let’s go.”

Andy texted Becca as they pulled into the school parking lot, asking where they were sitting. “This way,” he told his mother, leading her through the crowded hallways to the gym.

Becca waved at them from across the gym. Her family and Mike’s were holding enough space for Andy and his mother to join them. Becca’s father pretended to faint as Andy and his mother walked up the steps of the stands. Becca’s mother smacked her husband lightly on the shoulder. “Really, Jake?” she asked.

He clutched his chest. “Danielle, my heart can’t take it. Rachel’s on time!”

Rachel started laughing. “Okay, okay, I get it. Sometimes we’re late.”

“Sometimes?” Greg Murdoch, Mike’s father, looked incredulous.

Becca rolled her eyes as Mike’s mother poked his father in the side.

“Our parents, ladies and gentlemen,” Mike said. “The role models on which we base our behavior!” Everyone laughed.

“Hey, there’s Teresa. Teresa!” he said, waving. She made her way to them and Mike slid over to make room.

“Hi,” she said.

“Let’s assume we all know each other and skip the introductions,” Mike said.

“We do all know each other, silly.” She took a seat next to him.

“Then there’s definitely no need for introductions!”

Shaking his head, Andy sat down next to Becca. “Wonder what Saunders is going to say this year,” he said.

“Wait, we’re supposed to listen to the speeches?” Mike asked. “Oh, so that’s what I’ve been doing wrong all this time.”

Andy was relieved that this year, Saunders was ignoring him. The last couple of years he had made it a point of staring at Andy during the speech. Then again, Andy wasn’t as easy to intimidate now that he knew why Saunders was staring.

He glanced over at Teresa. Nights like this were still hard for her. Her mother, the former principal, had died over a year ago, shortly before school started. Andy was sure Saunders was responsible for the accident that killed her, but he couldn’t prove it. Teresa seemed a little sadder than usual. Andy felt bad for her. Becca saw him watching Teresa and nudged him with her shoulder. The gesture made him feel better.

People all around were clapping politely as Saunders finished speaking. It was time for the parents to split up and pay fees and meet the teachers. They told the kids what time to meet them and where, then headed out of the stands.

“What should we do?” Mike said. “Go over to the auditorium again?”

“You know that’s off limits,” Becca said.

“So? We got away with it last year.”

“I’d rather not,” Teresa said.

“You guys figure it out and let me know. I have to hit the head,” Andy said. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

He made his way down the stands and out to the empty boy’s locker room. He was washing his hands when the door opened. Taylor Grant saw him and grinned.

“Andy Cohen! Just the guy I wanted to see,” he said.

“Just the guy I never want to see,” Andy replied. “Really, Grant, do you make a habit of following me into the bathroom? Because it’s more than a little creepy.”

Taylor ignored the dig. “Oh, you really do want to see me. You just don’t know why. Ask me why. Go ahead. You’re gonna love the answer.”

“Grant, I wouldn’t spit on you if you were lying on the ground in front of me covered in flames.”

“No? What about if I was covered in light?”

“Again?” Andy said. “What is it with you and talking about light?

“Lights, actually,” Taylor said, grinning hugely. “Lots of lights. More than you, in fact.” He opened his letter jacket to reveal a loose t-shirt. He pulled up the thick silver chain around his neck and displayed the Magelight necklace Saunders had given him.

“Lights, Cohen. Lights. Have you ever seen anything like them? Oh, wait, of course you have.” He reached for Andy’s wrist. Andy jerked his hand away.

Taylor put both hands on the Magelight necklace and concentrated. As he held them, the Magelights began to glow.

Andy’s jaw dropped. “He gave you Magelights?” he asked incredulously. “Saunders gave them to you?”

“Got it in one. No wonder you get straight A’s!”

Andy couldn’t speak.

“Oh, he not only gave them to me. I’m getting lessons, too. Guess what I can do? No, wait, I’ll show you.” Taylor took a crumpled piece of paper out of his jacket pocket and held it on his hand. His brows contracted as he concentrated. The Magelights glowed and the paper floated above his hand.

“Looks like you’re not the only one around here who can use one of those things,” Taylor said, nodding at the Magelight on Andy’s wrist. “Or are you still pretending that’s just a piece of plastic?”

Andy glared at Taylor. “Yeah?” Andy said. “You can make a piece of paper float? Wow, I’m so impressed. What a scary hard thing to do.”

“You want scary hard?” Taylor said, stepping closer. “I don’t need Magelights to take you apart.” He closed his hand into a fist.

Memories of the many times Taylor had bullied him rose unbidden to the surface. Andy flushed red with anger.

“You want to mess with me, Taylor? Just try it. I’ve got a lot more practice at this than you. And you don’t have your stooges around to help today.” He looked around the locker room and grinned. His Magelight blazed and a jet of light shot out. Andy jerked his hand upward, and a metal wastebasket in the corner zoomed through the air and dropped on the ground an inch away from Taylor, who jumped as it landed. The crash of metal on tile echoed throughout the room.

“Want to try something, Grant?” Andy said. “Go ahead. Or maybe you should just float a paper ball at me. I might get a really bad paper cut.”

Taylor glowered. “You think you’re such a big man now, huh Cohen? But just you wait. I have five Magelights. You have one. We’ll see who gets the last laugh.” He turned and stalked out of the locker room, slamming the door on the way.

Despite his bravado, Andy was worried. Taylor had five Magelights! Saunders had given his worst enemy five Magelights. What if he learned how to wield them properly? This was really bad. He left the locker room and found his friends waiting near the door.

“What happened?” Mike asked. “Taylor just brushed past us looking like he wanted to bash someone. Did you see him in there? Did he start something with you?”

“Yeah, I saw him,” Andy said, frowning and motioning Mike and the others to come closer. He quickly told them what happened, looking around to make sure nobody overheard them.

“Well, it isn’t too bad,” Mike said. “I mean, if all he can do with five Magelights is float a piece of paper, that’s good, isn’t it?”

“That’s how you start,” Andy said grimly. “And then you work your way up to other stuff. No, this isn’t good. It’s not good at all.”

“You need to tell Goldeneyes,” Becca said.

“I know. But I can’t do it here and now.”

“Is she at your house?”

“No. She’s at the Compound.”

Becca’s forehead wrinkled in thought. “Let’s get out of here,” she said.

“Where to? You said the auditorium is off limits.”

“It is. But the art studio isn’t. I think you should all come and see what I’ve been working on since school started.”

“Becca, Andy doesn’t have time to look at your stuff. He needs to send a message—hey!” he said as Teresa elbowed him in the side.

“Andy can find a private place to send a message if we go, knucklehead,” she said.

“Oh.” Mike grinned at Becca. “Sorry. Sometimes I’m a little thick.”

Becca wasn’t listening. She had already turned to lead the way down the halls to the studio. They passed some other kids and parents in the hallway, but most of the parents were still in the gym standing in lines.

“This way,” Becca said as they neared the room. She went down another hallway and pointed to the door. “Boy’s bathroom, Andy. There’s a window. Go send the message. Mike, go in with him.”

“Why?”

“Because sometimes using the Magelight exhausts him, and we don’t want Andy falling and cracking his head open.”

“Good point. I kinda like Andy’s head the way it is.”

“So do I.”

Andy was hesitant.

“Becca, what if I can’t send the message?”

“You can. You’ve done it before.”

“But I don’t know how I did it. I’ve only been practicing short distances. Those other times were emergencies.”

Becca’s expression grew stern. “Then it’s about time you learned how to send a message the right way. Are you or are you not working hard with Goldeneyes and your teachers?”

“Yeah, but—”

“No buts. Get in there and send that message. Do not come out until you do.”

Mike’s brows shot up and he whistled. “Come on, man. We don’t have much time.” He pushed the door and held it open for Andy. Becca and Teresa looked at each other as the door shut behind them. Becca expelled her breath with a big whoosh.

“Do you think it worked?”

Teresa shrugged. “Well, you sure scared Mike and me, so probably.”

“I really hope so,” Becca said in a worried tone. “He can do so much more than he thinks he can. All he needs is a little more confidence.”

“Maybe Mike can give him some of his,” Teresa said. They grinned.

Inside the bathroom, Mike opened the window as Andy stood gazing at it, his right fist clenched.

“So how does this work?” Mike asked.

“I think about what I want to say, then think about who I want to say it to. Goldeneyes said I should think of it like I was giving someone a present with my voice in it. She says pictures work better than words, though.”

“Well,” Mike said. “Just imagine yourself recording a video and sending it off to Goldeneyes.”

“Not bad!” Andy said. He closed his eyes and concentrated.

“Your Magelight’s glowing,” Mike said.

Andy opened his eyes. “I know. Please don’t talk. It breaks my concentration.”

“Sorry.”

Andy tried again. He pictured Taylor in the Magelight necklace, then taking a video of himself with his phone. Last, he saw himself emailing it to Goldeneyes. He smiled as he mimed pressing the send button on his phone. As his thumb hit the imaginary button on the screen, bright light flared from his wrist. He opened his eyes in time to see a round message light zip out the window.

“You did it!” Mike shouted. “Awesome!”

“Quiet!” Andy said as the door was flung open. Becca and Teresa were smiling.

“I knew you could do it, Andy,” Becca said.

“Congratulations!” Teresa added.

Andy was breathing hard, but he smiled happily. “Thanks. And I’m not that tired, either. Let’s get out of here before anyone finds us. Is it time to meet our parents yet?”

Becca glanced at her watch. “Almost.”

“Then let’s go. Goldeneyes has been warned. She’ll know what to do.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Principal Saunders reclined behind his desk, hands behind his head, smiling at the quiet knock at the door.

“Enter,” he said.

Taylor came into the room grinning hugely.

“And?”

“He fell for it completely. Better than we thought, even.”

“Explain.”

“He picked up a metal wastebasket from across the room and dropped it right next to me. Practically hit me on the arm!”

“How heavy was the wastebasket?”

Taylor shrugged. “Just a few pounds. But it went really fast. I think he could have hurt me with it if he tried.”

Saunders leaned forward and put his elbows on the desk, steepling his fingers and resting his chin on his hands.

“And you did as I told you?”

“Yeah.” Taylor removed the paper wad from his pocket. “This was all he saw,” he said, grinning as he floated the paper.

“Excellent. Now, Mr. Grant, show me what you can do with this.” He pointed to an empty chair near the wall.

Taylor narrowed his eyes in concentration. The Magelights beneath his shirt glowed, and the chair rose above Taylor’s head.

Saunders smiled. “Now lower it without breaking it, or you’ll be spending time mucking out my kennels to pay for it.”

Taylor lowered the chair slowly. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. The chair thumped as it landed on the floor.

“Very good, Mr. Grant. Mr. Cohen and his friends have no idea how far along you are. You have done well tonight. You’ve shown me that my faith in you was not misplaced.”

Taylor’s grin broadened.

“Continue to show progress, and you may keep the Magelights. You know the penalty for failure.”

Taylor’s grin faded.

“All in all, Mr. Grant, you have done well. You may leave.”

Taylor stood and left the room with a spring in his step.


✣ E L E V E N ✣

Message Received

A few weeks after he arrived at the East Woods, Matti sat in the sunlight watching his Shomrim at their exercises. He was pleased with the way things were going. After observing Razor and the East Woods Shomrim for a couple of days, Matti realized that the best way to get his warriors back was to let his soldiers speak for him. So he set up the same routines here that he had at the Council Compound, and he set his soldiers to mingle with Razor’s and talk up their roles and responsibilities. Matti met privately with each of the Shomrim who had accompanied him from the Council Compound, and impressed upon him or her how important it was that they draw Razor’s soldiers away from him. He had told them to mention that they had centuries of tradition on their side. Sure, Razor was a great leader, but he shouldn’t be going against the Council’s wishes. Matti himself brought up these points whenever he could, making sure not to raise them around Razor or Letsan. But there were other captains who would listen attentively. No Shomrim wanted to think of himself as breaking the rules.

And then there was simple envy. Matti’s warriors were tough, disciplined, and obviously having a great time. Razor was surly and short-tempered and sparing with compliments. As Matti expected, the younger Shomrim were the most easily lured away. By the end of the first week, Matti had doubled his numbers by recruiting some of the young ones and some latecomers to Razor’s cause. And more were joining every day. But he still didn’t have enough warriors to keep Hakham from enforcing his agreement and turning Matti out of the Compound.

Then one day, the last thing he expected happened. Zohar, Letsan’s oldest son, came to Matti privately and made it clear he wanted to join his Shomrim.

“What about Letsan?” Matti asked. “Surely he wants you to stay with Razor.”

“It’s a difficult situation,” Zohar said, looking away uneasily. “My father won’t be happy. But I’m a grown Catmage and have been for some cycles. Letsan doesn’t run my life.”

Matti decided to test him further. “Don’t get me wrong, Zohar. I want you aboard. But aren’t you afraid Razor will accuse you of disloyalty?”

“It’s not a question of loyalty. I love being one of Razor’s warriors. But as you say, it’s a matter of what’s right. The Council made you head of the Shomrim. If we don’t follow the rules, then we’re no better than Wild Ones.”

“If you want to join me, then you’d better make it quick. There’s plenty of upward mobility for those who follow me. I could use a good squad leader like you in my Shomrim. But the openings are filling quickly.”

“I understand, sir. But I have to speak to my father first. I don’t want him to think I’m going behind his back. I’ll see him as soon as I can and get back to you.”

Matti watched Zohar go, elated. Razor’s nephew coming over to his side would probably influence many more of Razor’s fighters. Victory was assured. His Shomrim were turning into an army before his eyes.

Two days later, Matti stood before his soldiers on the training ground. They sat in neat ranks, waiting for him to speak. Just as he was about to start, a half dozen young fighters led by Zohar approached the gathering. They marched smartly forward and halted in front of Matti.

“Zohar reporting for duty, sir. My squad would like me to present them as your newest recruits.”

Matti gazed steadily at the young Maine Coon, though he wanted to leap in the air and shout with laughter. Getting Razor’s nephew to join him was largely symbolic. Getting Zohar’s entire squad was a prize Matti had never expected. He contained his elation and spoke levelly.

“Thank you, Squad Leader Zohar. You and your warriors can take up positions next to Safam.” Safam, a mostly black cat with white socks and a white mustache shape on his muzzle nodded and moved his squad over to make room.

Matti watched them march into position, happy and proud. It was time to send a message to Kharoom about his success. He would report back to the Council that he now had an army of Razor’s Shomrim to call his own.

“Warriors,” Matti said, noting that not an ear or whisker twitched as he spoke, “you have done well. You should be proud of yourselves. The Shomrim of the East Woods have blended perfectly with the warriors that marched with me from the Council Compound. Today we receive into our ranks our newest members, Squad Leader Zohar and his excellent fighters, swelling our numbers even further. Together, we will defeat the Wild Ones!” He paused and the assembled warriors cheered. “We will retrieve the Magelights, and we will avenge the Council!” The cheers grew louder. “Put your best paw forward, and stay tight and ready. Soon, we fight!”

The Shomrim cheered wildly, and Matti’s chest swelled with pride as he stood before his army. We’re ready, Matti thought. We’re ready.

✣       ✣       ✣

Roah and Niflah sat on the back porch of Saunders’ house continuing a discussion that had begun shortly after they had removed the Tilyon from the museum. Roah wanted to know how much of what he had been taught was true, and how much was myth.

“We need to separate legend from fact,” he said. “Much of what we were taught is no more than tales to tell kittens in the nursery. The Tilyon is real. Its power is real. What part of its history is real?” he asked.

“Of course the part about how the First received the Tilyon is real,” Niflah said. “You felt its power. No Magelight ever created can come close to that kind of strength. It had to have come from the One Above.”

“But what of the Tilyon’s powers? Legend says this, legend says that—but legends lie, old one. You know this from hearing Saunders read his ancestor’s journal.”

“Yes, yes, we both know that Giles Corey worked with Wild Ones during the time the humans know as the Salem Witch Trials. We don’t know that the journal lies.”

“No. But the human judges accused his ancestor of witchcraft and executed him, whereas we both know he had no powers at all. It was the Wild Ones who held the magic.”

“I see your point. But Roah, I know only as much of our history as you, perhaps a little more due to my being some twenty cycles your senior.”

“There must be a way to be sure. Perhaps we can test the Tilyon ourselves. A message spell would be a good way to start.”

“That’s a wonderful thought!” Niflah said. “Let us go find Saunders and see if he’ll lend us the Tilyon for an experiment.”

They found him in his office poring over his ancestor’s journal. He closed the book as they entered and put it back in its lockbox.

“I don’t know why you bother locking it away,” Niflah said. “We can’t read it.”

“I have always been one to put away my tools when I am not using them,” Saunders said. “Or when I no longer need them.” He glanced at Niflah. “What do you want?”

They leaped onto the desk and sat facing him.

“The Tilyon,” Roah said. “We were discussing its powers. We would like to test them.”

“Test them how?” Saunders asked suspiciously.

“I propose a simple experiment to start,” Niflah said. “A message. It’s easy to send your thoughts to another when you’re in the line of sight, or not very far away. But over distance, the effort is much greater. Roah and I think the Tilyon might enable us to contact a Catmage over a great distance without the exhaustion sending such a message entails.”

“This intrigues me,” Saunders said. “I should like to see if you’re right. How do you propose we perform this test?”

“Velvel is at the West Woods Compound. We will try to communicate with him.”

“Very well,” Saunders said. “How?”

“When we touched the Tilyon with our paws, we felt its strength,” Niflah said. “I shall put my paw on it and attempt to contact Velvel through the mind-voice only.”

Saunders lifted the Tilyon over his head and placed it on the desk. He gestured toward the amulet. “Go ahead.”

“One moment, Niflah,” Roah said. “Make sure you include the two of us when you try to contact Velvel.”

“Yes, yes, of course. Be quiet and let me do this.” He moved over to the necklace and placed his front paw on the Tilyon. Niflah closed his eyes and concentrated. He called Velvel’s name. The other two could hear him calling. The amber eyes of the amulet glowed in sync with his Magelight.

Miles away, in a bayit in the middle of the West Woods, Velvel jerked awake from a nap. “Niflah?” he said incredulously. They heard him clearly. “Where are you?” He yawned. “I was asleep, give me a moment and I’ll come outside and meet you.”

Niflah laughed. “I’m not at the Compound, Velvel. I’m in town, at Saunders’ house!” He was so overcome with joy he leaped in the air. The moment he lost contact with the Tilyon, the communication ended.

“We were right!” Roah said. “This will be useful. Very useful,” he said. He and Saunders exchanged glances.

“More than useful,” Saunders said. “It was a two-way conversation. Your Magelight messages go only one way.”

“This is wonderful! Thank you, Saunders! By the First, I feel like a kitten again!” Laughing, he leaped off the desk, ran down the hall and back again, and leaped back up from the floor, skittering across the desk mat and knocking over a pad and pen. At Saunders’ frown, he settled down, using his Magelight to retrieve the fallen items.

“We can use this to stay in touch with the West Woods without worrying that my brother’s Shomrim will see our messages flying past,” Niflah said. “Oh, this is perfect. Perhaps we can teach you to send messages as well, Saunders. Yes, Roah, make sure you put that into your lessons.”

“Calm yourself, Niflah,” Roah said. “It is unseemly for one of your stature to act like this.”

“Oh, that for my stature,” he said, laughing. “The Tilyon is amazing. How can you not feel overwhelmed by its power every time you are in its presence?”

“There is a difference between feeling overwhelmed and acting the fool. We have proven the Tilyon is as powerful as legend says. Let us leave Saunders to his work.”

“All right. I think I’ll head out to the West Woods and tell Velvel he wasn’t just dreaming that he spoke to me.” Laughing, Niflah left the room.

Roah waited until they heard the downstairs door open and close. Then he spoke to Saunders.

“Communicating with the Tilyon will be extremely valuable,” he said, “but not in the way Niflah thinks.”

“Agreed. I believe it is time for another test of the Tilyon’s powers. I can think of a much farther Compound I’d like to communicate with.”

Roah sat next to the pendant. He touched it with his paw and concentrated. The amber eyes of the amulet began to glow. Roah closed his eyes. He could feel his body suffuse with warmth. His Magelight glowed in sync with the Tilyon. He thought about the Catmage he wished to contact. A black shape began to form in his mind as he reached out. Soon the shape coalesced into a dark, shadowy figure. Roah was transfixed. He could see the Councilor he was trying to contact, even though he couldn’t make out features or colors. This was far more than he had ever achieved with a Magelight! Niflah was a fool for not realizing the Tilyon’s potential.

“Can you hear me?” he asked.

“Roah? I hear your voice. Are you here at the Compound? I did not give you leave to abandon your duties in Coreyton!”

Roah took a deep breath. “No, Councilor. I am still with Saunders. I am using the Tilyon. We learned today that it can send messages over distance. Apparently it can send messages over a very great distance.”

The shadowy figure purred. “You have done well. You have done very well. What have you to report?”

“All is prepared. We are about to move our forces to the new Compound. We are ready for the next step in the plan.”

“It will be taken care of. I must prepare things on this end as well. Have your warriors ready.”

“Yes, Councilor.”

“Keep me informed. It seems I won’t have to send any more messengers. This is a much better method.”

“Yes. I must go now.” The effort to hold the communication open was getting to be too much for him. Roah removed his paw from the Tilyon, his sides heaving. He was exhausted. Apparently even the Tilyon required power from its user in order to work. But he could never have sent a message that far with a Magelight.

“Well?” Saunders said impatiently. “Obviously something happened, but I could see nothing.”

“I could not include you in the conversation. Even using the Tilyon, it took all my strength to keep talking at such a distance.”

Saunders rose and paced back and forth. “I don’t care about that. What did you say? What did you hear?”

“The plans are in place. We are almost ready to strike.”

“Good. Good. I grow tired of this constant interference from Hakham and his friends.”

“We are all tired of it. And soon they will no longer be an issue. The Tilyon is far more powerful than I had ever dreamed.” He looked at the amulet, purring.

Saunders stopped his pacing and frowned. “Yes, it is powerful. But I have yet to harness much of that power!” He grabbed the necklace and opened the lockbox, thrusting the necklace on top of the journal and slamming the metal box shut. Then he glowered at Roah. “I expect you to work harder at helping me learn how to work the Tilyon.”

Roah blinked at him. “It will be done.”

Saunders opened a desk drawer, put the box in it, and closed it firmly. He stalked quickly out of the room. Roah remained on the desk, staring down at the spot under the wood where the Tilyon lay. He closed his eyes, and his Magelight glowed bright green.

Outside the office, halfway down the hall, Saunders looked back and saw the glow emanating from his room. His eyes narrowed as he turned back toward the stairs. “I think,” he muttered, “I must keep a closer watch on things.”


✣ T W E L V E ✣

Compound Methods

Andy was seeing less of Goldeneyes and Letsan during the school year because they spent a lot more time at the East Woods Compound. He could only get there on weekends since school started. It would be a lot easier if he could drive. He’d be old enough for a learner’s permit on his next birthday. Unfortunately, his birthday wasn’t until May, so he was stuck biking out to the Compound after work or on Sundays if the weather was nice.

It was a pleasant surprise to see Goldeneyes waiting for him on the porch as his mother drove him home from work Saturday afternoon.

“Oh, look, there’s Goldeneyes,” she said. “Where has she been? I don’t remember seeing her around lately.”

“She’s been around,” he said. “You probably just keep missing her. You do work a lot of hours,” he pointed out.

His mother sighed. “Yes, I know. It’s one project after another. Someday, I promise, they’ll ease up.”

“Well, I have Goldeneyes to keep me company,” Andy said. He heard Goldeneyes laughing at him.

“You are such an awful liar, Andy. It’s a wonder your mother hasn’t figured things out by now.”

“Not helping,” Andy sent. Out loud, he said, “What’s for lunch? I’m starving.”

“Chicken salad sandwich for me, cold pizza from last night for you. Sit down, I’ll get it.”

“Cool! Thanks, Mom.”

“You’re not going to invite me to lunch?” Goldeneyes asked.

“Are you hungry?” he sent.

“As a matter of fact, yes.”

“I’ll just feed the cat,” Andy said to his mother, ignoring Goldeneyes’ complaints at being associated with dumbcats. “Serves you right for laughing at me,” he sent.

They sat down to their meal. Goldeneyes finished her tuna and headed upstairs while Andy told his mother about the cases he’d worked on at the vet’s that morning. He helped his mother clear the table and said he was going to his room to do some homework. Goldeneyes was sitting in the window, washing her face.

“Wait, I want a glass of water,” Andy said out loud. He went back down the stairs and caught his mother with a puzzled expression.

“Did you forget something?”

“I want a drink while I work.”

“Uh-huh. Do you always tell your cat what you’re doing?”

“Uh, no. I was at Dr. Crane’s all morning. I guess I just got into the habit of talking around animals.” Andy filled a glass with water and hurried up the stairs, not daring to look at his mom.

“You’re right, I’m a terrible liar,” Andy sent when he got to his room, “and I think Mom’s starting to wonder about you. We better be more careful.”

“You could have just told her the truth. I wasn’t around for a few days. Dumbcats wander from their homes, don’t they?”

“I guess. You’re the first cat—I mean, Catmage—that I ever had. I never had a dumbcat.”

“As much as I would like to sit and listen to myself be compared to a creature that can neither think nor speak, we have work to do.”

“Here? Now? I don’t think we should have any lessons with Mom in the house. I told you she’s already suspicious.”

Goldeneyes sighed. “Andrew, someday you’re going to let me finish explaining things to you before speaking, and on that day, I shall faint like a human.”

Andy snorted. “You really have been hanging out with Letsan too long.”

Her ears flattened. “By the One, will you be quiet and listen?”

He closed his mouth.

“That’s better. You need to come to the Compound tomorrow. We have a project for you. It will be a great learning experience.”

“So you don’t want me there today? Good, because I have a ton of homework and I’m pretty tired from working with Dr. Crane this morning.” He yawned. “I could use a nap, actually.”

“So take one. I’ll join you,” she said, jumping onto his bed.

“Can’t. I have a history paper to finish. But don’t let me keep you from your beauty rest.”

Goldeneyes had already curled up on her pillow. “You won’t.” She closed her eyes and was asleep in moments. Andy shook his head, grinning. Then he turned on his computer and got to work.

By the time he finished, the room was dim enough that he needed the light. Andy stood and stretched, yawning. One paper down, one more to go. He’d have to finish his English paper after they got back Sunday.

✣       ✣       ✣

Sunday was another fine autumn day. The air was crisp and clear. The leaves on the trees were a riot of colors, and Andy passed a few farms selling pumpkins and apples. He breathed deeply as he rode. Maybe not being able to drive wasn’t so bad after all.

All too soon, he was at the edge of the woods and putting his bike in its hiding place in a hedge. He nodded to the Shomrim on duty as he walked down the path. As he crossed the teaching area, he saw Leilei and Patches with Goldeneyes, Letsan, and a large group of Catmages at one end. Branches and rocks lay scattered on the ground. Leilei caught sight of him and shouted hello. Patches leaped up and ran toward Andy. Laughing, Leilei followed.

“Andy! Andy! Andy! Patches is glad you are here. Andy will help Patches and Leilei. Will help us all. Right?” He bounded around Andy’s legs in his signature four-legged hop.

“Help you with what?” Andy said, trying not to step on Patches as he walked.

“We’re building a ma’on!” Leilei said excitedly.

“A what?”

“A ma’on! A dormitory!”

“There are too many Catmages in the Compound,” Patches said. “No room to sleep. Patches gets in trouble when he moves in his sleep!”

“You’re a restless sleeper, eh?” Andy said. “Why am I not surprised?”

They fell in step with him as he headed toward the gathering. Andy greeted his friends and nodded to the Catmages he was unfamiliar with. Now that he was closer, he saw a number of large stones set in piles. They looked too heavy for single Catmages to lift with their Magelights. Silsula waited for him near one of the piles.

“What do you need me to do?” Andy asked. “Pick up those stones and carry them somewhere?”

“Not exactly,” Silsula said. “You’re going to help us build the ma’on. You’ve never seen us create a Catmage structure, have you?”

“Nope.”

“Then watch and learn. Stand back over there while we begin.” She nodded at a spot a few yards away. Andy moved where he was told.

“Leilei, did you and the others finish mapping out the structure?”

“Yes, Silsula. Would you like us to pace it for you?”

“No, I can see it from here. Wait just a moment.” Silsula went to stand with Andy. “Would you pick me up, please?”

Andy bent down and did as she requested. She twisted around in his arms until she was facing the structure. “Oh, that’s much better. Yes, you did a wonderful job!”

Andy looked in the direction Silsula was gazing. He could see small channels dug into the ground in a long rectangle. It was about six feet wide and fifteen feet long.

“That will hold a lot of Catmages,” he said.

“Exactly the point. If you don’t mind, I’m just going to perch here,” Silsula said, climbing out of his arms and moving to his shoulder.

“Uh, okay,” he said, holding still. He was wearing a jacket, but he’d had some experience with Catmages forgetting how sharp their claws could be.

“Don’t worry, sweetling, I’ll be very careful. Though it would be better if you don’t make any sudden moves,” she said, laughing. Chirrup. “Stones first. Alef and Bett squads, begin!”

Andy recognized the group of young Catmages from seeing them regularly in the Teaching Rings. At Silsula’s signal, Alef and Bett squads’ Magelights shone, and stones lifted from the ground and moved slowly through the air. Andy marveled that though many stones were in motion, none of them hit any of the others. Soon there were circles of stone scattered inside the dirt lines that resembled campfire rings. The piles of rocks grew smaller and smaller as they worked.

“Now,” Silsula said, “Dalet squad, the branches.”

Another group of more senior Catmages moved to the front. Leilei and Patches stood at the front of the group.

“Ready? The first one. Now!” Magelights flashed as one, and a tree branch about three inches in diameter rose in the air, straightened, and slammed down into the dirt at the corner of two drawn lines. The combined power of the Magelights drove it several inches into the dirt.

“Perfect!” Silsula called. “Hay squad, start working from the other end. Gimmel and Vav, relieve them when needed.”

“What do you want me to do?” he asked. “I mean, besides be a platform for you to supervise from.”

“You’re going to work with Zahavin,” Silsula said. “We’re putting you on medurah duty. We need large stones placed in the circles, and my sister thinks you can use the practice and exercise. Get those Magelight muscles strong!” Chirrup. “And here she is now.” Silsula leaped down from Andy’s shoulder. “He’s all yours, sister.”

“Come with me, Andy. I’ll show you where we’ll be getting the stones.” She trotted into the wood, followed by Andy and a group of the Shomrim.

“Whats a medurah?”

“It’s like a fireplace.”

“Catmages don’t build fires, do they?”

“No, but a large structure like a ma’on sometimes gets cold in the wintertime, even when it’s filled with Catmages. So we heat the stones with our Magelights to warm it.”

She stopped at a dry stream bed, where Andy saw a number of large rocks that would be impossible for a single Catmage to lift. He kneeled down near one of them.

“Do you want me to bring this back to the ma’on?” he said, grabbing hold of it and pulling.

“No, Andy. I don’t want you to exercise your arms. I want you to exercise your Magelight. You’ll work with Zohar, Matti, and me. Today we’re going to see how well you work with other Catmages.”

“Uh—a little help, then?” Andy said. “I don’t know how to work with anyone else.”

“It’s easy, Andy,” Zohar told him. “We all try to do the same thing at the same time. Surely you work with humans that way.”

“I guess. You mean like helping move something heavy. Yeah. Everybody grabs hold and lifts.”

“Then you know how to do this,” Matti said. “On my mark, concentrate on lifting the stone with your Magelight. On three, everyone. One, two, three!”

Four Magelights flared in unison, Andy motioned upward with his hand as the stone rose from the stream bed.

“Now,” Goldeneyes said softly, “keep focusing on the stone and we’ll walk it back to the ma’on.”

Andy walked behind the Catmages, hands out as if he were holding the stone in them. He could almost feel the weight in his hands as they directed the rock until it hung in the air over one of the rings of stone.

“Now,” Goldeneyes said, “drop it!”

The stone fell with a thump. Matti and Zohar cheered.

“Well done!” Goldeneyes said.

Andy found himself breathing hard. His arms were as tired as if he’d used them to carry the rock. “That was no picnic,” he said.

“That’s why we do it in groups,” Matti said. “Are you ready to get another one?”

“Yeah. Let’s go!”

They went back and forth several times, passing other squads of Catmages at the same job before Andy was ready to call it quits. On their last pass, Andy saw that the ma’on now had all the stone rings filled as well as nearly all the wooden pillars set into the dirt. He sat down near his backpack and pulled out his water bottle.

“Building a Catmage house is hard work!” he told Goldeneyes, who was resting beside him.

“Yes, a ma’on is a huge undertaking. You’re doing very well today, Andy. It’s good to see you moving forward so easily. Nafshi would be proud.”

Andy grinned. “Thanks.”

“It’s good to have you helping us today. I’m proud, too,” she said, purring.

Andy’s brows rose. “Thanks!” he said again.

The rest of the work on the ma’on was finished fairly quickly. Catmages old and young brought twigs and small branches and used their Magelights to weave them into the sides of the building. They left openings along one side for doorways. Finally it was finished, and the kittens and younger Catmages ran squeaking and screeching in and out of the ma’on while the older ones looked on indulgently.

“Andy, Andy, come inside!” Ranana called, running in and out of the nearest entrance.

He smiled at her. “I’m pretty sure I can’t fit in those doorways,” he said.

“Oh. Well, make them bigger!”

“No, sweetling,” Silsula said, “you’ll just have to play with Andy outside.”

“I can stick my head in and take a look,” he said. Ranana squealed with joy and ran back and forth while Andy kneeled down and peered through an entrance. Inside, the shouting and laughing was very loud. He couldn’t help but join in the laughter. Ranana stopped running and sat down next to Andy, sides heaving. He backed out cautiously and reached down, raising her up near his face. She purred and rubbed her cheek against his. Andy smiled and looked over at Silsula and Goldeneyes.

“I love this place,” he said.


✣ T H I R T E E N ✣

Frenemies

Roah padded down the hall to the office where Saunders waited for his next lesson. They had had several lessons since he had used the Tilyon, but Saunders would not allow him to use it again. He seemed suspicious of Roah’s motives. Roah closed off his thoughts as he went through the door. Saunders, he knew, was adept at reading the people—and Catmages—around him.

“Right on time,” Saunders said.

“I am always on time. Let us begin.”

The morning sun traveled across half the desk during their lesson. Saunders cried out in triumph when he managed to put a long scratch in the metal lockbox that held the Tilyon and his journal.

“Ha!” he said happily. “Look at that scratch. It’s as good as metal on metal. Go ahead, try to scratch it with your claw. You won’t be able to make a mark.”

“No thank you,” Roah said sourly. “I have no desire to break my claws. You did well today, very well.”

Saunders grinned at the compliment.

“Now that we are done, I should like to send another message to the Councilor,” Roah said.

Saunders’ grin vanished. “No,” he said curtly.

“Why not?”

“It isn’t necessary.”

“There will be no messenger. They are counting on us to contact them for further instructions. We must proceed with the attack soon. We are ready.”

Roah realized his mistake when Saunders slammed his chair backwards as he rose, his brows drawn together in anger. “I take instructions from no one! No one, do you hear?” he shouted. “I will give you instructions. And my instructions are to wait until I tell you that you may use the Tilyon.”

Roah blinked up at him. “Yes. It will be done. If there’s nothing else?”

“No. Get out!”

Roah jumped to the floor and trotted out of the room. He would have to find a way to use the Tilyon without Saunders’ permission. He went down the stairs and left the house, heading out to the West Woods to find Alef.

✣       ✣       ✣

Patches sat on the edge of the meadow in the Compound, waiting for Leilei to finish her lesson. For the first time in his life, he felt like he truly belonged somewhere. Everyone was kind and generous, and the kittens loved playing with Patches as much as he loved playing with them. Best of all, the Catmages here weren’t mean. Patches had made friends.

Zehira blinked at Patches as she left. Leilei started toward him, but he couldn’t wait. He ran full-tilt toward her, leaping over her and hopping stiff-legged back until he was close enough to rub shoulders. “Leilei is finished with lessons! Leilei can play with Patches now! Look what Patches has brought, Leilei!”

She laughed. “I don’t see anything, silly. I think you forgot whatever I’m supposed to play with.”

“Patches did forget! He left it across the meadow. Wait, Patches will get it!” He sat on his haunches and his Magelight flashed. A small pink sponge ball came barreling along a few inches above the ground heading straight for the both of them. Leilei didn’t flinch, even though the ball’s trajectory made it clear it was about to hit her in the face. Her Magelight glinted, and the ball shot off at an angle away from them both.

“My turn!” Patches said, pushing the ball up instead of zooming along the ground. Leilei laughed again and let the ball fall to the ground and start bouncing. They bounced after it until the ball rolled to a stop and the two of them stood panting happily.

“What was Leilei learning with Zehira today?” Patches asked.

“Never you mind,” she said. “If you don’t want to continue your studies, that’s fine, but don’t expect me to give away my secrets.” Leilei sat with her nose in the air, affecting an attitude she didn’t really feel.

“Patches does not want to learn any more magic. He learned enough from Nafshi. Does not want to remember what Roah taught him.”

“Oh, Patches, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to remind you of that,” Leilei said, rubbing her face against his. “You’re here now. You never have to see the Wild Ones again.”

Patches brightened at the thought. “No. Patches is with good Catmages now. Patches likes East Woods! I will stay here forever!” He leaped up, hopping toward the trees. Leilei sent the ball flying toward him. Patches knocked it aside. It rolled into the wood and disappeared in the thick underbrush.

“Patches will get it!” he called. He trotted in the direction of the ball and found it half-buried in a pile of leaves. He was about to pick it up with his Magelight when his ears twitched. Something was in the wood, watching him.

“What are you waiting for, Patches?” Leilei called. When he didn’t answer, she came after him. “What’s wrong?” she asked as she came alongside.

“Quiet,” he sent privately. “Something is in the wood. Not a bird. Not a squirrel. Something like us.”

“A Catmage?” she asked.

“No. Wild One. Patches can feel it. It is familiar.”

Leilei remembered that Patches was that rare Catmage who could sense another Catmage’s aura without having to cast a spell. She growled softly and looked carefully around.

“Come out!” Patches shouted. “We know you are there! Show yourself, or Patches will get Razor!”

“Patches not very subtle,” Leilei murmured.

There was a rustling in the leaves and a small black-and-white tuxedo cat came hesitantly forward, trembling. He lay down on the ground and blinked up at them.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?” Leilei said brusquely. Her tail lashed.

“I mean you no harm. I was just looking.”

“Looking at what? Bad Wild One! You are spying on good Catmages. Patches does not like spies!”

“You’re Patches? I heard about you. You got away. I wish I could get away.”

Leilei watched him suspiciously. “Get away from who? From what? Who are you?”

“My name is Kelev. But I hate that name. Call me Kel.”

“Why is Wild One named Dog?” Patches asked. “That is a stupid name for a Catmage.”

Kel laughed harshly. “My parents chose it because they hate me.”

“Hate you?” Leilei asked, shocked. “How can your parents hate you?”

“Well, my real father doesn’t. But my mother’s mate hates that I was born.”

“Who are your parents?” she asked.

Kel dropped his gaze to the ground in front of him. “Alef and Bett. Bett’s my mother. But Roah is my father.”

Patches and Leilei growled, their hackles rising.

“You are a Wild One. Patches was right!”

“No! I mean, yes, I am, sort of. But I hate them! I want to get away like you did, Patches. My brothers and sister pick on me all the time. Alef made them all hate me. And my real father, Roah, doesn’t care if I live or die. I can’t stand any of them. I want to be around Catmages like you, Catmages who are nice and friendly. Please don’t tell on me. Please!” His whole body shook as he lay on the ground, blinking.

Patches and Leilei glanced at each other.

“Wild Ones were horrible to Patches,” he told Leilei privately. “Patches believes Kel.”

“Well, I don’t know,” Leilei said.

“Look at the scratches on his face,” Patches said. “They are mean to him.”

His half-healed scratches looked painful. Leilei’s heart went out to the young Wild One lying on the dirt in front of them. “That still doesn’t mean we can trust him. He shouldn’t even be here! How did he get here without being noticed?”

She directed her thoughts at Kel. “How did you get past our guards?” she asked.

“There weren’t any guards,” he said. “I walked along the road, then I went into the woods to look around. I heard you two playing, so I stopped to watch. I—I wanted to see if it was true that there was a Catmage Compound out here, or if it was another lie the Wild Ones told me. I just wanted to be around Catmages who wouldn’t be mean to me.”

“They talk about us? What do they say?” Leilei asked.

“Not much,” Kel said. “All I heard is that you have a Compound in the east woods. Do you need to know more? Because I could find things out for you.” Kel blinked rapidly at her. “I want to stay, but I can’t. Not yet. They’d come after me. They’d kill me if they knew I was talking to you. I have to be back before dawn. They won’t miss me until then.”

“No!” Patches said. “Not let them kill him. Wild Ones are mean. We must help Kel. Think of something, Leilei. What can we do?”

“Both of you, be quiet and let me think,” Leilei said. They watched as she lashed her tail and paced back and forth. Kel’s trembling stopped, but he still blinked and did not meet their eyes. Finally Leilei stood up and walked over to Kel until they were face to face.

“I’m sorry, Kel, but we don’t know you, and we can’t take any chances. You’re going to have to come with us. We’ll take you to Hakham. He won’t let anyone hurt you. But you can’t just wander into our Compound without anyone knowing about it.”

Kel licked his lips. The trembling started again. “Are they going to hurt me? Please don’t let them hurt me. I didn’t know there were supposed to be guards. I didn’t see any.”

“They won’t hurt you. But you have to come with us. Patches, lead the way.”

Kel followed Patches as Leilei walked carefully behind him, alert and watchful. As they neared Hakham’s bayit, Kel moved more and more slowly. His head turned from side to side as if he were looking for a place to hide.

“We won’t let them hurt you,” Leilei said. “Calm yourself.”

Katana was on guard by the door of the bayit. “Who’s this, Leilei?” she asked suspiciously. “I’ve never seen him before.”

“His name is Kelev. He says he wants to leave the Wild Ones.”

“He’s a Wild One spy? And you brought him here, to Hakham’s bayit? Leilei, have you no sense at all?” Her Magelight flared.

“Don’t hurt him!” Patches shouted. All of the Catmages within range winced at the volume. Hakham, Razor, and the Elders came out of the bayit.

“Patches, explain yourself,” Hakham said sternly. “You are interrupting an important meeting.”

Patches cowered down. “Patches is sorry. Patches did not mean to shout. Katana was going to hurt Kel. Hurt him like Roah used to hurt Patches.” He started mewling like a kitten. Leilei explained how they’d found Kel and brought him here.

“Where did you leave the road? How did you get past my guards?” Razor growled. “You will show me and I’ll have the ears of the guards who didn’t stop you.”

“If I show you, will you let me go?” Kel squeaked. “I swear by the First I mean you no harm. I can help you. I told Leilei and Patches. I can tell you things about the Wild Ones.”

“He can help,” Leilei said. “He must know a lot. Roah is his father!”

“And we’re just supposed to trust you?” Letsan asked. “A son of Roah?”

Kel stopped crouching and sat up at the sound of his father’s name. “So what if Roah’s my father? I hate him! He abandoned me. He lets Alef and all the other Wild Ones pick on me. They’re not my family. Tell me what I can do to help you. Let me prove myself.”

“How?” Razor asked.

“I bet you didn’t know that Roah is setting up a compound in these woods. How do you think I got here? We’re only half an afternoon’s walk away. I was trying to get away from my littermates for the day. I didn’t know I was near your compound.”

The council stood in stunned silence as Kel’s words sank in. An entire enemy compound, created under their very noses, and they knew nothing about it? This was news that shocked them to the core. At last, Razor’s ears twitched.

“Katana, how is it that we have no news of something this major?” His tone was like ice. “That house is being watched day and night, and not one of our spies has managed to discover it?”

“I’ll find out, sir,” she said. “You’ll have a report right away.” She trotted quickly away.

“So what do we do with Roah’s son in the meantime?” Letsan asked.

“If I’m not back by dawn, they’ll start looking for me,” Kel said.

“We’ll see about that,” Razor said. “First, we find out if you’re telling the truth. Then we decide what to do with you—little dog.”

“Call me Kel,” he said. “I hate my stupid name!”

Razor let out a bark of laughter. “So, you have some backbone. Good. But you’re going to stay under guard until we figure out what to do with you.”

“Take care of it, Razor,” Hakham said. “The rest of us have business to discuss.” He and the others went back into the bayit.

Razor looked at the young Catmages. “Come with me, all of you. Patches, stop fretting. Nobody’s going to hurt anybody. Yet. Leilei, get these idiots under control or I will call my Shomrim to help.”

“Patches is not an idiot!” he said. “Razor is mean to Patches.”

“Yes, Patches, I’m mean to you. I’m mean to everyone. Now Kel here is going to take me to the point where he came through our woods and show me the hole in my perimeter. The First help any of my Shomrim that missed you slipping past them.”

“I got past your guards,” Leilei said. “I waited until they changed shifts. They were distracted because the guard going off watch had to report to the guard coming on duty.”

Kel brightened. “That must be what happened with me, sir. I swear I didn’t see any guards. They must have been changing places and left a space where they couldn’t see me. There’s no need to punish anyone on my account.”

Razor grunted. “We’ll see. Show me,” he said. “And don’t even think of running off. If you think Roah is rough on you, just try going against me.”

Kel trembled as he moved in front of Razor to lead them to the place where he’d slipped into the Compound. He went quickly back the way he had come, stopping within view of the road. “Here. Here’s where I came in. There weren’t any guards.”

“There still aren’t,” Razor said, growling softly as he surveyed the edge of the trees. He looked back toward the Compound and his Magelight flashed. An orange message globe shot out and disappeared into the wood.

“We’ll wait here until my Shomrim arrive. Looks like Kel has done us a favor. We had a hole in our perimeter. He found it. Now we seal it.”

The three young Catmages waited uneasily with Razor. Kel glanced back and forth between Razor to Patches and Leilei, meeting none of their gazes.

“This is boring,” Patches said to Leilei. “Tell Razor he should let Kel go. He showed us a good thing.”

“I’m not telling him anything. Keep quiet and wait.”

Kel crouched, blinking at anyone who looked at him, shaking from time to time. The afternoon passed slowly. Patches and Leilei napped. Kel sat or lay quietly, waiting for something to happen. At last Katana appeared with Atzel, one of Matti’s Shomrim who shared guard duty with Razor’s squads.

“We surveyed the west woods, sir,” Katana said. “Kel was telling the truth. There’s an entire Compound of Wild Ones—males, females, kittens—where he said it would be.”

“How close did you get?” Razor asked privately.

“Close enough to cast an aura spell, far enough that their guards didn’t get wind of us.”

“How many are there?”

“A fair number, but not as many as there are here, sir.”

“Good.”

“Matti wants to see you, Razor,” Atzel said. “He’s gathering our captains and the Council of Elders to discuss the new compound.”

“I’ll be there. But I still haven’t decided about Kel here. What, my young Wild One, shall we do with you?”

“Kill him,” Atzel said indifferently. “He’s one of them.”

“No!” Leilei and Patches said together. “He didn’t do any harm,” Leilei added. “He can’t help who his parents are.”

“She has a point,” Razor said. “As far as I know, the only thing Kel did wrong was trespass in our woods. It’s not like the Wild Ones don’t know we’re here.”

“They do know, sir,” Kel piped up. “They’ve known for ages. I tell you, if you spare me, I will be your eyes and ears in their compound!”

Razor gazed at Kel unblinking as the young Wild One crouched in front of them.

“I will spare you, Kel—this time. But you had better prove your worth to me. Keep your eyes and ears open and your mouth shut. Find out what you can about their battle plans, about where Saunders keeps the Tilyon, about anything you might think is remotely interesting to me. You will report to the guard on duty here, and only here. If we find you anywhere else, you will be killed.”

Kel cowered.

“I expect you to have something worth hearing when you do return.”

“You will, I swear by the First!” Kel said. “You’ll see. I can help you.”

“We shall see,” Razor growled. “Now you can leave.” He and the others walked Kel to the road and watched as he crossed it and disappeared into the woods.

“I hope you’re not making a mistake,” Katana said.

“So do I.”

They turned and slipped back into the woods. Atzel settled himself in for guard duty.

✣       ✣       ✣

Two days later, the half-moon was high in the night sky as Roah hurried inside the back door, through the kitchen, and up the steps of Saunders’ house. He never moved slowly unless he was hunting. Time was precious, and he had many things to accomplish. He had just set in motion the events he calculated would move him closer to his goals.

“Ready for your lesson?” he asked as he strode into the office where Saunders awaited him. The Tilyon was on the desk next to the open lockbox.

“I should hope so, considering it was scheduled for this time,” Saunders said. “I want to learn how to fire those jets of light that burn.”

“Then we shall try. You must concentrate deeply on the Magelights within the Tilyon. Their fire will be your fire. Make them glow, and take them inside you until you can feel their heat.”

Saunders frowned and stared at the Tilyon. He concentrated and the eyes began to glow. Saunders narrowed his eyes and kept staring.

“I don’t feel anything,” he said.

“Keep trying.”

Roah watched silently for a few seconds more. Then he sent a one-word message: “Now.”

Downstairs, Alef sat on the back porch railing. His Magelight blazed. Shortly afterward, a rabbit pushed its way through a hole in the fence near the dog yard. It hopped straight for the chain link fence that surrounded the kennel and crashed into it. Dog collars jingled as the sleeping Dobermans awoke. They started barking as the rabbit leaped again and again into the fence. The dogs nearest the rabbit opened their jaws and tried to bite it through the fence, barking and howling.

The back door of the house next to them slammed against the wall as their neighbor charged onto the porch. “Saunders!” Mackie thundered. “How many times have I told you to keep those damned dogs of yours quiet!”

Alef jumped down from the railing and moved quietly into the house, shutting the door softly behind him. He went into the darkened dining room and jumped onto a windowsill to watch the dogs. As soon as Alef let go of it, the rabbit stopped leaping against the fence and instead began to run around the yard in a panic as the dogs kept up their barking. Alef made sure the rabbit did not find the hole in the fence, grabbing it with his mind and moving it away from the hole whenever it got too close.

Saunders heard the racket from upstairs and swore. “What are those dogs up to?” he said, dropping the Tilyon into the lockbox and racing out of the room.

Behind him, Roah’s Magelight flashed and just managed to stop the lid from closing. Roah waited until he heard Saunders exit the house to open the box fully. Then he leaped onto the desk and put his paw on the Tilyon. The rush of power energized him. He could practically feel his fur standing on end. He concentrated on the Council Compound, and soon he could see a shadowy shape.

“It took you long enough to contact me again,” the muffled voice said.

“It is difficult. Saunders is possessive of the Tilyon. I had to resort to trickery.”

“We must do something about that when we can.”

“Yes, Councilor. I am working on it.”

“Anything else?”

“Kfir grows impatient. He says his warriors will go stale if we don’t move soon.”

“Then he will be pleased to hear that you will attack on the next full moon.”

“That is good. Kfir is not the only one tired of waiting. Any further orders?”

“Kill Razor and Letsan. Hakham too, if you can manage it.”

“We will do our best,” Roah said, ears flat. “I must go, Councilor. The dogs have stopped barking.”

“Don’t fail me, Roah.”

“I shall not.”

Roah took his paw off the Tilyon and the image faded. He flipped the lid closed and dropped wearily to the floor and waited for Saunders to return. He took long, controlled breaths. By the time Saunders came back, his breathing would be normal.

Outside, Saunders had found the rabbit. He noticed Alef in the window and ordered him outside to get rid of it. Once the rabbit was gone, Saunders quieted the dogs. Whining, they went back into their kennels.

“Make sure they stay there, and keep them quiet!” Saunders told Alef. “Why didn’t you stop them in the first place?” he asked.

“I didn’t know why they barked. I waited for you to stop them. Had I known there was a rabbit—”

“Oh, never mind. I need to go talk to Mackie before he calls the police.” Saunders hurried through the house and over to his next-door neighbor’s house, where he checked his impulse to shove Mackie up against the wall and instead stood on the porch and listened to his neighbor complain about his son being woken yet again.

“I’m sorry,” Saunders said, barely controlling his disdain. “A rabbit got in the yard. You can’t blame the dogs for following their instincts.”

“Yes, I can when those instincts are breaking noise laws. You keep those dogs quiet, Saunders. Or else!” He went inside and slammed the door behind him, shutting off the porch light.

Saunders stood in the dark, fuming. He strode quickly back to his house, the expression on his face boding ill for any Catmage unhappy enough to be in his path. He found none until he got back to the office. Roah sat in a chair next to the desk.

“You’re supposed to keep those dogs quiet!” Saunders shouted as he came into the room.

“Not when they sleep,” Roah said. “My responsibility ends when you put them in their kennels for the night. Alef told me a rabbit got into the yard. We will find the hole and block it up. Now, if you are ready for your lesson, we can continue.”

Frowning, Saunders rounded the desk and sat down heavily. He picked up the Tilyon. “Fine. Teach me to make those burning jets,” he said. The Tilyon’s eyes glowed fiercely as Saunders gripped it tightly.

“It should be easier for you while you are in this mood,” Roah said. “Let us begin.”


✣ F O U R T E E N ✣

Halloween

Andy sighed as he looked in the mirror. “I don’t care what Becca says, this costume is stupid,” he muttered.

Mike, Teresa, and Becca had decided they should all come as characters from the Broadway play “Cats.” Andy was going as Mr. Mistoffelees. Mike in particular thought it would be absolutely hilarious for Andy to dress up in a cat costume.

“I look ridiculous,” he said. “It’s a good thing Razor will never see me in it.”

“Oh, that gives me an idea,” Letsan said. “I’ll have to show my brother just what you look like in that costume. Just let me concentrate hard so I don’t forget this moment. No, wait, even better, take a picture with your phone. You can show it to him next time you’re at the Compound. Come on, Andy, you look great.”

“You show Razor what I look like and you can sleep the entire winter at the Compound. No more soft, warm bed for you,” Andy warned.

“You’re bluffing.”

“Try me.”

“All right, all right, my brother doesn’t need to know you look like an idiot. Well, some might argue that he already thinks—”

“Watch it,” Andy growled.

Goldeneyes paused from washing her face. “Now, children,” she said, “if you can’t play nice, I’m going to have to separate you.”

“You sound like my mom,” Andy said.

“Zahavin wants to laugh at you just as much as I do, Andy. She’s just trying to be nice.”

Goldeneyes stared at Letsan.

“Before you guys get into a fight, remember that my mom’s home,” Andy said. “No zapping allowed.”

To his surprise, Goldeneyes laughed and settled back to grooming herself.

“You’re in a good mood tonight.”

“That’s because we’re not going to have any trouble tonight. You’re going to your dance, Letsan and I are staying here, and no one is going to that horrible house.”

“Good,” Andy said. “I’d like to make it all the way through this Halloween dance without a problem. It’s not like Saunders can surprise us with his Magelight necklace like he did last year.”

“And we already know he has the Tilyon,” Letsan said.

“Don’t remind me,” Andy said, groaning.

The doorbell rang and Andy started. “Becca’s here! I got to run!”

“I’ll come with you.”

“Why, you want to laugh at Becca, too?”

“I’d never laugh at that lovely girl. I just want to see how much better she looks as a cat than you do.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Andy said. He picked up his phone and wallet, slipped them into his pocket, and headed out the door, followed by Letsan.

“Have fun,” Goldeneyes said, licking her paw and starting on her left ear.

Andy and Letsan raced downstairs. Becca and her father were in the kitchen talking to Andy’s mother. Andy stopped dead as he came through the door. Becca looked fantastic as Grizabella.

“You look great!” he said. “Hi, Mr. Jefferson.”

Becca smiled that wide, lovely, double-curved smile. “You look pretty good yourself.”

Andy shot Letsan a look. “Ha!” he sent.

“She has to say that. She’s your friend,” he sent to both of them.

“Oh, be quiet,” Andy muttered out loud as Becca smothered a laugh.

“What’s that?” his mother said.

“Nothing. You guys ready?”

“We’re waiting for you, Catman,” Mr. Jefferson said. “If you’re ready, let’s go.”

“Okay. ’Bye, Mom.”

“See you later, sweetie.”

“Good night, Mrs. Cohen.”

“You look great, Becca,” Letsan told her, winding around her legs. She smiled at him and leaned down to scratch him under the chin. “Thanks,” she whispered softly. They followed her father out to the car.

Letsan trotted up the stairs after Andy left. He leaped onto the bed, yawned hugely, and stretched. “I’m thinking a nice, long nap,” he told Goldeneyes.

“That’s not a bad idea at all,” she said and leaped off the windowsill onto the bed. She curled onto the pillow and dropped her head on her paws. “Here’s to an uneventful night.”

✣       ✣       ✣

“So, no funny business this year, right, Andy?” Mr. Jefferson said as he pulled the car onto the street.

“Nope. We’re just going to dance and eat and drink the night away.” He grinned at Becca, who nodded. The ride passed quickly after Mr. Jefferson started reminiscing about previous Halloweens. The three of them were laughing about Andy’s first grade robot costume when they pulled up to the high school.

Mr. Jefferson dropped them off at the front door of the school and waved goodbye as they headed inside. Andy and Becca walked leisurely through the crowd, searching for their friends.

“We could text Mike and Teresa,” Becca said.

Andy shrugged. “Nah, we’ll find them. Let’s just walk around and enjoy ourselves for now.” It was nice just being with Becca. Mike was a great guy, but he tended to be a whirlwind of activity and chatter. This way, they could talk to each other without being constantly interrupted.

They stopped at the snack table and picked up some food and drinks, then found a spot near a pair of closed doors, where they stayed and observed their fellow students’ costumes. Andy was rolling his eyes at a group of sparkly vampires when Taylor and his friends found them.

“Oh, isn’t he just the cutest thing?” Taylor said to Pete and Tommy, who laughed on cue. “He loves cats so much he’s becoming one. Want some milk, Cohen?”

Pete and Tommy meowed, then guffawed. Becca frowned.

Andy glared at Taylor, who was wearing a black shirt, red bandana, an eye patch, and a leather necklace with five colored gems. Becca gasped as she realized he was wearing the Magelights publicly. Taylor grinned at her reaction. Andy and Becca exchanged glances. He smiled grimly.

“Nice necklace,” Andy said. “Did you make it yourself or did your mother do it for you?”

Now it was Taylor’s turn to glare.

“Too bad they don’t let us carry real swords,” Pete said. The three of them were dressed as pirates. “Bet we could have a lot of fun with those.”

“You’re such a moron,” Andy said.

“Who’s a moron?” Mike asked, pushing past Pete and pulling Teresa by the hand to join Andy and Becca against the doors. “I mean, there are three of them here to choose from. Wait, never mind. No need to choose. They’re all idiots.”

Taylor closed his hands into fists.

“Try it,” Mike said. “Please do. Oh, hi Mr. Straight!” he said, waving to a spot behind Taylor. Taylor and his friends turned, and Mike laughed again. “Whoops, made you look! No Mr. Straight, but there are plenty of other teachers around. Please. Try something. I want to see you all in detention until Christmas.”

Taylor’s eyes narrowed. “I won’t forget this, Murdoch.”

“Yeah, yeah, we know the drill. Later, loser.” Mike held his thumb and forefinger up to his forehead in a backwards L. “Go walk the plank or something.”

Taylor glanced around, motioned to Pete and Tommy, and disappeared into the crowd.

“Thanks,” Andy said.

“Hi, Teresa,” Becca said.

“Hi back.”

“Good timing,” Andy said.

“Don’t mention it,” Mike said. “So, let me see you two. Turn around!”

They twirled as requested.

“Not bad. Not bad at all,” he said.

“Your costumes are really good,” Becca said.

“Gus and Jellylorum at your service,” Mike said, bowing.

“Please don’t start singing,” Andy said.

“Nah, not tonight. Tonight, we dance! And I think they’re playing our song. Come on!” He grabbed Teresa’s hand and pulled her toward the dance floor. Andy and Becca followed suit.

✣       ✣       ✣

Earlier that day, Razor and Matti had sat together in the late afternoon sun outside Razor’s bayit. One of Matti’s Shomrim approached.

“Captain, Velvel is outside the Compound by Guard Station Vav. He says he has a message for you.”

“Bring him here,” Matti said.

“Velvel?” Razor asked.

“The double agent I told you about. Razor, the Council has set a lot of things in motion since you left. One of those is having eyes and ears on the inside the Wild Ones’ compound.”

Razor growled at the reminder that a Compound had been set up right under his nose. That’s why they’d had to double the guard perimeter.

“If he’s such a great spy, why didn’t he tell us about the Compound while it was being built?”

“I don’t know. Ask him.”

“Do you trust him?” Razor asked.

Matti shifted uncomfortably. “I have no reason not to.”

“So you don’t trust him?”

“It isn’t that, Razor. I’ve always had an odd feeling about him. But he’s never done anything to make me dislike him, and my feelings about a Catmage are no reason to mistrust him.”

“Yes, they are. My feelings have kept me alive more than once. Listen to your instincts, Matti. If you don’t like him, there must be a reason for it.”

Matti shook his head. “I don’t think so. He’s been reporting to Kharoom and Ruma for at least a cycle. He’s a loyal Catmage.”

Razor was about to respond heatedly when Zohar and Velvel arrived. He bit back his words as Matti spoke.

“What news?”

“The Wild Ones have left the house fully unprotected. They’ve moved into their new home. The last of them left two nights ago.”

“So? The dogs are still there. And so is Saunders,” Razor said.

“Ah, but you didn’t let me finish, Razor. Tonight is the night that Saunders has to stay late at the school for another of those human rituals. The house will be unprotected except for the dogs, and they’re locked in cages when Saunders isn’t home.”

“What ritual?” Razor asked.

“The one where humans dress up and stand in a big room jumping up and down to music.”

“That’s a dance,” Razor said. “Andy was talking about it the last time he was here.” He turned to Zohar. “Our watchers will know. Send a message to Hanit. Find out if this is true. Report back as soon as you hear.”

Matti bristled at the way Razor took command, but now was not the time for an argument. “We could have used a little more notice, Velvel,” he said. “Why did you wait so long to tell us?”

“I couldn’t risk contacting you until now. I have to be very careful coming and going. If they suspect I’m working with you, I’m dead. I told Roah I’m off on a journey to recruit more Catmages.”

“What happens when you go back to them empty-handed?” Razor asked.

“I won’t. But I’ll make sure I only give them a kitten or two who will be of no use to them for at least a cycle or more.”

“You shouldn’t be bringing them any. Wild kits belong with us.”

“If I don’t bring them recruits, they will find another Seeker to do their bidding,” Velvel said, his ears flattening. “Gestures like these keep me on the inside, where I can pass vital information to Kharoom.”

Razor grunted. “Sensitive little thing, isn’t he?” he sent privately to Matti, whose ears twitched. “Doesn’t like to be criticized.”

“He never has,” Matti sent back to Razor. “Try not to offend him so much that he loses his train of thought.”

“Why didn’t you tell us about the Wild Ones building a Compound?” Razor asked, ignoring Matti’s suggestion.

Velvel looked steadily at Razor. “They’ve been getting more and more secretive and suspicious,” he said. “I’m not allowed to come and go without permission from Roah.”

“So Roah thinks you’re out seeking half-breeds.”

“I said as much before,” Velvel said irritably. “Do you think I’m lying?”

Zohar returned before Razor could respond. “Velvel’s information checks out, sir. Hanit hasn’t seen any Wild Ones at the house for several nights. He thought it was because they were keeping out of sight. When we sent the message, Hanit did an aura check. There are no Wild Ones anywhere in the house, only Magelights.”

“The Magelights!” Matti said. “Then we can retrieve them tonight. No Saunders, no Wild Ones—only the dogs, and they’re locked up. This is the chance we’ve waited for, Razor!”

“Yes, it is, but I don’t like it,” Razor said. “Something feels wrong.”

“What?”

“It’s too easy. The Evil One has never left his home unprotected like this. The Wild Ones have always been there.”

“But the Wild Ones didn’t have a Compound until recently,” Velvel pointed out. “Of course they were always there. They had nowhere else to stay.”

Razor stared at Velvel, who leveled his gaze coolly back at the big Maine Coon.

“Get rid of this fool,” Razor sent privately to Matti. “We need to talk alone.”

“Velvel, thank you for your report. Zohar, would you take him back to my bayit to wait? Razor and I need to discuss this.”

“Yes sir,” Zohar said.

“I wouldn’t take too long,” Velvel warned. “We may never get another chance like this. We don’t know how long that house will be empty.”

Matti said nothing until Velvel and Zohar left.

Razor paced in a circle, his tail switching. “I tell you, Matti, it’s a trap. Your instincts are right about Velvel. Something about this reeks. Trust me on this. We tried to attack twice already on bad information and lost a lot of good Catmages. My gut says this is another one of those times.”

Matti shook his head. “I have my orders, Razor. I am to retrieve the Magelights at any opportunity. This is the best opportunity we’ve had since the old Council was slaughtered.”

“No! Don’t be a fool,” Razor said, stopping to face Matti. “Saunders isn’t this careless. He wouldn’t leave the Magelights unguarded.”

Matti’s ears flattened. “So now I’m a fool who should defy Council orders because Razor has a bad feeling?”

“You’re a fool if you don’t defy their orders. They don’t understand the situation like we do. They’re not here. Did they make you head of the Shomrim because you’ll do whatever they say, or are you the head of the Shomrim because you’re a good warrior?”

Matti growled softly. “Don’t insult my integrity, Razor. I wouldn’t take our fighters out if I thought I was leading them into a trap.”

“Of course not! But you’re not listening to me. This is my third autumn in the East Woods. I know the enemy better than anyone, and I tell you, I don’t like the smell of anything tonight. Not Velvel’s tale, not the Council’s order, and especially not the supposedly empty house!”

Matti and Razor stared at one another for a long moment. At last Matti dropped his gaze and stilled his tail.

“All right, Razor. You win. I’ll stand down for now. And I’ll think of some way to explain it to Kharoom.”

Razor laughed harshly. “Explaining anything to that idiot should be the least of your worries. Feel free to blame it on me. He’d love that.”

“If that’s all, then?” Matti asked.

Razor grunted. “Yes. Glad you came to your senses, boy.” He yawned and stretched. “I’ve had a long, tiring day. I’m going to take a nap. Don’t worry, Matti. You made the right decision.”

“Yes. I have.” Matti watched Razor enter the bayit, lie down, and curl up to sleep. He trotted down the path to his own home and found Zohar and Velvel waiting.

“Get the Shomrim ready,” he told Zohar. “We’re going to attack the Evil One’s house tonight.”

“So you settled Razor’s fears?” Velvel asked.

“No. But we’re going anyway. I am captain of the Shomrim now. Zohar, have you ever gone against Razor’s wishes?”

“No, sir. Nobody does.”

“Well, I do. We can either fight Razor or we can work around him. I see no need to have two battles tonight. We’re acting on orders from the Council. I have good information that the house will be undefended. Gather the Shomrim secretly and get them ready. We’ll form up on the north side of the wood.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Zohar,” Matti said, “tell me truthfully—do you have any problems with what I’m about to do?”

“No sir. If tonight is our best chance, let’s take it. I owe the Wild Ones for the last battle. I lost some good friends that night.”

“Get your warriors ready. And don’t tell anyone outside the Shomrim, not even Letsan.”

“That won’t be an issue, sir. He’s in town.”

“Good. That’s one less meddler to worry about. You have your orders.”

“Sir.” Zohar nodded to Matti and Velvel and left.

“I’ll head out too, Matti,” Velvel said. “I need to find some wild kits to satisfy Roah. May the First favor you tonight.”

Matti watched Velvel leave. He sat down and curled his tail around his legs, thinking. In spite of his words, he was worried about defying Razor. What if he was right? What if this really was a trap? But no, it couldn’t be. Velvel was one of Kharoom’s creatures. He had spent the last several seasons currying trust with the Wild Ones. No, his source was solid. Tonight, Matti would do what even the great Razor and Hakham could not achieve: He was going to retrieve the Council’s Magelights—and perhaps even the Tilyon—from the Evil One. Matti rose and strode quickly to the rendezvous point. Tonight would be a night to remember. They’d tell tales of it around the firestones in the winter for many cycles to come.

When he reached the Shomrim and saw their neat, ordered ranks, the last of his doubts evaporated. “Split up. Stay under cover. When you get to town, go to your assigned areas and wait until the signal is given. Let’s go, warriors!” he said, leading them down the road at a brisk trot.

✣       ✣       ✣

Hours later, Matti lay under a car across the street from Saunders’ house. The Shomrim had all made it into town without incident and hidden until nightfall. The guards reported no movement in or out of the house. There was no sign of Wild Ones. Shamir, their best aura detector, confirmed that several Magelights were together in a small area on the second floor of the house. Matti poked his head out from under the car and watched the clouds moving quickly in the night sky. “When the clouds cover the moon,” he sent to his captains, “we go. You know your roles. The squads going inside will go fast and silent and get those Magelights. The rest of us will form a defensive perimeter.” He waited while the captains notified their squad leaders. “Now!” he said as the moon disappeared.

Catmages hurried out of hiding places all around the house. The front gate swung open and two squads ran up the stairs, knocking the door open as they charged. The outdoor squads separated to each side of the house, some standing at the corners while others went down the alley to the rear. Matti stopped on the sidewalk in the middle of the front yard. So far, all was going smoothly. Then dogs barked and growled from around the side of the house.

“They’re not locked up!” Zohar sent. “The cellar door was open and the dogs are free! We’ve been tricked!”

Shouts and yowling came from the backyard. “Wild Ones!” Atzel said. “They’re coming through loose boards in the fence! They must have been waiting on the street behind! They’re coming through into the yard! Retreat! Retreat! There are too many of them! And they have more dogs!”

“Razor was right! It’s a trap!” Matti said. “Indoor squads, get out! Get out of the house! The rest of you, battle formation!” As the Catmages retreated and tried to form a defensive front, Matti thought frantically. Zohar said that Letsan would be in town tonight. In a flash, a globe of copper-colored light flew from Matti’s Magelight. If only Letsan got the message in time!

✣       ✣       ✣

As the sun set, Razor padded through the Compound. The nap had done him good. His mind and body were refreshed. A strategy for retrieving the Magelights had occurred to him as he was drinking at the stream, and he wanted to run it past Matti. After a few minutes of looking, Razor realized that Matti was nowhere to be found. Nor, he saw, were Matti’s Shomrim.

“By the First’s whiskers, that fool went to town after all! Damn it!” he said, his human upbringing coming out in his anger. “He’s going to get himself killed, and my warriors along with him. Hakham! Hakham!” Razor raced grimly along the path in search of the old one. They needed to gather their remaining warriors, and quickly.

By the time it was fully dark, Razor, Methuselah, Hakham, and a dozen warriors were heading into town. Razor didn’t dare take more. He couldn’t leave the Compound undefended. This might be a ruse for the Wild Ones to attack them in their homes. He hoped they were worrying over nothing. Maybe the house really was empty, and Matti had the chance to get back the Magelights. But in his gut and heart, Razor knew that Matti had made a terrible mistake.

✣       ✣       ✣

Letsan leaped awake as Matti’s message reached him. “Zahavin! Zahavin! Matanya is in trouble. We have to go, now!” He shared the message with her and quickly raised the window with his Magelight. Letsan jumped onto the roof and to the ground, waiting for Goldeneyes to land. They tore through the yard and down the street.

“We need to tell Andy,” she said as they ran. “He can bring help.”

“How?” Letsan said.

“The man who helped us the night we lost the Tilyon. Velez.”

Letsan thought it over as they hurried toward Oak Street.

“It can’t hurt. I won’t wait for you, Zahavin. Send the message and catch up with me.”

“All right,” she said, coming to a stop as Letsan trotted away. She concentrated and sent a message to Andy. It winded her, but not as much as it used to. “Nafshi said my power would grow as I got older,” she said. “Thank the One she was right!”

Goldeneyes waited to catch her breath, then raced after Letsan.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy and Becca applauded with the rest of the students as the music ended. They moved off the dance floor and found a couple of chairs. Mike and Teresa stood nearby, chatting and laughing with their friends. Mike waved at a boy across the room.

“Hey, Teresa, there’s Paul King and Vicki Reed. I need to talk to them about the play. C’mon, it’ll only be a minute.”

“Okay,” she said, following him through the crowd.

“Alone at last,” Andy said, grinning.

“Yeah, in the middle of half the school,” Becca said.

“And yet it’s so much quieter with Mike out of earshot.”

“He does seem to fill the room, doesn’t he?”

Andy was about to answer when a golden light zoomed along the ground and into his Magelight. He looked around quickly, but no one else had seen it. Andy gasped as Goldeneyes relayed Matanya’s frantic call for help. “There’s trouble!” he said. He scanned the room and rushed over to Teresa and Mike, Becca on his heels.

“Teresa! Teresa! Where’s your grandfather?” he asked. “It’s an emergency!”

“I think I saw him over there,” she said, pointing at the far end of the room. Without another word, Andy turned and hurried through the crowd, Becca in his wake.

“Man, that’s rude,” Paul said.

“Yeah, sometimes Andy’s like that,” Mike said distractedly. He and Teresa looked at each other. “See you around, Paul. I got to go do something.” He pulled Teresa after him. As soon as they were out of earshot, he said, “I don’t know about you, but I think we should tag along and see what’s up.”

“Let’s go,” she agreed.

“Please, Mr. Velez, they’re getting slaughtered!” Andy was saying as Mike and Teresa arrived.

Mr. Velez frowned. “You kids will get in trouble if you get caught out,” he said.

“Let us worry about that,” Becca said. “Mr. Velez, if we don’t get there soon—”

“They’ll die!” Andy said. “Some may already be dead.”

“What’s going on?” Mike asked.

“Matti went to Saunders’ house. They lured him into a trap. Goldeneyes sent for help. We have to go. Please, Mr. Velez!”

Mr. Velez and Teresa’s eyes met and she nodded. “Grandpa, we should help,” she said.

Mr. Velez frowned. “All right. Let’s go. Mike, get out of here. When you’re out of sight in the hallway, run to the locker room and grab a load of towels, as much as you can carry. My SUV is by the gym door. Wait for me there. The rest of you, leave separately. And walk. Saunders has been watching you all night. I seen him.”

Mike nodded and left.

“Andy, you go stand near the door,” Becca said. “Teresa and I will think of something to get Saunders’ attention long enough for you to slip out.”

“Mike’s friends!” Teresa said. “They’ll help.” She and Becca headed off to find the theater troupe. A short time later, Paul was leading his group in raucous cheering that settled into shout after shout of “Huzzah!”

When they started leaping into the air with every “Huzzah!” Principal Saunders could be seen heading toward the noisy group, the frown on his face boding ill for them. Andy, Becca, and Teresa quickly made their way to the door behind Saunders, hurrying through the corridors toward the parking lot. They found Mike already in the SUV. They hurried into the car and Mr. Velez took off as they were fastening their seat belts.

“What are we gonna do when we get to the house?” he asked Andy.

“I don’t know,” Andy said worriedly. “I guess I’ll figure it out when we get there. I have my Magelight.”

“I have these,” Mike said, uncovering a towel filled with rocks. “I picked them up while we waited for you to get to the car. Figured we could help a little.” He separated them into three bundles and gave one to each of the girls. “And listen,” he said, “don’t be afraid to hurt the Wild Ones. They’re trying to kill our friends.”

Mr. Velez glanced in the rear view mirror. “Make me a bundle, Mike. I used to be a pretty fair pitcher.”

✣       ✣       ✣

The SUV skidded to a halt in front of Number 19 Oak Street. Andy flung open the door and leaped out of the car, running to the front gate and throwing it open with a wave of his fist and the glow of his Magelight. He stopped short inside the yard. Catmages lay on the ground and porch, dead or wounded—Andy couldn’t tell. Dogs and Wild Ones battled the last desperate stand of Catmages, bunched in a corner of the yard with Razor, Letsan, Hakham and Methuselah on the front line, the other Shomrim ranged behind. Goldeneyes and Methuselah, fur fluffed and eyes blazing, were at the point of the wedge of Catmages, firing jet after jet at the Wild Ones, who jeered as they tried to penetrate the shield of light Hakham held in front of them. Arrows of light flashed back and forth. The Wild Ones launched a flanking attack as Andy and the others entered the yard. An arrow of light hit Letsan, who was defending a wounded Catmage lying on the ground. Letsan grunted in pain and fired back at the Wild One, who dropped.

Andy’s friends slipped around him and started throwing stones. A stone hit a dog on its hind leg. The dog dropped and Mike shouted “Got him!” Wild Ones turned to face the new onslaught and found themselves dodging stones, some finding their mark, others thumping against the house or the ground. The Wild Ones, their Magelights glowing, sent a flock of light daggers straight at Andy and his friends.

“Look out!” Andy said, reflexively raising his arm to deflect the blow. A shield flew out of his Magelight, deflecting the light daggers and covering Andy and his friends.

While the Wild Ones were distracted, Razor laughed harshly and picked up the fallen stones with his Magelight, flinging them accurately at the Wild Ones and the dogs. Other Shomrim saw what he was doing and joined in. The tide began to turn.

Andy stood in front of his friends as they attacked the Wild Ones, his green shield deflecting attacks. His mind raced, but he couldn’t figure out how to split his concentration the way Hakham could. Either he went on offense or defense. Right now, defense it was. He pushed his shield out farther as a Wild One tried to sneak around Letsan’s side. As Andy extended the shield, he saw one of the dogs about to close its jaws around Matti, who flung a feeble light dagger at it and tried to crawl away on three legs. It was obvious Matti was completely spent. The dog was about to kill him.

“NO!” Andy roared. He clenched his hands into fists, crossed his arms over his chest, and flung them out fiercely. A wave of green light arced from both arms, passing harmlessly over the Catmages and flinging down every single dog and Wild One in sight. It was as if a great wind had blown them over. The dogs yipped and whined and scrambled to their feet, running along the side of the house to hide in their kennels. The Wild Ones ran too, some leaping through the loose boards in the fence, some racing under the porch, a few running into the house. Neighbors’ lights flickered on as the noise subsided. For a few moments, there was dead silence in the front yard. Mr. Velez and the others stared in awe. The Catmages who could still stand turned toward Andy, stunned at what they had just seen. Mike finally broke the silence.

“What do you want us to do?” he asked.

Andy couldn’t answer. He stood where he was, panting, legs wobbling. Mike walked up and grabbed his arm, supporting him.

“We need to get inside the house,” Razor said. “There may be survivors.”

Andy swayed as he stood, breathing hard and sweating, his hands trembling. “I’ll be fine,” he said, gasping. “I’ll go.” He shook Mike off, tried to take a step, and fell to his knees.

“You stay here,” Mr. Velez said. “Some of you cats come with me to tell the good ones from the bad.”

“I’ll go,” Goldeneyes said. “Razor! You and Atzel come with us.” They hurried up the porch steps and disappeared into the house. Mike frowned at Andy and ran across the yard to help the girls. Teresa got the towels from the car. She and the others eased the wounded Catmages onto them and used them as stretchers to bring them into the SUV.

Letsan came over and nudged Andy’s hand. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yeah. I just need to catch my breath. Are you okay?”

“Yes. I’m going to have to grow back some fur,” he said, looking balefully at a burn on his shoulder, “but we’re okay. We got here after most of the fighting was done. Still, we’re very glad to see you. That was some spell, Andy. How did you do it? Zahavin never taught you that. Have you been training privately with my brother?”

“No,” Andy said. “I don’t even know what I did. I just got mad when I saw all the Catmages down and bleeding.” He looked around the yard. Mike, Teresa, and Becca were kneeling by various Catmages. Hakham, Methuselah, and the other uninjured Catmages were helping heal the wounded. Andy saw Matanya sit up shakily, holding his front paw off the ground. Mike carried a wounded Catmage gently out to the car and put him on the floor of the back seat.

“I have to help,” Letsan said. “You stay here.”

“I can help, too,” Andy said.

“You can barely stand. Stay here,” Letsan said firmly. Andy sat back and rested while the others gathered the wounded. When they were nearly finished with the Catmages in the yard, Mr. Velez, Goldeneyes, and the others reappeared. His arms were filled with towel-wrapped bundles. Andy rose to his feet with a questioning look on his face. Mr. Velez shook his head.

“I’m sorry, Andy. None of them left in the house made it.” He laid the covered Catmages gently on the ground. Andy’s eyes welled up with tears. Matanya bowed his head.

“This is my fault. Razor warned me. I—”

“We’ll assign blame later,” Letsan said. “Let’s get out of here before those dogs decide to come out of hiding.” He went over to the bundles on the ground. One of the blood-soaked towels had fallen open to reveal long, orange fur. Letsan pawed it open until it revealed the Catmage beneath. His son lay within.

“Zohar! Zohar! What are you doing here? You said you’d stay at the Compound. Zohar!” Letsan nuzzled his son’s face. “They’ve killed my son!” He yowled in agony.

Andy stared down at Zohar in horror. He dropped to the ground next to him and cupped Zohar’s face in his hand. Was it his imagination, or was Zohar still breathing? Andy wasn’t sure.

“Letsan! Letsan, wait! I think he’s still alive!”

Letsan stopped crying and put his ear to his son’s body. He licked Zohar’s ear. “I can barely hear his heartbeat. He’s nearly gone.”

Andy fought back tears. He couldn’t watch another Catmage die. Not again. Not Zohar. Not another friend! An unbearable anger swept over him. No one else would die tonight!

Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh. He could feel his pulse thumping. Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh. Andy moved his hand to Zohar’s neck, feeling for a pulse. Was he imagining it, or was it getting stronger? Before Andy could decide, his Magelight flashed, bathing Zohar’s body in green light. Andy dropped to his knees, breathless again.

“I’m sorry, Letsan,” Mr. Velez said. “I didn’t know he was your kid.” He bent down to pull the towel back over the Catmage. Zohar’s side rose and fell slowly.

“He’s not dead! He’s breathing! Letsan, he’s still alive!” Andy said. “We have to get help.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and keyed in a number.

“Dr. Crane, it’s Andy. It’s an emergency. I have five badly wounded cats that need your help. Yes, again. Okay, thanks.”

“He’ll meet us at the office. Let’s get going. Matanya, let Mike carry you. Mr. Velez, I’ll take Zohar.”

Razor came running back from the rear of the house. “They’re gone. The cowards all ran after Andy knocked them down. Let’s get out of here.” He looked around the yard. “I’ll take the ones who can walk on their own back to the Compound. Zahavin, are you coming with me?”

“I’m going with Andy and Letsan,” Goldeneyes said.

“Fine. Send me word later.” Razor watched as they left the yard. He walked through the gate and stopped. His Magelight flashed and the gate slammed loudly, startling them all. The wood around the latch cracked and broke.

“Did you have to do that?” Andy asked.

“No, I didn’t have to. I wanted to.”

Andy bit back a retort. “Let’s go, Mr. Velez.”

“Andy?” Razor said as he was getting into the SUV.

“What?”

“You look like an idiot in that costume.”

Andy rolled his eyes as Razor limped off, followed by the rest of the Catmages. He closed the door and gave Mr. Velez the address of Coreyton Animal Hospital.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said.


✣ F I F T E E N ✣

Secret’s Out

It was quiet in the car on the way to the vet’s. Andy was exhausted. Goldeneyes spoke softly to the other Catmages, telling them about Dr. Crane and what to expect from a human veterinarian. Letsan sat next to Becca, who held Zohar in her lap. Matanya sat on the back seat, staring out the window, saying nothing. Even Mike was silent.

Dr. Crane and Maddie rushed out the door as Mr. Velez pulled up to the office. They helped the others carry the wounded cats inside. Goldeneyes and Letsan leaped quietly out of the vehicle and moved to the shadows near the building.

The reception counter became an impromptu triage area as they put the wounded cats, still in their towels, on the desk. Dr. Crane frowned as he examined Zohar. “He needs to go first. Prep him for surgery,” he told Maddie. “He’s got internal injuries for sure. I’ll be right in.” He turned to Andy as Maddie took Zohar away.

“While I’m waiting for Maddie to stabilize that cat, I would like some information. Two of these cats have crushed and broken legs,” Dr. Crane said. “Dogs?”

Andy nodded. “Yeah.”

“How did this happen?”

Andy shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

Dr. Crane looked at him steadily. “Andy, I will treat the cat in the operating room—the one with the crushed ribs and mangled leg and severe bites. I will tend to these cats as well. But I’d appreciate not being lied to anymore.”

He continued examining the cats as he spoke. “Maddie!” he called. “I’m going to need four syringes of morphine!” He went back to his examinations and stopped, looking at Andy again.

“This is a burn. Andy, how did a cat get a burn like this along its flank?”

Andy looked away rather than lie again.

Maddie came out front holding a tray with bottles and needles. Dr. Crane started injecting the wounded cats.

“Do you think I didn’t notice Goldeneyes hanging around outside?” he asked after the first two Catmages lay back in relief. “Or that I forgot about the cat that was nearly killed in a dogfight last year? Andy, this is the third year in a row you’ve brought me wounded cats, including one that was shot. I want to know what’s going on.”

Andy stared at the floor. “I can’t tell you. I want to. But it’s not my call,” he said.

“Andy—”

The light on Letsan’s collar flared and the door flew open. He ran inside, Goldeneyes right behind him, and leaped onto the counter. “I’ll tell you, Dr. Crane,” Letsan said. “After you’ve healed my son and these other Catmages, I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

Dr. Crane’s mouth dropped open.

“Are you going to help Zohar, or are you going to stand there looking like a fish out of water?” Letsan asked.

Dr. Crane shook his head. “You’re—you’re talking. You’re a talking cat.”

“I’m going to be a biting cat if you don’t hurry up and help my son!” Letsan said, growling.

“His son is the Catmage in your operating room. You probably should go to him,” Andy said.

“Dr. Crane, Andy will explain everything later,” Becca said. “I know it’s weird. It happened to us, too.”

The vet looked at the others. Mike was grinning. Mr. Velez shrugged his shoulders.

“Oh—okay. Andy, does your mother know you’re here?”

“No.”

“Then either call her up or go home. The rest of you should leave,” he said.

“I’ll take them back to school,” Mr. Velez said.

Andy looked at the clock. “It’s only a quarter after nine. You guys go back to the dance. I’ll stay here and help.”

“Yeah, we better leave. I hope my dad doesn’t show up early again!” Becca said. “Text me later.”

Andy nodded. “Or tomorrow. I don’t know how late we’re going to be here.”

“What about the dead ones?” Mr. Velez asked.

“Leave that to me,” Dr. Crane said. “I’ll take care of them.”

Andy looked at Goldeneyes. “They need to be buried,” she said. “We’ll have to bring them to the Compound tomorrow.”

“How?” Andy asked.

“I’ll do it,” Mr. Velez said.

“I’d really appreciate that, Mr. Velez. Thank you.”

Dr. Crane reached into his pocket. “Andy will show you where to put them. Here’s my card, Mr. Velez. Call me in the morning.”

“I’ll be right back. Andy, you be careful,” Mr. Velez said. “The rest of you, get in the truck.” They said goodnight to Andy as they left.

“Thanks, Mr. Velez,” Andy said. “You helped save my friends. I owe you.”

Mr. Velez nodded and followed Teresa and the others out the door.

Dr. Crane turned to Andy. “I’ll call your mother. If she says it’s okay, you can stay here and I’ll drop you off home when we’re done.”

“That’s great, Dr. Crane. Goldeneyes and Letsan want to stay, too.”

“Of course they do. A pair of talking cats would absolutely want to be at a vet’s office,” he said, shaking his head. He picked up the phone and dialed. “Hello, Rachel? It’s Tom Crane.”

Andy’s mother said he could stay. Mr. Velez came back with the fallen Catmages. Andy felt another wave of sadness as he showed Mr. Velez where to leave them and saw him out. He stood by the entrance, his head bowed against the glass door. He felt a touch at his legs. Goldeneyes leaned against him.

“We have to stop Saunders,” he told her. “Somehow, some way, we have to stop that man from hurting another Catmage.”

“We will,” Goldeneyes said, eyes blazing. “But for now, go help the doctor.” Andy nodded and followed Dr. Crane, who had finished administering the painkiller and was heading for the operating room, Letsan on his heels.

“Why is he following me?” Dr. Crane asked.

“I told you, Zohar is his son.”

Dr. Crane frowned. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for him to watch. This cat’s been badly hurt. I can’t save his leg. We’re going to have to amputate.”

“What does ‘amputate’ mean?” Letsan asked worriedly.

“Cut it off.”

“No!”

“It can’t be saved. It’s not just the bones that were crushed by the dog. The nerves and blood vessels are damaged beyond repair. If I don’t cut off the leg, it could get gangrenous and kill him.”

Letsan sat down with a thump, stunned.

“You can’t stay,” Andy told him. “Heck, I don’t think I want to stay,” Andy said.

“Andy, it will be hard, but you should stay and learn,” Dr. Crane said.

Letsan lay down on the floor looking miserable.

“Let me take Letsan out of here first,” Andy said. He reached down and picked him up. Letsan lay limply in his arms. “I’m so sorry,” Andy whispered. “I should have been faster. I should have been there to help.”

“I should have been a better warrior,” Letsan said sadly. “Or Zohar should have been a better listener. I told him not to join Matti. I told him to stay with Razor.” Andy carried him out to the waiting room and put him on the counter.

“I’m going to go back and help the doctor. Goldeneyes, keep an eye on him, will you?”

She blinked at Andy. “Letsan, make yourself useful. See if there’s anything we can do to help the Shomrim out here. You’re a fairly talented healer.”

“I’m not that good. I couldn’t save my son.”

“That’s the spirit,” Matti said, breathing rapidly as he lay on the counter. The painkiller had dulled, but had not removed the pain from his broken leg. “It’s everything I could hope for in a healer.”

Letsan growled. “I get the point. Shut up and let me take a look at you.”

There wasn’t much to do with Matti. Letsan worked on his broken leg a bit, then he and Goldeneyes moved from Catmage to Catmage, calming them and helping to close wounds where they could. One more warrior had a leg so badly broken that Goldeneyes was sure it would be amputated as well, but she kept those thoughts to herself. Matti kept up a stream of jokes and encouragement to his Shomrim. Goldeneyes couldn’t help but notice how much his attitude eased their fears. She was beginning to like Matti.

✣       ✣       ✣

Razor and the other Catmages arrived at the East Woods Compound as dawn was breaking, many still limping from wounds received in the battle. Katana was on guard duty at the main path into the Compound.

“Double the guard on the perimeter,” Razor told her. “Institute constant patrols, three Shomrim roaming the borders regularly. The Wild Ones will be looking to exploit any weakness.”

“Yes sir,” Katana said.

“When you’ve given the orders, find someone to cover you for guard duty, and meet me at my bayit.”

Katana nodded and trotted off to carry out his orders. Razor turned to one of the healthier of the Catmages in his wake. “Take Katana’s place until her substitute arrives.” The warrior took his position and the rest headed wearily down the path behind Razor. Silsula and a few other Catmages came running out to see if they could help.

“See to the wounded,” Hakham said. “Methuselah and I will be resting at my bayit.” The two old Catmages moved slowly past the others. When they reached his home, they went inside. Hakham sat down heavily. “That was a debacle,” he said, “but even a loss as bad as we have suffered pales in comparison to something else we saw last night.”

“So you noticed it too?” Methuselah said.

“How could I not? Andrew Cohen used a spell that Nafshi created, and he clearly has no idea what he did. That was a Magus-level spell. Only three Catmages in existence know of it and are powerful enough to use it. Two of them are sitting right here, and the third is dead. I am beginning to understand why Andrew’s powers are so erratic, and so—powerful. And I am deeply concerned.”

Methuselah’s ears went back. “Hakham, no Catmage has ever used another’s Magelight. I cannot believe I may be agreeing with Kharoom. Could he have been right? Is there, perhaps, a good reason we destroy them upon the death of their owners? So much knowledge has been lost to us over the depths of time!”

“What do we do about it, old friend?” Hakham asked.

Methuselah sighed. “I don’t know. I’ve never come across anything that documents this phenomenon. And I don’t relish the journey back to Harry’s house to look through the library.”

“Perhaps we’re worrying for nothing. The power surges that Andy experiences have all been for the good of our cause.”

“For now, yes. But what happens if that changes? Andy is tapping powers that we don’t understand. What happens to that piece of your soul you put into your Magelight if the Magelight isn’t destroyed after you’re gone?”

“I don’t know, Master.”

“I don’t either. But I think we’d better keep this to ourselves,” Methuselah said. “And I’d best start keeping a closer watch on Andy.”

“Yes. We’d both better watch the boy.” Sighing, Hakham settled down to sleep.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy sat wearily on a chair in the back. Dr. Crane was nearly finished. The wounded Catmages lay sleeping in cages in the back. Letsan sat in front of Zohar’s unlocked cage. Matanya was with him, his broken leg set and in a bright blue cast. His had broken when a Wild One directed a stone back at him. “Couldn’t duck fast enough,” he admitted sheepishly as his left front leg was being set. He refused Dr. Crane’s offer of anything to dull the pain.

“No medicine. My Shomrim will be confused and frightened when they wake in those cages,” he said. “I must be here for them.”

“Suit yourself,” Dr. Crane told him. He shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m talking to a cat.”

“Catmage,” Goldeneyes said.

“Catmage.” He shrugged and called Maddie, who was filing charts in the other room, to help Andy put everything back in order for the next day’s work. When the clinic was clean, Goldeneyes and Andy went to the lobby and sat down to wait for Dr. Crane to take them home. Andy reached out from time to time to stroke the side of her face. He said goodnight as Maddie left, pulling on her coat and waving as she went through the door. Finally, Dr. Crane came and sat next to them.

“Will Zohar be all right?” Andy asked.

“He’s a strong, healthy young—Catmage. He had some serious internal injuries. We fixed most of them. His spleen was crushed and had to be removed.”

“Like Leilei’s,” Goldeneyes said.

“Yes. And we amputated his right front leg.”

Andy bowed his head.

“Andy, I know this sounds hard, but he’ll be just fine on three legs. Plenty of cats and dogs get along fine with amputation. And they’re up and about a lot faster than you’d think. They’re very strong and adaptable.”

“But these are Catmages, not plain cats,” Andy said.

“They’re still cats. They have the exact same bodies. I saw that when I operated on Zohar. And speaking of Catmages, it’s time for you to tell me everything. Start from the beginning. I want to know how you met a talking cat—”

“Catmage, Doctor,” Goldeneyes said. “We are Catmages. Cats are the ones that won’t talk back to you when you insult their intelligence.”

“Catmage, then,” Dr. Crane said, holding back a grin.

Andy yawned. “Don’t you have to take me home soon?”

“Your mother isn’t expecting you at any given time. So before we leave, you can tell me what’s going on, and you can fill me in on the things you didn’t tell me the last couple of years. I want to know everything there is to know about—” he paused and smiled at Goldeneyes—“Catmages.”

Half an hour later, Andy sat in the front seat of Dr. Crane’s Jeep, his head nodding. Goldeneyes was on his lap, her paws on the door, looking out the window. Dr. Crane glanced over at them occasionally.

“I can still barely believe it. But here I am, talking to a Catmage. Wow. Just—wow. Hey, are there any other animals that can talk?” he asked.

“No,” Goldeneyes said. “Perhaps someday I will tell you our history. But tonight, we have a tired boy who needs to get home.”

“I’m not that tired,” Andy said, yawning.

Dr. Crane smiled. “Uh-huh. Well, make sure you sleep yourself out before checking on your friends tomorrow.”

“All right.”

He yawned again when Dr. Crane dropped him off, waving goodbye as he drove away. Andy turned off the porch light and walked quietly up the stairs. His mother’s bedroom was dark. He kicked off his shoes and changed into his pajamas, brushed his teeth quickly, and climbed into bed. Goldeneyes leaped up after him and took her place on the pillow next to him.

“We have to stop Saunders,” Andy sent. “I’m getting really tired of seeing Catmages die.”

“So am I, Andrew. So am I.”


✣ S I X T E E N ✣

Under My Skin

Rachel Cohen eyed Andy over her morning coffee. Yet another cat emergency had consumed her son, and once more he was not telling her the whole story. The brief explanation he had given her earlier did not satisfy her at all. She frowned as she tried to decide what to do about it. Well, at least this time he didn’t get into a fight or disappear from detention. And he was with an adult, so the out of bounds issue wasn’t as serious. Rachel had met Mario Velez a few times when dropping off Andy, or when he brought Teresa over. He had it rough, trying to raise his granddaughter on his own. Rachel knew exactly what it was like being the single parent of a teenager. Mario seemed to be a good man.

Andy, she noticed, was being extra quiet as he finished his breakfast.

“Tell me more about what happened last night,” she said.

“A bunch of dogs attacked Letsan and his friends. Letsan got away and found me so I followed him to the fight and found a whole lot of injured cats. And some dead ones.” His throat closed and he blinked quickly, turning his head.

Rachel watched Andy as he spoke. He still wasn’t telling the truth, she was sure of that. She wondered if she should challenge him and learn what had really happened last night. She frowned.

“Zohar—he’s the big orange one that looks like Letsan—he lost his leg. So did another one. Doctor Crane had to amputate them. He—he wanted me to watch.”

“And did you?”

“Yeah. He said it would be a good learning experience for me. It was, I guess. But it was, well—”

“Grim?”

“Grim. Yeah. Grim is the right word.” Andy bowed his head.

No, she wouldn’t question him this morning. He was hurting badly. But sooner or later, one way or another, she was going to get the truth. For now, she’d let things be.

“What kind of name is Zohar?” she asked.

Andy shrugged. “It’s his name.”

Rachel smiled. “What, do they tell you their names?”

Andy raised his head and smiled back at her. “As a matter of fact, they do. How else would I learn them?”

Rachel laughed. “Okay, Catboy. Do me a favor and clear the table. Then go finish your homework after you call Dr. Crane to see how your cats are doing, since I know you’re dying to do that.”

“Okay.”

Andy started clearing the table. Rachel pushed back her chair, stood, and stretched. She had her own homework to do. The due date of the project she’d been working on had been pushed up. She sighed and went down the hall to her office, listening to the clatter of Andy’s steps on the stairs. When this project was done—that would be a good time. She was always so darned busy. Rachel switched on her laptop as she sat down at her desk. As soon as things calmed down, she’d have that talk with him.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy rode his bike to Coreyton Animal Hospital. He went straight back and saw Matti with his bright blue cast standing near the cages where Zohar and Regel lay dozing. He gritted his teeth as he saw the tubes and bandages. Saunders did this. Saunders and his stupid dogs. Andy’s Magelight flared at his thoughts, and he forced himself to put the rage he felt out of his mind.

“How are you this morning?” he asked Matti.

“I’m fine. This friend of yours won’t let me stay here with them,” he said angrily, glaring at Dr. Crane.

“You don’t need to stay here,” Dr. Crane told him. “I set your leg, and it should heal quickly. So you’re out of here. Andy can take you home with him.”

“No. If I can’t stay here, I’m needed at the Compound.”

“The Compound?”

“That’s where the Catmages live,” Andy told him. “It’s out in the country.”

“How’s he going to get there with a broken leg?”

“Good point,” Andy said. “I’ll ask a friend.” Andy called Mr. Velez, who agreed to drive Matti to the East Woods after Andy’s work day was finished. He and Teresa arrived just after closing time.

“Thanks for doing this, Mr. Velez.”

Mr. Velez waved his hand. “It’s nothing. I feel bad for the poor kitties.”

“Don’t let them hear you calling them that, Mr. Velez,” Andy said.

“Which one is Matti?” Teresa asked.

“Here he comes now,” Andy said as Dr. Crane came out of the back with a struggling British shorthair.

“Don’t make me scruff you,” Dr. Crane said. “Don’t think I won’t do it. Or find a carrier to stick you in.”

Andy laughed as he heard Matti swearing at the vet. “Let me guess. You grew up in a human house too?”

“Language, Matti, language!” Dr. Crane said as Matti struggled in his arms.

“I lived six months with a breeder who liked to call us human baby names. You try hearing ‘How’s my wittle kittle?’ over and over again without going crazy. She’s lucky I didn’t bite her big, fat—”

“Okay, we get the picture,” Dr. Crane said, chuckling. He set Matti down carefully. “Look, Matti, don’t worry about Zohar and Regel. I promise you, I’ll take really good care of them. And Andy will bring them home as soon as they’re ready.”

“All right. I’ll go. But if they need anything, you call me, Andy. I’ll come right back.”

“I will.”

“You better tell me, Andy,” Matti said, rearing up on his hind legs and putting his good paw on Andy’s thigh.

“I said I would,” Andy replied irritably, pushing Matti away. “You’re bigger than Letsan. Go lean on a tree or something that can’t feel it.” He held the door and waited for Matti. “See you, Dr. Crane!”

Matti fretted aloud the whole drive to the Compound. Andy was relieved when Mr. Velez pulled the truck over to the side of the road. He opened the door for Matti. “Do you need me to go with you?”

Matti swore again. Andy laughed. “All right. Don’t worry about Zohar and Regel. Dr. Crane is the best. And I’ll send you a message if anything changes. I promise.”

“You better. And thanks, Andy.” Matti slapped him with his tail as he climbed over Andy to get out of the SUV.

Andy yawned. “It’s been a long day. Thanks for bringing me, Mr. Velez.”

“De nada. Let’s take you home now, huh?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Letsan checked on Zohar every day. He left the house before Andy was out of bed most mornings. The techs got used to seeing him waiting by the door and let him in. Letsan quickly became a popular visitor, although he never spoke to anyone but Dr. Crane and Andy. He was also invaluable at directing Zohar and Regel on how to act like dumbcats so they wouldn’t raise suspicions with Dr. Crane’s staff. Andy wasn’t completely sure all of his coworkers were satisfied with the explanations given, especially because of the expressions on Dr. Crane’s face when Letsan was speaking to him. More than once, Andy had to tell Letsan privately to stop drawing so much attention to himself when he was around the doctor.

“Well, I can’t help it,” Letsan said. “Dr. Crane wants to learn everything he can about Catmages, and it’s a good idea to have someone like him on our side. So when he asks, I answer.”

“Well, try not to do it during business hours,” Andy sent. “It’s starting to look weird.”

One afternoon Andy came over to check on Zohar and stayed to help Dr. Crane after everyone else had gone home. Letsan entertained them with stories of the first few months of his life with a cat breeder, who had no idea that Letsan’s mother and father were Catmages.

“So this woman who breeds Maine Coons has two Catmages living with her and doesn’t know it?”

“Yes. Almost none of them do. A fair number of Catmages like my parents are happy living with humans. But it was their duty as Catmages to send me and my siblings to a Compound to learn how to master our powers.”

“You just up and left one day?” Dr. Crane asked.

“When my parents summoned a Seeker to take us away, we were out of there like dust kitties to a vacuum cleaner,” Letsan said. “We couldn’t wait to start learning spells.”

“And how did the people who lost valuable Maine Coon kittens react? You know you guys can fetch a fair amount of money, especially show cats.”

Letsan raised his head. “You see, Andy? I told you I was special.”

Andy grinned.

“Of course they looked for us, but we were miles away by morning. They weren’t the sharpest tools in the drawer,” Letsan said with a glint in his eye. “We’ve been hiding among you for thousands of years, after all. We’re quite good at it.”

Dr. Crane shook his head. “I still can’t believe you’ve been here right under my nose. Then again, you’re a cat, using human expressions, and you’re talking to me. That takes a lot of believing.”

“You get used to it,” Andy said.

“It’s my upbringing,” Letsan said. “I spent a lot of time watching TV. It fascinated me when I was little.”

“It fascinates you now,” Andy said. “You’re always watching TV with me.”

“I have to keep up with the news of the world.”

“Yeah, there’s lots of news on the cartoon channels,” Andy said.

“Hey! I watch nature shows, too.”

“Because you want to catch the birds.”

“Who wouldn’t? Tasty, delicious little things. You haven’t lived until you’ve had a sparrow.”

Andy shuddered. “I’ll pass.”

Dr. Crane finished writing in the chart he was working on. “Well, let’s go take a look at your boy and Regel. I think they’re almost ready to get out of here.”

“Excellent!” Letsan said. He jumped off the desk and raced into the back room.

On the day that Zohar and Regel were released, Letsan couldn’t contain his excitement. Dr. Crane decided to bring them home himself. He told Andy to come around near closing time and they’d go to the Compound together. Dr. Crane said it was because he wanted to make sure they were okay, but Andy thought the real reason was so he could see the East Woods Compound for himself. Andy couldn’t blame him. Being around Catmages for a couple of years hadn’t jaded him to the marvels of intelligent magical cats.

“Catmages,” Letsan corrected. “And you need to control your thoughts better. Zahavin would not be happy if she caught you projecting like that.”

“Okay, okay,” Andy sent. “Can’t we just be happy for a little while? Zohar’s going home!”

Letsan leaped onto the chair next to Andy, where they sat waiting for Dr. Crane to finish up some paperwork. He rubbed his face against Andy, who scratched his ears and smiled. “Dr. Crane says cats and dogs adapt really well to the loss of a limb. You’ll see. Zohar and Regel will be fine.”

“I know. And I didn’t lose him. You saved his life, Andy. I’ll always be grateful to you for that.”

Andy shrugged. “I wish I knew what I did so I could do it again if I need to.”

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is you saved Zohar. And here he is!” Letsan said, jumping to the floor and leaping excitedly around Zohar, who walked slowly across the floor, Regel a few steps behind.

“It will take a little while to adjust, but you’ll be fine,” Dr. Crane said, watching the two carefully as they made their way toward Andy. “And listen, if either one of you notices anything funny about your wound—if it feels hot or smells bad, you let me know at once! We don’t want those wounds getting infected.”

“No offense, doctor, but I’d better be at death’s door before I come back here again,” Zohar said.

“None taken. Do you want to walk to my car or do you want Andy and me to carry you?”

Zohar gave him a withering stare and stood in front of the door. His Magelight flashed and the door swung open. He and Regel walked unsteadily through the door and stood next to the car, pointedly waiting for the humans to take them home.

“Yeah, he’s going to be fine,” Andy said as he opened the door for the Catmages. He got into the passenger seat and waited for Dr. Crane.

“You’re in for a real treat,” Andy told him. “You’re going to love the Compound.”

“Can’t wait!” Dr. Crane said as he pulled out of the parking lot. Letsan lay on the back seat between his son and Regel, purring.

The guards had been instructed to let Dr. Crane through. They watched curiously as he and Andy followed Letsan and the two wounded Shomrim down the path to the meadow, then went back to their stations.

“How long has this place been here?” Dr. Crane asked.

“I never asked,” Andy said.

“Since there was nothing but farmland and forest as far as the eye could see,” Letsan said. “We moved it a few times as human towns grew closer and closer.”

Dr. Crane pushed a branch out of his way. Andy noticed that he was watching Zohar and Regel closely. “They’re going to have to adjust to their new gait,” he said. “It would actually have been easier if they’d lost a hind leg. Cats put most of their weight on their front legs.”

“We’ve noticed,” Zohar said.

“We’re Shomrim. We’ll manage,” Regel added.

“You guys are doing great,” Andy said.

“They sure are!” Matti said, sprinting toward them and nearly bowling over Zohar and Regel with his enthusiastic greeting. Behind him was a large group of warriors, including Zohar’s squad. Within moments, the two wounded Catmages were engulfed. It seemed like everyone wanted to sniff them or rub shoulders or lash them with their tails.

“Enough!” roared Razor as he made his way through the crowd. “All of you, back to your duties. Zohar and Regel need rest.”

“No we don’t,” Zohar said. “We’ve been resting for too long. What we need is to work with our squads.” Regel growled assent.

Razor looked at the two thoughtfully. “All right. Report to your squads and get back to practice. But take it easy. I’ll see you later today.” The Shomrim cheered as they headed toward the practice grounds together, leaving Andy, Dr. Crane, Razor, and Letsan.

“Another human,” Razor sniffed. “Good First Law observation in this place.”

“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Andy said.

“We’re not desperate.”

“It’s a saying. Geez, Razor, can’t you ever be nice to anyone? Dr. Crane has saved a lot of Catmages over the years, including Goldeneyes and Leilei. It’s because of him that your nephew is going to be able to live a full, happy life even with only three legs.”

“It’s okay, Andy,” Dr. Crane said. “There are a lot of dogs and, uh, dumbcats—is that the word?—that don’t like me either. It goes with the profession.”

“I didn’t say I don’t like you,” Razor said. “I have to get to know you before I make that decision.”

Dr. Crane laughed. “I appreciate that. So, can I look around the Compound or do we have to go home?”

“I’ll take you,” Letsan said.

“I’ll do it,” Razor said, surprising them all. “You go watch your boy and make sure he doesn’t overdo it. Andy, you come with us.”

They showed Dr. Crane everything from the Teaching Rings to the ma’on and the bayits. He was fascinated and impressed, stopping to chat with as many Catmages as would talk to him. Razor said little, but observed everything. After about an hour, Dr. Crane and Andy said their goodbyes and headed back to the car. Razor went with them to the outer guard post.

“You’re not half bad,” he told Dr. Crane as he and Andy turned to leave. “I’ll let the guards know you can be passed through.”

“Thanks, Razor,” Dr. Crane said with a smile. “See you around.”

Back in the car, Andy fastened his seatbelt and chuckled.

“What’s so funny?”

“That was Razor’s version of a compliment. He likes you, Dr. Crane. It took him two years to decide whether or not he liked me.”

“I’m sure you’re exaggerating.”

“Maybe. But it’s still pretty special.”

“Good to know. Now let’s get you home.”

✣       ✣       ✣

The disastrous outcome of the Halloween battle haunted Goldeneyes. Every time she saw Zohar walking on three legs, her heart ached. She knew it wasn’t logical, but she thought that if she only had more power, perhaps she could have been more help. Perhaps Zohar and Regel would still have all four legs.

She kept these thoughts to herself around Letsan. The last thing he needed right now was having to tend her wounded feelings when his son was recovering from actual wounds. But there was a solution, one that Letsan couldn’t help her with. She would have to do this on her own.

A few days after the battle, she found Hakham on the edge of the Compound meadow chatting with Methuselah. They greeted her warmly.

“Zahavin, excellent,” Methuselah said. “We need you to settle an argument about your grandmother. This old coot says that he was her senior by a moon. I say he’s going senile and that she was born two whole seasons before Hakham.”

“They were in the same Teaching Ring, Master Methuselah. Have you forgotten?”

“By the One, you’re right! I guess it is me who’s going senile.”

Hakham laughed. “You haven’t forgotten, Master, as we were in your Teaching Ring together. You were the first of us to recognize Nafshi’s greatness.”

“But not the last,” Methuselah said. “Well, what can we do for you, my dear? You didn’t come here to listen to two old Catmages prattle on.”

“No sir, but since you brought up Nafshi, I—” Now that it came down to it, Goldeneyes was hesitant to say it out loud.

“Yes?” Methuselah said kindly.

Goldeneyes took a deep breath. “I think it’s time I underwent the ritual of Avdei Ha-Or,” she said.

Her words were met with silence. Hakham and Methuselah looked at each other, their ears twitching slightly. At last Hakham spoke.

“It is a huge step,” Hakham said. “I admit I hadn’t expected you to ask for another cycle or two. In fact, I expected you to wait until I decided you were ready.”

“I’m ready now,” she said.

“Is she?” Methuselah asked.

Hakham thought long before he answered.

“Yes. Yes, I think Zahavin is capable of the ritual.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“I know what you asked.”

“And you know I am ready!” she insisted. “I am the same age as Nafshi was when she performed the ritual. You told me yourself that she was only a few moons behind you.”

“Yes, I did. But she worked tirelessly in the moons leading up to the ritual, and you have not been practicing for Avdei Ha-Or.”

“No. I have only been practicing for—and fighting in—war with the Wild Ones these last three cycles.”

“Still, it is a completely different kind of training, Zahavin.”

“Hakham, you know I can do this. Am I not of the line of Nafshi? I created my Magelight while most Catmages are still in their Teaching Rings. I have been working for this my whole life. I see now that Nafshi put me on this path from the time I left the Teaching Rings and she began tutoring me. With all due respect, Hakham, she was the greatest teacher in living memory.”

“She’s got you there, Hakham,” Methuselah said, laughing. “Nafshi was the best of us.”

“I do not deny it. The question is not how good a teacher Nafshi was. The question is whether or not Zahavin is ready to join us in Avdei Ha-Or. You know what happens to those who are not ready.”

Methuselah was silent.

“My life is mine to risk, Hakham.”

“Why now, Zahavin? Why the sudden rush?”

“Because we need more power. No, I need more power! You were at Saunders’ house when our warriors were beaten like half-year kittens. If I had had the strength of a Magi like you and Nafshi, maybe Niflah’s Wild Ones would not have cut through our Shomrim like a claw through a leaf. How many more must we lose to Saunders and his evil plans? Every time I see Zohar and Regel, all I can think is that if I had been stronger—if we had been stronger—they would still be whole.”

Hakham blinked at her. “Ah. Now I see.” He stood and moved over to brush shoulders with his apprentice. “Zahavin, what happened was not your fault. Matti went behind our back, and with insufficient forces. He fell into a trap. By the time we got there, most of the damage had been done. Blame Matti for not being truthful to us. Blame Razor and me for not seeing through his ruse. But don’t blame yourself.”

“If I had had more power, Nafshi would still be alive,” she said.

“If, if, if,” Methuselah said. “If it rained fish instead of water, we wouldn’t have to forage for food.”

Goldeneyes glared at the old Catmage. “Are you mocking me?”

“Yes, my dear, I am mocking you. Zahavin, you are many things, but you do not carry the weight of the world on your shoulders. That is my job, and Hakham is helping me with it. And doing a terrible job, I might add.”

In spite of herself, Goldeneyes laughed.

“Master Methuselah, I want this. I want to be ready for anything the Wild Ones spring on us. I want to be as powerful as Nafshi was—as you and Hakham are. I am ready for the ritual.”

Methuselah’s tail twitched. “I think you are almost ready, Zahavin. You’re right, you have been practicing for war. But you know how dangerous the ritual can be. Those who do it wrong the first time rarely get a second chance to do it right.”

“I understand. I’m willing to try.”

“Perhaps we can reach a compromise,” Hakham said. “Let us practice specifically for Avdei Ha-Or for the next few moons. There’s nothing outside the Compound that can’t wait. Winter is about to set in. The Wild Ones will have to battle the elements as well as us if they attack in the snow.”

“That is an excellent idea, Hakham,” Methuselah said. “Zahavin, you will train with Hakham. And if you like, I will assist as well.”

“I would like that very much, sir,” she said. “Nafshi would be very pleased to know that you’re helping me.”

“Then it’s settled. We will work with you until we think you are ready. But you agree to let us decide when that is.”

Goldeneyes thought it over. “Done,” she said.

“Good. Then come spring, you will join us as a member of Avdei Ha-Or.”

Or die trying, Goldeneyes thought privately.


✣ S E V E N T E E N ✣

Traitor, Traitor

Razor paced back and forth in front of his bayit. Someone had betrayed them. Someone had told the Wild Ones exactly what to expect and when to expect it. That was the only explanation. Razor had a few ideas, but he needed proof. The word had gone out that he wanted a full report of everything that went on during the days before the battle. All of the guards had been examined by Razor and Letsan. None could remember anything out of the ordinary—until Regel came back to the East Woods and heard that Razor was trying to piece together the reasons for the disaster.

Razor stopped pacing as Regel and Matti approached. “How are you?” he asked, trying not to look at his legs.

“Not too bad, sir,” Regel replied. “I barely miss it. I can still beat Matti in a race.”

Razor grunted. “A half-year kitten can beat Matti in a race. He runs like a fish with legs.”

Regel laughed as Matti reared on his hind legs and leaped at Razor, who ducked aside. “What can I do for you?” Razor asked.

“The Captain says you want information on the days leading up to the attack.”

“What have you got for me?” Razor asked.

“Well, sir, the day of the attack, my squad was the last one to leave. Matti sent us out a few squads at a time, remember.”

“I remember. Go on.”

“You also know that Wild One, what’s his name, Kel?”

“Yes.”

“I saw him as we were heading into town. He was in the brush on the other side of the road, just watching us. I knew he was spying on the Wild Ones for us. I thought he was on his way to report to you, so I didn’t think any more about it. But he definitely saw me and my squad.”

Razor’s gaze grew chill. “Thank you, Regel. Why don’t you take off and leave Matti and me to talk this over?”

“Sir.”

Regel disappeared from view, and Razor swore loud and long. “The next time that little Wild One shows his face around here will be his last.”

“Is there any chance he really was coming to talk to you? Could we be wrong about him?” Matti asked.

“If he were, I would have talked to him. It’s a bit funny, isn’t it, that he was here just before the attack and suddenly the Wild Ones knew exactly what we planned? Your Shomrim were busy with preparations, and mine had orders to let Kel in. They wouldn’t question him being around the Compound. It’s the most likely explanation.”

“It is,” Matti said, growling. “Let’s find out. If it was Kel—”

“Yes,” Razor said. “Pass the word to the guard to bring him to us the moment he reappears.”

“It will be my pleasure.” Razor watched Matti leave and gazed after him for a few moments. Then his Magelight flared and a large chunk of the tree in front of him flew off the trunk.

“If it was you, Kelev,” he growled, “Roah will be the least of your problems.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Razor had to wait a week before Kelev came back to the Compound. Katana sent a message from the guard post when he returned. She brought him to Hakham’s bayit, where Razor, Matti, Methuselah, and the Elders waited in a semicircle. Kelev crouched low on the ground, blinking furiously.

“I didn’t expect to see so many famous Catmages,” he said. “To what do I owe this great honor?”

“Drop the act, Kelev,” Razor said. “We know you told the Wild Ones about our attack on Saunders’ house.”

“What? No! I don’t know what you’re talking about!” he said, his body trembling. “I didn’t even know you were going to attack!”

“You were here the day the order was given,” Razor growled. “You were seen watching our squads leave the Compound. And worst of all, you are Bett and Roah’s offspring! You’ve been spying on us from the beginning.”

“No, I swear by the One, I didn’t do it.”

“Then how do you explain the Wild Ones knowing exactly when and in what force Matti would arrive at the house?” Hakham asked.

“Kill him!” Matti said. “He caused the deaths of many of our best warriors. And my friends!”

“Not to mention the maiming of my eldest son,” Letsan added. “I’m with Matti. Kill him before he can betray us again.”

“Blood will tell,” Razor said. “He’s a Wild One through and through. I told you it was wrong to trust him.”

“You can’t blame Patches and Leilei for trying,” Silsula said. “Isn’t there any other way to handle this? The poor thing isn’t responsible for his birth.” She looked to her sister. “Zahavin, what do you think?”

Goldeneyes studied the trembling Wild One lying on the ground before them. She felt pity, but she also felt anger at the loss of still more Catmages to the evil that Saunders had brought into their world.

“I don’t see any way around it, Kelev. You were seen in the road watching our warriors head into town. Admit that you told Roah what was happening. Or must we tear the information from your mind?”

“No!” Kel said. “It wasn’t me. It was Velvel! He told my father about the attack. I heard him!”

“Velvel?” she asked, taken aback.

“Yes. He’s been working with the Wild Ones since he arrived. He only pretends that he’s on your side. I’m telling you, Velvel is working for Roah and Saunders. He laughs about it all the time. He says you’re all so blind and stupid it’s like dealing with kittens.”

Razor growled. “Show us proof,” he said, “and maybe we’ll believe you.”

“The Magelight can’t lie. Let me show you.”

“If this is a trick—” Matti said.

“It’s not. Let me show you what I saw and you’ll see who the real traitor is.”

“Matti! Letsan! With me,” Razor said. “Zahavin, Hakham, Silsula, be ready. If he makes a wrong move, kill him.”

“Sit up, child,” Zehira said. “I’m tired of looking at you slinking down there like you were already found guilty.”

Kel slowly rose to a sitting position, still trembling. He looked down at the ground, still blinking.

The others moved closer, their Magelights beginning to brighten.

“Show me,” Razor said. “Show us all.”

Kel closed his eyes. His Magelight flared with the effort of projecting his memory to the Catmages surrounding him.

✣       ✣       ✣

Kel crouched on a thick branch of a tree high above the path, all but hidden in its dense leaves. Below the tree he saw Roah and Velvel a short distance away.

“You’re back from the Compound. Have you good news for me?” Roah asked.

“I did exactly as you told me. When Matanya heard that the house will be empty and unguarded tonight, he couldn’t wait to start planning an attack.”

“Are you certain he will come?”

“Absolutely. They think we are all here at the Compound. He couldn’t wait to gather his forces, especially after I told him the dogs would be locked up. Everything is coming together as you had hoped.”

“Not hoped. Planned. Hope is a thing that fools depend on. This is good, news Velvel. We can eliminate a threat and dishearten our foes at the same time. Will Razor be joining him?”

“I doubt it. He thinks tonight is a trap.”

Roah laughed. “And so it is. I knew having Razor forced out of the Shomrim would be good for us. They will leave their best warrior and strategist at home when they face us.”

“I couldn’t stay long enough to find out all their plans,” Velvel said. “But I knew you’d want to know. They will attack tonight. I’d stake my life on it.”

“Good. Good. I will tell Saunders. He will be pleased. Kfir is in town. Send a message to him. Tell him to prepare our warriors. I will meet him in town.”

“At once, Roah.”

“One moment. They still do not suspect you are working with us?”

Velvel laughed. “If they did, I’d be dead.” He trotted away down the path, and Roah disappeared from Kel’s sight.

✣       ✣       ✣

The scene ended. Matti and Razor’s ears went back and growls rose from their throats.

“That’s why I was seen near the wood,” Kel said. “I was on my way to warn you. But I got there too late—my siblings found me, and I didn’t dare come here.”

Razor stared at Kel, unblinking.

“This is my fault,” Matti said. “You were right, Razor. I sensed there was something off about Velvel, and I ignored my instinct.”

“Well, he had me fooled, too. I thought he was just a Seeker.” Razor’s tail lashed.

“What will we do now?” Goldeneyes asked.

“Now,” Matti said, “we find our friend Velvel. Doubtless he’ll show up here again for more to tell the Wild Ones.”

“For now, Kel stays here—under guard,” Razor said. Kel left surrounded by Zehira, Silsula, and two of the Shomrim.

When they were out of sight, Matti turned to Razor and Hakham. “I resign as Captain of the Shomrim. I failed my fighters and I failed this Compound. Razor, it would be a relief to me if you’d take command again. I’ll speak to what’s left of my warriors.” His head drooped as he thought of the friends lost in battle.

“I accept, with one condition,” Hakham said.

“What condition?”

“That you serve as Razor’s lieutenant. I need the both of you in our battle with Saunders.”

Razor growled an affirmative.

“Done,” Matti said gratefully.

“I have another condition,” Razor said. “Nobody outside this circle knows that I’m in charge now. We don’t know if Velvel was the only traitor. Let’s see if we can smoke out any more Catmages working for the enemy.”

“Oh, Razor, your paranoia is an example to us all,” Letsan said.

“Brother, my ‘paranoia’ has kept me alive all these years. And you too, for the last few.”

“And my legions of fans are grateful to you.”

Razor snorted. “Now for Velvel,” he said. “I think I have a way of getting him here, and it’s going to involve Kel. He can bring the traitor here to us. It’s obvious Velvel was lying about not being allowed out of the Compound.”

“Brother,” Letsan said, purring approvingly, “you are the second-smartest Maine Coon alive.”

“You being the first?”

“Naturally.”

Razor rubbed his shoulder against Letsan’s. “You got the brains. I got the brawn. We make a good team.”

“Velvel will find out just how good,” Letsan growled.

The two brothers and Matti left to find Kel. They found him in a bayit at the farthest edge of the meadow, guarded by the Shomrim. “Bring him out,” Razor said. One of the guards went inside and came back with Kel.

“You have a reprieve,” Razor said.

“And a way to prove yourself,” Matti added.

“Name it!”

“Get Velvel here. Make something up. We don’t care how you do it. But get Velvel back in this Compound. If you do that, we’ll start to believe you really mean it when you say you want to help us,” Razor said.

Kel stood up straight. “I can do that, sir. You’ll see. I’m with you, I swear!”

“Get that traitor over here, then.”

“And Kel,” Matti said, his hackles rising, “if you cross us, there is nowhere you can hide. Someone is going to pay for all those deaths. Pray that it isn’t you.”

Trembling, Kel was escorted out of the Compound by his guards. Razor and Matti watched as they took him away.

“Well, that probably did the job,” Matti said cheerfully. “I can’t tell if Kel’s more afraid of me or you.”

“Doesn’t matter. So long as he does what’s needed.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Kel shivered as Matti’s Shomrim guards watched him cross the road. That was a close one. True, he hadn’t betrayed their plans to Roah—Velvel had done that—but he was still in danger of being caught, especially if he couldn’t produce Velvel. He tracked down a meal while he thought about what to do. He found a mouse that moved too slowly back to its hole, and feasted on the way back to the West Woods Compound. By the time he was done washing his face, he had a plan. When he reached the Compound, he went straight to Roah’s bayit. Two of Kfir’s largest warriors, a pair of black cats, stood guard on either side of the entrance.

“What do you want?” one asked.

“I need to speak to Roah,” Kel said.

“Why would Roah want to talk to a runt like you?” the other said as the pair of them laughed at him.

“I have important information for him!” Kel said, getting annoyed. He was tired of the bigger ones picking on him. He had every right to talk to his father. He stepped forward and the first guard moved to block him.

“Step aside,” Kel said. The two guards laughed uproariously.

“Make me, kitten.”

Anger and fear surged through Kel. If he couldn’t talk to Roah, Matti’s guards would get him eventually, maybe even Matti himself. Before he knew what he was doing, his Magelight flared and a light dagger flew at the guard in front of him. He leaped aside, but the jet caught him on the tail. The smell of singed fur filled the air. The other guard laughed loudly.

“Good job, Garev! You let a pint-size Catmage take you out. I’m sure Kfir would love to hear about this.”

Garev growled and turned to face Kel. “You got your shot, kitten. Now it’s my turn.” His Magelight began to glow.

“Let him come.” Garev turned to see Roah’s eyes glowing from within the shaded bayit. “It seems my son has some of my fire after all. Garev, get back to your position.” Garev turned to obey. Roah’s Magelight sparked and a jet of light seared the tip of Garev’s ear. He yowled in pain.

“Let that teach you to be a better guard. Expect the unexpected. If anyone ever gets the better of you again while you are guarding me, I’ll kill you.”

Garev blinked at Roah and sat back down beside the entrance, not even glancing at Kel as he went inside.

“Why are you here?” Roah asked.

Kel glanced around nervously, blinking. He made sure he was only communicating privately with his father. Nobody else could know this. “I need to tell you something. Hear me out. Please.”

“Proceed.”

Kel told Roah about the time he had spent ingratiating himself with the Catmages. He told him how Patches and Leilei were completely taken in by his story of being an outsider. And he told Roah what had happened that day, how the Catmages thought he was the traitor, and how he had instead placed the blame on Velvel.

“You were spying on me that day?” Roah asked when he finished.

“Not on purpose, Father. I didn’t know you would be there. I was hiding from my siblings.”

“You have not yet earned the right to call me father. You are weak. You should not hide. You should fight.”

“They gang up on me every time!”

“Why do you not lie in wait until they are alone and punish them singly? You are stupid as well as weak.”

Stung, Kel stood straight up and fluffed out his fur. “I am not stupid or weak! I have worked my way into Razor’s confidence. No other Wild One here can say the same, not even Velvel!”

Roah stared unblinking at him until Kel lowered his head. “You do have some spirit. Perhaps you are my son after all. Now I must decide what to do.”

“They’ll kill me if I don’t send him to them,” Kel said.

“We can always get another Seeker,” Roah said. “Velvel has been exposed. He is no longer useful. I will send him to them. You will continue to curry favor with the enemy. But from now on you will come to me after every visit to their Compound.”

“Yes, Roah! Thank you!”

“And Kelev—”

“Yes?”

“Learn how to defeat your siblings. I expect to hear that you have vanquished them before the next full moon.”

“Will you help me, sir? Will you teach me how?”

Roah was silent again, watching steadily as Kel dropped his gaze and crouched low.

“Yes. Come see me tomorrow after sunrise. I think it is past time I took over your education.”

Kel raised himself to a sitting position and forced himself to look his father straight in the eyes. “Yes sir,” he said. He left as swiftly as he dared. On the way out, he heard Roah telling his guards to send Velvel to him. Kel hurried away. Perhaps he could find one of his siblings alone tonight. It had been a good day.

✣       ✣       ✣

The next day, Velvel strolled casually past the two Shomrim guards near the road. He hadn’t been back to the East Woods Compound since the night of the attack, and Roah had asked him to gather information on the aftermath. This would be easy, he thought. All he had to do was show his concern for the well-being of his fellow Catmages, and he’d be able to collect everything Roah needed. As he neared the Compound, three of Matti’s largest Shomrim headed his way. None of them looked the worse for wear. That would go on his report. He was about to say hello when they surrounded him.

“If you’ll come with us, please,” Atzel said. “Matti wants to see you.”

Velvel had little choice but to go with the Shomrim, though their formality puzzled him. They led him to the meadow, where the East Woods Council was arranged in a formal semicircle with Hakham at its center. Matti and Razor sat between the arms of the half-circle, facing him. A large group of Catmages looked on. Velvel realized that there were no kittens in the crowd, and fear struck him. The crowd parted as the guards marched him forward until he stood before the two captains.

“What’s going on?” Velvel asked.

“Remove his Magelight,” Hakham said. “Cut it off and bring it to me.”

“Let me have the pleasure,” Razor said to the guards. With a flash of his Magelight, he cut the leather straps, and Velvel’s Magelight fell to the ground. Razor picked it up and floated it over to Hakham, dropping it in front of the Council.

“Velvel, you are charged with betraying this Compound to the enemy, leading to the maiming and deaths of many of our warriors,” Hakham said.

A hostile murmur came from the crowd. Ears flattened and tails lashed as Hakham spoke.

“Ridiculous!” Velvel said. “I am one of Kharoom’s most trusted Catmages. He’ll hear about this from me, you may be sure.”

“He won’t,” Razor said.

“Are you threatening me? Hakham, Razor has never liked me. Is he the one who said I betrayed you? He’s lying!”

“It wasn’t Razor who informed us we had a traitor in our midst,” Hakham said. “Now be silent!”

Velvel looked from face to face, and could not find an ally. His heart started thudding.

“Residents of the East Woods,” Hakham said, and the last of the crowd’s murmuring ceased. “We have evidence that Velvel betrayed our plans to the Enemy last moon. You know that Matti led his Shomrim to the Enemy’s house, expecting there to be no Wild Ones. Yet soon after they arrived, Wild Ones poured out from their hiding places and assailed our warriors. The dogs that were supposed to be locked up were loose, and you can see the results of their work on Regel and Zohar.” Many in the crowd looked over to the three-legged Catmages, murmuring. “Many died. These deaths are not only on the Wild Ones, but on the one who falsely told us the house would be empty. That one is Velvel!”

The murmurs grew into shouts and hisses as the crowd turned its attention to Velvel.

“I didn’t know!” Velvel cried. “I thought my information was sound. I didn’t know the Wild Ones were in hiding in town.”

“Liar!” Matti said, fur bristling. He moved forward until he was inches away from the Seeker. “Shall I show him, Hakham?”

“I will do it.” There was a pause while Hakham closed his eyes and concentrated deeply. Soon everyone in the crowd saw the scene that Kel had showed the Council. Even through his fear, Velvel couldn’t help but marvel at the power needed to present those memories to what looked like the entire Compound. The rumors were true. Hakham was a Magus. How could Velvel use this to his advantage? He needed time to think.

“This is not what it appears to be,” he said.

“The Magelight can’t lie!” shouted someone in the crowd.

“That is correct,” Methuselah said. “Magelights can only show memories. They aren’t a human picture show.”

There were scattered chuckles at that remark.

Velvel panted. He tried to collect his thoughts and slow his breathing. “If you’ll give me a chance to explain,” he said. “I told you what I believed to be true. I didn’t know Roah’s forces were lying in wait. You know I have to pretend to be with the Wild Ones. I had to keep up appearances so that they wouldn’t know I’m working for Kharoom—and for you!”

“If you were truly on our side, you wouldn’t have betrayed our battle plan to the enemy!” Matti roared. Without warning, he leaped at Velvel, biting, clawing, and growling. The guards stepped away and watched as the crowd roared.

“Enough!” Hakham boomed over the crowd. “Matanya, cease!”

Matti got up, spitting out cream-colored fur. Velvel was bleeding from his face and chest. Matti turned his face from Velvel and walked over to Razor, who bumped him with his shoulder.

“Nice job,” Razor said for all to hear.

“Thanks.”

“We are not Wild Ones,” Hakham said sternly. “We will follow our rules. Matanya, you will not attack Velvel again unless you are authorized to do so.”

“Yes, Hakham.”

“It is our custom to hear the charges against the accused and give him a chance to defend himself. We have done so. Now, the Council will vote. Please come forward and state whether you think Velvel is innocent or guilty.”

One by one, the Council stepped forward.

“Methuselah.”

“Guilty.”

“Zehira.”

“Guilty.”

“Silsula.”

“Guilty.”

“Letsan.”

“Guilty.”

“Then it is unanimous. Guilty,” said Hakham. A growl rose from the crowd.

“What—what are you going to do to me?” Velvel asked.

Hakham ignored him and addressed the assembly. “Velvel the Seeker has been found guilty of betraying the East Woods Shomrim to the enemy. We cast him out. He is no longer a member of this Compound, or of Catmage society. We will destroy his Magelight. Razor, Matti, you may join us. Zahavin, please make sure the shards are contained.”

The five members of the Council and the two warriors sent daggers of light into the Magelight lying on the ground. It exploded into pieces that crashed harmlessly against the walls of a golden ball of light cast by Goldeneyes. The ball faded, and the shards fell. Velvel screamed long and loud, collapsing on the ground and shuddering.

“Rarely have we ever had to dispense this kind of justice. The Fifth Law set down by Neshama is Do Not Harm Catmages. But by decree, Velvel is no longer one of us. Velvel’s actions caused the death and wounding of many of our kind. The penalty for violating our Laws is often banishment. If we banish Velvel, what then? He will simply rejoin the Wild Ones and continue working against us. Therefore, Velvel must die.”

Gasps and murmurs erupted from the crowd.

“No!” Velvel shouted. “No, you can’t! Kharoom will hear of this! I am one of his most trusted Catmages! You’re making a mistake, I didn’t know what was going to happen!”

Razor laughed out loud at the mention of Kharoom. “Don’t worry, Velvel. We’ll send Kharoom your ears and tail when we tell him of your fate.”

“We most certainly will not!” Silsula said. “Are we Wild Ones or are we Catmages?”

“He didn’t mean it, sister,” Goldeneyes sent privately. “It’s just Razor being Razor.”

“Take him away,” Hakham said. Regel and Zohar joined the three guards in shouldering a howling Velvel through the parting crowd. “Council members, follow me. You too, Razor, Matti, Zahavin. Come with us.”

They made their way through the dispersing Catmages to Hakham’s bayit.

“We’ve never executed anyone in this Compound before,” Silsula said when everyone had settled. “I haven’t the faintest idea how to go about this, and I’m not so sure we should.”

“I’m sure,” Razor growled. “You voted to find him guilty. Are you changing your mind?”

“No. He was guilty of betraying us. But—death? Is that a just penalty for what he did?”

“What other choice have we?” Methuselah said. “Hakham is right. If we allow him to live, Velvel will only rejoin the enemy and work against us.”

Silsula sighed. “Well, I’m not going to be any part of the execution. You do whatever you want. I’m going to find my kittens and forget that Velvel ever set foot in this Compound.”

“She has a point,” Goldeneyes said as she watched her sister go. “There hasn’t been an execution in the East Woods in living memory.”

“I have witnessed a few,” Methuselah said, “and so has Hakham. The criminal is taken to a private place and executed by a group of Catmages. I suspect you will have no lack of volunteers for this,” he said, eyeing Razor and Matti.

“No,” Letsan said, “they won’t. I’m coming along.”

“When do you want us to do it?” Matti asked.

“It would be cruel to make him wait too long,” Methuselah said. “Gather a group of your Shomrim and take him far into the woods, where no Catmage goes. Bury him there when you are finished, and put no marker above his grave.”

“We’ll return when it’s done,” Matti said. He left the bayit, followed by Razor and Letsan.

Methuselah sat down with a thump.

“Are you all right, Master?” Hakham asked.

“Yes. I’m just saddened that it has come to this. Catmages should not kill one another.”

“No, they should not. But these are the times we live in, and that is what we must work to end.”

“If you don’t need me any longer, I’m going to find Silsula and join her,” Zehira said wearily. “Zahavin, what about you? Are you coming with me?”

“I have lessons,” she said. “I’ll visit my nieces and nephews later.”

Goldeneyes was still with Hakham when Razor and Matti returned later that afternoon.

“It’s done,” Razor said. “Velvel will not betray us again.”

“Kharoom is going to want to know about this,” Matti said.

Razor laughed harshly. “Feel free to tell him. I’m not wasting any energy on that fool. He’s the one that saddled you with Velvel in the first place.”

Matti gazed off into the distance. Then he shook himself and bumped shoulders with Razor. “Never mind. Let Kharoom ask me about Velvel if he cares so much for his pet. I’d much rather get our warriors in shape for the next attack. And this time our plans won’t be betrayed to the Wild Ones before we can implement them. We’ll get the Tilyon yet, Razor.”

Razor growled an assent as they took their leave.


✣ E I G H  T E E N ✣

History Repeats

Niflah yawned and woke from a midday nap. He stretched and yawned again, leaped off the sofa and padded into the kitchen for a drink of water. Alef sat in front of the cellar door as if he were guarding it.

“What are you doing by the door?” Niflah asked.

“Sitting.”

“So I see. Why are you sitting in front of the cellar door as if you have a secret behind it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I want to sit and think. So I sit here and think. Is that too difficult to believe?”

“Yes, when it is you doing the thinking,” Niflah said.

Alef’s ears went back. “Very funny, old one,” he said acidly. “You and Patches would have made a great pair.”

“Why are you here?” Niflah asked again. “You don’t move a whisker without Roah’s orders. What is behind that door that you don’t want me to see?”

“Nothing.”

“Then you won’t mind if I take a look?” he asked, walking to the door. Alef remained where he was, blocking the way.

“Step aside.”

“You must not go down there,” Alef said. “Roah is busy and must not be disturbed.”

“So he is down there, and he’s doing something he doesn’t want me to know about? Again I say, step aside.”

“I may not. And I would not proceed if I were you.”

“You are not me, and I will not be left out of anything! I am supposed to head the new Council!” he thundered.

Niflah shoved past Alef and thrust the cellar door open with his Magelight. As he climbed down the stairs he stopped midway. Six of Saunders’ dogs were caged in kennels. Roah stood in front of them, Magelight glowing. He was projecting loudly, and Niflah could hear his thoughts. But the astonishing thing was he could hear rudimentary thoughts coming from the dogs. No, that couldn’t be right. He stopped and listened hard. He wasn’t imagining it. The dogs were talking back to Roah!

Must not hurt cats. Cats are friends.

“Yes,” Roah said. “We are your friends. We will help you. But there are bad cats that you can hurt. We will show you. Good cats. Bad cats. Learn the difference.”

Good cats. Bad cats.

“I am a good cat. Roah is your friend.”

Roah friend.

“What in the name of the First is going on here?” Niflah asked. “What are you doing with these dogs?”

Roah’s Magelight went out and he turned, growling.

“You fool! I am in the middle of an important training session. Get out!”

Bad cat? We will kill bad cat! The largest dog growled.

“No, Shadow, good cat,” Roah said. “Just immensely stupid at the moment.”

Stupid cat. What is stupid?

Roah laughed. “Someone who does not do as he is told. That is enough for today. Shadow, you did well. Good dog.”

Good dog. Dog good.

Roah went up the stairs without waiting to see if Niflah followed. When they were both inside the kitchen, he slammed the door shut with his Magelight and faced Alef, tail lashing.

“I told you I was not to be interrupted,” he said.

“I tried to stop him. He did not listen.”

“What—what are you doing to those dogs?” Niflah asked.

“Making them smarter.”

Niflah was stunned. “You have been manipulating the intelligence of the dogs?” he asked incredulously. “Is that even possible?”

Roah’s tail switched impatiently. “It is obviously possible. We have done it. You have seen it. They are the key to defeating the Shomrim.”

“It is forbidden Do you not remember the Seventh Law? Do not use magic to harm other creatures! ”

“Yes, and Do not harm Catmages is the Fifth Law. You didn’t seem to care about that so much when you were battling your brother and his warriors. We have been breaking the Laws since before we joined with Saunders. It’s a little late to grow a conscience, old one.”

“This is different. You are interfering with the natural order of things. The One made dogs as dumb as we used to be for a reason!”

Roah was unmoved. “We need the dogs. We can direct their attacks better if they are smarter. And we will not have to keep valuable fighters at the rear to control them. It will turn the tide of battle. Or are you so trapped by your old ways that you will hinder us with your resistance?”

“It is—difficult to change the habits of a lifetime,” Niflah admitted. “I wish you’d involved me from the very beginning. I’m not sure it’s wise to teach another species to think.”

“They do not think as you and I do. Their thoughts are rudimentary. But it will do. Rest easy on that count.”

Niflah was still trying to absorb what he’d just seen and heard. “But how—how did you even get the idea for this?”

“You do not reach high enough. That is why Hakham became head of the Council and you did not. The only true restriction to our power is lack of will. If you can think it, you can do it. That is the true reason I was cast out of our society. The other Catmages fear their power. I embrace it. Jealousy is the root of their hatred for me.”

“That, and your cruelty to other Catmages and lesser creatures,” Niflah said.

“The strong take, and the weak serve the strong. One way or another. It is what you want, is it not? You wish to take charge of the Council. You are willing to join with a human and outcast Catmages to do so. Our methods, old one, are not that far apart. Let us not pretend your paws are clean. You cannot defeat your brother without using the resources available to you. Whether those resources are Wild Ones or dogs makes no difference.”

“I—I suppose so. But still, how did you come to this plan?”

“Saunders suggested it. His ancestor did it first and recorded it in his journal.”

“I should like to hear it for myself.”

Roah stood. “Then let us go find Saunders.” He turned to Alef, who had stayed silently by the door during their conversation. “You may go. I will remember your failure today.”

Alef slunk away, his look back at Niflah boding ill, but the old tabby was too busy watching Roah to notice.

They found Saunders in his office. Open books and papers were scattered across his desk. He raised his eyebrows as the two Catmages entered.

“I’m busy.”

“Niflah has learned that we are training the dogs.”

Saunders frowned. “If you’re here to try to convince us to stop, you can save your breath. Roah and I are of one mind about this.”

“No, Saunders, that isn’t why I’m here. Roah says that your ancestor discovered these methods. I should like to hear how he did it. I should like to be part of everything, and I am not happy that this has been kept from me.”

Saunders relaxed. “I don’t see why not. Perhaps you will be able to discover something that could move our work along faster. My dogs are getting smarter, but they can’t yet think on their own. They still have to be carefully controlled in battle. The latest test proved that.”

“The latest test?” Niflah asked. “What test? Who have they been fighting? Do you have some captive Catmages that I know nothing about?”

“Don’t be absurd, Niflah. I don’t want my Dobermans getting hurt in training. We rounded up a group of—as you say—dumbcats. The dogs practice on them.”

“I see,” Niflah said quietly, closing his thoughts completely to the others. There were some things about Saunders’ methods that he was beginning to regret having to do. He pushed those feelings aside. If this book held useful information that would help them defeat the Shomrim, then the sooner the Council was overthrown, the sooner Niflah could stop Saunders and his brutal methods. He could regret the death of innocent dumbcats later. For now, he must stay with Saunders and Roah to achieve his goal.

Saunders opened a desk drawer and withdrew a box fastened with a combination lock. He spun the lock, opened the box, and removed a small book with an ancient, cracked leather cover. He flipped carefully through the pages and read out loud:

 


The leader of the Magickal Cats is an all-black male whom it amuses me to call Lucifer, though of course I am most careful about saying his name out loud, as it has become clear to me that some of the villagers do not believe the reasons I give them for venturing often into the Forest. Last week I posited an experiment, mentioning it to Lucifer after we had spent several hours in the wood so that he could shew me the various practices behind the Ceremony of the Making of the Lights. It was a great disappointment to me to learn that he would not be making a Light then and there, due to the extreme energy it takes to create one and also because his Light had been created some years ago, although it was destroyed when he was cast out, and he had to make another.

I discussed with Lucifer and with his mate and assistant, a striped female whom I have designated Little Tiger for her fierceness and for the sharpness of her tongue, whether or not they thought that a Man could wield a Light. We conversed at length, I naturally insisting that with the proper instruction and practice that a Man would be able to use a Light as well as a Cat, though I did concede that at first the Cats would have to teach a Man before he could use a Light for himself. Little Tiger was of the opinion that no Man could begin to come near the abilities of the Cat Mage, and would not budge from her assertion no matter how I made my case.

We then went on to discuss the intelligence of our two species, the Cats insisting that their kind had gone farther than any other species by the Grace of God, whom they call The One Above Us All. I asked them if there were any way to improve any of the other animal species; not to the point of allowing them to have Lights of their own, but would there be a way, perhaps, of improving a dog’s intelligence, or even a cat that was merely a cat. They laughed long and hard about both suggestions, but at the last they admitted to me that they found it very easy to manipulate the will of a lesser species such as rabbits. Lucifer confessed that he had on occasion forced dogs away from him and his kind, and that it probably would not be a very difficult step from controlling a canine to making it understand a different way of looking at things. Lucifer was certain that he could create a smarter breed of dog if he and his companions wished it so. We determined to try it at once, and that when I returned on the morrow I would bring one of my dogs and get to work immediately to see if we could accomplish this feat.



 

Saunders stopped reading. “That was the first mention of experimenting with dogs. One of the last entries my ancestor wrote concerned the results of his, ah, experiment. Suffice to say that it became our inspiration to work on my dogs.”

“And you are succeeding?” Niflah asked.

“I told you that we were,” Roah said irritably. “Do you doubt me?”

“No. But I am curious as to your methods.”

“I teach them to think.”

“That is not an explanation.”

“It is all the explanation you will get,” Roah sniffed. “I told you, if you can think it, you can make it so. If you can’t believe that, you will never defeat your brother.”

“Then it’s a good thing we have you, isn’t it?” Niflah said sarcastically, stung by the chastisement.

“Arguing is a waste of time. Accept that this is part of our plan. We chose you for a reason, Niflah. We have need of you.”

Niflah thought back to the day that Roah had asked him to join his effort to take over the Council.

✣       ✣       ✣

He had walked out of a meeting with Hakham and some of the other Council members, angry that once again, his suggestions had been ignored in favor of his brother’s.

A black-and-white tuxedo cat stepped out from behind a tree as Niflah approached.

“Roah!” Niflah said. “You shouldn’t be here. I heard you were banished.”

“So the Seekers have brought the news here, then. Yes. I am banished,” Roah said derisively. “Flung out of proper Catmage society, my Magelight destroyed, my shame made public for all to know.” He laughed. “So what? Do you know how long it took me to make a new Magelight?” The gem in his collar flashed brightly. “It took me three suns to recover my strength. And I will make another, and another, and another if I must. The Council is full of impotent fools, including your brother.”

Niflah’s ears twitched and he looked around furtively.

“I am on that Council, Roah. Shall I stay and listen to you insult me? I am not one of those poor souls you talked into joining your cause and getting banished with you,” Niflah said. “I follow our people’s laws.”

“Our laws,” Roah said scornfully. “They are not laws. They are suggestions that have been codified and sanctified to keep power in the hands of the few and away from the many. Your brother is one of the few. Why are you not head of the Council, Niflah? You have every bit as much power and wisdom as Hakham.”

Niflah looked around again, heart pounding. “I will not listen to this.”

“No one will see or hear us,” Roah said. “There is no one around. I’ve been planning this day for a long time. You and I have much to talk about.”

“I don’t think so,” Niflah said, turning away.

“I can help you get out from under the shadow of your brother. Don’t pretend you don’t want that.”

Niflah froze in mid-step.

“You should be leading the Council,” Roah went on. “He has always taken what should have been yours. Your wisdom and your powers are needed. You should not be kept down any longer.”

Niflah turned back toward the younger Catmage. “Whatever you think you know about me—”

“I know you have watched silently while your brother gets the accolades. I know he has the position that you have always deserved. We both know how Nafshi swayed the vote that made him head of the Council over you. She used her influence to persuade the weaker members. You were littermates. Everyone knows you are at least as powerful as Hakham, but because of Nafshi you have come in second in the eyes of the others. There are many of us who believe you are the stronger one—and that you should rule in his stead.”

Niflah tilted his head, his ears flattening. “It doesn’t matter what a Wild One thinks of me. What matters are the Council members who vote for my brother time after time. And speaking of time, you are wasting mine.” He turned again to leave.

“No, Niflah, I am not wasting your time. They exiled me because they fear me. I speak of new ways of living, of doing things differently from our ancestors—and they cast me out because they are afraid of change.”

“They cast you out because you have broken our laws! You tried to recruit other Catmages to rebel against us!”

Roah laughed again. “Yes, that is what they would say. It is what they have been taught to say. Change is bad, tradition must be maintained. Nonsense! Niflah, listen: I have met a human. He knows about Catmages. He will help us! He found a history of an ancestor who worked with Catmages many cycles of the sun ago.”

“You have been making contact with humans?” Niflah asked, shocked. “Are there any laws you haven’t broken?”

“Listen to me, Niflah. This human can help us.”

“How?” Niflah asked. “How did he even know you were a Catmage? We look exactly like dumbcats.”

“Dumbcats do not wear the collars we wear. His ancestor’s book has drawings of them. I have seen it.”

Niflah sat down, his tail twitching at the news. “You have spoken to a human. You have exposed us! We are at risk! I must tell the Council.”

“No, you must listen,” Roah told him. “The human and I have talked many times. He is wise. He is powerful! He can help us. Niflah, think about it. We could change Catmages for all time. Humans have strengths—and weapons—that we can’t even dream of. Think of what we could learn!”

“It is forbidden,” Niflah whispered. “Secrecy is the first of the Seven Laws.”

“The precious Laws!” Roah said scornfully. “They are cords that bind us to the Councils. If we stay away from humans, we can never harness their power, never partner with them for the betterment of all. You have been indoctrinated, Niflah. Free yourself from the Council’s control! Come with me. At the very least, come meet the man who offers us aid. What harm could there be in talking?”

Niflah hesitated.

“It’s only a few days’ journey from here. Come with me.” Roah stepped forward and rubbed his shoulder against Niflah. “Just think of what you could do in your brother’s place.” Roah paused, giving Niflah time to think. “I tell you, this human can help us. Come meet him.” His mind-voice dropped to a whisper. “Picture yourself at the head of the Council. Think of all you could achieve. How much disappointment have you had to swallow because your brother and his faction would not hear the good sense of your words?”

Niflah’s ears twitched. The tip of his tail beat a pattern against the ground while Roah waited.

“All right,” he said at last. “I will come with you. As you say, there is no harm in talking.”

“None at all!” Roah said happily. “But won’t you need to make an excuse to be out of the Compound?” he asked slyly.

“I am a grown Catmage and a member of the Council. I explain myself to no one.”

“My apologies. Then let us leave now.”

“Where are we going?”

“Into the town that lies near the East Woods Compound. He will be very happy to meet you.”

“Does this man have a name?”

“Saunders,” Roah said. “His name is Saunders.”

Together, they trotted down the path.

✣       ✣       ✣

Roah thought back too to that fateful day and their first journey together.

 

Saunders had been right about Niflah, Roah thought. All they’d had to do was dangle the bait of replacing his brother in front of him, and one of the most powerful Council members was theirs. One was all they needed, Saunders said. They could take care of the rest later.

Roah had guarded his thoughts carefully as they continued toward the town. His companion was not doing nearly as good a job. Roah could hear Niflah’s thoughts, and they were all about what he would do if he were head of the Council. Roah chuckled to himself. Yes, Saunders was a good judge of character. He had chosen the perfect Council member for their plan.

 

Roah pushed his thoughts back to the present and watched Saunders replace the journal in the lockbox. Niflah was mollified for now. “He is still useful to us,” Roah sent privately to Saunders, who nodded curtly.

“Perhaps Niflah can help you speed the training,” Saunders said aloud.

“We shall see. For now, I think we should continue as we were. Niflah still has the boy to teach.”

Saunders shrugged. “As you wish. Now, both of you get out of my office. I’ve work to do.”

Roah and Niflah went out the door and down the hall.

“I’m hungry,” Niflah said. “I’m going out to hunt. We’ll talk about this later.”

Roah watched the old one trot down the stairs. He sat down, the tip of his tail thumping the floor. “Yes, you are still of use, old one,” he thought. “For the present.”


✣ N I N E T E E N ✣

Teacher, Teacher

Jack Straight paced back and forth in front of Saunders’ desk. “I told you Taylor couldn’t handle my AP History class. He’s barely scraping by with a D after two marking periods. If he doesn’t bring his grade up, he’s going to get kicked off the football team.”

Saunders sat behind his desk, face expressionless, watching Jack pace. “And I told you, cousin, that you must find a way to make sure he passes your class. Are you not tutoring him?”

“Yes! I’ve been helping him since the beginning of the school year, and it’s not working.” Jack stopped and kicked the chair in front of the desk. “Nothing is working. Taylor doesn’t do well with authority figures. Except for you, apparently. Why is that?” he said, looking suspiciously at Saunders.

“I have no idea. Perhaps he respects me more than he respects you.”

Fears you is more like it, Jack thought.

Saunders stood, stretching his long, thin arms and yawning. “Resolve this,” he said, fixing Jack with a cold stare. “If Mr. Grant fails, you will have failed me. You know how little I would like that.”

Jack thought of the times in the past when Stan had decided Jack had failed him. He swallowed. “Fine. I’ll think of something.”

“Yes, you will.”

Jack hurried out of the office and strode quickly through the halls. He got to his classroom a few minutes before the period was about to start, and sat thinking. By the time the students filed in for class, he knew what to do.

When the bell for the end of class rang, Jack asked Becca to remain behind. “I’ll be with you in a moment. Taylor,” he said. “Wait a minute.” He spoke a few quick words with Taylor, who hurried away when they were finished.

“I have a big favor to ask you,” he said as he came back into the room. “Taylor needs a tutor, or he’s going to fail this class.”

“No offense Mr. Straight, but why is he here in the first place? You and I both know he shouldn’t be.”

“That’s not the point, Becca. The point is, I need someone to help Taylor. I’ve been tutoring him myself, but I think he’d relate better to another student.”

“He doesn’t like me. And I don’t like him, either. He’s a bully and a jerk. You know he used to pick on Andy all the time. And that fight two years ago? It started because Taylor insulted me. Andy got in trouble, but Taylor didn’t. Why is that?”

Jack sat down on the edge of his desk and crossed his arms. “I can’t say. I’m not the principal. Look, Becca, I know Taylor’s not the nicest kid in the school, but I’m not asking you to be friends with him. I’m asking you to help him pass this class. You don’t know everything about him. He’s got some . . . issues at home.”

“You mean his stepbrothers picking on him?”

“You know?”

“Yeah, I saw them once on Parents Night. But so what? That’s no excuse for Taylor to pick on other kids.”

Jack frowned. “No, it isn’t. But it should make you understand that it might not be as simple as it looks. I don’t think he’s all bad. He’s been trying hard to keep up in this class, but I can’t seem to get through to him. I think he needs one of his peers helping him. That’s where you come in.”

Becca shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“I’m willing to give you extra credit. You do this, and you won’t have to turn in a paper at the end of term.”

Becca’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”

“Really. You’re a straight-A student, Becca. I know you grasp the subject well. I don’t need you to write a paper to prove it to me.”

“How about getting out of final exams?” she asked. “After all, I have such a good grasp of the subject.”

Jack grinned. “Nice try. No. But think about how good this will look on your college application—helping a student who was about to fail and saving the football team at the same time.”

Becca nodded. “All right. How often will I have to work with him?”

“That depends on how well you do tutoring him. You’ll have to figure that out yourselves.” He looked up at the clock. “I told Taylor to hurry up with his lunch and come back here. I’ll tell him you’re taking over for me, and have him contact you to arrange some tutoring sessions.”

“Okay. I better run to lunch myself,” she said, moving toward the door.

“One last thing: You can’t tell anyone Taylor is failing. If anyone asks, say that I asked you to help him get through a rough spot.”

“Okay, I guess,” she said hesitantly.

“No guessing. You don’t tell Andy or anyone else. This is confidential information that only Taylor and his parents are allowed to share.”

“I won’t tell anyone,” she promised.

“Thanks, Becca. You have no idea how much I appreciate your help.”

She nodded and turned to the door. Jack watched her leave and sighed with relief. He had a good feeling about this. He’d found a way to help Taylor and keep Stan off his back. Becca could definitely be counted on. If only Taylor could be!

✣       ✣       ✣

“So what did Mr. Straight want with you?” Andy asked when Becca joined him, Teresa, and Mike at the lunch table.

“He wants me to tutor Taylor.”

They all gaped at her. Then all three of them spoke at once.

“You’re kidding.”

“No way!”

“Are you crazy?”

“So, I take it none of you thinks my tutoring Taylor is a good idea?” Becca asked, grinning at Teresa, Mike, and Andy.

“Worst. Idea. Ever!” Mike said. “How can you even stand to be around that moron?”

“You can’t do it, Becca. Tell Mr. Straight you changed your mind,” Andy said.

“No.”

“Taylor is the enemy!” Andy said, his voice rising. “How can you possibly want to help that creep after all the rotten things he’s done to me? And to you!”

“It’s complicated,” she said.

“No it isn’t. Go tell Mr. Straight you won’t do it.”

“You don’t tell me what to do,” Becca said, eyes flashing. “I’m going to tutor him. So get over it and get used to it.” She stood, picked up her tray, and moved over to the empty seat next to Teresa. She left as soon as she was finished eating, and didn’t look back as she hurried out of the cafeteria. She saw Taylor in the hall as she went to her next class.

“I just saw Mr. Straight,” he said. Taylor seemed embarrassed. “You’re gonna help me with history, huh?”

“Yes. When should we start?”

Taylor shrugged. “I don’t know. Today, maybe.”

“Okay, where should we meet?”

“Mr. Straight’s classroom, I guess. That’s where I’ve been meeting him.”

“Okay. See you after school, then.”

“See you then.”

Taylor walked away quickly. Becca shrugged to herself and continued on to her next class.

Taylor and Becca met in Mr. Straight’s classroom for lessons several times over the next few weeks, while Mr. Straight graded papers. She laid down the law on the first day and told Taylor that if he caused any trouble with Andy, he’d find himself a new tutor.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “I have bigger problems than Cohen, anyway. Can we just never mention him?”

“Fine by me,” Becca said.

Taylor’s grades started to tick upward. Becca was pleased and a little bit surprised. But he was actually pleasant during the tutoring sessions, and she found herself feeling guilty for almost liking him. One Friday at the end of the lesson, he walked up to her as she put her books in her backpack.

“Can you tutor me over the weekend, too?” he asked. “Monday’s three days away, and I forget this stuff sometimes. I mean, I try to study on my own, but it’s not so easy. I think if I had one more lesson with you I’d do better.”

“That’s asking a lot, Taylor.”

“I know. But I feel like we’re really close to my getting a handle on this subject.”

Becca frowned as she thought it over. She could imagine Andy and Mike’s reaction to this news. Well, what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them, and anyway, Andy worked at the vet on Saturday morning. He’d never know.

“Let’s try it this Saturday morning and see what happens,” she said.

“Thanks, Becca!”

“Your house or mine?”

“Nobody’s going to be home at my place Saturday morning, and I can’t get a ride to your place.”

“Okay, I’ll talk to my dad tonight and text you.” She picked up her things. “So long.”

“Thanks, Becca!” Taylor picked up his backpack and followed her out the door.

✣       ✣       ✣

Becca told her parents about Taylor’s request that night at dinner.

“I don’t like that kid,” her father said.

“Yeah, I’m not very fond of him either. But he’s been nice to me since I started tutoring. And maybe I can talk him into being nicer to other people while I’m at it.”

“You mean Andy?” her mother asked.

“Not just Andy. Taylor picks on a lot of kids. Well, I haven’t seen him do it lately, but he used to.”

“Why would he just stop?” her father said.

“I don’t know. Now that I think of it, he’s a lot busier this year than last year.”

“You may just have hit upon the perfect anti-bullying strategy: Make the kid so busy he doesn’t have time to pick on anyone.”

Becca smiled. “Well, whatever the reason, he’s not bothering Andy anymore. Maybe because he thinks I’d quit tutoring him if he did.”

“That’s a good reason,” her mother said.

“So can I tutor him on Saturday?”

His parents looked at each other. Her father shrugged. “Okay. But you text me if you feel the least bit uncomfortable, and I’ll come get you right away.”

“I will.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Becca looked out the car window at a small, brown colonial house that had definitely seen better days. Her father walked her to the front door and waited as Becca rang the doorbell.

Taylor opened the door and said hello. He seemed surprised to see Becca’s father.

“I wanted to make sure everything was okay before I left my daughter here,” Mr. Jefferson said, his eyebrows drawn together.

“Yeah, everything’s fine. You want to come into the kitchen and see the study area?” Taylor said.

“No. I’ll see you in a couple of hours,” he told Becca, not taking his eyes off Taylor.

“Bye, Dad.”

They watched him leave and then closed the door and went inside. Taylor didn’t seem to be wearing the Magelight necklace, which was a relief. It was bad enough she argued constantly with Andy over tutoring Taylor. If Taylor started flaunting the Magelights, it would only lend fuel to Andy’s case that she shouldn’t be anywhere near the “enemy.”

He led Becca through the house to the kitchen. She was glad to note his books were open on the table. “You’ve been studying already?” she asked.

“Yeah. Figured I could use it,” he said with a half-grin.

“Well, you’re not wrong.”

“Why is it so much easier for you?” Taylor wanted to know. “This stuff is hard. Heck, regular history is hard enough without all this extra stuff!”

“It doesn’t come easy,” Becca said. “It never did. I had to learn how to study. Didn’t your parents help you when you were little?”

Taylor flushed. “My parents divorced when I was six. Then Mom remarried a couple years later. She’s always too busy. And my stepdad says it’s not his job to do my work for me.”

Becca frowned. She’d seen Taylor’s stepfather at school events from time to time, especially football games. Even then it was noticeable that he favored his sons over his stepson.

“Well, you don’t need their help,” she said. “What you need are good study habits. This is history, not calculus. You don’t have to grasp difficult concepts. Well, okay, you have to learn all the different political systems. But it’s mostly learning what happened, where, and when. Look at it this way: If you can learn how to keep all those football plays straight in your head, you can learn history.”

“I never thought of it like that,” he said.

“How do you learn the plays?”

“Coach goes over them during practice, gives us a playbook, makes us learn them. But football is a lot easier than history.”

“Is it? Or is it just that you like football and you don’t like classwork?”

“Wow. I didn’t think of it that way, either.” He grinned at Becca. “You really are smart.”

“Maybe. But let’s see what we can do about helping you learn all about how the Habsburg dynasty became Europe’s ruling class.”

Two hours later, Becca put her books in her backpack as Taylor gathered his from the kitchen table. “Nice work today, Taylor,” she said.

“Thanks. Are you hungry? My mom makes really good cookies.”

“Sure. My dad’s going to be here any minute, though.”

Taylor went over to the counter and opened a plastic container. “Then have a couple to go,” he said, coming back to the table and holding the container out to her.

“Thanks,” she said, reaching for one.

The back door opened and in walked Taylor’s stepbrothers.

“Hope we’re interrupting,” Nick said.

“Cookies for me? Sweet!” Matt said, reaching rudely past Becca. Taylor swatted his hand away.

“Wait your turn. Becca’s a guest.”

Nick shook his head. “You should not have done that, stepbro.”

Matt grinned. “What he said.” He moved between Becca and Taylor. Becca backed away. Matt moved menacingly close. “How many times are we going to have to teach you manners, stepbro?” he asked, poking Taylor in the shoulder. Taylor stepped backwards at each poke.

“C’mon, Matt, back off,” Taylor muttered, glancing down at the floor. He seemed to shrink in on himself as Becca watched.

Becca froze. She couldn’t think what to do. If she stuck up for Taylor, would his stepbrothers turn on her? She was beginning to regret agreeing to meet here. Her phone buzzed and she glanced at it. The text was from her father.

I’m outside.

Taylor’s stepbrothers weren’t paying her any attention, but Taylor could see her. She replied to the text quickly.

Ring the doorbell. Fast!

“Um, Taylor?” she said, making up her mind. All three heads turned toward her. Good, she thought, they’re distracted. Then she heard the sound she was waiting for—the doorbell. “Oh. That must be my dad,” she said.

Taylor looked at her gratefully. “I’ll walk you out,” he said, moving before Matt could react. They hurried away from the kitchen.

“Thanks,” Taylor said quietly as he opened the door for her. Becca’s father was standing at the door.

“Well?” he asked his daughter.

Nick and Matt came through the hallway to stand behind Taylor and Becca. The looks on their faces boded ill for their stepbrother once his visitors left.

“Oh,” Becca’s father said, frowning as he studied the two older boys. “Hey, Taylor, do you need a lift anywhere? Becca and I aren’t in any kind of rush.”

“Taylor has to stay home,” Matt said. “He’s not allowed to go out without permission.”

“Really?” Mr. Jefferson said. “Does that apply to you two?”

“We’re seniors.”

“But you’re not his mother. So I’m guessing Taylor could, say, text her and find out if it’s okay to come with Becca and me?”

Taylor grinned and reached into his pocket for his phone and texted his mother while his stepbrothers watched sourly. “Yep, Mom says I can go with you. Thanks, Mr. Jefferson. I’d love a lift to Pete’s house. Let me go get my stuff.” He pushed past his stepbrothers, who both wore sour looks. Taylor came back shortly with his jacket and backpack.

“See you later,” he said to his brothers as he followed Becca and her father to their car.

“Thanks Mr. Jefferson,” he said as they pulled away from the curb, his stepbrothers glaring at them from the doorway.

“Don’t mention it. To me, anyway. You might want to mention it to your mother.”

“There’s nothing to mention,” Taylor said, looking out the window.

Becca’s dad glanced at Taylor and shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Taylor said nothing more until they dropped him off at Pete’s house. “Thanks again. See you around, Becca.” He waited until the car was out of sight, then walked down the sidewalk back the way they had come. He didn’t tell them that he knew Pete was out with his family for the day. Taylor didn’t really have anywhere to go, but at least he wasn’t home alone with his stepbrothers. He wished his mother didn’t have to work so much. Things were better when she was around. While he was at it, he wished she’d never married his jerk of a stepfather and brought his two jerky sons into Taylor’s life. He couldn’t wait until summer. They’d both gotten football scholarships and would be leaving him in peace for the first time in years. Meanwhile, maybe he should start planning more lessons with Niflah to keep him out of the house more often. Yeah, that would be a good idea. Taylor settled his backpack and took off in the direction of Principal Saunders’ house to see if anyone there would have time for a lesson.

A short while later, he went through the front gate and down the sidewalk to the porch. He lifted his hand to knock on the door when it swung open. Grinning, Taylor stepped inside, knowing that one of the Wild Ones had opened the door for him.

“Kitchen,” Roah sent.

Taylor went down the hall and found Roah sitting in the kitchen window in the afternoon sunlight.

“How did you know I was at the door?” Taylor asked.

“Cats have much better hearing than humans. You walk loudly on wooden steps.”

“Oh.”

“Why are you here?”

Taylor shrugged. “I had a little extra time today so I thought I’d get another lesson in. Is Principal Saunders here?”

Roah gazed at him. “No.”

“Well, is Niflah here?”

“He is at the Compound today. No one is here. Just me and the dogs.” Roah dropped his head and licked his shoulder.

Taylor was a little afraid of Roah. He’d seen him discipline the Wild Ones who failed him. But maybe Roah would teach him. “Well then, can—can you give me a lesson?” Taylor asked. “Would that be all right?”

Roah stopped grooming his shoulder. “Perhaps. But you are hiding something. Why are you here?”

Taylor hesitated.

“Tell me the truth. I have no wish to teach a boy who does not trust me.”

“Because it sucks to be in my house!” Taylor shouted. “My stepbrothers are always picking on me and it’s worse when my mom’s not around. And she’s never around because my stepfather is a drunk who can’t hold onto a job for more than a few months so she has to work double shifts to make enough money to pay the bills while he goes out drinking when he’s not working! Anywhere is better than home!”

Roah watched Taylor unblinking

“You are weak,” Roah said.

“I am not! Matt and Nick are bigger and stronger than me, and they almost always come at me two at a time.”

“You have Magelights.”

“That I can’t use. What do you think Principal Saunders would do if my stepbrothers discovered my Magelights? He told me to keep them secret!”

“You do not think. You could use your Magelights to cause harm to your stepbrothers without their ever knowing it was you who did it.”

“What?” Taylor said. “What do you mean? How?”

“Would you like me to teach you how?”

“Yes!”

“Then I want something from you.”

“Anything! Name it!”

“I want to learn how to count.”

“What?”

“Teach me human numbers.”

“But—why?”

“That is none of your concern. Here is what I offer: You will teach me to count, and tell no one—no one—and I will teach you how to make your stepbrothers regret ever harming you.”

“It’s a deal!” Taylor said, reaching out his hand. Roah stared at him. “Uh, sorry. Humans shake hands when they make a deal.” He dropped his hand back to his side as Roah continued to stare.

“Numbers first, now, while no one else is around,” Roah said. “Then Magelight lessons. And I warn you, I’ve no patience for any student who doesn’t give me his full attention.”

“Got it,” Taylor said. He sat down at the table and took out a notebook and pen. “Come over here and I’ll teach you how to count to ten, to start.”

Roah jumped down from the windowsill and leaped onto the table. He sat next to Taylor. “I am ready.”

Half an hour later, Taylor put away his notebook and pen, marveling that he’d just taught a cat how to count. “You did good,” he told Roah.

“Yes. Now I will teach you some things. You cannot use the Magelights directly on your brothers. But you can use your Magelights to make things happen to them.”

Taylor’s expression brightened as he realized what Roah was saying.

“You catch on quickly. Good. But you must remember that you cannot allow your brothers to see the light that emanates from your Magelights. You will have to find a way to do things without them realizing it is you doing them.”

“You mean like knocking something off a shelf onto their heads,” Taylor said, grinning widely. “Roah, you’re a genius. I am going to have so much fun doing this.” He laughed out loud.

“You will be discreet. Remember that Saunders will take away the Magelights if you are not.”

“No chance of that,” Taylor said, shaking his head. “I know a good thing when I’ve got it. I’m hanging onto these Magelights for good. Besides, you need me to help counter Cohen.”

“That is true,” Roah said. “But it is also true that Saunders could replace you if need be.”

“Not gonna happen.” He glanced up at the kitchen clock. “I have a little time before my mom gets home.”

“Then we shall work on your using the Magelights without letting anyone know you are doing so.”

That was a lot harder than Taylor realized. After an hour of trying, he’d mastered the art of making something move, but not of doing it with only one Magelight.

“If you can separate the Magelights and use only one at a time, it will be easier to hide the telltale glow,” Roah said. “Work on that for next time.”

“I will,” Taylor promised. He gathered up his backpack and headed out the front door. His head was spinning with ideas about things dropping on his brothers. There were so many medals and trophies in their room from their years in sports. Yeah, this was going to be a lot of fun. Laughing, Taylor went through the front gate and turned down the street toward home.


✣ T W E N T Y ✣

Tilyon Troubles

Fall grew into winter, and snow covered the streets of Coreyton. Andy found that being friends with someone like Mr. Velez was useful on many levels. He didn’t mind driving Andy out to the Compound on the weekend, and he gave Andy a cover story of spending the day with Teresa, Mike, and Becca. It was true, too, as they went regularly with him to the Compound.

Becca spent her spare time reading war and strategy books, looking for ways to help Razor and the Shomrim. Mike learned to dial back his clowning in Razor’s presence, thanks to a lot of prodding by Teresa. He spent a lot of time with the kittens and younger Catmages and became quite a favorite of theirs. Andy trained hard with Zehira when he wasn’t practicing with Zohar and the Shomrim.

Goldeneyes was too busy for him these days. Her time was taken by private lessons with Methuselah and Hakham. She didn’t speak much about the lessons, but she was tired a lot, and Andy noticed that on the rare occasions when he saw her in the bayit she shared with Letsan, she was asleep or resting.

It took Zohar and Regel some time to learn to adjust to having three legs. By Midwinter they were so used to their new gaits that they got around almost as well as they had before. But it still bothered Andy to see them. It made him work harder when he was training with Zohar, and the Shomrim were heartened as Andy improved. Many of them started calling him the Son of Aaron to one another.

“We should give you a Catmage name, Andy,” Zohar said at the end of a particularly satisfying practice. His suggestion was met with shouts of agreement from the Shomrim around them.

“How about Yaacov?” he said. “It’s my Hebrew name, just like your Catmage names.”

“Yaacov! Yaacov! Yaacov!” the Shomrim chanted.

“Let’s go back to the meadow,” Andy said, quieting his friends, but grinning broadly. “I have to get home for dinner.”

“Yaacov, eh?” Razor asked gruffly as he strolled toward them as they made their way down the path. “Not bad. What does it mean?”

“I don’t know,” Andy said. “I was named for my grandfather. It’s a Jewish tradition to give your kids Hebrew names.”

“Humans,” Razor said. “If you were a Catmage, you’d know what it means.”

Not even Razor’s teasing could bring down Andy’s mood. “And if you were a human, you’d know how to do this,” he said, reaching down and scooping up a handful of snow, which he quickly shaped into a snowball and threw at Razor. Razor gave a harsh bark of laughter as he diverted the snowball’s path toward a nearby warrior, hitting him in the flank. But while he was looking away at the warrior he had hit, Andy got him with another snowball. Suddenly, there was dead silence as the other Shomrim stopped still in their tracks. Uh-oh, Andy thought. Then Razor let out a roar of laughter, which was quickly joined by the rest of the Catmages.

“Good shot, Yaacov. Good tactic, getting your target while his attention was diverted.” He shook the snow off his coat. “Just don’t ever do it again.” He fell into step with Andy as they returned to the meadow.

“I’d really just like to be called Andy.

“That was a good practice, Andy.”

“Thanks.” Wow.

“My brother wasn’t wrong about you.”

Double wow.

“I’m feeling better and better about our odds these days. You keep studying and working this hard, and Saunders is going to regret ever having messed with us.”

“I’m trying,” Andy said. They reached the meadow during a study break. Catmages of all ages were sitting in groups or bouncing around. Andy saw a large group near Mike and Teresa, their Magelights flashing on and off.

“What’s that clown doing?” Razor wondered.

“Knowing Mike, something silly and fun,” Andy said.

Mike saw them and shouted for Andy to join him.

“What’s up?” Andy asked.

“Well, we were playing ball, but they kept getting lost in the snow. So I’m teaching the Cat Kiddies something else,” Mike said. “Watch.”

He bent down to make a snowball and flung it in the air. The apprentices were taking turns batting it around with their Magelights.

“More games,” Razor said disdainfully.

Three more Catmages batted the ball. The last one knocked off a chunk of snow.

“You’re out!” the others shouted. The ball bounded around as the next few had their turn.

Razor glanced over at Andy. “Don’t even think it, boy.”

“I wasn’t.”

“I was.” Razor’s Magelight flared, the snowball’s course changed, and smacked into Andy’s chest before he could duck. Mike and the youngsters burst into laughter. “Now we’re even.”

Andy shook his head and brushed snow off his jacket. “C’mon, Mike, get the others. It’s time to go.”

✣       ✣       ✣

Principal Saunders sat behind his desk observing Taylor Grant, who was facing the wall and attempting to send him a message via his Magelights. It was a test of sorts. Saunders enjoyed throwing these little challenges at the boy. It kept him on his toes, and it also encouraged him to practice. So far, Mr. Grant was proving to be very adept. During this exercise, he was not allowed to speak. Having him face the wall removed the temptation to open his mouth. And it enabled Saunders to practice as well, though that was something he’d never admit to a child. Or to one of those cats.

“Mind-voice only, Mr. Grant,” he sent. “You will stay there until I’m happy with your results. Practice makes perfect. Roah tells me you’re quite good at this.”

Taylor couldn’t get over how much like his speaking voice Saunders’ mind-voice was. “I am good at this,” Taylor sent. “But can I take a break? I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Very well,” Saunders sent back. “But be quick. I bore easily, and if you want a ride home tonight, you’d better make sure I’m not bored.”

“Yes, sir!” Taylor. He hurried out the door and down the hall to the nearest boy’s bathroom. Moments after he left, Mario Velez appeared.

✣       ✣       ✣

Mario Velez walked down the empty hall. He had just finished cleaning the boys’ locker room. One of them had thought it would be funny to stuff a notebook down a toilet. If he found out who did it . . .

He wheeled the mop and bucket down the hall toward the custodian’s closet. There was a light on in the principal’s office at the other end of the hall. Mario had seen Saunders leave hours ago. Maybe he left the light on. I better check. He left the mop and bucket and walked softly until he could get a look inside the room. Saunders was sitting behind his desk, alone. Mario’s eyebrows shot up. The principal had come back. And he was wearing that necklace the kids wanted—the one with the cat on it. He bet Andy would want to know about this. He turned and went back down the hall as quietly as he could, taking his phone out of his pocket on the way. When he was out of earshot of the office, he stopped to send a text message.

✣       ✣       ✣

Goldeneyes and Letsan lazed on Andy’s bed. She was taking a break from her lessons, and they were both in town for a change. It was nice having them around again. Letsan said it was to keep an eye on things, but Andy was pretty sure it was because he liked the comfort of a heated house.

Andy’s phone buzzed on the night table. His mother was working late. It was probably from her, telling him she would be even later. He stretched, saved the paper he was working on and reached over to get the phone.

“You know, good friends would have passed the phone over to me,” he said.

“Yes, but good Catmages never needlessly expend magical energy,” Letsan said, yawning. “So you’ll just have to settle for taking two whole steps to get your phone. Poor boy. Zahavin, do you think we’ll have to heal him after expending all that power?”

“We just might,” she said. “Andy, shall we call Dr. Crane to check you over?”

“I’m a boy, not a Catmage,” he said. “Dr. Crane’s a vet.” He looked down at the phone. “It’s Mr. Velez,” he said. He read the text and gasped.

“What is it?” Goldeneyes asked.

“Saunders is alone at the high school, and he has the Tilyon! Mr. Velez says if we hurry, we might be able to get it back!”

Letsan and Goldeneyes leaped up, eyes blazing. “How many guards are at Saunders’ house?” Goldeneyes asked.

“At least four,” Letsan said.

“Call two of them to join us. Andy, your bike—can you sneak out?”

“Mom’s not going to be home until late. There’s no sneaking about it. Come on, let’s go,” he said, putting his phone in his pocket and grabbing a heavy sweatshirt on the way out the door. Letsan and Goldeneyes were at the garage door before he was on the ground floor. He stopped to send a text to Mr. Velez asking him to leave a door open for them. Andy saw the flash of an orange light from Letsan’s collar as he sent a message to the Shomrim on duty across town. He hurried to get his bike out and the two Catmages settled in the basket. Then Andy took off down the road, pedaling furiously, his sweatshirt trailing behind in his wake as they rode.

When he got to the school, they waited by the door until he regained his breath. Andy texted Mr. Velez that they were there and asked if Saunders was still in his office. He received a one-word response: Yes.

“Now what?” Andy asked. “Do we wait for the others? Do we go in now?”

“We wait,” Letsan said. “We do this right. Let me think about how we’re going to do this.”

✣       ✣       ✣

By the time Taylor came out of the boy’s room, Mr. Velez was already out of sight down the darkened hall. Taylor hurried back to the office.

Saunders stopped paging through a website on his laptop as the boy came through the door. “I’d like to see if you can send a Magelight message. Go to the stairwell at the end of the hall. Message me from there. You should have no difficulty, as it’s a short distance. You keep telling me how much better you are than Mr. Cohen. Prove it.”

“Yes, sir!” Taylor said. He hurried out into the darkened hallway in the opposite direction that the janitor had taken. At the end of the hall, he stepped through the open door and stood just inside on the landing. Niflah had told him the best thing to do was visualize what he wanted to send. So he thought of himself waving at Saunders. He took several slow, steady breaths. Then he closed his eyes and concentrated on sending the message. He felt his Magelights grow warm. He opened his eyes and saw a multicolored light shoot out of his necklace and down the hall. He stopped himself from whooping with joy, knowing it would make Saunders angry. He settled for grinning hugely and pumping the air with his fist. Taylor thought about going back to the office, but Saunders hadn’t told him to come back yet. So he stayed put, waiting.

✣       ✣       ✣

“Katana and Atzel are on their way,” Letsan said. “They’ll be here soon.”

“Mr. Velez should get out of there,” Andy said. “Saunders will fire him if he thinks he’s helping us. I’m going to text him.” He waited until he received a return message. “Okay, he’s leaving. His car’s on the other side of the building, he says.”

“Andy, you’re not going inside,” Goldeneyes told him.

“What? Why?”

“Because Mr. Velez isn’t the only one who can get in trouble if he’s caught. In fact, I want you across the street and hidden behind that parked car,” she said, indicating where she wanted Andy to go.

“But you need me!”

“No, we don’t,” Letsan said. “Zahavin is right. We’ll have four well-trained warriors against one partly-trained human with no aura. Get out of here, now. If we need you, we’ll call you.”

Furious, Andy got back on his bike and did as he was told. “I thought you said I was making great progress and ready to fight,” he sent as he crossed the street.

“I did,” Goldeneyes responded, “and you are. But now is not your time. If we manage to retrieve the Tilyon, we still have eleven Magelights to get back. And you still have to be in a school run by Saunders.”

“You sound like my mother,” Andy grumbled. He said nothing else while he waited for the other Catmages to arrive. A few minutes later, he saw the flash of a yellow Magelight as Goldeneyes pushed open the unlocked door. The Catmages went inside, and Andy waited restlessly.

✣       ✣       ✣

Taylor’s cell phone buzzed. Very good, said the message from Saunders. Another. Taylor grinned and wondered what else he could send as a message. Somehow, he doubted Saunders would want an image of Taylor pummeling Cohen. Or maybe not. He stuck his head out the doorway to see if there was anything he could create an image of to send. Taylor gasped as he saw four cats moving slowly toward the principal’s office. They weren’t any of the cats he was used to working with. “Hey!” he shouted. “What are you doing?” His shouts echoed down the empty hall. A jet of light burst out of a Magelight and Taylor ducked quickly back into the stairwell.

“No!” he heard one of the cats say. “He’s just a boy! Leave him! He can’t hurt us! It’s Saunders we want.”

Suddenly, the office door slammed shut. The cats were outside. “What’s going on?” Taylor sent. “What should I do?” There was no response.

He peered cautiously out the door. The four cats were standing outside, their Magelights glowing. He heard the lock on the door clicking. Principal Saunders must be holding the lock shut. Think, Grant, think! he told himself. Then he closed his eyes, breathed deeply, and clenched his fists in concentration. A multicolored message flew out of his Magelight necklace, down the hall, and out the crack in the outside door. Taylor was overcome with exhaustion and had to sit down heavily.

✣       ✣       ✣

Back at Saunders’ house, Roah and Alef sat on the back porch, waiting for Saunders to get home. Alef had returned from the West Woods Compound that afternoon. Roah was pleased with his report and had allowed Alef to sit in on his latest session with the dogs.

“They will be a formidable weapon when they are ready,” Alef said. “We must take care that they do not become a weapon to be used against us.”

“That will not happen. I will kill any dog that attacks Wild Ones.”

“Good.”

Their ears twitched as they listened to the night sounds. A many-colored message light appeared at a distance, zooming toward Roah.

“It’s an attack on Saunders at the school!” Roah said, leaping off the porch. “Hurry!”

Alef was right behind him. They ran full speed to the school.

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders had enough presence of mind to leap up at Taylor’s shout and hurry to the door. He saw the four Catmages, recognized Goldeneyes and Letsan, slammed the door in their faces and locked it. He laughed grimly. They hadn’t expected such a simple trick. His laughter died as he realized they were trying to open the lock with their Magelights. Saunders gripped the lock and held on tightly. We’ll see who’s stronger, me or the kitties, he thought. The lock held fast in his hand. Saunders loosened his hold on the lock to let them think they were getting the upper hand. Then he slammed it shut again, laughing.

“Go home, kitty cats, before you find yourself in much deeper than you want,” he said.

“You have no dogs and no Wild Ones to help you this time,” Goldeneyes said. “We will have the Tilyon back. It’s only a matter of time.”

Saunders frowned. They were right. There was only so long he could hold the lock in place before his hand tired. He had to think of something, but what?

✣       ✣       ✣

Taylor wiped the sweat from his forehead. His strength was coming back, but he felt like he’d just finished football practice on a hot summer day. He looked around the corner. The cats were still outside the door. Taylor didn’t know what to do. At least one of them was ready to hurt Taylor if he tried to get to Saunders. Better stay put. He moved away from the door and put his back against the wall.

“Where are you?” Roah’s voice said in his head.

“The stairwell outside Saunders’ office! He’s being attacked!”

“I know, fool, I got your message. Tell me what’s happening now! We are outside his office window.”

“Four Catmages are in the hall outside the office. Saunders is keeping the door locked. They haven’t been able to open it yet.”

“Show me.”

Taylor concentrated and sent a mental image to Roah.

“Stay there until we call you.”

Outside, Roah and Alef had found the open door. They charged down the hall, firing at the Catmages outside the principal’s office. Roah’s jet took the grey-and-white Catmage in the leg, causing her to yowl in pain. Letsan threw up a shield and deflected Alef’s light dagger. Growling, he turned to face the Wild One, firing three times in quick succession. Alef danced aside and dodged the first two. The third one clipped his tail. The smell of burnt fur filled the air.

“There are only two!” Goldeneyes said. “Take them, then we get the Tilyon.”

The four Catmages stopped trying to force the door open and faced the new threat. Colored light daggers flew up and down the hall, some finding their marks. Taylor quailed inside the hallway. His lessons hadn’t begun to cover anything like this.

“Now!” Roah shouted. The office door opened, and Saunders launched an office chair at the Catmages, who dodged quickly. The chair hit Atzel, who grunted and whirled, protecting his flank from the Wild Ones. Letsan called the others to him. The four of them ranged themselves against the two Wild One and Saunders, who stood back, grinning.

“I’ve been doing some practicing lately. Would you like to see what I can do?” Saunders asked. The Tilyon flared, and suddenly Katana cried out in pain, blood dripping from her ear. Saunders’ laughter echoed through the hall. “Lovely! Let’s see how Zahavin will look with a slash on that pretty face.” The Tilyon flashed again as Saunders clenched his fists. Letsan jumped in front of Goldeneyes, pushing her aside. Blood poured from his shoulder, and he growled.

“This isn’t going to work,” he said. “We can’t ignore Saunders. He’s mastered the Tilyon. Katana, Atzel, Zahavin—time to go.”

“No!” Goldeneyes said. “We can take it back!”

“No we can’t. On my mark, shields up, run past the Wild Ones, and get out of here. Katana, tell Andy to get going home and we’ll catch up with him. Zahavin, that’s an order. Do it! Now!”

The Wild Ones moved aside as they charged, and the Catmages turned, backing down the hallway until they were near the door. Roah and Alef kept firing until they left. Saunders’ laughter echoed down the halls as they fled.

“You can come out now,” Roah told Taylor. He hurried over to them.

“Is everything all right?” he asked Saunders. “Roah told me to stay put. I’m sorry I couldn’t help you fight.”

“The boy sent us a message when you were attacked,” Roah said. “If he had not, you would have lost the Tilyon this night.”

“I see,” Saunders said. “Mr. Grant, you did well. Very well.”

Taylor flushed at the praise, smiling. “Thanks, Principal Saunders.”

“What puzzles me, though, is how they knew I was here tonight.” His eyes blazed. “Did you say anything to anyone? Did you mention it to Mr. Cohen while you were in class, perhaps?”

“No! I didn’t even tell my mom. She thinks I’m studying with Becca!”

“Then how did they find out?”

“Let it go, Saunders,” Roah said. “We will figure it out later. I think we should leave this place. They might come back with greater force.”

Saunders glared at Roah and Alef. “You’re right,” he said. “Let’s go. Mr. Grant, gather your things and I’ll drive you home.”

As the shutting door echoed down the hall, Mario Velez stepped out of the shadows. His SUV was parked on the other side of the building. Principal Saunders wouldn’t know he was there. Not today, anyway. Frowning, Mario walked past the principal’s office. It was time to go home.

✣       ✣       ✣

“I thought he was alone,” Andy said. They had stopped to tend to their wounds, which weren’t serious. Letsan and Katana healed themselves.

“So did we. Mr. Velez must not have seen Taylor. He was at the end of the hall when we got there. And he seems to have learned how to send messages.”

“I saw a strange, many-colored light after he shouted at us,” Atzel said. “And you stopped me from hurting him! He is the enemy!”

“He’s just a boy!”

“What?” Andy said. “He can send messages? Already? I only just learned how to do it myself this year.”

“You don’t have five Magelights,” Letsan said. “This is news that must be shared with the Council. I’m going to the East Woods tonight. Katana, Atzel, are you fit for guard duty still?”

“Yes. We’ll head back to our posts.”

“I’ll make sure Andy gets home safely,” Goldeneyes said.

“I don’t need a babysitter!”

“No you don’t, but I am still going home with you. I’m staying there tonight.”

“Oh.”

“Be careful, Zahavin,” Letsan said.

“You too. I will see you in the morning.”

Andy waited until she was in the basket, then took off for home. He was still furious. They’d come so close to getting back the Tilyon. Once again, Taylor had made Andy’s life difficult. He gritted his teeth as he pedaled down the street. Someday, he’s going to pay for everything.


✣ T W E N T Y - O N E ✣

Spring Break

The first day of spring break dawned gloriously. Andy, Becca, and Mike decided to take full advantage of it. Mike and Becca rode their bikes to Andy’s house and found him waiting for them on the front porch.

“What’s on the agenda for today?” Mike called to Andy as they wheeled up his driveway.

“Becca says she has some ideas she wants me to work on.”

“Would they have anything to do with all the different balls in my backpack that Becca made me bring?”

“No, I just wanted to see if you’d bring them for me,” she said.

“What?”

“I’m kidding. Yes, I need them. You brought all kinds, right?”

“Ping-Pong balls, bouncy balls, sponge balls, baseballs, everything I could find. So what am I going to do while you guys are playing catch?”

“Razor will find something for you to do.”

“Great,” Mike grumbled. “I get to work with Grumpy Guy.”

“Welcome to my world,” Andy said.

“Although—” Mike said. “You know, I may have something else Razor will be interested in. Hey, Andy, do you have some heavy string or rope and maybe some canvas or leather?”

“Rope, yeah. Canvas, I don’t know.”

They searched the garage and found an old canvas beach bag and fetched a bundle of heavy cord. Mike cut off a few squares, measured out the rope Andy gave him, cut holes in two squares and threaded the cord through them. Then he bundled it all into his backpack.

“All done,” he said. “I think Razor is going to be very pleased when he sees this.” Andy got his bike, and the three of them were soon on the road out of town, Andy in the lead.

They arrived outside the Compound and hid their bikes in the hedge. The guards recognized them and let them pass unchallenged. Andy tried to avoid the muddiest parts of the path as they headed to the main meadow.

“I love spring, but I’m not all that fond of mud,” Mike said. “Not since I was six, anyway. Remember, Andy?”

“You mean the mud pies? Yeah. Our moms got so mad at us that day.”

Becca’s eyebrows rose. “I don’t think I know this story.”

“Oh, Mom and I were over at Mike’s after it had been really rainy. They let us go out in the yard to play, and we decided to make mud pies. And then Mike decided making mud pies was too boring.”

“Uh-oh.”

Andy grinned. “Yep. He started throwing them at me. So I threw them back. Mom says the only parts of us not covered in mud were our eyes.”

“My mom hosed us down in the yard outside before she let us back in the house.”

Becca started laughing. “I can just picture it. No chance your moms took an actual picture, is there?”

Andy shrugged. “I don’t know. You can ask.”

“I’ll ask at the Passover Seder,” she said mischievously. “Maybe your mom will start passing around your baby pictures.”

Andy groaned. “You do that, and I’ll make sure your mom brings your baby pictures.”

Rebecca put her hands up. “Okay, okay, I won’t ask.”

They reached the Compound and split up. Mike went to find Razor. Andy grinned as he saw Leilei sprinting over to them.

“Zahavin said I can help Becca train you today!” she said happily.

“You’re both training me? Is that what are the baseballs for, Becca?” Andy asked.

“Yep. If Catmages can shield themselves and fire at the same time, you can, too.”

“I’ve been trying during my classes with Zehira. I can’t do it.”

Becca brushed that off. “Yes you can.” She dumped the bag of balls on the ground and picked a Ping-Pong ball out of the pile. “Don’t catch this. Try to bounce it away with a Magelight shield.” She threw it at Andy’s chest. As he produced a shield to deflect it, Leilei’s Magelight flashed and another ball flew at Andy.

“Fire at it, Andy!” Leilei said.

Andy’s shield disappeared and the second ball bounced off him.

“I can’t do it,” he said. “It’s like trying to rub your stomach and pat your head at the same time!”

“You mean like this?” Becca said, grinning as she did exactly that.

“Not helping.”

Andy stood still while Becca and Leilei tossed two more Ping-Pong balls at him. The second one bounced off his chest. They tried again and again, but Andy couldn’t seem to get the hang of deflecting one ball with the Magelight while firing a light dagger at the other.

“Andy, you can do this,” Leilei said. “Auntie Zahavin says that the secret to casting spells with a Magelight is limited only by your imagination.”

“And Andy has a great imagination. So imagine you’re holding, say, a shield and a sword.”

Andy bent his left arm and closed his hand around the strap of an imaginary shield. His right hand gripped an imaginary sword. The Magelight stayed dull. He frowned and concentrated.

“Nothing,” he said.

“Well, wait until I throw something,” she said. She conferred quickly with Leilei. Becca tossed a sponge ball at him. At the same time, Leilei launched a second ball. Andy deflected the first one. The second one hit him in the stomach.

“Ow!”

Becca sighed. “Drastic times call for drastic measures,” she said. She nodded to Leilei.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“This.” She leaned down, picked up a baseball, and threw it with all of her might at Andy’s face. Leilei used her Magelight to send a second baseball at his chest. He flung out his left arm, which was still holding the imaginary shield, and chopped downward at the ball with his right. His Magelight flared. The first ball bounded away. The second ball was knocked to the ground as a long, sword-shaped green light flared out of Andy’s right hand. Becca beamed at him while Leilei leaped around them in a fair imitation of Patches.

“You see? You can do it!” Becca said.

“But that was really hard. I don’t know if I could do that in the middle of a battle.”

“Concentrate, Andy. I know you can do this,” Leilei told him. “You’re wearing Nafshi’s Magelight!”

A memory came suddenly to Andy. He was in Saunders’ cellar with Nafshi, asking her how Catmages made their magic.

It’s all about concentration and focus. Imagery is the easy part.

Andy took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and concentrated. Then he opened them and said, “I’m ready. Let’s do it again. Leilei, fire a light dagger. We need to test me for real.”

“I don’t know, Andy—”

“I can do this. Both of you, do it!”

Becca threw a baseball at him full speed while Leilei fired a dagger. Andy jerked up his arm with its imaginary shield. His Magelight flashed and the dagger bounced off the shield and fell harmlessly to the ground. At the same time, his light sword flashed and cut downward. The baseball fell to the ground in two halves. Becca and Leilei stood still for a moment, looking at the smoking halves of the baseball on the ground. Then Leilei cheered, laughing as she ran to examine the ruined ball.

“You did it!” Becca said, running to him. Andy jumped up in the air and ran to meet her. He grabbed her by the waist and spun her around, whooping. He set her down and they stood, grinning at each other, his hands around her waist. Andy was struck by how pretty her eyes were. His breath caught and they leaned toward each other.

“Andy! Becca! Wait ’til you hear. This is so cool!” Mike called as he ran across the field. They moved hastily apart and saw Mike heading their way, followed by Razor, Matti, and Letsan.

“Wait until you hear what we did!” Leilei said.

“Aren’t you late for your lesson with Zehira?” Razor asked her.

“Oops. I’d better run. Bye, Andy! Bye, Becca!” She ran quickly across the meadow.

“What’s so cool?” Andy asked, wishing Mike had given him one more minute with Becca.

Mike was swinging the rope-and-canvas contraption he’d made at Andy’s house. “I showed them what I could do with a sling,” he said. “Razor liked it.”

“Yes, until it fell apart after a few tries,” Razor said.

“That’s because I have to sew the canvas on. I didn’t have the time to make one the right way. I wanted to show you the concept. I told you I could be useful against the Wild Ones.”

Razor grunted. “Maybe. I’m not convinced it’s your place to fight with us, boy. The Wild Ones play for keeps.”

“That’s why you need us,” Mike said. “Andy’s going.”

“Andy has a Magelight.”

“Well, I have a sling. And rocks. And a great throwing arm.”

“I don’t think we belong in the middle of the fight,” Becca said, “but I’m glad you’re here, Razor. I want to discuss some more battle strategy and tactics I’ve been reading about.”

Razor stopped in front of Becca, who leaned down to scratch his torn ears. Razor turned his head from side to side, purring softly. Mike and Andy glanced at each other in shock.

“If you’re smart, you won’t say anything,” Letsan sent privately to the two boys.

“What’s the topic for today?” Razor asked.

“Encirclement. You told me you want to take the fight to Saunders. If you really mean it, there are ways to do it. And I think we could talk Mr. Velez into helping us with reinforcements.”

Razor grunted. “My bayit. Letsan, get Zohar and meet us there. Matti, with me.” They went back the way they came, leaving Mike and Andy standing by themselves in the field.

“Was it something I said?” Mike asked.

Andy laughed. “It’s always something you said. Go on after them, keep your mouth shut and listen. Razor’s not going to let you do anything until you show him you can be quiet and serious.”

“Roger that,” Mike said, saluting sharply.

“Yeah, that’s not something you’re going to want to do in front of Razor.”

Mike waved and headed after the others. Andy shook his head and went to wait by the Teaching Rings until Goldeneyes arrived, apologetic at being so late.

“Methuselah was helping me through a very tricky spell,” she said. “I needed to rest and regain my strength.”

“I don’t mind. The more you know, the better we’ll be when we go after the Tilyon.”

Goldeneyes purred. “I’ve got some good things to impart to you, as well. Let’s go find a more private place and get to work.”

Andy followed Goldeneyes as she led him into a small clearing in the woods. “And wait until you see what Becca and I were just practicing,” he said happily. Things were definitely looking up for the good guys.

“I need to talk to you, Andrew,” she said.

Uh-oh. She’s going all formal on me.

“Yes, I am, because this is serious. Do you remember Hakham explaining Avdei Ha-Or to you?”

“Yeah, that was the thing Nafshi did that embedded her Magelight under her skin. I remember.”

“Well, I’m going to undergo the ritual.”

“What? When?”

“Soon. Methuselah and Hakham think I’m ready.”

“But—but you could die,” Andy said. “If you don’t do it right, it will kill you!”

“You just said that you were happy I was learning more with Methuselah.”

“That was before I knew you’re putting your life in danger!”

“Yes, Avdei Ha-Or is a risk. But I have no intention of dying.”

“No one does, but they still die,” Andy pointed out.

“That’s enough,” Goldeneyes said. “Andrew, you have no say in this matter. I’m telling you because you deserve to know. I am done speaking of it.”

“Then you shouldn’t have told me at all. How am I going to concentrate now when all I can do is worry about you?”

“This will be a good time for you to learn how to clear your mind of major distractions then, won’t it? Close your eyes and do your breathing exercises.”

Andy sighed. She was going to do this? Fine. Then Andy was going to work hard, too. It was time Saunders was stopped once and for all.

✣       ✣       ✣

The rest of spring break rushed by. Friday night, the first night of Passover, arrived. As always, Becca and her mother showed up early to help with the cooking and getting the Seder table ready. Andy bore his chores with good humor as the house filled with delicious smells, especially since their mothers were liberal about taste-testing the food.

Andy and Becca put the china on the table as their mothers finished cooking. Becca glanced toward the kitchen and lowered her voice. “So, how many ‘cats’ is your mom allowing this year?”

Andy glanced upstairs. Goldeneyes had made it through the Avdei Ha-Or ritual a few days ago, but it had taken a lot out of her. Letsan came to town to get Andy and his bike so she could recuperate with him. She let him feel the lump of her Magelight in her neck beneath the collar. It made him think of Nafshi. Goldeneyes was getting stronger every day, but she was not quite back to normal.

“I’m fine,” she sent from his room. “And your thoughts are bleeding out everywhere. Close your mind!”

Andy rolled his eyes. He caught Becca’s look and grinned. “Not you, Goldeneyes. She and Letsan are the only ones here this year. Leilei’s too busy studying. And no way on earth would I ever let Patches come to something like this.”

Becca grinned. “Yeah, he’d probably bounce all over the table and spill the wine and grape juice.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Andy said, returning her smile. “It’s not Passover if someone doesn’t spill something.”

“Where are they?”

“In my room. They’re steering clear until the Seder starts.”

“Anybody home?” Mike called, pushing through the front door and rushing to the kitchen. His parents and brother entered with more decorum.

“Dining room!” Andy said. Mike, his brother Kenny, and his father joined Andy and Becca. Not long after, the door opened again for Becca’s father, who stopped briefly in the kitchen to drop off another dessert. He and Mike’s father were soon deep in conversation about the Red Sox.

The table was ready, the soup was warming on the stove, and the sky was darkening. Andy answered the doorbell and welcomed Teresa and her grandfather. “I got this for you,” Mr. Velez said, handing Andy a Passover cake. “Found it in the supermarket. I hope it’s okay.”

“Thanks, Mr. Velez, that’s really nice of you,” Andy said, leading them to the dining room. He showed them to their seats and put the cake on the sideboard. “Any time now,” he sent to Goldeneyes. He heard a thump on the floor upstairs.

“If that’s Letsan, someone’s getting fat,” Mike said.

Andy laughed as Letsan let off a string of human swears to all of them.

“Temper, temper!” Mike said.

“What?” Kenny asked.

“Nothing.”

“Then why did you say anything?”

“Shut up, Kenny.”

“Michael!” his mother said as she entered the room.

“Sorry,” Mike muttered.

Letsan and Goldeneyes came into the dining room just ahead of Andy and Becca’s mothers. They took their seats on the extra chairs against the wall. Andy’s mother smiled at them and said, “Well, now that everyone’s here, let’s begin.”

“You’ll explain things to me, hey, Andy?” Mr. Velez said.

“I can do that, sir,” Letsan sent to him and Andy.

Mr. Velez laughed out loud. “Sorry, I’m just happy,” he said when everyone turned to stare.

He looked on with interest at all of the rituals, wondering at the Seder plate with its symbolic foods, enjoying the dipping of the vegetables in salt water, the breaking of the matzo, and drinking the cups of wine. He nodded knowingly when they read about the ten plagues and the Hebrews leaving Egypt. His and Teresa’s eyes met and they glanced toward the cats sitting near the opposite wall. Letsan blinked at them and their smiles widened.

The Seder dinner was thoroughly enjoyed by all. Letsan and Goldeneyes stuffed themselves on turkey. Goldeneyes refused Mike’s offer of a bit of horseradish. “You are playing with fire,” Andy said softly.

“No, she would be,” Mike said. Teresa kicked his foot under the table.

“Hey!”

“You deserve it, trying to play a mean trick like that.”

“Oh, like Goldeneyes would really fall for it.”

“He’s right, I wouldn’t,” she said. Mr. Velez chuckled.

At the other parents’ looks, he said, “I’m still happy,” he said, shrugging. “Growing up Catholic and in Mexico, I never got a chance to be at a Seder.”

“Well, we’re very glad you’re here tonight,” Andy’s mother said, raising her wine glass.

“Hear, hear,” said the others. Glasses were raised and clinked, the table was cleared, and desserts brought. When nobody could hold another bite, they took out the Haggadahs once more, opened the door for Elijah, finished the last two glasses of wine, and said all together, “Next year in Jerusalem!”

Letsan and Goldeneyes decided to get out from underfoot and went upstairs to Andy’s room. Andy, his mother, and Mike walked Teresa and her grandfather to the door. “This was one of the best nights I ever had,” Mr. Velez said. “Thank you for having us, Mrs. Cohen.”

“Call me Rachel, please.”

“Then you call me Mario.”

“We were happy to have you, Mario. Happy Easter to you and Teresa.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Cohen,” Teresa said. “Good night!”

Andy and Mike stayed on the porch, waving as Mr. Velez drove off. The door opened and Becca joined them. “Tonight was really nice,” she said.

“Yeah,” Andy agreed. “If only getting ready for Passover was the biggest problem in my life these days.”

“All things must end,” Goldeneyes said from the window above. “Someday, this will be the biggest problem in your life again.”

“I hope so,” he said. “C’mon, guys, let’s get back inside. I have to work at the vet’s tomorrow.” They followed Andy back into the house, where they helped their parents finish cleaning up.

At last, Andy and his mother walked the others to the door and said goodnight. He made his way upstairs as the dishwasher hummed in the kitchen and his mother turned off the downstairs lights. Andy changed into his pajamas, brushed his teeth, and got into bed. Goldeneyes and Letsan joined him as he turned out the light.

“You’re really better?” he sent to Goldeneyes.

“I really am,” she said, yawning. “Now go to sleep.”


✣ T W E N T Y - T W O ✣

Battle Plans

Spring break was over and school was back in session. The day of the planned attack on the Wild Ones drew nearer. Andy was out at the Compound every chance he got. Becca and Mike joined him when they could, but Mike’s schedule was hectic due to his theater group obligations, and Becca was still tutoring Taylor. She and Andy had come to a tacit understanding of never mentioning Taylor. It still rankled Andy that she was helping his long-time antagonist, but when it became clear that Becca was not going to stop, he gave up arguing. Taylor was showing uncommon tact as well by leaving Andy and Mike alone. He wondered if that was part of the deal she made. It didn’t really make a difference. Andy couldn’t stand Taylor, and he never would.

One sunny Saturday afternoon, Andy went straight to the Compound after a quick lunch. Goldeneyes had gone back to the Compound a few days after the Seder, declaring that she was fully recovered and felt better than ever. Letsan was at the Compound as well, working hard with Razor and Matti. Razor and Letsan wanted him to work with the Shomrim in the weeks leading up to the attack. They were determined to beat the Wild Ones this time.

Andy hid his bike in the bushes and waved at the guards as he passed. He hurried to the practice grounds, where he found Zohar and his squad and joined them.

Razor watched from the trees as Andy practiced with Zohar. Attack, deflect. Attack, deflect. They were almost lulled into a rhythm, but Zohar decided to test Andy and secretly signaled Regel to double up against the boy. Andy grinned at the new tactic and widened his shield as they both attacked, then shot two light daggers, one at each Catmage. Regel had to leap aside quickly to avoid getting hit.

“Nicely done,” Razor said. Andy looked around quickly and saw the scarred Maine Coon strolling out of the tree line. “Don’t take your eyes off your enemy, boy!” he barked as Regel used Andy’s distraction to fire another jet. Andy flung up his arm, and a Magelight shield deflected the bolt.

“Enough!” Zohar said. “This is practice, not target practice.”

“Yes, but a good burn will teach Andy a lesson like nothing else,” Razor said.

“A good burn will raise more questions than anything else,” Zohar said, “especially from the humans. Andy is not going to be on the front line. He’s going to stay back and support us as needed. He’s more than ready for his role.”

“I agree,” Razor said, startling Andy. “And I need the boy, so you and Regel finish practicing without him. Come,” he said to Andy without waiting to see if he followed.

Puzzled, Andy moved quickly after Razor. “Uh—am I in trouble?” he asked.

Razor laughed. “No. I wanted to talk to you privately.” Razor stopped in the middle of the path. “Sit,” he said. Andy sat down on the dirt.

“Becca and Mike want to take part in the fighting.”

“I know,” Andy said. “I’m torn about whether or not they should.”

“I’m not. They’re not Catmages. They’d be defenseless against Magelight attacks.”

“So you’re saying no?”

“No. Methuselah has a better idea. He says the humans should stay here and defend the Compound in case the Wild Ones discover that most of our warriors are gone and try an attack.”

“Um—won’t they still be defenseless against Magelights here, too?”

“Yes, but their job will be to protect the young ones, and they’ll have guards with them with specific orders to protect Becca and Mike as well as the kittens. I can’t spare any of my Shomrim for that when we go after Saunders.”

“That’s a great idea!” Andy said. “Razor, that’s perfect! I’ll bet I can get Teresa and Mr. Velez to come along, too. They helped on Halloween, don’t forget.”

Razor grunted. “Velez is okay. He can come. But what can the girl do?”

“Anything Becca can do, pretty much.”

“That’s a lot. All right. Ask them.”

“I will! Thanks, Razor.” Andy rose and dusted off his jeans. “Anything else?”

Razor gazed up at Andy before he answered. “Yes. Make sure you don’t let anything distract you when you’re in the real fight. Don’t get hurt, or Letsan will have my tail. And I wouldn’t like it, either.” He turned and trotted off back to the Compound, leaving Andy standing stunned and open-mouthed. Then Andy started laughing. Razor liked him after all. Wow.

The next day Andy and Becca met Mike and Teresa at the Velez house to tell them about Methuselah’s idea.

“I want to be in the main battle,” Mike protested. “I’m ready!”

“You should be happy they’re letting you do anything,” Andy said. “And really, Methuselah is right. You and the others will be a huge help if the Wild Ones decide to attack the Compound. Most of the warriors are going after the Tilyon, and they’ll be practically defenseless here.”

“Great idea,” Mr. Velez agreed.

“Yeah, okay,” said Mike, but I wanted—”

“There are a couple of litters of kittens, you know. You’ll be helping protect them.”

Mike brightened. “Good point. From now on, my title is Mike Murdoch, Defender of the Wee Ones!” he said, saluting. “We shall not fail to guard the fluff!”

“Come on, Wee Defender, I’m hungry,” Teresa said, grabbing his arm and pulling him toward the kitchen. She and Mike were staying behind while her grandfather drove Becca and Andy to the Compound.

“See you later,” Andy said as he got into the front passenger seat, relieved that Mike had lightened up. He turned to look at Becca, who put her backpack carefully on the floor.

“He’ll be fine,” she said. “And if anything goes wrong, Mr. Velez can drive us to Saunders’ house to help.”

“So, are you all ready for the big day?” he asked.

“What big day?” Mr. Velez wanted to know.

“Becca’s been working with Razor and some of the others on a battle plan for months. Today’s the day she presents it to all the Catmage leaders. Most of them know pieces of it, but only the East Woods Council knows it all.”

“I made some charts to show them,” she said, grinning. “I have my laptop with me. It’ll be the first time in the history of the world that cats are going to learn by PowerPoint.”

“Don’t let Goldeneyes hear you call them cats,” Andy said.

“She don’t get mad at me when I say it,” Mr. Velez said.

“You know, you’re right. I wonder why?”

“Because she likes him better than she likes you,” Becca said with a grin.

A few minutes later, Mr. Velez pulled his SUV onto the shoulder near the East Woods Compound. Teriya and Temura showed themselves briefly as they entered the wood, then returned to their guard positions as Andy and the others went down the path. They bypassed the meadow and went straight to Hakham’s bayit, where they found Goldeneyes and Letsan waiting outside.

“Change of plans. Too many people and Catmages to fit here,” Letsan said. “We’re meeting in the woods.” He led them to a fallen tree where the others were already assembled.

“This is perfect,” Becca said. She put the backpack on the ground and removed her laptop, setting it on the trunk of the tree. “Ready when you are, Razor,” she said to the scarred commander.

“Right. Most of you have attended enough meetings to know about the tactics we want to deploy. Becca says encirclement is a good tactic for this battle. She’s going to take over now. You will give her the same attention you would give me or Matti.”

He stepped back and waited. Becca took a seat on the log. Andy and Mr. Velez sat on the ground behind the Catmages.

“The Wild Ones held their force in reserve on Halloween,” Becca began, “and came at our fighters from the backyard. We’re going to take advantage of that this time by deliberately leaving the back of the house open. We’ll send our fighters in the front and sides, attacking from the neighbors’ yards when the time is right. Our spies report that they keep almost no Wild Ones in the house. Most of them are out here in the woods across the road from us.” There were growls at that reminder. “When the Wild Ones detect a large group of Shomrim approaching the house, they’ll panic and send for help. We’re keeping our full force in reserve until we’re ready to swoop in and surprise them. Razor will be sending the warriors into town a squad or two at a time over a period of several days, secretly, late at night. The Wild Ones at the Compound will think the Shomrim are here. When the ones at the house send for help, they’ll empty out the West Woods. We’re hoping we can get in and out of the house before they get to town, but if we can’t, their fighters are going to be tired from having to hustle into town, while ours will be fresh and lying in wait for them.”

She pulled up a diagram on the laptop. “This is a plan, uh, a sort of picture of the house. These shapes you see are the shapes of the rooms. Here, here, and here are where you’ll be,” she said, pointing to the screen. “There’s only one way the Wild Ones can get in without having to fight. They’ll think we made a mistake or that we didn’t have a large enough force to cover the rear, and they’ll pour into the backyard. Then we bring in our reserve force behind them and they’ll fall right into our trap. They’ll be surrounded on all sides. This time, the surprise will be to their disadvantage.”

Andy saw the Catmages watching Becca with rapt attention, and felt prouder of her than ever.

“I can take some of you to town in my car today. You can stay with me for a few days,” Mr. Velez said.

“That would be very helpful,” she said. “I was going to suggest that the squads hide around my house, Andy’s house, and Mike’s house if they can. Your house would be better still, because you and Teresa already know about Catmages.”

“As many as you want. I got lots of room. Teresa will love it,” he said with a smile.

“Thank you, Mr. Velez,” Letsan said. His thanks were echoed by the Council and the captains.

“This is what you get when you work with humans,” Letsan told Goldeneyes and Andy privately. “I told you they’d come in handy.”

“Pay attention,” Goldeneyes said. Andy dared not look at Letsan for fear he’d burst out laughing. But something was bothering him. He caught Becca’s eye.

“Do you have a question about the preparations, Andy?”

“Well, not for you, for Razor. What do we do if the Wild Ones cast an aura spell on the Compound? Won’t they find out that a lot of Catmages are missing?”

“That won’t be an issue, Andy,” Hakham said. “The spell is not difficult to cast if you’re near a Catmage. But the longer the distance, the more difficult it becomes and the more energy it demands. It took me many days to find Nafshi’s aura two cycles ago, and the only reason I found yours was because you and she were in proximity. No Catmage would cast the spell without good reason. The Wild Ones, like us, rely on their senses to keep watch. Our patrols will make sure no Wild Ones come near enough to discover our ruse.”

“Good,” Andy said.

“Is this clear enough that you can explain it to your squads?” she asked. The assembled captains and squad leaders answered affirmatively.

“It’s a good plan,” Matti said.

“It’s a great plan,” Razor growled. “Becca’s the smartest human I ever met.”

“Stop it, Razor, you’re going to make me blush,” she said, but she was smiling. “Are there any questions?”

“Are you fighting with us?” Katana asked.

Becca hesitated, and Hakham answered for her. “No. I will not allow it. Only Andy will come with us to the Evil One’s house. Becca and Mike will be here helping to protect the Compound if it comes to that. Even Andy will act in a support role rather than taking part in the battle.”

Andy felt bad for Becca, but Hakham was right. Saunders and the Wild Ones had already proven they had no consideration for youth or weakness. Look what they did to Patches and Kel. And him! And then there were the dogs. They could do serious damage. No, Hakham and Razor were right. Becca should stay far, far away from that house.

“Are there any questions?” Razor said, looking around and waiting for an answer. “No? Good. Captains and squad leaders, you will teach this plan to your warriors. The captains have the assignments for each squad. Zohar, you and Atzel will roust your squads and go into town with Velez today.” Razor paused and leaped onto the log, turning to face the waiting Catmages. “This time,” he said, his tail switching and his ears flat on his head, “the Wild Ones will be the losers. This time, they’ll be the ones that need a human vet!” The captains cheered. “All right, Shomrim, get out of here. Make me proud. Dismissed!”

The Shomrim scattered swiftly. The Elders left more slowly. Hakham stayed behind with Methuselah, Goldeneyes, and Letsan. Becca shut down her computer and packed it away.

“Do you really think this will work?” Andy asked.

“Yes, Andy,” Methuselah said. “We have more warriors, our strategies are sound, and even a young, fit Catmage will be exhausted after running the distance between here and town. That last part was brilliant,” he said, glancing at Becca. “It might make the difference between victory and defeat.”

“Good, because I’m really sick of watching my friends get hurt or die.”

“So are we, Andy. So are we.” The Catmages headed toward the Compound, followed by Andy and Becca. On the walk over, Andy found himself next to Silsula.

“Is Leilei going to fight?” he asked.

“No, dear,” she said. Chirrup. “She and Patches won’t be going.”

“Why not?”

“Leilei is not a warrior and she hasn’t asked to train with the Shomrim,” Goldeneyes said. “Patches is—well—Patches.”

Andy grinned. “He sure is. But won’t they want to fight?”

“They haven’t shown any desire to do so yet.”

“So they’ll stay here with Becca and Mike and protect the Compound. Good.”

They split up when they reached the meadow. Mr. Velez hadn’t had a chance to look around when he’d brought the bodies out to the Compound the day after the Halloween battle, and during the winter he had just dropped Andy off and picked him up. He was delighted to be shown about by Andy and Becca. The grin never left his face as he explored the Teaching Rings and the bayits. He even poked his head inside the ma’on, which was mostly empty in the middle of the day.

“You say the cats, they built this?” he asked.

“Yeah, I was here the day they did. It was really cool.”

Mr. Velez shook his head. “They’re pretty smart.”

Letsan and Goldeneyes caught up to him and Andy as they were about to leave. Mr. Velez told them what he thought about the ma’on.

“Well, we did get the idea from watching humans,” Letsan said. “Don’t tell Zahavin,” he added in a stage whisper they all could catch. “She might get the idea that humans are okay after all.”

Goldeneyes pretended not to hear him. “Andy, have you got a ball on you?” she asked.

“Always,” he said, putting his hand in his pocket and holding out a small sponge ball.

“Thanks,” she said. Her Magelight flared and the ball soared straight at Letsan, who jumped but not in time. It hit him in the flank.

“That’s the way it is, is it?” he said, grabbing the ball and flinging it back at her. She deflected it with a light shield, and it bounced onto the grass near a litter of kittens, who bounded after it. Andy, Becca, and Mr. Velez burst into laughter. Letsan fluffed out his fur and leaped at Goldeneyes, who went up on her hind legs to meet him and batted at him until he fell back down, laughing.

“Someone’s in a good mood,” Leilei said as she and Patches trotted toward them.

“Letsan wants to play? Patches will play with Letsan,” he said, leaping toward them in his trademark four-legged hop.

“Not now, Patches,” Letsan said. “Razor is expecting me.”

“Razor is mean to Patches.”

“Razor is mean to everyone,” Letsan said. “Look at it this way. Be very, very worried if he’s ever nice to you.”

Patches tilted his head, trying to decide if he should be worried about that. Letsan trotted off, still chuckling.

“That wasn’t funny,” Patches said. “Now Letsan is mean to Patches.”

“Patches is too sensitive,” Goldeneyes said in a tone that sounded a lot like his.

Andy did a double-take. “You really are in a good mood,” he said.

“Because for the first time in a very long time Andy, I’m feeling hopeful.”

By the time they were ready to leave, Zohar and Atzel’s squads were waiting. “It’s a good thing you have an SUV,” Andy said. “That’s a lot of Catmages.”

“Zohar can sit on my lap,” Becca said with a smile.

“Let’s go,” Mr. Velez said. He shook his head. “A house full of magical kitties. Teresa is going to be the happiest girl in the whole school.”

“And she can’t talk about it with anybody but us,” Becca said.

“She knows. I know.”

When they reached the SUV, Andy waited until all of the Catmages were settled in before he took his seat in front. “No standing up to look out the windows,” Andy said. “We look really weird already, and I can’t think of a cover story to tell a cop if we get pulled over.”

“Everybody ready? Okay, here we go,” Mr. Velez said as he pulled onto the road. “Don’t worry, Andy, I’ll go slow and careful.”

“Next time we do this, let’s make sure it’s dark out.”

“Here’s hoping there won’t have to be a next time,” Zohar said.

✣       ✣       ✣

The humans held a war council of their own that evening over dinner at Mr. Velez’ house. Andy wanted to be sure that everyone was prepared. So between bites of pizza, they discussed who would be where the night of the attack, and what they’d be doing. Becca, Mike, and Andy would tell their parents they were having dinner at the Velezes, which would be true. The attack would happen sometime after dark, and Andy figured they’d be back home before curfew.

Zohar, who was staying at the Velez house, was with them in the dining room to answer questions. He declined an offer of pizza. “That stuff smells like three-day-old dead squirrel,” he said.

“That’s the garlic, Zohar. Really, you’d like it. Or maybe just the cheese,” Mike told him.

“No thanks. Not unless you want to try raw sparrow.”

“Pass. I have to have my sparrow cooked or it’s no deal.”

“No cooking sparrows in my kitchen,” Mr. Velez said.

“Hey, I have something to show you all,” Mike said, reaching into the backpack behind his chair. He held up a hunting slingshot. “Look what I got. It’s way better than my homemade slings.”

Andy whistled. “That thing looks nasty. Where’d you get it?”

“Bought it online. Well, Robert Gunter bought it for me. His dad is a little looser about stuff like this than mine. I couldn’t think of an explanation for buying it that would get me anything other than a big fat no.”

“Is that even legal in this state?” Becca asked.

“Yep. Got the ammo for it, too. Any Wild Ones come after the kittens, they’re gonna feel the wrath of The Wee Defender! You guys can have my slings.”

“Here’s hoping we won’t need any of this stuff!” Becca said.

“Hear, hear!” Andy said, raising his can of soda.

“Speaking of here, can I leave this with you, Mr. Velez? I don’t want to take the chance of my brother Kenny finding it. Or my parents.”

“Yeah. I’ll keep it safe for you.”

“Thanks.”

Mr. Velez drove them home, leaving Andy for last.

“You think the plan is gonna work this time?” he asked.

“I hope so. I don’t see how it can fail.”

“Well, I hope so too. That Saunders, he’s a bad man.”

“I know.” Andy was thoughtful during the last minutes of the drive. When Mr. Velez pulled up to his house, Andy put out his hand. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for the Catmages, Mr. Velez,” he said. “You’re a really good guy.”

Mr. Velez grinned as he shook Andy’s hand. “Thanks, Andy.” He nodded toward the door. “Get out of here. See you in a few days.”

✣       ✣       ✣

The next week seemed to take forever. Andy found himself watching the second hand tick by during class and got called out by more than one teacher for inattentiveness. He didn’t dare talk about the plans during the school day, and he stopped Mike cold if the subject came up with a terse, “Not here.” His heart nearly thumped out of his chest at lunch one day when Mike tried to mention the Compound as Taylor passed their table.

“I don’t want to talk about compound fractions at lunch,” he said.

“What?” Mike asked.

Andy kicked him under the table.

“Hey!”

“What do you want, Grant?” Andy asked as Taylor lingered nearby.

“Nothing. I have everything I need light here—I mean, right here,” he said, scratching his chest over the Magelight necklace.

“Wearing it all the time now, huh?” Andy said. “Big deal.” He clenched his right fist, feeling his Magelight grow warm.

“Temper, temper, Cohen. You want to lighten up.”

“Get lost, Grant.”

“As soon as I talk to Becca about something.”

“I’ll be right back,” she said, rising. She left the table with Taylor as Andy seethed.

“I told you not to say anything during school hours,” Andy hissed at Mike. “Just keep your mouth shut about it unless we’re home.”

“All right, all right. Sorry!”

Becca came back to the table and sat down.

“Well?” Andy asked.

She shrugged as she took a bite of her sandwich. “He wanted to know if I was free Saturday for another lesson. I told him I had plans.”

“Do you think he suspects?”

“No, I think he wanted me to tutor him this Saturday, like I’ve been doing a lot of Saturdays until now. Andy, just calm down and finish your lunch. If you keep acting like this, everyone’s going to think there’s something up with you.”

“Yeah. Calm down, man,” Mike said. “Be cool like me.”

“Okay, okay. But I wish this week would hurry up and be over.”

The week did end. Squads of Shomrim left the Compound under cover of darkness to join their compatriots in town. Andy hid several squads under his porch. Letsan and Goldeneyes came back to the house to help. Mr. Velez went to the Compound to save Hakham and Methuselah the long walk into town and hosted them at his house. The day drew closer. On the night before the battle, Andy sat on the porch with Letsan and Goldeneyes. Many of the Shomrim were out hunting. Several of them were nearby, keeping watch.

“Nervous?” Letsan asked.

“A little. Tomorrow’s a big day.”

“It is,” Goldeneyes said, “but worrying won’t help.”

“I know, but it’s hard not to.”

“Then do what I do. Think of Nafshi.”

Andy smiled. “I already do, a lot. She was really special.” His Magelight glowed, and he was suffused with warmth. “Sometimes I think she’s still with us.”

“Of course she is!” Goldeneyes said. “Her Magelight is right there on your wrist.”

Andy raised his hand to look at it. “Yeah. And she’s in our hearts and memories, too.”

“Yes. She always will be.” Goldeneyes blinked and leaped from her perch on the railing to Andy’s lap. He stroked her head. The porch light snapped on.

“That’s my cue to go inside,” he sent. Goldeneyes jumped off his lap as Andy stood.

“One more day,” Letsan said.

“One more day,” Andy repeated. He shut the light off as he went inside.

✣       ✣       ✣

That same night, Kel trotted, tail held high, across the road that separated the Compounds. The moon rose above him as he made his way through the trees. Roah was visiting West Woods. Now was a perfect time to nose around the East Woods. There had to be something worthwhile to report back to his father. The Catmages had been quiet for too long. Everyone at West Woods was sure they were going to try something, but nobody knew when—or how. But Kel could find out. Then Roah would acknowledge him in front of everyone, including his siblings—and Alef.

He slowed as he neared the sentry post, made himself small, lowered his tail, and put on a fearful attitude. He kept walking until he was challenged by the guard. It was a calico who he didn’t recognize.

“H-hello,” he said, cowering.

“You are Kel,” she said coldly. “What do you want?”

“I have news,” he said. “Razor told me to let him know when anything important happens at the Compound.”

“Well?” she said impatiently.

“Can I talk to Razor?”

“Razor is too busy to take a message from a Wild One like you,” the calico sneered.

“What about Matti?”

The calico laughed. “You think that Captain Matti will have time if Razor doesn’t? They’re both extremely busy.”

“Well, then is Katana around?”

“No.”

“Well what about Zohar?”

“Tell me what you came to tell Razor, and I will pass it along.”

Kel blinked at her and crouched low to the ground. “Roah is in the West Woods,” he whispered. “He must be here for a reason, because he spends most of his time at the house with Saunders.”

The calico gazed long at Kel. Then she turned her head and sent a private message to a nearby guard. When the silver tabby arrived, she told Kel, “Wait here,” she said, “and be quiet.” The silver tabby took her place, watching Kel with a steady gaze.

Kel blinked again and stayed where he was, thinking. He was puzzled by the guard’s answers. Zohar and Katana were both gone, and Razor and Matti were too busy to speak to him. Something was up for certain.

A short while later, the calico returned. “You can go back to the Wild Ones now. Razor was unimpressed with your news.”

“But—”

“Go. Or do you want me to escort you?” she said, eyes glittering.

“N-no,” Kel said. “I’ll leave.” He turned and slunk through the woods, not daring to look back until he was sure he was out of sight. Roah would definitely want to know about this, but what information did he really have? That a couple of Razor’s captains were not in the Compound and Razor and Matti were too busy to talk to a spy?

“By the First!” Kel said to himself. “They’re leaving the Compound! They’re up to something!” He hurried across the road back to the West Woods. This was big news. Roah was going to be very happy.

Kel found Roah in his bayit. This time, the guard let him in without question. He told his father what he had learned.

“Are you certain?” Roah asked. “They are leaving the Compound?”

“I think so, sir.”

“You think so?” Roah’s eyes flashed. “I do not act on imprecise information. Did you cast an aura spell?”

“No sir. I thought they might see my Magelight flash and be suspicious.”

Roah sat in silence as he thought things over. “They may be planning an attack on Saunders.”

“That’s what I thought!” Kel said. “What will we do?”

Roah ignored him and spoke to the guard outside. “Find Stav. Bring her here, quickly.”

Garev came back with a small white cat, who blinked at Roah and sat down.

“Stav, I want you to cast an aura spell on the East Woods. Kel thinks they are moving Catmages out of the Compound. Find out if he is right.”

She blinked again. “I’ll need to be closer. Kel can come with me to the edge of the road. He can protect me while I cast the spell, then send you a message while I recover.”

“Then he will do so.”

Kel’s heart leaped at being given a task by his father. “It is my honor, Roah,” he said as he left. When he was gone Roah called for Kfir, the captain of his army, and told him what he had learned from Kel.

“Stav is confirming Kel’s report now. If it is true, we need to get our warriors to the house. How many Tzofim are at the hidden base in town?”

“Two or three squads. Most of us are out here training.”

“Then you will go back to town with your warriors. Hide them at the vacant house until Razor and his Shomrim make their move. Then rush them over to Saunders’ and rid me of those Shomrim once and for all.”

Kfir’s tail switched. “We must wait until we know for certain. If Razor is moving his fighters out now, Stav will see them. We don’t want my Tzofim to run into Razor’s forces on the way into town—unless you want to start the fight early.”

“Then go into town yourself and use your reserves,” Roah said. “Why have we been keeping them in hiding if not for situations like this?”

“I will remind you that it was my idea to have a secret base,” Kfir said, “and that my tactics worked beautifully last fall. If they’ve emptied the East Woods, they’ve left it vulnerable. I’d like to send a force over there. We can destroy their headquarters at the same time we defeat their warriors. They may never recover from such a blow.”

“Perhaps,” Roah said, “but it’s likely they’ve left little more than kittens, yearlings, and mothers. It seems a waste of effort. I would rather send the bulk of our strength at Razor and Matanya.”

“We can take the kittens and raise them in our ways.”

“That is a good point. Very well. You may send a few squads to take the East Woods. And Kfir—don’t make me regret this.”

“You won’t.”

At that moment, Kel’s message flew into Roah’s Magelight.

“Kel’s information is sound. Stav found very few Shomrim at the Compound.”

“I will pass the word to my captains,” Kfir said. “We’ll leave after moonset.”

Kfir left, and Roah sent out another message. Alef and Bett arrived shortly. He told them the news.

Alef purred. “It is past time we eliminated Razor and his friends. Niflah will be pleased.”

“Not as pleased as we will be,” Bett said. “When do we leave?”

There was a noise outside and Kel hurried through the door. Alef and Bett glared at the interruption.

“What are you doing here?” Alef asked.

“Reporting to Roah, as instructed,” Kel said. “Sir, Stav is resting comfortably, well hidden in brush. I thought you might need me so I came back as fast as I could.”

“We were just assigning duties. You will stay here,” Roah said. “You will join the attack on the East Woods. Kfir will assign you a squad.”

A squad! He was being given command of a squad, and in front of Alef and Bett! Kel stood up straight, his tail curled over his back. “Yes, father,” he said. Roah did not correct him.

“We go to town tonight,” Roah told Alef and Bett. “On the way I want to hear about the progress you’ve made with the dogs.” He nodded to Kel. “You may leave now. Alef, Bett, with me.”

The four of them left the bayit.

✣       ✣       ✣

On the morning of the appointed day, Matti and Razor led the last of the Shomrim squads out of the Compound. They planned to march at a leisurely pace and rest through the afternoon and evening. Silsula, Patches, and Leilei watched them go, along with the remaining Catmages and the apprentices who were too young to fight.

“May the One above us all guide your paths,” Leilei said softly as she watched the last tail disappear into the trees.

“He will, sweetling,” Silsula said. “But it doesn’t hurt to pray.” She licked Leilei’s ear. “Go join the guards at the main path, both of you. We don’t want any Wild Ones coming after the kittens.”

“Patches will not let that happen,” he said, fluffing out his fur and growling. “Come with Patches, Leilei. Protect the babies!” He hurried off, Leilei at his heels. When they reached the guards, they were shown to separate spots and told to lie quiet and keep alert.

“Patches, make sure you stay quiet,” Leilei sent privately. “We won’t be able to hear anyone sneaking up on us if you make noise.”

“Patches will be very quiet,” he whispered. “Watch.”

To her surprise, he kept to his word. The long day wore on with nothing worse than a few squirrels and a snake making their way through the underbrush. Leilei found her mind wandering and forced herself to pay attention. Guard duty was serious business!

As the afternoon melted into evening, Leilei was startled by the sound of a human shouting. She sprang up, astonished, and looked to the older guards for advice.

“Keep still!” Teriya told her. “We’re not expecting Andy or his friends. We don’t know this human. We must assume he is a danger to us.”

“Methuselah!” the human shouted.

Leilei and Teriya exchanged shocked glances. The human knew Methuselah? He knew they were there? He knew!


✣ T W E N T Y - T H R E E ✣

Once More Into the House

On the day of the attack, Mr. Velez waited for Andy and the others a few blocks away from school. They got quickly into the SUV and drove to his house, where they spent the afternoon nervously going over their tasks for the day. Zohar and Atzel had their squads rest through the afternoon. Several other squads had joined them until the house was teeming with Catmages.

Andy talked it over with Becca and Mr. Velez, and then made a phone call to Dr. Crane to let him know that his services might be needed later.

“Why?” Dr. Crane wanted to know.

“I can’t go into details. But there’s going to be a fight.”

“Andy—”

“I can’t stop it, Dr. Crane. Please, can you just be ready tonight? I’ll text you.”

“All right. But I’m not happy about this at all.”

“Neither am I,” Andy said.

“Maybe we won’t need him, Andy,” Becca said. “We’re a lot more prepared this time.”

“Yeah, it’s Catmages as far as the eye can see,” Mike said as he glanced out the window and around the room. “Boy, I’m glad I don’t have to change their litterboxes.”

“They don’t use litterboxes,” Andy said.

“Still.”

They would stay inside until dusk, then Mr. Velez would drop Andy off a block away from Saunders’ house on the way out of town with the others. The Shomrim left a few at a time, making their way to their designated spots before nightfall. Andy wished them luck as they left the house. It seemed too quiet as they ate Chinese takeout for dinner. Mike tried to keep the mood light, but his jokes couldn’t cover the tension they all felt. When it was finally time to leave, Andy found his heart racing.

“Nervous?” Becca asked as they left the house.

“Yeah. I’ve been down this road before.”

“I’m scared, too. But this time will be different. You’ll see.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I am.” She reached out and hugged Andy briefly. “Take care of yourself,” she said softly.

“You too.”

They piled into the SUV. Now even Mike was quiet as Mr. Velez drove across town. He stopped the car out of sight of Saunders’ house and Andy got out.

“Good luck, amigo,” Mr. Velez said. “Watch your back.”

Andy nodded, waved, and shut the door. The streetlights came on as he headed down the block.

✣       ✣       ✣

Harry had sat at his kitchen table that same day, lingering over lunch. Methuselah had been gone for months, and there was no knowing when he’d return. Would it be so hard for him to get some kind of message to Harry? There was that boy, Andy. Methuselah could have found a way to get the boy to reach out to him. But no, that ungrateful cat had not so much as thought of him since the fall, he’d bet.

Even as the thought occurred to him, he knew it wasn’t true. Methuselah had been his constant companion for years. He must miss Harry as much as Harry missed him. If he wasn’t sending messages, he was too busy. But maybe he could be a little less busy?

Harry had filled the lonely days searching for any mention of the Tilyon, but so far, he’d found nothing worth reporting. He’d been going through the shelves methodically, and last night he’d found a batch of books that seemed promising and decided to start fresh in the morning. He finished his tea, cleared the table, and went to the library, where he pulled a pile of books off the shelf and put them on his desk. He bent over and began leafing through them.

Hours later, Harry picked up a handwritten leather-bound book—a previous librarian’s notebook. He scanned the yellowed pages of routine reports about stories inscribed, names of the Safrans the librarian worked with, and other minute details from a century ago. Yawning, Harry wished that his predecessors had had the forethought to categorize, or at least include a table of contents. Would it have killed them to make an index? Harry rubbed his eyes beneath his glasses, then he turned the page and kept reading. A passage caught his eye, and he sat up straight. He placed a bookmark on the page and snapped the book shut. “Ach,” he said out loud. “It looks like I’ll be driving out to Coreyton to see that walking hairball today.”

As Harry got into his car and pulled out of the driveway, he was overcome by doubt. Maybe he was worrying over nothing. Well, it would be nice to see Methuselah again, no matter the reason.

The sun was low in the sky by the time he reached the shoulder of the road where he’d brought Methuselah last fall. Harry put the book in his sweater pocket and walked carefully through the field to the hedge where Andy had hidden his bike the day they met.

“Methuselah! I know you’re in there!” he shouted. “I need to see Methuselah immediately. Tell him Harry’s here!”

There was no response.

“Don’t play games with me, you stupid cats! I know you can understand me. One of you go get Methuselah or I’m going to stand here shouting until he comes out.”

Leilei and Teriya looked at each other. “He’s calling for Methuselah!” Leilei said. “I don’t think he’s working with the Wild Ones.”

“We have our orders,” Timura said. “No one comes into the Compound.”

“He’s not asking to come in. He wants Methuselah to come out.”

“We don’t talk to humans. Have you forgotten the First Law?”

“The First Law says don’t practice magic in front of humans. It doesn’t say you can’t talk to them.” Before Teriya could react, Leilei raced out of the thicket to where Harry stood shouting.

“Come back! By the First’s whiskers, Leilei, I’ll have your ears for this!”

Leilei ignored her. Her heart leaped as she heard another Catmage behind her. She glanced back and was relieved to see Patches joining her.

“Patches will go where Leilei goes,” he said.

“Let’s go see who this human is.”

They slowed to a walk and crept forward until they could see the man and he could see them.

“I need to see Methuselah,” Harry said irritably. “I’m an old man, and I hate waiting. Go tell him Harry’s here.”

“Methuselah isn’t here,” Leilei said.

“Well, where is he? I have something important to tell him.”

“He went into town. He’s kind of busy.”

Harry frowned. “Doing what? What could make him go into town? He’s too old, he shouldn’t be walking through the streets like that. He gets tired too easily. Where is he? I have to find him.”

Patches and Leilei looked at each other. “I don’t know if we should tell him, Patches. We don’t really know him.”

“He is a good man. He is worried about Methuselah. Patches likes Harry.” He said it out loud so Harry could hear him. “Patches likes Harry!” Then he leaped his four-legged hop toward Harry, hopping around him in a circle. Harry chuckled.

“All right, Patches, is it? Stop going around me like that or I’ll get dizzy and fall trying to watch you, and then where will we be?”

Patches stopped. “Methuselah went to the Evil One’s house,” Patches said in a low voice. “Patches is afraid. Saunders is mean. Wild Ones are mean. Methuselah might get hurt.”

“What?!” Harry asked. “Where is he? Tell me! I’ll give that Saunders something if he tries to hurt my Methuselah!”

“We could take him there,” Leilei said.

“Razor will be mad at us.”

“Not if we don’t interfere. We can show Harry how to get there and stay back out of the way. Razor can’t get mad at us for that.”

“Who is Razor?” Harry asked. “Never mind, I don’t care. If you know where Methuselah is, and you can take me there, let’s go!”

“It’s a long walk,” Patches said.

“I have a car.”

“Hooray! Patches likes riding in cars. What do you think, Leilei?”

She glanced back at the guards. “Well,” she said, “I think we’re in trouble no matter what we do. Let’s go.”

Patches cheered.

“This way,” Harry said. Patches and Leilei followed him to the car. They leaped into the front seat as he held the door open for them. “Where to?” he asked.

“Do you know how to get into town?” Leilei asked.

Harry shrugged. “I guess so. You mean Coreyton?”

“Yes, that’s what Andy calls it.”

“Then let’s go.”

He drove slowly toward the town, wondering how his two passengers were going to be able to give him directions once he got there.

“Oh, Patches can show you,” he said.

“You heard me thinking?”

“You think very loudly. Patches is loud too, mostly. But Patches can be quiet,” he finished in a whisper. “See?”

Harry smiled. “I’ve never met a Catmage quite like you,” he said.

“Patches is unique,” Leilei agreed.

Patches showed Harry how to get to Saunders’ house by putting images in his mind. It took Harry a while to adapt to a cats-eye-view of the streets of Coreyton, but he managed. “Extraordinary,” Harry said. “All these years Methuselah has been with me, and he never did anything like this.”

“We don’t do it very often,” Leilei said. “We talk to each other just like humans, only we talk with our mind-voices.”

“So you do, my dear. Well, I am quite enjoying myself with the two of you, or I would be if I weren’t so worried about Methuselah.”

“Patches likes Harry. Harry is a nice man!”

“Thank you, my boy. Now, in between telling me how to get to the house, can one of you explain to me what’s going on?”

“How much do you know about the Tilyon and the murder of the Council two cycles ago?” Leilei asked.

“Methuselah told me everything he knew, but I haven’t seen him since the summer. I’m behind in the news.”

Leilei spent the rest of the drive telling Harry what she knew about the plan to attack Saunders’ house. The more he heard, the more worried Harry became. His friend was in danger, that was obvious.

“Are we near the house yet?” he asked when Leilei finished speaking.

Patches was standing on his hind legs looking out the window. “Whoops! Yes! Very close. Next street, go this way,” Patches said, pointing with a paw. “Street after that, other way!”

Harry drove down the block and pulled over to the side of the road.

“Why are you stopping?” Patches asked. “We are not there!”

“I need to think a moment,” Harry said. “If there’s a full-scale battle going on, we need to be careful about getting in the middle of it. We don’t dare jeopardize our friends.”

“It’s full dark out,” Leilei said. “The plan was to wait for nightfall and then attack. They must have already begun.”

“I don’t know what to do!” Harry said. “If Methuselah were here—”

“We need to help!” Leilei said. “Harry, please, just go! Once we see what’s happening, we can decide what to do.”

“All right,” Harry said. He pulled away from the curb and raced down the block toward Saunders’ house. He stopped the car underneath the big oak tree in front of number 19 and opened the door. There were two boys at the gate of the house. He thought he recognized one of them.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy moved slowly down Oak Street. Razor wanted him in position on the far side of Mackie’s house, where he could keep an eye on what was happening without being seen himself, and where he could get in quickly if needed. As he glanced at number 19, Andy saw a light on in a second floor window. He wondered if Saunders was home or if he’d just left the light on.

“He’s home,” Letsan’s voice said in his head. “There are a few Wild Ones in the house, no more than two squads. Everyone else is in hiding until the signal is given.” He poked his head out from under the porch two doors beyond Saunders’ house.

“Shut up, you two,” Razor said. He was crouched on a branch in the oak tree in front of Saunders’ house. “Andy’s bleeding into everyone’s heads again.”

“Sorry!” Andy said hastily. He closed his eyes and did his breathing exercises to calm himself and imagined a wall around his head. It wouldn’t do to let the Wild Ones know what he was thinking.

Night fell. Andy waited for the signal. When it came at last, the Shomrim started moving toward the front yard. The gate was flung open and several squads of Shomrim streamed inside. The front door to Saunders’ house flew open as they swept up the porch and into the house. One of the spies in the neighbors’ yards flashed out a warning. “Wild Ones are coming in through the backyard!”

“That’s too soon,” Razor said. “How did they get to town so fast?”

“Maybe they were somewhere nearby already,” Matti said. “How many are there?”

“We can handle them!” the warrior said.

“Good. Let’s move it, Matti.”

Andy could barely keep still, but he had his orders. He was to stay where he was until told to move in. Razor, Matti, and their squad leaders would take care of things at the house. And they had Hakham, Methuselah, Letsan, and Goldeneyes, too. Things were looking good so far.

✣       ✣       ✣

Matti and Letsan led the Shomrim into the house while Razor stayed outside in the tree, observing and barking orders from above. They heard the warning about the Wild Ones coming through the back and set their defensive lines. “Cover every doorway!” Letsan shouted. “We won’t let them pull the same tricks again!” The Shomrim set themselves and waited for the assault. But the Wild Ones in the yard didn’t come inside.

“What are they waiting for?” Matti asked.

“I think they were waiting for me,” Kfir said as he came charging down the stairs at the head of a group of Wild Ones. Matti growled and his fur rose. “Surprised to see me, Matti? What’s the matter, is Razor too afraid to come after me himself this time?”

“Shut up, traitor!” Matti said as he braced himself to meet Kfir’s charge. Magelights flashed and the air filled with jets of light, growls, screams, and yowls. The back door crashed open as Kfir’s Tzofim in the backyard joined the fight.

“Oh, dear,” Kfir said. “You weren’t expecting that, were you? Outnumbered again.”

Matti laughed harshly. “Second wave!” he shouted to Razor. The Shomrim hiding at the neighbor’s on either side of number 19 cheered and knocked some of the boards in the fence loose. They swept through the holes, one half pouring into the backyard and hitting the Wild Ones from their rear, the rest barreling through the front yard. Razor dropped from the tree and called two more squads to join him, racing through the front door behind the second wave. Hakham, Methuselah, Goldeneyes, and Letsan made their own formidable squad. The wrath of two Magi together was a sight to behold, but Goldeneyes and Letsan fought so fiercely that they nearly equaled the old ones.

“I should have undergone the ritual ages ago,” Goldeneyes said as she and Letsan paused for a moment, breathing hard and shielding themselves against stray shots.

“Power becomes you,” Letsan said as he felled a Wild One with a light dagger. The fighting continued thick and furious. Methuselah and Hakham stood side by side, forcing back the Wild Ones in their path. Others on their side were not so lucky. Some of Razor’s Shomrim lay on the ground along with the Wild Ones.

“Something’s wrong,” Matti said. “Why aren’t they tiring faster? How can they be this fresh if they had to come all the way from the Compound?”

Kfir heard Matti, and he laughed long and loud. “You underestimated us again,” he said. “My Tzofim didn’t have a long journey at all. Really, Razor, your spies are a joke. They see what we want them to see. And what they don’t see is going to cost you. Now!” he said.

The cellar door flew open and half a dozen dogs raced up the steps, barking and growling. Matti couldn’t believe his eyes. Roah, Alef, Bett, and Niflah were riding on the backs of the dogs. They dug their claws into thick pads connected to leather harnesses as the dogs dashed through the Shomrim, biting and snapping. Yowls of pain erupted where the dogs found their prey. The four Wild Ones shot dart after dart of light at the Shomrim.

“Hello, brother,” Niflah said as the dog he rode approached Hakham. “It’s past time we stop killing one another. Call off your forces and we’ll let you live.”

Hakham leaped aside as Niflah fired at him. “Ever the betrayer, brother,” Hakham said, deflecting the arrow with a blazing shield. “Give us back the Tilyon and we’ll call off the fight.” He sent a light dagger at the dog. Niflah deflected it at the last second, but a dart from Methuselah aimed at the dog’s leg hit true, and the dog dropped, throwing Niflah off its back. Niflah twisted in midair and barely landed on his feet. He slid across the floor into the wall, recovering quickly to turn and face his enemies.

The other dogs were making inroads into the Catmage forces. Razor watched in horror as one of them grabbed a warrior, crunched down on bone and shook it from side to side. The Catmage slid to the floor, dead.

“We can’t handle the dogs in close quarters!” Razor shouted. “Everyone out! Front, back, sides, retreat!”

The Shomrim scrambled to do as he said. Hakham and Methuselah conferred quickly, then used their Magelights to grab a painting off the wall and crash it into a dog. Roah leaped from the dog just before the painting hit. The dog yelped and ran. Alef and Bett saw what was happening and fired together at Hakham and Methuselah. The two Magi deflected the darts but had to back away. The Wild Ones could reach them more easily from their vantage point on the dogs, while the Shomrim had to fire high to reach the riders. Most of their shots bounced harmlessly past the Wild Ones.

“We need to distract them while our Shomrim retreat,” Letsan said. “Zahavin, shield me!” Letsan got as close as he dared to one of the riderless dogs, tempting it to try to bite him. Goldeneyes threw a light shield in front of him as the dog’s jaws tried to lock around his body. Its jaws couldn’t penetrate the shield. Letsan fired a jet into the dog’s eye, blinding it. Yelping, it backed away.

“Now! Outside with the rest of them!”

Once outside, the battle raged all around Saunders’ house. Razor was astonished at the number and freshness of the Wild Ones. They had nearly as many fighters in their force as Razor did. Once again, they’d been utterly wrong about their enemy’s strength. Once again, Razor had failed. Another warrior fell in front of him, and Razor’s fury and rage overwhelmed him. Suddenly he was all over the battlefield, growling, biting, clawing, firing off light daggers. He saw a large rock lying on the ground as he moved across the yard. “Matti!” he yelled, lifting the rock with his Magelight. Matti knocked it at one of the dogs with all his strength. It hit the dog’s leg with an audible crack, and the dog went down.

Not far from Razor, Zohar and Atzel formed their squads into a semicircle, backs to the fence. Wild Ones tried without success to break through.

“Not bad for a three-legged fighter, am I?” Zohar said as he watched a Wild One fall. “I wouldn’t mind a shot at the dog that got my leg.”

“Maybe later!” Atzel said, ducking as a green jet flew close enough to singe his whiskers. “Right now let’s just take care of the Wild Ones.”

Razor stopped to gauge the battle, his sides heaving. His forces in the front yard were holding their own. Hakham and Methuselah covered the yard, helping wherever they were needed. A large force of Wild Ones stayed just inside the front door, firing from cover into the Shomrim. Hakham and Methuselah were conferring about how best to handle them.

“Letsan! Zahavin! Form up with me. Dalet squad, to me!” Moments later, Razor raced around the right side of the house. They met no Wild Ones until they reached the backyard, where a battle raged between the Tzofim and the Shomrim. Razor’s warriors came out behind a group of Wild Ones, surprising them from the rear and dropping more than a few of them. Razor laughed harshly as the Wild Ones fled through the loose boards. A number lay dead or wounded on the ground. He scanned the yard and signaled his warriors to follow him to the other side of the house. They flushed out the last of the Wild Ones, once again surprising them from the rear. But Razor didn’t have enough spare fighters to guard against their returning to the rear of the house. He needed another plan, but he couldn’t very well call time out and chat with Hakham and Methuselah. Damn those Wild Ones! Razor led his force back to the front yard and arranged defensive positions to watch the sides of the house. He had to get to Matti and figure out what to do next.

✣       ✣       ✣

Andy shifted from foot to foot, wishing he could leave his spot. He could hear growls, yowls, and yelps. His imagination began to run away with him. He wanted so badly to see what was going on, but he’d promised.

He heard the sound of footsteps coming down the sidewalk and quickly withdrew further into the shadows. Maybe whoever it was wouldn’t notice the noises coming from Saunders’ house. Andy peered out at the person as he walked by and gasped. Taylor? What was he doing here?

Taylor hurried past and stopped just shy of the gate in the front fence. Andy saw the glow of colored lights as Taylor prepared to do something with his Magelights.

“Oh no you don’t!” he shouted, running out of his hiding place and clenching his fists. “If you touch them, I’ll kill you!”

Taylor turned quickly. “So you made it to the big fight, but you’re hiding out here? What’s the matter, too chicken to get involved?”

“Shut up, Taylor.”

“Make me.”

They were standing face to face now, about three feet apart. Taylor still towered over him. But he didn’t scare Andy anymore. “It’s just you and me now, Tay-Tay,” Andy said, hoping to get Taylor mad enough to distract him. He didn’t know what Taylor had learned over the past months. Maybe he could taunt him into revealing himself. “Have you learned how to pick up anything heavier than a piece of paper with those things yet?”

“You think you’re so great,” Taylor said. “So smart. So different. You don’t have to work hard to keep up in class. You get someone like Becca without even trying. And you think you’re so special because you have a Magelight. I have to work hard for everything I get. Nothing comes easy to me. But you know what, Cohen? My hard work paid off. You’re going to love what I can do with these,” he said, hand on the Magelight necklace. The five lights started glowing again, and suddenly a multicolored arrow headed straight for Andy. He swung his right arm in a shielding motion and the arrow bounced off and dissipated.

“I have a Magelight because Saunders killed Nafshi,” Andy said between gritted teeth. “She gave it to me before she died. You’re wearing the Magelights of Catmages that Saunders murdered. And you’ve been helping him all this time. Don’t think I don’t remember who lied to my mother about where I was the night Saunders hit me over the head and stuck me in the cellar.”

“Aw, poor baby. Damn straight I’m with Saunders. He’s powerful, loser. And thanks to him, I’m powerful too.” Taylor fired again, and Andy deflected the bolt.

“Try harder, Tay-Tay. Show me that hard work you’re bragging about!” Andy said with a smile.

Taylor’s face reddened and his brows drew together. “Fine, Cohen. You want more? Have some of this!”

The lights grew brighter than they had before. Andy braced himself to deflect another bolt. But he didn’t expect Taylor to fire a light dagger from three separate Magelights. Andy managed to deflect two, but the third sliced open his cheek. Taylor laughed harshly as he saw the blood in the glow of the streetlight.

Andy gaped as he reached up to his cheek. Blood ran through his fingers. His heartbeat throbbed in his ears as his anger grew. Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh. Taylor was laughing, just like he’d done all those times he’d bullied Andy. Rage filled him, took him over. Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh. Andy flung out his right arm, fist clenched. A wave of green light shot from his Magelight, covering Taylor from head to foot. He flew backward through the gate, arms flailing vainly, and landed heavily, his head smacking the ground. He lay still. Andy, gasping, froze in horror at what he had just done.

✣       ✣       ✣

Saunders stood at the office window on the second floor, watching the battle. He clenched the Tilyon in his hand, cursing every time he heard one of his dogs cry out in pain. Roah had assured him that this time they could protect the Dobermans. Saunders was furious, but it was better that he stayed out of the fight for now. Let the kitties take the brunt of the damage. He would sweep in later and help mop up. The Tilyon glowed brightly. He held it so tightly it cut into his skin.

Wait a moment. He peered at the yard next door. Was that—Andy? Yes, and there was Taylor. Oh, this should be interesting. Andy had no idea how far Taylor had come this year. Saunders released his grip on the Tilyon and watched avidly.

✣       ✣       ✣

“We can’t beat them,” Letsan said, gasping. The Shomrim were gathered in the front yard in defensive positions. “At best we’re fighting them to a draw. That’s not going to get us the Tilyon.”

“We can’t give up!” Razor said. “We keep fighting until we win!”

“That’s the spirit!” Kfir said. “Keep fighting, even though you’re going to die.”

“Show your face outside the door and we’ll see who’s dying today,” Razor growled. “Scared, Kfir?”

“No, smart. We have one more surprise for you.” He stood aside as the three unharmed dogs leaped through the door. Alef, Bett, and Roah rode them. Behind them were three more dogs without riders, snapping and charging at the Shomrim in the yard.

“Let’s see how fast they can run!” Razor said, tearing off in front of a dog and racing around the side of the house. The dog followed instantly, and two other Shomrim picked up on Razor’s tactic. They led the riderless dogs on a wild chase around the yard. Matti split off two squads to head down the other side of the house and surprise the dogs. The yelps and whines coming from the side of the house told him that the Shomrim were hitting their marks.

Roah, Alef, and Bett had to work hard to stop their dogs from joining in the chase. Matti laughed. “You can’t hit us while you’re trying to control those dogs,” he said, firing at the riders as he spoke. Cheering, the Shomrim joined in. Niflah led the Wild Ones out of the house in a mass charge. The yard was in chaos when Taylor came crashing to the ground through the gate.

Goldeneyes saw Andy staring at Taylor in horror. Until that moment, she and Letsan had been standing shoulder to shoulder with Matti, pushing the Wild Ones back toward the house. Now they watched Andy.

The Wild Ones took advantage of their distraction to regroup into a defensive line. The Shomrim ranged themselves against them.

“Andy!” Goldeneyes shouted.

“Andy!” Harry called from the street. “What did you do?”

“I—I didn’t mean to—I’m sorry—I—” He wiped the sweat from his forehead, not knowing what to say or do. His shoulders slumped.

“Well, well, Mr. Cohen.” Saunders appeared on the porch and leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed and a slight smile on his face. “You’ve been a very naughty boy. What have you done to Mr. Grant?” The Tilyon shone from the chain around his neck.

All over the yard, the fighting paused. “The Tilyon!” shouted a Catmage. “He’s wearing the Tilyon!”

Saunders looked for the Catmage that had shouted, and found him. “Yes,” he said. “The Tilyon. Would you like to see what it can do?” Without waiting for an answer, Saunders sent a dagger at the Catmage, scoring its flank.

Patches and Leilei hid behind Harry.

“Saunders is a bad man,” Patches muttered. “A very bad man.”

“I want to leave,” Leilei whispered. “Let’s go, Patches. The dogs—I don’t want to stay here.”

“Something is not right about the dogs,” Patches said.

“Of course not! They’re being controlled by Wild Ones.”

“No. Something is different. Their collars . . . something is wrong.”

“So you can wield the Tilyon,” Hakham said. “That still doesn’t make it yours.”

“No, having it makes it mine. Niflah, I’m so disappointed in you. I thought you would have managed to kill your brother by now. Would you like me to take care of it for you?”

Now it was Hakham’s turn to laugh. “You can try, Evil One. But unlike Nafshi, I am not caged and drugged. Do your best. I should be glad to duel with you.”

“No, let me!” Goldeneyes said. “I owe him for my grandmother.”

“I think not,” Saunders said. His eyes narrowed as he scanned the yard. “You’ve cost me some of my dogs again. They are not easy to replace. And I don’t believe in dueling with my inferiors.” He uncrossed his arms and withdrew a pistol from his pocket. “Do you recognize this, Zahavin?” he asked.

Goldeneyes froze in terror. That was the pistol he had used to shoot her two years before when she was on a reconnaissance mission, and the one he had threatened her with last year when he stole the Tilyon.

“No!” Andy yelled. “I won’t let you do it!” He leaped toward her, but she was halfway across the yard. There was no way he’d reach her in time.

“Oh, yes, Mr. Cohen,” Saunders said, squeezing the trigger. “You can’t stop me this time.” Matti leaped in front of Goldeneyes and knocked her aside as the gun went off. The bullet hit Matti in his side and he fell, bleeding heavily.

“No!” Andy screamed. “Not again! NO!” He clenched his fists, the blood roaring in his ears. Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh. His Magelight flared. A wave of green light burst from him and over the entire yard, just as it had on Halloween, and flung the Wild Ones and the dogs aside like toys. Even Saunders staggered in the doorway and had to grab hold of the frame to stay on his feet. The Wild Ones fled. Saunders glared at Andy and stepped slowly toward him. As his foot touched the yard, a door slammed next door.

“Saunders! Damn you, this is the last straw. You and your dogs woke my boy again! I’ve had it. What did I tell you about shooting off fireworks? What is wrong with you? I called the police. I told you I would.” Mackie stood on his back porch, his face flaming red under the light. Saunders swore and rushed back into the house. Once inside, he picked up the phone and hurriedly punched in a number.

“This is Stan Saunders. Oh, good, it’s you, Gerri. Yes, Mackie told me. I assure you it’s a simple misunderstanding. I can clear it up. About an hour will do. Thank you, my dear. You have a birthday coming up soon, don’t you? Oh, I never forget my friends. Well, a dispatcher’s job is a very important one, so I should let you go. Thank you.”

Saunders went back to the front door and looked around. He heard his dogs whimpering in the backyard, which was full of Catmages helping the wounded. Andy Cohen sat next to the cat that he had shot. And there was a strange man kneeling next to Taylor Grant, touching his head. Saunders strode past them all, turned at the gate and paused.

“I will kill any cat still in my yard when I return,” he said through clenched teeth. “And you had better be gone too, Mr. Cohen.” They heard him climb the steps next door. “Mackie, if you’ll just let me explain,” he said. The door closed and they heard muffled shouting, then silence.

Matti lay dying. Goldeneyes sat near him, licking his ear. “You saved me,” she said. “Oh, Matti, we can’t stop the bleeding. We tried.”

“It was worth it,” he said. “Where’s Razor?”

“Right here,” Razor said. “You didn’t duck fast enough. Told you you weren’t as fast as me.”

“Beat them,” Matti said, his voice getting weaker. “Razor, get the Tilyon back.”

“We will, Matti. May the First bless your steps to the world beyond.”

Razor bowed his head as the light went out of Matti’s eyes.


✣ T W E N T Y - F O U R ✣

Goodbye to You

Razor raised his head. “Time for the death song later. We have to get the dead out of the house. We can’t let the Wild Ones get any more Magelights.” He looked up at Andy, who brushed the tears from his eyes. “You and Harry, come with me. Letsan! Zohar! Methuselah, I need your help.”

Andy sniffled and rose. He and Harry followed Razor into the house. The Wild Ones were nowhere to be found. Andy and Harry picked up Catmages at Razor’s direction. They commandeered towels from the kitchen and a bathroom. It didn’t take long. Razor used his Magelight to cut off the collars of any dead Wild One they found as well. “No use giving Saunders any more Magelights to misuse,” he said.

When they were finished, they left the house. Taylor was nowhere to be seen. He had gone as soon as he could walk steadily, Hakham told them. Andy texted Dr. Crane that he’d be coming to him with wounded Catmages. Harry said he’d drive them. They loaded the dead and wounded into his car. Andy took one last look around the yard. He found Patches at the side of the house, crouched a few feet away from a dog.

“Is it dead?” Andy asked.

“Yes,” Patches said. “But it is still wrong. The collar is wrong.”

“Patches, I don’t have time for this,” Andy said. “We have to go.”

Razor noticed Andy standing near the fence and strode over to him. “What’s going on? We need to leave.”

Andy shrugged. “Patches says there’s something wrong with the dog. Or the collar.”

“Magelight. Magelight! Dog is wearing Magelight on collar!” Patches shouted. “That is the reason dogs are so smart! Saunders gave them Magelights! Dogs should not have Magelights!”

Razor stared thoughtfully at the dog. It was one of the dogs that the Wild Ones rode into the battle. His Magelight flashed and sliced the collar. “Bring that with us, Andy. We’ll check it later, when we have time,” he said.

Andy picked up the collar. Another death you could chalk up to Saunders. Rage coursed through him. He took a deep breath. “Let’s get the hell out of here,” he said, stalking out of the yard.

✣       ✣       ✣

Later that evening, after Dr. Crane had taken care of the worst wounded, Harry drove Andy and the others back to the Compound. He pulled over onto the shoulder of the road and opened the doors for the weary and battered Catmages. “Methuselah, would you and Hakham stay with me a few minutes, please?” he said as they made their way to the ground. They waited until the others were out of sight.

“What is it, Harry?” Methuselah asked.

“I found something in one of my predecessor’s journals that you need to know about. It’s just a few lines, but when I read them, I thought about your boy Andy. And that Saunders, who has all those Magelights.” He pulled the book out of his pocket, adjusted his glasses, leaned against the car and started reading.

 


On this the Twelfth day of September in the year Seventeen Hundred and Thirty-Nine, I write this in the hope that my successors will pass along the knowledge that I put here in these pages. I do not know the full story, as the Catmages who were involved live a long distance away, and we have only received the information second-hand from another who heard bits of the story but couldn’t be brought to me to tell it in its entirety. The Catmage that I spoke to about this seemed most anxious that I make a note and pass this along to future generations. This is the warning that they wanted me to impart: Under no circumstance is a Catmage to use another’s Magelight on the death of its owner. While it is true that for the most part, the deceased Catmage’s Magelight is destroyed, let it be known far and wide that it is perilous to do elsewise.



 

Harry stopped reading.

“Is that it?” Hakham asked. “Isn’t there anything more?”

“No. Isn’t that enough? Something obviously happened when a Catmage used another’s Magelight nearly three centuries ago. Look what he did to that other boy tonight. Did you see it? He went through the air like he’d been thrown.”

“I’ve been troubled since I met Andy,” Methuselah said. “Do you recall that he recognized me, yet we had never met?”

“Yes,” Hakham said. “And he is casting powerful spells that are clearly above his level. I did not expect Zohar to live after the Halloween battle, yet Andy cured him.”

“Andy brought him back from near death,” Methuselah said. “That is Magus-level healing.”

“You think that Nafshi’s soul in the Magelight is influencing Andy,” Hakham said.

“Don’t you? The Magelight held her neshama. It was not destroyed.”

“No. And maybe it has nothing to do with Nafshi’s soul. Maybe Andy, as the boy in the prophecy, has always had Magus-level strength. Perhaps his use of Nafshi’s Magelight augments his own natural powers. We don’t know, Methuselah. And the book Harry brought tells us almost nothing.”

Methuselah laughed harshly. “You’re right, the information is useless. A boy who has been studying barely two years exhibits the same level of power as a Magus who has practiced and studied for decades. It must be because he is the one prophesied to help us defeat the Darkness. Yes, it’s a completely likely explanation. Never mind that Andy could barely float a leaf last year. It’s his aura. That must be the answer.”

Hakham bristled at the sarcasm. “We know nothing for certain,” he snapped, “and until we do, say nothing to the boy. Or to anyone else.”

“Not even Zahavin?”

“No. This requires more study. We will keep it among ourselves. Thank you, Harry, for letting us know. Methuselah, are you coming with me back to the compound?”

“No. I’m going home with Harry. I’ve been here long enough. I told you I wouldn’t stay forever.”

“We still need you, my old friend.”

“And I will come back. But for now, I’m going home. I want to sleep in my own bed and eat in my own kitchen.”

“You mean my bed and my kitchen,” Harry said.

“Our bed. Our kitchen.” Methuselah twined himself around Harry’s legs.

“Cat hair. Always with the cat hair,” Harry muttered. But he was smiling.

“Farewell, then. I’m going to get some rest in my home.”

“Goodbye, Hakham. Until next time!”

Hakham watched them get into the car and drive away. Then he turned and headed down the path to the compound. Harry had given him much to think about. And he was already heartsick over their losses. Well, it could wait at least until he ate and rested. If only Nafshi were here to share his worries with. But then, if Nafshi were here, Andy wouldn’t have her Magelight, and this would be one less problem they’d have to deal with.

Hakham strode slowly, his soul and body weary. The Shomrim guards watched him pass without speaking. The Catmages and kittens he encountered gave him a wide berth. Word must have gone around by now about Matti’s sacrifice. There would have to be a ceremony, but he couldn’t face it just now.

When he reached his bayit, Razor was sitting in front of the door. “Is there something you need, Razor?” he asked. “Because I want nothing more than to sleep right now.”

“Patches was right. There was a Magelight in the dog collar, under the largest stud. It was one of the Council Magelights. Zehira recognized the aura.”

“What did you do with it?”

“It’s destroyed.”

“So they’re down to ten Magelights.”

“And the Tilyon.”

Hakham sat heavily. “Razor, my friend, this has not been a good day.”

“There’s more,” Razor said. “The Wild Ones left a reserve force. They attacked the Compound while we were in town.”

“What? Why did no one tell me? Is everyone all right?”

“Come see,” Razor said.

They went to the meadow, where Mr. Velez and Andy’s friends were in the middle of a large group of the Catmages who had stayed behind. Most of the kittens bounced happily around Mike, who was tossing a series of balls around for them to chase.

“What are they saying?” Hakham asked as they got closer.

“Wee Defender,” Razor said. “That’s what they’re calling Mike. He told them he was the Defender of the Wee Ones.”

Hakham surprised himself by laughing long and loud. “By the One, I needed that. Why the title?”

“Because Mike and the others held off the attack. That slingshot he brought? Nasty. Effective. Between our Shomrim guards and Andy’s friends, we sent them back with their tails between their legs. Silsula and Zehira were amazing, I’m told.”

“I hope you’re not surprised,” Silsula said as they drew near. Chirrup. “After all, I am of the line of Nafshi.” Chirrup. “Hakham, where is Andy?”

“Isn’t he here with everyone else?”

“He was. No one can find him. We thought he was with you.”

“No.”

“I’ll tell Zahavin,” she said. She left them and went to find her sister. Goldeneyes and Letsan were with Becca. They were filling one another in on the details of the night. Patches and Leilei sat near, listening.

“Andy is missing,” Silsula said. “Have any of you seen him?”

“No,” Goldeneyes said, “but I have an easy way to find him. Patches, will you please locate Nafshi’s Magelight?”

“Easy!” Patches said, leaping to his feet. “Not even have to concentrate. Andy is in practice field.”

“That’s where they’re burying Matti,” Letsan said. “And the other Shomrim that died tonight. Come on, Zahavin, let’s go find him.”

They found Andy sitting on the ground with Zohar and a large group of warriors. The gathering was breaking up. Some of the Catmages greeted them as they passed. Soon only Andy and Zohar remained. Zohar nudged Andy’s hand. “Let’s go, Andy.”

“Is that it?” Andy asked. He was holding Matti’s collar, which no longer held his Magelight. “That’s all you’re doing for them?”

“No,” Zohar said. “There will be a memorial service. Come back tomorrow.”

“No,” Andy said.

“No?”

“No. I can’t. I just can’t.” He noticed Becca, Goldeneyes, and Letsan watching him. Andy stood, clenching his fist around Matti’s collar. “I’m done,” he said. “I can’t stand watching my friends die anymore. I quit.”

“What do you mean, you quit?” Letsan said.

“I quit. I’m out. I’m done!” Andy shouted, rising. “I can’t do this anymore. Every time I try to help, I make things worse. Nafshi’s dead. Matti’s dead. I almost killed Taylor tonight!”

“You what?” Becca asked.

“You saw it,” Andy said, nodding at Letsan and Goldeneyes. “You were there. He hit his head on the ground. What if there had been a rock? He could have died, and it would have been my fault. So that’s it. I’m done. I quit.”

“You can’t quit!” Goldeneyes said. “You’re the Son of Aaron! We can’t win without you. Andy, I know you’re upset, but just take some time and calm down. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

“I don’t want to feel better in the morning!” Andy roared. “I don’t ever want to feel better about what happened tonight! I don’t want to keep fighting, and I don’t want to keep watching my friends die. Or lose their legs,” he said, glancing at Zohar.

“Andy, you saved Zohar,” Letsan said. “He would have died if not for you.”

Andy shrugged. “So what? It was my fault he was there in the first place. I messed up from day one. If it wasn’t for me, Nafshi would still be alive, and Saunders would never have gotten the Tilyon. So I’m quitting before I hurt you guys even more.”

He rushed past them, his Magelight glowing, and ran through the woods. They could see the green light as he ran.

“I’ll talk to him tomorrow,” Becca said. “He just needs time to calm down.”

“You’re probably right,” Goldeneyes said. “Let’s go. It’s time Becca and the others went home.”

They went back to the meadow. Andy wasn’t there. Letsan and Goldeneyes waited as Becca, Mike, and Teresa gathered their things and left the Compound. They found Andy waiting by Mr. Velez’ SUV. He said little on the ride home, and the others let him be. Mr. Velez dropped Andy off at his house and surprised him by getting out and walking him to the door.

“You’re a good kid, Andy,” he said. “You been doing lots of good things with these cats. The bad stuff, it’s not your fault.” He reached out and gripped Andy’s shoulder to give it a squeeze. “Just remember that. You’re a good kid.”

Andy shrugged. Mr. Velez shook his head and turned away. Andy turned out the porch light and went inside.

“He’ll be okay tomorrow,” Becca said, but she didn’t sound too sure.

“Yeah, he’ll be fine. And if he isn’t, I’ll make him fine,” Mike said.

Teresa looked sadly out the window. “None of you understands,” she said softly. “He won’t be fine tomorrow. He won’t be okay for a long, long time.”

The SUV drove away. Andy stood in the darkened hallway looking out the window beside the door, watching the truck disappear down the street.

“I quit,” he whispered and went up the stairs to bed.
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