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Five of Kristine Kathryn Rusch’s most popular
cat stories. They run the gamut from the award-winning “The Secret
Lives of Cats” to the whimsical “The Poop Thief.” Other stories in
the collection include reader favorite “What Fluffy Knew,” the
short mystery “Scrawny Pete,” and the Fey prequel “Destiny.”
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Introduction:

 


Cats and the Imagination

 


by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

 


Maybe I write about cats because I live with
them. I have had as many as 12 and as few as one. Much as I love
them, I do feel as if I’m living with alien creatures. I understand
what they do, but the understanding is shallow. I can predict their
behavior, but never truly know why they do what they do.

The only cats in this collection who are
pure cats are the cats in “The Secret Lives of Cats.” Inspired by a
German photographer who really did rig up cameras on his outdoor
cats, I thought as I read about him what if his cats brought home
pictures of an unexpected subject?

Sometimes I think Solanda, the Fey
Shapeshifter whose chosen form is feline, is also a true cat. She’s
loyal, but surprised by it. Her story spreads through the first few
novels of the Fey. “Destiny” happens before those dark days.

I wrote “What Fluffy Knew”
and “The Poop Thief” for invitation anthologies on particular
subjects. I wrote “Fluffy” for Alien
Pets. Since I already thought cats were
alien, I decided to explore something else. That thought, along
with the recent death of my very pampered cat Ashley, inspired
“Fluffy.”

I wrote “The Poop Thief”
for an anthology called Enchantment
Place, a loosely collected group of
magic-shop stories. I had no idea at all for the anthology until I
heard an ad for a local clean-up company that promised to “steal
the poop from your backyard.” Suddenly, in the rather magical ways
that stories come about, I had “The Poop Thief.”

As for “Scrawny Pete,” I have no idea where
that story came from. It just happened one day. Rather like Scrawny
Pete himself, I think.

Anyway, I hope you enjoy this small group of
stories. I will publish other five story collections, which the
publisher is calling 5-Packs. They’ll unify around genre or topic.
So enjoy this first offering. I had fun putting it together.

—Kristine Kathryn
Rusch

Lincoln City, Oregon

July 1, 2010
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The Secret Lives of Cats

 


Kristine Kathryn Rusch

 


Copyright 2010 Kristine Kathryn Rusch

 


Homer Ziff didn’t believe in old adages, but
after his long and eventful spring, he couldn’t help but think that
whoever put the words “curiosity,” “cat,” and “kill” in the same
sentence had to be onto something.

It all began about his own curiosity—about
his cats. Homer Ziff lived alone with two indoor cats and six
outdoor cats. Well, six he could pet and hold; there were
others—the friends, neighbors and hangers-on, he called them—who
visited at meal time or for a rest on the back forty in the
mid-afternoon sun.

Not that he had a real back forty. But his
back yard was an impressive three acres, complete with woods and
stream. One of the reasons he bought the house was that it had the
best of both worlds: in the front, he had a small lawn that led to
a quiet residential street; in the back, he had the acres of
property that covered a protected wetland. No one would ever build
behind him, the lots next to him were full, and the houses across
the street had reached their maximum size according to code.

He knew his neighbors by sight (rather like
he knew their cats) and he would nod at them whenever he saw them,
but didn’t engage in conversation. He couldn’t bring himself to
talk to them, not after his first attempt, when he’d stuttered at a
man several doors down, and the man had rolled his eyes and walked
away.

Homer would liked to have blamed his surly
neighbor for his own lack of congeniality, but that wouldn’t be
fair or accurate. Homer didn’t engage most people in conversation.
He had a stutter that got worse when he was nervous.

Over the years, he’d learned to prefer his
own company. He liked being alone with his thoughts and his cats
and his property.

And it was his thoughts that made being
alone possible. Not that his thoughts were original—sadly, they
weren’t—but they were organized, and that had given him an edge.
Once upon a time, he had been a professor of physics at Oregon
State University. A rising star when he was hired, he’d become a
stalled star by mid-career—a man for whom the great things expected
never materialized.

Which would have been well and good except
that stalled stars had to be stellar teachers and he was not. He
was pathologically shy, and his stutter got worse in front of large
groups. He was better one on one, but stalled stars weren’t allowed
to teach the smaller classes. He had to teach some large sections
as well, and he dreaded them like he dreaded a visit to the
dentist.

But he did have one valuable skill. He could
explain things clearly. His gift of clarity had gotten him through
graduate school and into an important teaching position, but that
gift also stalled him. And it made him into something of a
rebel.

Because of his gift, he threw out the
suggested text for 101 Physics (a more confusing book he’d never
seen) and wrote a series of notes that sold in the campus
bookstore—not just to his students, but to students from other
physics classes. The bookstore owner called him one day to ask
whether students at the nearby University of Oregon could purchase
the notes. Then students from some of the private colleges made the
drive from McMinnville and Portland to get his notes, and finally,
the chairman of his department said, “Y’know, Ziff, you could make
a fortune on those notes if you just turned them into a book.”

So he did. It became the number one 101
physics text in the country, which led his publisher to ask if he
would write a simple physics book for the masses, which he did, and
another for children, which he did, and suddenly Homer Ziff no
longer needed to worry about being a stalled star. He had become a
rising star again—or maybe even an established one—and could have
his pick of the courseload within his department.

Only the books had given him another gift.
Financial independence. He no longer had to teach. And since
standing in front of students made him so nervous that he sometimes
spent the hour before class in the restroom, he decided that the
prudent move would be to quit.

He bought his marvelous house, made sure his
finances were in order, and then retired to write a half dozen more
popular science books, with more under contract.

Some days, the cats were his only
companions. He didn’t mind, really. He never stuttered when he
spoke to cats, and they didn’t care that he lacked original
thought.

They were happy that he provided food and
shelter and a bit of companionship.

He was happy to have them purr.
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