I want to tell you a story.
You might feel as though you know it, through and through.  It might remind you of days long gone, in which you drifted into the world of dreams, fantasizing of your favorite stories, longing to be the hero of an entire world.  As well it should.  But I believe, by the end of this tale, you will find that it is unlike any story you have ever heard.  It does not need to be told in order to exist, but without you it is nothing more than whispers drifting in an unattended breeze.
You see, this story is alive.
A story is only words, you must be thinking.  Just a collection of characters, and places, woven in a tapestry of imagination for the reader to enjoy.  To a certain degree, I would grant you the truth in that.  However, you will find that words do breathe, pages do turn like the steady rhythm of the heart, and life filters through you, into that story, and gives it form.  For every life, there is a story, and for every story, there is a life.  It just so happens that this story was infused with life long before this moment, and now, just now is looking to usher you into its world.
And so, the journey lies before us.
This is the story of Oliver Miles, a young boy who is about to wander into a world that only before existed in the pages of his favorite series, The Damon Grell Chronicles.  There he will find a world both familiar and unfamiliar, where magic is hidden in books, where life grows one word at a time, where the secret of his birth and the path to his future rest in a powerful darkness that threatens the world, and where he must find the answer to the one question that he believes can save them all: Who is the Storyteller?  
And so our story begins, where every story before it has ever begun:
In the beginning, there was a boy whose life very much belonged to the books that he loved.
“Infusco!”  The light that shrouded the figure became heavy and fell, dull waves of warmth tattered to thin wisps by cold shadow.  Silence embraced the chamber, expanded into the growing darkness, and broke in a grinding shift of granite upon granite.  The sarcophagus fell open, its lid split in two upon the sandy floor, the shadows alive, swirling, absorbing all remaining light, taking form, and Damon Grell rose once more.
--Final paragraph of The Damon Grell Chronicles, by J.C Rudolph, Book Five, The White Tomb
Chapter One
The Boy on Robbins Road 
The houses on Robbins Road were nothing spectacular.  They were older than most, a bit storm worn, a touch faded and chipped from an abusive summer sun and chilling winter breeze, but they were not old.  Yards were well manicured, lightly landscaped, free of obtrusive clutter, and only rarely bustling with activity.  Mornings saw a calm orderly exodus of cars and bicycles, a solitary passing of a school bus, and little else.  Evenings were penetrated by a stale silence that seemed to arrive from another realm, blanket and envelop the neighborhood, and settle in for a nice, cozy sleep.  
Robbins Road was a vein of many, lost in the intricate web of streets that forged their way through the small suburb of Watertown, Massachusetts.  To those who knew of it, who had traveled its route, or even to the many families living along it, Robbins Road was just like every other neighborhood this side of Boston.  
Only, as it happened, it was not like any neighborhood at all.
This was because of the third to last house on the left, number 2814 according to the rust-stained silver mailbox with the sun-bleached red flag near the curb.  This house was owned by Ruth Orr—Ms. Ruth, she preferred to all—and was peculiar in two very distinct ways.  The first was that, at any given time, its yard was populated by no less than thirty chatty, yet lazy and inoffensive cats.  Many of the neighbors found this an unpleasant pot mark on their otherwise unspectacular existence, but nobody dared challenge Ms. Ruth to remove them.  Ms. Ruth was, after all, a librarian—master librarian, if you so pleased—at Watertown High, and had perhaps the most avid and vociferous love of books of anybody in the state, if not the world, it was believed.  Which was an important characteristic to take into account for all of the Robbins Road clan, for Ms. Ruth’s love for books was only outweighed by her love for cats.
Which was why, when asked, most of her neighbors would reply, “Oh, Ms. Ruth and her cats, you know?  What are you going to do?  Wicked nice, those cats.  Don’t you just love the little furballs?”  After which they would smile a very tense smile and hustle indoors.
It was not that they feared Ms. Ruth.  They simply thought it best not upset her—she was a mature woman of sixty-three—and were less than thrilled at the prospect of being glared back into adolescence.  
This was the oddity that the neighbors were well aware of, and dealt with on a daily basis. 
The second, and most prominent, difference between number 2814 and normality was that it was home to Oliver Miles, a nondescript sixteen-year old boy who shared in Ms. Ruth’s love for books, had been her foster son for all but two weeks of his life, had yet to accomplish anything of significance in that span, and in a very short time would be told that he was to be the hero of an entire world.  A world that had been awaiting his arrival for eighteen years.
He just didn’t know this yet.
The residents of Robbins Road, with the exception of those at 2814, would never know this.  Oliver was just Oliver and until the day he disappeared was quite a forgettable footnote in their daily lives.  He was just “that strange foster boy who spends all of his time reading,” and nothing more.
And presently, reading was exactly what Oliver was doing.  
Late afternoon sun splayed through his bedroom window and across his back as he sprawled out on a disheveled bed, immersed in a book.  He was a thin boy of an average height, wore ragged jeans that were ripped in the knees and loose in the waist, a wrinkled t-shirt that ballooned a bit on his lanky frame—one of three identical sets he owned, the only clothes Ms. Ruth allowed him to have—and took continuous swipes at the locks of brown hair falling into his crystal blue eyes.  The room, which he reluctantly spent most all of his time at home within, was small, untidy, and had a rickety wooden desk wedged in a corner that was cluttered with clothes, paper, notebooks, and a backpack that held the only other four books that he owned.  They were the first four books in a series known globally as The Damon Grell Chronicles, by J.C Rudolph.  Where most every kid he knew had a television, computer, games and a phone to occupy their time and attention, Oliver had only the five books.  They were the only escape he knew.  The only Ms. Ruth would allow.
In his hands and inches from his short, rounded, nose he held the fifth and final book.  He had long since lost track of how many times he had read them, could quote whole passages without much thought, and continued to reach the last page of the final book only to slam it shut, same as always, at the last word.
“Stupid!” he shouted, and dropped his forehead to the book, his mop of brown hair spilling across the jacket.
Seconds later, a soft shuffle of footfall echoed up the stairs, and came to a stop at his door.  There was a double knock, reserved but quite pointed.  He knew Ms. Ruth would come in regardless of his reply, so he kept his face buried in the book.  She didn’t much care for shouting in her home, or anywhere for that matter, and he was about to get a reminder, he was sure. 
“Oliver,” she said from the hallway.
“Yes, Ms. Ruth?”  He rolled his head to face the door.
The door opened with a grating creak, and the loose handle jiggled as it turned.  Ms. Ruth, a short slim woman with gray hair and glasses thick enough to magnify the universe, stepped into the room, made a scene out of analyzing his messy state of affairs, and gave him a pressed grimace.  There was a pen poking out of her tight-pulled bun, always tucked and firm, as if it alone held her together, and she wore a severe expression that brought to mind long painful trips through blazing rivers of fire.  Oliver looked at the pen, at her folded arms, and the dress that seemed to float about her bony frame like an empty pale blue pillow case.  Anything to keep from looking into the defiant ocean of blue staring his way.  
“We don’t lay our heads on books,” she said in a tight, matter-of-fact voice.
Oliver jerked his head upright.  “Sorry, Ms. Ruth.”
“Books are to be revered, treasured, and appreciated.  Never to be used as pillows.”  Or claimed, as she added often.  Ms. Ruth believed that books shouldn’t be owned, but stored instead within the universe of imagination.  They should be borrowed, and promptly returned.  The war cry of the librarian, he figured.  Oliver only owned The Damon Grell Chronicles because an acquaintance—she never claimed a right to friendship either—had left her in charge of his copies.  She had passed them down to Oliver, but wanted no part in keeping them herself.  He was grateful to have them.  
“Yes, Ms. Ruth.”
“We also don’t slam books shut, or shout, in this household.”
“Sorry, Ms. Ruth.”
Ms. Ruth nodded, matter resolved, and adjusted the flimsy frames of her wire-rim glasses.  She took a lengthy gander at the book in Oliver’s hands.  “The White Tomb again?  Why, amongst the potentially thousands of books that you might read, do you continue to return to such an abusive piece of work?  I would have thought by now that you would prefer something less antagonizing.”
“Well, it’s not like I have anything else to do.”  It was out before he could stop it and he instantly regretted it.
“Indeed?”  Ms. Ruth looked over the rim of her glasses at Oliver.  It was a look he was all too familiar with.
“I mean—” Oliver wanted to defend his statement, but he knew there was nothing he could say to prevent what was to come.  He shrugged and looked away from Ms. Ruth.
“If you have such time, then perhaps you might use it this weekend to clean the library.  You can begin on Saturday with dusting, and then sort through the library card catalog and ensure that everything is in it proper place.  I see no reason why you can’t complete that by dinner on Sunday.”
Difficult though it was, Oliver suppressed a sigh.  Any show of disappointment would only add to the list of weekend chores.  It wasn’t as if there was time during the week, with all the house chores he was required to do.  “Yes, Ms. Ruth.”
“Perhaps you should also check out a book while you are there.  Then you can read something that you don’t already know by heart.  Certainly there are books in existence that would leave you less irritable.”
Oliver shrugged.  “I—well, it doesn’t leave me irritable, exactly.  It just aggravates me that he ended the series by killing Damon and letting Lord Ahriman escape.”  Oliver heaved a sigh, lost in the artwork adorning the cover.  “And I love the series.  It all seems so real.  Sometimes when I’m reading, it feels like I can actually see the world and everyone in it.  Somehow that makes me happy no matter how much I hate the end.  Weird, I know.”
Ms. Ruth straightened.  “There is nothing weird about a healthy imagination, providing it is sprinkled with a dose of reality.”
“It’s just such a stupid ending.  I mean, if he had, I don’t know, let Damon win—even as badly injured as Ahriman seems to be—and killed Ahriman, then I wouldn’t get so upset.  I’d still read them the same I guess but, well, it’s not like I’m the only one who feels that way.”
“J.C Rudolph felt it the best way to end his story.  I would think that enough to please the masses.  Not all endings are happy, or perfect.”
“They should be.  Heroes should rise to the challenge, and survive.  That’s why we read about them.  Because they can be and do what we can’t, and they can find a way to survive no matter the odds.  Take us to the brink of disaster, and pull us through, right?  That’s what they’re supposed to do.  Otherwise, what’s the difference between them and us?”
Ms. Ruth forced a thin smile.  It always struck Oliver, in those very few times she attempted it, how uncomfortable she looked with a smile.  “I think, in the end, you will have to determine that for yourself.  Of course, that may well be the point he was trying to make.  Whether he realized it, or not, I think.”
“Maybe.  I’ll keep my voice down,” he added.
“I hope so.  I don’t much care for repeating lessons.”
The two were silent as Oliver flipped idly through a few pages.  “Anyhow, I came to tell you that Russell is here to see you.  I presume he was invited?”
For a moment, Oliver stared at Ms. Ruth, the words doing considerable battle with his thoughts of another weekend lost.  Then he winced.  He had forgotten to tell her.  What would that misstep earn him?  “I’m sorry.  I forgot to tell you.  I just started reading and, well, I forgot.  I asked him to come with me to the bookstore.”
“To the bookstore again?  You have quite a lot of time your hands indeed.  I’m not sure that I approve of you spending so much time there, and away from more important things like homework and chores.”
Homework and chores.  Two words that defined his time away from school.  “But I promised Sam I would come by today.  He said there’s something he’s wanted to give me for a long time, or something.”
Ms. Ruth frowned, her lips pressed together until they made a tight thin line. Probably doesn’t like the idea of someone who condones the sale of a book, Oliver thought, repressing a a desire to express it aloud. 
“Well,” she said at last. “I suppose Sam does have a positive influence on you, given his vocation.  At least there are other books to view and other authors with which to occupy your mind.  Very well.  You may go.  Dinner will be promptly at six.  Don’t be late.  And Russell isn’t allowed to visit for two weeks.  Maybe next time you’ll consider your invitation, and how it affect others, more thoroughly.”
Again, the desire to protest bubbled to the surface, but Oliver relented.  He nodded, attempting to hide his displeasure in the pages of the book.
Ms. Ruth disappeared down the hall.  Oliver heard the front door open, an exchange of voices, and then steady, unnecessarily heavy footfall.  Seconds later Russell was in the doorway.  He looked after Ms. Ruth, brown eyes wide, pointed at the door with a stiff bony finger, and mouthed, “Can I close this?”
Oliver nodded, and scanned a few more pages of the book.
Russell closed the door with a careful hand, as if a solitary noise or misstep would detonate a global catastrophe, actually crept the short distance to Oliver’s bed and sat on a corner.  Oliver couldn’t resist a small laugh.  Russell Scott was a strange bird on his best days, and nothing he did or said offered much to enhance his lack of popularity at school.  Strange enough, he was fine with this.  As he often proclaimed, “The quest for popularity is as foreign and substantial to me as a purple dinosaur practicing improper psychology on innocent children.”
And he did nothing to invite the attention most popular kids received.  He was rail thin, pale, his face and throat were layered in acne, he dressed in black most often, spoke in an accelerated form of English that most kids required tablespoons of undiluted sugar to understand, and was the most obsessive and psychotically informed Damon Grell fan Oliver had ever encountered.  Or even heard of.  Russell had once attempted to form a Damon Grell book club at school only to have it canceled when only Oliver showed up.  This little gathering of two became an instant conversational hit amongst the students, and any hope they had of attaining popularity was squashed with decisive precision.  It became obvious that they should become friends after that, as they weren’t likely to find any elsewhere.
Birds of a feather, Ms. Ruth had once said.
“Okay, I don’t mean to sound harsh, or anything,” said Russell, scanning the room for intruders, or listening devices, or whatever it was he thought might be hovering about.  “But your foster mom is wicked scary, and always looks at me like she’s trying to see my soul.  She reminds me of the witch, Esmerelda, from The DGC.”
“Caretaker.  And yeah, the resemblance is ridiculous.”
“Huh?”
Oliver shrugged and closed the book.  “Ms. Ruth.  She’s my Caretaker.  She doesn’t like being called a mom of any sorts.  Not even to the cats.  If I hadn’t been left on her doorstep when I was an infant, she would have never had kids for any reason.  I’m still not sure why she did it.  Seems like she would have preferred to hang me from a tree and see if the wind would carry me away.”
“You were left on her doorstep?  That’s kind of cliché, isn’t it?”
“You think?  If I were reading my story, I’d have been bored just looking at the dust jacket.  Not that anyone would be writing my story.”
“I always thought she took you in from an orphanage, or a PTA meeting, or something.”
“No, just her doorstep.  Me, a wicker basket, and a little note with my name on it, and nothing at all about who my parents were.  She took me in and filled out all the appropriate paperwork with the state, or whatever it was she had to do.  I don’t know.  I figure it best not to ask too many questions and just be glad that I’ve had a semi-proper home for sixteen years.  I only to have to make it a couple more years anyway.”
“Wow.  That’s crazy.  I thought my life was weird.”    
“Your life is weird.”  Oliver paused, thinking.  “I thought I told you about all that already.”
For a moment, Russell fell into the blank white slate of wall before him.  Then he shook his head and eyed the book next to Oliver.  “Yeah, you probably did.  You know,” he shrugged, ending his thought midstream.  “So, reading The White Tomb again?  How many times is that now?”
“I don’t know.  I used to keep track, but I kept getting depressed by the number.  I’ve read them so many times I pretty much dream about them every night.  Just felt like going through the whole series—”
Russell was off and running before Oliver could finish, his voice high, nasal, and like a continuous whine of static.  “Oh man, I can’t get enough of it either!  I just started over with The Servant of Stone last night.  I’m going to read them straight through, probably be done this weekend I get through them so fast.  I could probably quote entire books without opening them I’ve read them so many times now.  I mean, J.C Rudolph is, well was, amazing wasn’t right?  It’s like he invested an entire life into creating Elysium and all the life on it, and when you read it, you’re… you’re there!  Damon is such an awesome character, and Ahriman is just downright spooky!  I think he’s the best villain ever created.”
By no chance, or coincidence, this was the same diatribe that had initiated their friendship two years before, there in the otherwise empty classroom.  It was the opening salvo of a rapid fire assault on Oliver’s mind.  Sure, he loved the books too, but really… there were limits.
It was just a story, after all.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Oliver interrupted, leaving Russell in between words.  “I’ve heard it all already.”  And yet, he couldn’t resist.  Never could.  He couldn’t stop the rolling train of wonderment the departed J.C Rudolph had invited him aboard.  It was a well rehearsed play, and he knew the answer he would receive, but he couldn’t resist.  “But doesn’t it bother you though?  The whole death of Damon Grell thing?  I mean, for crying out loud, he let Ahriman get away!  What kind of finish is that?  Darkness wins!  Game over!  Demos doesn’t have the forces to fend him off, and when that city is taken, Ahriman controls all of Elysium!”
He wanted to feel stupid for saying it, but felt only a wave of relief.  For his part, Russell was incited by Oliver’s rant.  He began bouncing on the edge of the bed, eyes wide, hands clasped before his face.  It was times like these that Oliver was acutely aware of how glad he was that he was not Russell.
“No way, that’s the best part dude!  It’s so non-traditional, it goes against the system!  I mean Rudolph finished it, what, like, over twenty years ago, or something, and still it stands alone as the ultimate demise of a hero!  Damon didn’t just die, he was soundly beaten on the Mount, and fell off the cliff to the banks of the Sarroch River!  Then, when you’re left with nothing but questions he has the crypt scene, and Damon is resurrected!  Wicked!”
“Yeah, but by whom?  Just some dark shape.  Was it the Mugwump sorcerer from Mount Ianis, or was it the Lady of the Forest, or maybe Esmerelda?  Who was it?  He left so much unanswered!  What became of the Changeling, Loki?  How did Tamara Winters deal with Damon’s death?  I mean, I thought they were going to end up together!  And what happened to Captain Vorel already?  She said she knew who Ahriman was before the final battle!”  
“Oh yeah, Captain Vorel.  Wow, she’s delightful.  What I wouldn’t give, you know?”
Oliver smiled, faded into reflection, but shook it off and was on his feet, pacing the floor.  He stopped at the window and stared out into the yard.  Cats were everywhere.  “None of it makes sense.  It’s frustrating.  I just don’t understand why Rudolph did it.”
“I have a theory on it all.”  Russell was on his feet as well, pausing to sit again on the edge of the bed before springing to pace some more.  Oliver turned away from the window and encouraged him on with raised eyebrows.  He knew Russell well enough to know that he would not have continued without it.  
“Okay.  Here goes.  I think that J.C Rudolph intended on creating a story that followed The DGC—which is quite likely, I think—and…”  Here he paused, pulling his face together in a squint.  Oliver waited, unsure of whether to be tense about what Russell would say or concerned over the sudden embolism that appeared to be plaguing his brain.  He looked in an inordinate amount of pain.  
“And?”
“And it began with Damon being brought back to life by Lord Ahriman.”
“What?  Why would Ahriman want to bring Damon back from the dead?  He’d just killed him!”  Let down by the unwarranted build up, Oliver looked out the window again.  The cats were all doing cat things.  Lounging, sleeping, licking, sleeping, and some were even sleeping.  All but one, that was.  An orange and white tabby sat in the center of the yard, perched on its haunches, staring at the house.
“Hear me out, I’m serious.  I think there’s merit to this theory.  Trust me here, I’ve studied these books, read all the compilations of thought on the overall concepts Rudolph was playing at, read every bio on Rudolph I could find, and I’m sure of it.  I mean, Rudolph disappeared just days after turning in the final copy of The White Tomb, right?  Nobody ever saw him again.  Well, actually, nobody ever saw him before.  He might have even been a she!  Who knows?  Rudolph was just a strange little hermit that wanted to remain anonymous forever, I guess.  And to that end, I’d say he succeeded.  Or she.  Wouldn’t you agree?”
Oliver shrugged.  There was little reason to debate Russell.  He knew far more than any living being should have known about J.C Rudolph and the series of books.  Besides, the cat was still staring at the house and it was beginning to unnerve him.  For a moment it looked to Oliver like it was staring at him, but that seemed too ridiculous a thought to entertain.  It did seem, however, to be staring in his direction.
“Rudolph was such a recluse, and was so well received that nobody could deny someone with that much success the right to do what they wanted!  So we got wild plotlines that I think were there just to irk the world!  Everyone involved was making too much cash to argue!  Besides, Damon was a little too arrogant and egocentric at times for my tastes, anyway.  Maybe Ahriman deserved his place.  Maybe he deserved to win.  It’s a wicked twist, I know, but maybe Rudolph just wanted to give the finger to the world, you know?  Both of them, for that matter!  Maybe give everyone a reason to hate on the whole series, or maybe just to show everyone that good doesn’t always prevail?  Or maybe Rudolph had no control over it to begin with!  Oliver?  Hello?  Are you listening, or what?”
“What?”  Oliver pulled away from the window.  Russell looked at him, incredulous, hands to his hips, half hunched at the waist and leaning to a side like a question mark with arms.
“I’m sitting here on the verge of telling you the darkest and most amazing theory of Elysium’s universe, and you’re not listening?”
Oliver looked out the window, and then back to Russell.  “Um… no?  Just come over here a second would you?  Tell me what you see, and then you can finish telling me your wonderful little dark theory.”
Russell huffed, his shoulders slumped, trudged over to the window in heavy steps, and gave a half-hearted look out into the yard.  “What am I supposed to be looking at?”
“Just tell me what you see.”
“Wonderful,” he said with a sigh.  “Oh look, there’s some grass and a driveway.  How interesting.  Oh say, there’s a road out there.  I didn’t know you had one of those.  I don’t.  Thanks for rubbing it in.  This is seriously derailing me, just so you know,” he said to Oliver, before looking out the window once more.  “I see cats.  Lots and lots of cats.  They all look really tired by the way.  I see, oh hey, I see more cats.  What do you know?  Really, your foster mother—”
“Caretaker.”
“Right, Caretaker, must know a good magic spell that turns people into cats, or something.  I’m sure she knows one.  Esmerelda did.”
“Very nice.  I’ll pass it along.”
“No, please—” Russell cocked his head to a side, and pointed.  “Is that cat staring at us?”
“Ha!”  And with that, Oliver ran from the room and down the stairs.  He slowed to a quiet, but quick, walk down the hall, saw Ms. Ruth busy in the kitchen cleaning dishes, and eased his way through a small opening in the front door.  All secrecy was lost, however, when Russell came tromping behind him and almost toppled one of Ms. Ruth’s favorite vases from a table top near the door.
“Where are you going?”
“Oliver, what’s the ruckus?”
Oliver leered at Russell.  “Sorry, Ms. Ruth.  Just… we’re just going to head to the bookstore.”
“Very well.  The cats will need food and water, I believe.  Take care of that on your way out.”
A deep sigh drained from Oliver, and his shoulders drew inward.  He balled a fist at Russell and gave thought to punching him in the shoulder.  Had he not done so a year before, with a very tearful Russell coiled up on his bedroom floor as the result, he would have done so again.  “Yes, Ms. Ruth.”
“Sorry,” whispered Russell.
Despite the commotion at the door, the cats made no great effort to run for cover.  Most simply lolled their heads back to the ground and returned to their afternoon naps, unaware, or uncaring of the intrusion.  A few displayed mild interest in the potential for food, but were otherwise unconcerned by Oliver’s appearance and offered little more greeting than a heavy stretch and sizable yawn.  The tabby was still sitting in the center of the yard, staring at Oliver and Russell as they came to a halt at the edge of the porch.
“Creepy,” said Russell.
“Yeah.  No kidding.”  Oliver walked two paces off the porch, and onto the walkway.  He stopped at the edge of the grass, and sidestepped a gray cat, which looked at him in a twisted blend of shock and confusion with crossed-eyes, and rolled over on its back, legs propelled in the air framing a white belly streaked with brown hairs resembling that of a branch of a tree.  Oliver frowned at the cat and pointed it out to Russell, who seemed too interested in the tabby to take the time to look.
The tabby was stock still.  “Hey, kitty.  Whatcha doin’?”
The cat didn’t move.  Oliver stepped closer.  The cat watched him.  Oliver shrugged, and squatted before the cat, who looked them both over like an oft-seen plague.
“Not going to talk, huh?  You hungry?  Want some food?”
The cat cocked its head to a side, blinked against its emerald eyes, and a small tag from its collar, dangling just below the neckline, flicked a quick shot of light from the afternoon sun in Oliver’s eyes.  The tag was silver, flat and triangular, and was edged in a rippled gold trim.  There was an inlay of an image Oliver couldn’t quite make out, so he reached for it to get a closer look.  “Let’s see what you’ve got here.”
The cat batted at his hand with a paw.  Despite an absence of claws, Oliver reeled back from the blown which, in turn, caused Russell to scream.  “Stupid cat!” Oliver said, then sighed, feeling both embarrassed for protesting aloud to a cat and for Russell’s girlish squeal, which Russell himself seemed rather untroubled over.  
“What was that for anyway?  I mean, I’m not going to hurt you, or anything!”  The cat stared at him, unmoving.  “Fine!  Sit out here and stare at the world, for all I care!  Be hungry and see what you think of me then!  How does that sound?”
“Meow,” it said.
Oliver straightened.  He took a step back from the cat and nudged Russell.
“Did that cat just say ‘meow’?” Russell asked.
“Sounded like it.”  Oliver leaned over, close enough to get a good look at the orange cat with white paws, and white streaks across its belly, but far enough away to avoid another attack.  “What did you say?”
The cat’s whiskers twitched, and it cocked its head to the left as if in thought.  “Umm… rowr purr?”
“Okay, right,” Russell said, crouched behind Oliver.  “Please get rid of Psycho Kitty before I go wiggy, all right?  Cause this is freakin’ me out something wicked!”
The cat scanned Oliver, craned its head at an angle, almost as if trying to get a better look at the curious boy hiding behind him.  Before Oliver could act, however, the cat stood on all fours, hopped to its left, and trotted off.  It was down the street and at a full lope when Oliver managed to find his voice.
“You have a theory about that?”
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