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For Merry 
And for all the wonderful animals 

who have shared my life and inspired this book



I want to speak about bodies changed into new forms.   
 
   Ovid
   Metamorphosis (Trans. A. S. Kline)

If a lion could talk, we could not understand him.

  Ludwig Wittgenstein
  Philosophical Investigations



Part I

Albuquerque and the East Mountains
Present Day



Chapter 1

It began with a tearing sound—narrow, sharply articulated, and quickly 
lost in a crescendo of shattered dishes and screaming animals.

“Fucking cats,” Astrid Lund complained as she set her book on the 
side table and pushed herself up from the old blue recliner. 

Since returning home to settle her mother’s estate, Astrid had grown used 
to the occasional broken glass that attended Sigrid’s five animals, but noth-
ing had prepared her for the chaos she found in the kitchen. The counter 
had been swept clear, scattering pans, dishes, glasses, and the steel drying 
rack across the tile floor. As usual, the disaster’s perpetrators had fled.

Swearing softly, Astrid began to pick up the surviving items. As she 
placed a handful of flatware in the sink, she noticed the source of the tear-
ing sound: a triangle of torn plastic insect screen flapped in the open win-
dow. Astrid saw a smear of bright red on the white windowsill and, without 
thinking, touched it. She jerked her hand back, blood sticky on her fingers, 
and saw the translucent crescents of torn claws on the painted wood. 

Squinting against the afternoon sunlight, Astrid searched the open space 
separating the house from the Cibola National Forest. As her eyes adjusted 
to the glare, she saw Audrey, a long-haired, tortoiseshell cat with the tem-
perament of a bobcat, cross an opening in the scattered mesquite, her tail a 
dark flag over a barren frontier. In the seconds that followed, Astrid located 
each of Audrey’s littermates. Greystoke, a tuxedo cat with fur the color of 
gunmetal and muscles like springs, sprinted across the field ahead of his 
sister. Chessie, the gray tabby who often seemed the wildest of the five, ran 
behind them. Spike followed, muscular and self-possessed, his dusty blond 
coat blending into the brown grass as Elizabeth, forever the chubby baby 
of the litter, ran to keep up with his elegant rolling trot, her long, ginger 
fur shining like polished copper. Astrid knew if they stayed outside after 
sunset, they risked becoming a meal for a coyote, bobcat, or one of the dogs 
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that roamed the open space. With the chaos in the kitchen driven from her 
mind, she ran onto the porch as Elizabeth disappeared into the forest. 

Astrid followed her, stopping a few yards into the trees to hold her breath 
and listen. She heard a feline cry and ran toward it. Entering a clearing, 
Astrid found the five cats gathered around a tall Ponderosa Pine. A blue jay 
taunted them from a low branch.

“A goddamned blue jay?” she muttered. “You tore through the window to 
chase a goddamned blue jay?”

Not wanting to frighten the jay and send the cats chasing it through 
the forest, Astrid paused to gather her thoughts and found herself trans-
fixed by the contest playing out before her. Greystoke pulled himself up the 
tree’s rough bark, with Chessie and Audrey close behind. He climbed onto 
the limb where the jay perched and lunged futilely at the bird. His sisters 
watched him fall to the ground as the jay flew to a higher branch, then con-
tinued their climb. Meanwhile, Spike and Elizabeth prowled the clearing 
below, eyes on the bird, ready to pounce should their siblings knock it from 
the tree. Above them, the jay danced at the fulcrum of chaos, jumping to 
safety as each cat drew near.

Unable to carry all five animals at once, Astrid decided to take two back 
to the house and return with cat carriers for the others. She knew Spike 
and Elizabeth would be the easiest to manage, and their littermates seemed 
preoccupied enough to stay near the tree—at least while the bird taunted 
them from its branches.

“It’s okay, Spike,” Astrid whispered as she crouched and stroked his back. 
She lifted him into the crook of her neck, forelegs draped over her shoulder, 
fur soft against her cheek. Astrid glanced up at the jay, who stared back with 
a seemingly analytic curiosity, then she kneeled beside Elizabeth, repeating 
the nickname she had given her when she was still a kitten. “Biffy. Come 
on, Biffy.”

She did not notice the dog’s approach until she felt Spike’s muscles tense 
and his claws dig into her shoulder. Astrid heard a low growl and turned 
to see a black and tan gargoyle approach on a narrow path, muscles rolling 
beneath the fur raised along its spine. She recognized the corrupt Rott-
weiler-mix she had often seen prowling the open space, sometimes with a 
pack of other local toughs, but more often alone. She lowered Spike to the 
ground beside Elizabeth and stepped aggressively toward the dog.

“Go on,” she shouted. “Git, you bastard.”
The dog stopped and growled, measuring the threat posed by this lone 

woman, then it continued toward her, a single strand of saliva trailing from 
his mouth, a silver thread in the afternoon sun.
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Astrid searched for a rock or fallen tree limb she could use as a weapon. 
She did not notice the blue light flashing through the clearing until an 
indeterminate wall of noise broke around her, and the ground fell from 
beneath her feet. She rolled as she struck the forest floor, pain radiating 
from her right hip. Astrid sat up and saw the dog stop and look past her, its 
lip curling into a snarl as a low growl behind her rose to a feral scream. The 
cry pulled her around like a string unwinding a top.

Astrid saw what appeared to be a mountain lion enter the clearing, head 
lowered, paws moving weightlessly across the dirt. It was at least eight feet 
long from its nose to the end of its tail—large even for the lions that still 
prowled the national forest. As the cat moved through the forest’s patch-
work of light and shadow, the colors of her mother’s animals seemed to play 
across its fur. Shifting patches of gray parted tawny ripples, then gave way 
to flashes of orange and brindle before resolving into Spike’s even buff. The 
dog froze, its eyes locked on the nightmare stalking toward it.

Astrid remained still—she knew running from a predator invited pur-
suit—and the great cat moved past her as gracefully as water flowing around 
a stone. It paused to study her through sage-green eyes—pitiless, penetrat-
ing, and coldly intelligent—then turned its attention back to the dog, a low 
rumble resonating in its chest. Astrid scanned the clearing but did not see 
her animals. Only the blue jay remained, watching from its perch with a 
bird’s unbreakable focus.

As the cat continued up the path, the Rottweiler looked to each side, a 
bully gauging the consequences of his bravado. No reinforcements stood 
nearby, no pack to help or to judge. It bared its teeth and growled, holding 
its position on the narrow trail. The great cat stopped a few body lengths 
from the outmatched dog, muscles compressed, hindquarters rocking, pal-
pating the ground beneath its paws. Astrid saw its jaw drop as if unhinged 
as the cat threw its head back and screamed. The scream seemed less a 
threat than a simple assertion of presence—a birth cry hurled against an 
indifferent world.

The dog backed away, cautiously at first, protecting its backside, then 
accelerating as it turned on the narrow path. It fell onto its haunch, hind 
legs skidding beneath it, scattering gravel across the grass before it recov-
ered and fled back up the trail.

The cat turned toward Astrid after the dog crossed the top of the hill. It 
cocked its head as if in recognition, then padded toward her. Still sitting 
on the forest floor, Astrid crabbed back until a tree’s rough bark pressed 
into her spine. She tried to rise, but her feet scraped ineffectually across 
the ground. The cat stopped less than a foot away from her and stared, 



Part 1 - Albuquerque and the East Mountains 7

more out of curiosity than menace, as Astrid sat frozen, unable to breathe, 
fingers digging into the dirt. The animal stretched its head toward her, and 
she smelled its breath, damp with the stench of digestion. She felt the wet 
sandpaper of its tongue against her cheek as her consciousness dissolved in 
a vortex of fear.

Astrid felt Greystoke’s paws on her chest, his nose moist against hers. She 
gently pushed him aside and searched the clearing for the great cat, but 
she only found his littermates. Chessie rested beside her, and Elizabeth 
stood nearby, staring at her through half-closed copper eyes. Audrey looked 
up the path as if guarding against the dog’s return, while Spike paced the 
clearing’s perimeter. Astrid struggled to her feet, but her muscles remained 
unresponsive, detached from her will. 

She shuffled forward as sensation returned to her limbs. “Come on,” she 
said automatically, “we have to go.”

She picked up Greystoke, tucked Elizabeth under her other arm, and 
called to their siblings. As she had hoped, the cats followed close behind. 
She led them across the open space, onto the porch, and through the house’s 
still-open door.

Once inside, Astrid hurried through the house, closing windows to 
prevent a repeat of the cats’ escape. She stopped at a wall of photographs 
she had framed for her mother in the months before her death—lovingly 
selected scenes of Sigrid Lund smiling with friends; climbing a ladder in 
her old straw hat and carpenter’s belt to frame her house; lecturing at the 
university in a neat blouse and skirt; standing at the summit of Wheeler 
Peak, her blonde hair a tight braid against her red parka. Astrid’s eyes rested 
on a picture of Sigrid in a T-shirt and jeans, sitting on the living room floor, 
back against the old recliner, legs stretched across the red Chinese rug. Five 
kittens swarmed over her as she laughed at the impossibility of keeping 
them in any kind of order.

“Ma,” Astrid said softly, her fingers touching the glass as if feeling for a 
pulse, “what the hell just happened?”

Astrid sat on the edge of the recliner, elbows on her knees, watching the 
cats resume their habitual behaviors. Spike curled up on the warm surface 
of the ancient stereo that still played Sigrid’s favorite classical music station. 
Elizabeth climbed onto the chair and wedged herself behind Astrid’s but-
tocks. Audrey jumped onto the chair back in an arc so perfect she seemed 
to float into place and stretched across it. Greystoke pawed at Chessie until 
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she hissed and ran up the stacks of books that buttressed the fireplace. She 
glared at him from the mantle.

Astrid watched them for a time, letting the currents of normalcy flow 
across her nerves. She lifted Elizabeth from behind her and leaned back in 
the chair, resting the cat on her lap. Astrid continued to seek reassurance in 
the room’s familiar clutter, in the mismatched but lovingly selected chairs, 
end tables, lamps, artwork, and most of all, in the books overflowing the 
shelves, covering tables and unused corners of the room, leaning in stacks 
along the walls, their ivory pages and bright covers like strata of an imag-
ined mountain escarpment.

When the afternoon light faded, Astrid walked into the kitchen, followed 
by five hungry animals. She watched their mealtime ritual of choosing a 
place among the mismatched bowls she put down on the white tile floor—
smelling each other’s food, hissing warnings, and finally, settling in to eat at 
their usual spots. They seemed unaffected by their experience in the forest. 
Astrid picked up Elizabeth and stroked her long, orange fur. 

“What made you guys run off?”
Astrid touched her cheek where the mountain lion had licked her and 

stared at the five animals. After a time, she took her phone from her pocket 
and leaned against the counter, her fingers tracing a familiar pattern across 
the screen.

“It’s me,” she said as Claire Ortega answered. Claire was her oldest friend, 
and the only person Astrid could tell of her encounter in the forest—and 
trust not to question her sanity. “No, I’m okay . . . just a little cabin fever. 
Any chance of meeting for lunch or coffee? No, I just need to get out . . . 
Tomorrow would be perfect.”

Claire’s voice brought her deeper into life’s comforting rhythms. They 
spoke for a few minutes, confirmed their meeting, and said goodbye.

Astrid walked down the hall to the bedroom. She removed her jeans—
still dirty from the forest floor—and threw them into the laundry basket. 
She neatly folded her black sweater, placed it in the dresser drawer, and 
walked into the bathroom in her T-shirt and panties. Astrid studied her 
face in the mirror, searching for some slackness in its muscles, for some 
misalignment of her eyes, for an uneven dilation of the pupils—for any-
thing that might suggest a neurological basis for what she had seen in the 
forest. She found nothing abnormal. It must have been a stress-induced 
hallucination, she told herself. 

She took a deep breath and drew her hands slowly over cheekbones that 
reflected her father’s indigenous heritage, past the small wrinkles at the 
corners of her eyes, and through her short, reddish-brown hair. She smiled 
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at the contrast of her olive complexion with hazel eyes so much like her 
mother’s. The smile gave way to a passing sadness as she recognized Sigrid’s 
features in her straight nose and expressive mouth. Astrid stepped back 
from the mirror.

“Not the face of a hallucinating psychotic,” she thought aloud. Astrid felt 
a pressure against her leg and looked down. Audrey stared up at her with 
demanding olive-green eyes. 

“It isn’t the face of a crazy cat lady, either,” she said, picking up the small 
tortoiseshell cat and scratching her behind the ear. As was her habit, Audrey 
briefly enjoyed the attention, then squirmed away.

Astrid washed her face and arms, rubbed her skin briskly with a fresh 
towel, and took a last look in the mirror. The weeks she’d spent outside 
completing the large and small chores neglected during Sigrid’s illness had 
tightened muscles grown slack from years spent in front of a computer. She 
flexed her bicep and pulled the sleeve of her T-shirt across her shoulder, 
taking pleasure in the curve of her muscles as they descended beneath the 
soft cotton.

Astrid changed into her red flannel nightgown, walked to the kitchen, 
and prepared a light dinner of bread, cheese, and a sliced pear. She washed 
it down with a surprisingly good Sangiovese she’d found in her mother’s 
pantry. After cleaning up, she took the glass and bottle out onto the porch 
and sat in one of the old armchairs, the creaking of the wicker partitioning 
the silence as stars appeared over the mountains. When the air grew colder, 
she took a blanket from a nearby chair and spread it across her lap. Astrid 
pulled her knees against her chest and stared into the darkness, the cold 
air reassuring against her face. She imagined the great cat staring back, as 
patient as the mountains it inhabited.

Had she looked back when she’d returned home that afternoon, Astrid 
might have seen the blue jay fly to a high branch and watch her lead the 
cats across the open space. She would have seen it lift from the limb shortly 
after they’d gone inside the house and fly through the forest to land near 
the mouth of a small canyon.

Had she followed the jay, Astrid would have seen it walk forward with 
a bird’s awkward gait, then rock back and forth as if preparing to fly. She 
would have seen a blue light surround it as the jay grew into the shape of a 
woman—slightly taller than she, with deep brown, almost black hair falling 
past her shoulders, brows tracking the curve of delicately slanted eyes, fea-
tures reflecting no single human lineage but weaving countless threads into 
an elemental beauty.
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If she had witnessed the transformation, Astrid would have seen the 
woman’s lips part in release as she welcomed this accustomed form, pausing 
to straighten her navy-blue slacks and ivory silk blouse, brushing away a 
trace of dust that blemished the cloth. She would have seen her close her 
eyes and breathe deeply, raising her face to the sun with an unmistakably 
erotic expression of pleasure.

Had Astrid remained nearby, she would have seen the woman walk to 
the canyon wall and rest her hands on it, eyes closed, leaning forward until 
her cheek nearly touched the granite. She would have seen the woman 
remain motionless as if she were listening to the lichens growing into the 
stone—as if she were questioning the mountain itself. A few moments later, 
Astrid would have seen her walk along the cliff face, hands tracking its 
contours, searching for something both answer and question, both expected 
and anomalous, for something she would recognize as familiar, purposeful, 
but nevertheless, out of place.



Chapter 2

The wheels of Astrid’s green Jeep Cherokee slipped as she accelerat-
ed from the gravel road onto Highway 14. It was a bright fall day, 
and she lowered the window to enjoy the brisk air and the scent of 

dying leaves. Astrid looked forward to seeing Claire, and to a few hours 
away from the solitude of Sigrid’s house and the five acres of mesquite, 
scrub oak, and piñon that surrounded it. Most of all, she looked forward to 
moving past the incident in the forest—the urgency of the cats’ escape, the 
Rottweiler’s threat, the passing mountain lion, and the hallucinatory quality 
of the entire incident. She drove through Cedar Crest, a once small moun-
tain town that had become a bedroom community for a growth-addicted 
city, took the ramp onto Interstate 40, and descended into Albuquerque’s 
bland sprawl.

The late morning traffic moved quickly, and Astrid soon left the inter-
state, driving toward the coffeehouse Claire had suggested. Although it 
was part of a ubiquitous chain and located in a self-consciously upscale 
shopping development, it was clean and offered both decent espresso and a 
comfortable outside seating area.

Astrid found a table outside near a row of trees that almost hid the traffic 
on the nearby street. She sat in a sunny chair, enjoying the autumn air, and 
watching the people come and go from the coffeehouse—tired shoppers 
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in groups or alone, couples enjoying a conversation, salesclerks grabbing a 
coffee on their break. 

She saw Claire Ortega cross the parking lot, her stride as efficient and 
inevitable as a river in the spring. Claire wore one of the bright spring dresses 
she favored all year round, with life-sized orange tulips and yellow daffodils 
with green stems scattered across a white background—a striking contrast 
with her mahogany complexion. Her sole concession to the autumn air was 
the yellow cardigan she’d owned since college. 

Astrid stood and embraced her. “It’s good to see you.”
Claire returned the hug, then held Astrid by the shoulders, examining her 

with concern. “How are you doing? You sounded stressed on the phone.”
“I was just tired. How are Anthony and the kids?” Astrid asked, changing 

the subject.
Claire smiled ironically. “Anthony and Emily are in California visiting 

colleges, so Mark has to suffer the indignity of being alone with his mother.” 
“Is he still acting out?”
“Typical adolescent stuff. At least he spends most of his time in his room.”
“How are his grades?”
“He barely tries, but he does fine. He seems to have inherited his mother’s 

brains and his father’s gift for bullshit.”
Astrid smiled. She had long followed Mark and Emily’s adolescence with 

a mixture of affection and bittersweet gratitude for the relative simplicity 
of her own life. 

“How’s work?”
“I’m enjoying the promotion. Raising two teenagers has prepared me for 

management,” Claire said, laughing softly.
“I’m sorry to take you away on a workday.”
“Don’t be. It’s not like I don’t put in the overtime.”
Claire draped her sweater over a chair to reserve their table. She ran her 

hands along the sides of her head, smoothing the black hair she wore in a 
simple ponytail and wiping away the stress of work and traffic. Claire stood 
in the sun for a moment, eyes closed, her features and bearing suggesting a 
woman in her twenties rather than a forty-year-old mother of two. 

She took Astrid’s arm and led her through the maze of outdoor tables, 
chairs, and patio umbrellas toward the coffeehouse. 

“Come on. I’ll buy.”
Astrid and Claire had met when they were students in the Stanford 

Design Program. On the surface, they had little in common. Claire was 
finishing her master’s in computer science and believed training in design 
could improve her software. Astrid had entered the program after the reali-
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ties of an English literature degree left her wanting more realistic job pros-
pects. Astrid had a comfortable, if mostly intuitive, proficiency with tech-
nology, while Claire struggled to move from the rigor of science to design’s 
more subjective concerns. Claire and Anthony were raising two children in 
married student housing, while Astrid enjoyed all the temptations available 
to a pretty, single woman on a college campus. 

Inevitably, they had built an enduring friendship.
When Astrid returned to Albuquerque to be near her mother, she per-

suaded an old boyfriend to help Claire and Anthony find jobs at Sandia 
National Laboratories. A few years later, Claire provided computer science 
advice when Astrid started her web design business—and emotional sup-
port when Astrid’s divorce and Sigrid’s illness forced her to sell it.

“How’s life in the mountains?” Claire asked as she sat down.
“Quiet mostly, but I’m making headway on Mom’s things.” Astrid took a 

deep drink of her cappuccino and leaned back in the metal chair, enjoying 
the sunlight on her face.

“Is your father still in town?”
Astrid shook her head. “He went back to Taos after Mom’s funeral.”
Claire raised an eyebrow so slightly that only a close friend would notice.
“I enjoyed seeing him,” Astrid reassured, “but we both knew it was time 

for him to go.”
Claire took a long sip of coffee. “I always appreciate a man who knows 

when to leave. Speaking of which, have you heard from Alan? Has he got-
ten around to signing the papers?”

“Nice pivot,” Astrid said, laughing. “No, but he’s running out of excuses.”
“Maybe what’s-her-name is running out of patience.”
Claire had long maintained that Alan was using his ‘zombie marriage’ as 

a firewall against a commitment-hungry girlfriend. “Any problems with the 
settlement?”

“He has conceded the business was mine, and he’s agreed not to go after 
my mother’s estate.”

“So, he does have a decent streak . . . or maybe he’s just afraid.”
Astrid smiled ironically.
“You did put him in the hospital when you discovered his affair,” Claire 

reminded.
“It was only the emergency room, and his nose was barely broken.”
Claire sipped her coffee. “I saw on Facebook that you changed your name 

to ‘Lund.’”
“I didn’t want to keep Alan’s name, and since I was changing it anyway—”
“You went full gonzo feminist?”
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“No.” Astrid laughed. “After Sigrid passed, it just seemed right to take 
her last name.”

“What did your dad say?”
“He wasn’t happy, but he tried to understand,” Astrid said, tears pooling 

in her eyes. She dabbed them with a napkin from the rack on the table. “He 
has a son and a daughter up in Taos, but Sigrid only had me. Besides, it’s 
not like I’d be passing the name along.”

Claire reached across to take her hand. “Have you given any thought to 
coming back to town, Astrid Lund? Before you turn into some mad cat lady 
in the mountains?”

Astrid winced at the phrase ‘mad cat lady.’ It awakened memories of the 
cats’ escape and her hallucinatory perceptions of the mountain lion.

“I think about it from time to time,” she admitted, “but now I need to be 
there. Besides, five cats do not make you a mad cat lady . . . just a charming 
eccentric.”

“My offer to help you get hired at the labs still stands. I need a good 
user interface designer. I could set up some interviews.” Claire paused and 
smiled. “Maybe even clean you up a little.”

Astrid looked down at her black sweater and worn jeans, then at Claire’s 
bright ensemble. She took another sip of espresso. “I can afford to wait,” she 
said as she leaned across the table and retrieved her shoulder bag from the 
empty chair. “There’s something I want to show you.”

Astrid took a flat cardboard mailer from the bag. It was the kind peo-
ple used for mailing photographs in the days before digital cameras. She 
removed a photo and slid it across the table. 

“I found this in one of Sigrid’s drawers, between her recipe for vegan 
stroganoff and the manual for her table saw.”

Claire looked at the picture wistfully. The black-and-white image showed 
Sigrid Lund at a party in her living room, wearing a long floral print dress 
and holding a glass of dark wine. She was smiling, relaxed, and was the 
only person in the crowd looking into the camera. The light caught her face 
in a way that left everyone else in shadows as if she and the photographer 
shared an impenetrable bond.

“I’d forgotten how beautiful your mother was,” Claire murmured.
Astrid took a neatly folded note from the envelope. “This was with the 

picture.”
Claire carefully unfolded the note. It was a high-quality paper, the kind 

sold in the few upscale stationery stores that survived in a digital world. The 
script was graceful and oddly formal, as if from a time when penmanship 
mattered.
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This picture captures you perfectly—a bright spirit shining across time 
and worlds. 

I hope to return soon.
Always

“You don’t hear that sort of thing these days,” Claire said softly, not rais-
ing her eyes from the note. She turned it in her hand, looking at both sides 
of the paper. “It’s not signed. Who was this from?”

“I don’t know.”
“She never told you?”
Astrid shook her head. “There’s a date on the back of the photo from the 

development lab. It was a few months after I started grad school. Mom was 
teaching at the university, her class in Homer.”

“I forgot she was an adjunct professor.”
“A Harvard Ph.D. in classics, and she made more money as a carpenter.” 
“And she built your home.”
“And someone loved her . . . and I never knew him.”
“You can’t be surprised,” Claire said. “Sigrid was a beautiful woman.”
“I just wish she’d told me. We never kept secrets from each other. Besides, 

there’s something about this . . . It wasn’t just a fling.”
They sat for a long time, sipping coffee, watching strangers pass, and shar-

ing the private space friendship creates. After a few minutes, conversation 
precipitated out of the silence.

“What are you going to do with the house?” Claire asked. “And the cats?”
“I’m thinking of keeping the house. It’s paid for and in a beautiful place. 

I helped Mom build it, and I have good memories.” Astrid spoke as if 
thinking aloud. “As far as the cats are concerned, they’re the last thing I 
need right now, but it is their home, and they know me. When their mother 
disappeared—I think a coyote got her—they were just a week old and so 
small they’d fit in the palm of your hand. Mom and I had to bottle-feed 
them every three hours.” Astrid paused. “I’ll probably keep them.”

“I suspect you will.”
“It’s weird, but Mom’s death has affected them, too.”
“Oh?”
“Yesterday, they clawed through a window screen and got out.”
“All of them?”
Astrid nodded. “Mom called them ‘the Swarm’ because whenever one of 

them got into trouble, the rest seemed to appear from out of nowhere, like 
they shared a single mind.”

“Swarm,” Claire repeated, smiling.
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“Claire,” Astrid began, “something happened when they ran off. I need to 
talk about it, but I don’t want you to think I’m crazy.”

“I knew something was bothering you,” Claire said, seriously at first, then 
laughing gently. “And don’t worry, I’ve always known you were crazy.”

“The problem is, this time, it may be true.” 
Helped by Claire’s encouragement, Astrid described the events in the 

forest. She lowered her voice when she described the mountain lion’s sud-
den appearance, its confrontation with the Rottweiler, and the hallucina-
tory intensity of its screams.

“Claire,” Astrid whispered, “after the dog left, the lion walked up to me 
and licked my face.”

Claire looked at her in shock, started to laugh, then recoiled in horror, her 
hand over her mouth. “My god, you must have been terrified.”

“I passed out. The next thing I remembered was the cats being around me. 
There was no sign of the lion.”

“Have you told anyone?”
“No one but you would believe me. I’m not sure I believe it myself.”
“I believe you,” Claire said gently, “but I also think you’ve been under a 

lot of stress . . . losing your mother, your divorce, your business. You need a 
break. How about we get out of here, hit the beach for a few days . . . just us 
girls, like old times. I’ve accumulated a ton of vacation time.”

“Why the hell not?” Astrid said, taking her friend’s hand. “Mexico? I’ll 
line up a cat sitter.”

“I’ll talk to Anthony. We’ll figure out a time.”
Astrid tried her cup, but it was empty. She stood and stretched her neck 

and back. “You want another? I’ll buy.”
Claire reached across the table and grasped her forearm. “Don’t get lost 

up there in the mountains. Okay?”
“Don’t worry,” Astrid smiled. “Besides, there’s nothing wrong with get-

ting lost from time to time.”

Astrid worked her way through the maze of people, tables, and chairs. As 
she neared the coffeehouse, she saw a woman wearing navy-blue slacks, an 
ivory-colored silk blouse, and loaded down with shopping bags struggle 
with the coffeehouse door. Astrid moved Claire and her cups to one hand, 
her finger through the handles, and opened the door for her. The woman 
smiled and thanked her.

As Astrid followed her inside, the hot, moist air enfolded her. She gripped 
the door handle for support as her nerves caught fire and vertigo seized her. 
The jazz playing in the coffeehouse—every note, every drumbeat, the shim-
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mer of cymbals, the clatter of valves on the saxophone, the squeak of the 
bass player’s fingers on strings—flooded her awareness. Multiple conver-
sations swarmed around her like hummingbirds around the feeder on her 
porch. A rush of scents joined the chaos—coffee, pastries, dishwasher soap, 
perfumes, and the commingled body odor of a dozen people in an over-
heated room. Astrid stepped back into the fresh air, still holding the door 
handle to steady herself. Her glance fell on a nearby tree, and it seemed 
as if she could see the sap running through its branches in rhythm with 
the slow respiration of its yellowing leaves. All these sensations came at 
once, wrapped in a soft, blue cloud. She leaned forward, her hand on her 
knee. The cups slipped from her grasp and shattered on the sidewalk. Claire 
rushed to her side.

“What happened?” she asked, taking Astrid’s arm and helping her to a 
nearby chair.

Astrid described her vertigo, the heightened perceptions, and the strange 
blue color that covered everything like a watercolor wash.

“You mean like synesthesia?” Claire pressed.
“Isn’t that when your senses mush together? You taste colors and stuff?”
“Yes. Has anything like this happened before?”
“Never.”
Astrid heard the door open behind her. Her vertigo returned as frag-

mented images of the sky, trees, people, buildings and a dozen simultaneous 
conversations overwhelmed her. In the middle of it all, memories of the 
incident in the forest—of the cats and the jay, the Rottweiler, the mountain 
lion’s sudden appearance—flooded her mind, as vivid as if she was experi-
encing them for the first time. Buried in the chaos, Astrid sensed an alien 
presence as if a stranger had invaded her mind and was rummaging through 
her memories, violently pulling them into her consciousness.

Astrid awoke to find herself lying on the concrete, Claire’s yellow cardigan 
folded beneath her head. Claire kneeled beside her, holding her hand. A 
crowd formed around them as a man picked up Astrid’s chair and set it 
on its feet. Claire spoke, but her words seemed distorted, indecipherable. 
Astrid could find no seams in the uninterrupted flow of sounds, no spaces 
to delineate words and meaning. A bolt of pain crashed through her left 
temple, and she cried out.

“My God, are you all right?” Claire asked in shock.
The words coalesced in Astrid’s mind like a blurred image suddenly com-

ing into focus. She tried to get up, only to fall back, her head spinning. 
“What happened?” she asked.



Swarm: Metamorphosis18

“You experienced an attack of vertigo. While you were telling me about 
it, you passed out.” Claire paused as if to emphasize the seriousness of what 
had happened. “You need to go to the doctor,” she pressed

“I’ll be okay,” Astrid said as she sat up.
Claire looked at her with the same ‘don’t give me that bullshit’ look Astrid 

had seen her use on her children. The woman in the ivory blouse—the 
stranger Astrid had helped through the coffeehouse door—stepped out of 
the crowd. She set her bags on a nearby vacant table, kneeled, and put her 
hand on Astrid’s forehead. Her touch was strangely soothing.

“She’ll be all right,” the woman said.
“Are you a doctor?” Claire confronted the stranger.
“No, but I’ve seen this before,” she answered in an unidentifiable accent. 

“Family members.” Her dark brown hair fell loosely around a face that 
combined Asian, European, and African features with echoes of cultures 
long forgotten. She turned to Claire. “Are you her friend?”

Claire stared mutely, annoyed by the woman’s intrusion.
“It’s good that you will be able to help her,” the woman said, touching 

Claire’s shoulder.
Claire looked down at the woman’s hand, then glared back at her. The 

woman smiled back, gathered her packages, and left through the thinning 
crowd.

“I’m feeling better,” Astrid said. She stood and stretched her neck and 
shoulders like a sprinter loosening up before a race. “I just need a little air.”

“Sweetie,” Claire insisted, “this is serious. You need to let me take you to 
the hospital.”

“I don’t think eight hours in a waiting room with a bunch of snot-nosed 
children will help. I’d rather go for a walk.”

“You can’t ignore this,” Claire insisted.
“It’s always worked before.”
“Seriously?”
Astrid took her friend’s hand. “I promise, if I have any more symptoms, 

you can take me to the emergency room.”
Reluctantly, Claire accepted her terms. As they started to leave, Astrid 

saw the woman in the ivory blouse cross the street. A younger man in a per-
fectly fitted navy-blue blazer, an open-collared white shirt, and khaki slacks 
rushed to meet her. His light brown hair was carefully disheveled and only 
a little too long. He took her packages and escorted her to a silver BMW 
parked nearby. Astrid watched them drive away.

“Come on,” she said, taking Claire by the hand. “Let’s take a walk.”



Chapter 3

Astrid turned onto the dirt road that led to her mother’s house. 
Although the symptoms she had experienced at the coffeehouse 
had not returned, she was relieved to cross the drainage ditch that 

marked the edge of Sigrid’s property. As she parked on the gravel next to 
the wooden porch and removed the key from the ignition, Astrid noticed 
the door to the house was ajar. The sense of relief left her immediately. 
Ignoring the knot in her stomach, she stepped to the ground and walked 
quickly, quietly, to the open door. She heard irregular footsteps and the cries 
of frightened cats coming from inside the house.

Astrid glanced through the narrow opening and saw no one in the entry-
way. Holding her breath, she slipped inside. Sigrid had kept a pistol, along 
with pepper spray, a Taser, and other home defense paraphernalia, in an oak 
sideboard near the door. Astrid opened the drawer quietly and found the 
.357 magnum revolver among the souvenirs of an old woman’s fears. She 
checked that it was loaded and looked through the archway into the living 
room. A man dressed in work boots, jeans, and a red plaid flannel shirt 
stood with his back to her. He reached toward the bookshelf where Audrey 
crouched, hissing, fangs bared. Astrid cocked the pistol and stepped into 
the living room. “What are you doing here?” she shouted.

Astrid felt her breath catch as he turned to face her. He was shockingly 
handsome beneath his dark blond hair, and he moved with the effortless 
grace of a beloved adolescent. Only his eyes betrayed him—sharp and 
unsettling as if sequestered by pain and intensified by rage. He stared at 
her as if the revolver aimed at his chest was little more than a curiosity, 
then turned back to the bookshelves and dragged Audrey from her refuge. 
Howling in terror, the cat bit and clawed at his arms. The intruder did not 
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react as he tightened his grip on the scruff of her neck, pulling the skin 
across her skull, drawing her eyes into slits, her lips into a grimace. Audrey 
stopped struggling but continued to growl.

Astrid steadied the revolver with both hands and aimed at the intruder. 
“Put her down,” she demanded.

Ignoring the weapon, he walked toward the woman blocking his exit. 
Astrid lowered her aim away from Audrey, toward the stranger’s right thigh, 
and squeezed the trigger. He cried out and stumbled as the bullet ripped 
through his leg. Breaking free, Audrey fell to the floor and ran toward the 
back of the house. The intruder looked down at the blood spreading across 
his leg and closed his eyes in concentration. The ragged wound closed, and 
the bloody jeans mended, leaving no trace of an injury that should have left 
him screaming on the floor. He glanced toward the hall where Audrey had 
fled, then walked quickly toward Astrid.

She cocked the pistol and fired again, aiming at the center of his chest. 
This time, the weapon had no effect. The shots did not drive him back, the 
cloth did not tear, and blood did not flow from a wound that would soon 
close. Each bullet left only a faint disturbance, spreading across his chest 
like ripples in a pond. Astrid fired until the hammer struck a spent round 
with an impotent click. The stranger closed the distance between them and 
knocked the pistol from her hands, sending it clattering across the room. 
Bringing his arm back around, he struck her hard on the cheek with the 
back of his hand, knocking her to the floor. Astrid fought to her feet as 
flashes of light danced in her eyes and her cheek started to burn. She saw 
the man walk toward the back of the house where the cats had fled.

Astrid ran to the entryway, hoping she could find some weapon in her 
mother’s armory to use against this impossible threat. As she crossed the 
room, the floor seemed to move beneath her feet. She reached out to steady 
herself against the wall, turned, and saw a blue flash illuminate the hallway. 
The stranger backed into the living room as the great cat Astrid had seen in 
the forest stalked toward him. 

The stranger showed no shock, no surprise as the cat approached in a 
predatory crouch, a low growl resonating in its chest. Instead, he stepped 
back and seemed to relax. Blue light swirled around him, and his body 
flowed like liquid into a form out of a nightmare. His limbs swelled with 
muscle and a thick tail extended from the base of his spine, curving across 
the floor. Skin, hair, flannel, and denim flowed together, hardening into 
bronze scales across his back, shoulders, arms, and legs. Black claws emerged 
from three stubby fingers on each hand, and his human features smoothed 
into a snake’s elegant muzzle. He stood in a wrestler’s stance, tail resting on 
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the floor to brace against an attack or to thrust him forward at the great 
cat—the cat that now seemed small and vulnerable.

Astrid ran to the entryway and searched the sideboard, scattering pepper 
spray, keys, and tools across the floor. She found her mother’s Taser—black 
with an ironic pink plastic trim that suggested a marketer’s notions about 
women’s self-defense. She slid back the arming switch, charging its capaci-
tors, and ran into the room.

The cat’s growl intensified, and Astrid realized she had to act quickly. 
Focusing the aiming laser on the intruder’s back, she approached as near 
as she dared and pressed the firing button. The pop of compressed gas pro-
pelled two darts toward the creature, shining wires trailing behind. The 
darts struck its plated back and fell to the floor with no effect.

The lizard-thing turned and stared at her through yellow eyes. The cat 
leaped onto its back, claws digging into its shoulders, jaws clamped on the 
creature’s neck. The intruder swung its snake’s head from one side to the 
other, jaws snapping futilely. It reached for the cat, shoulders twisting, but 
could not grasp it. The monster screamed in rage and thrust itself back into 
the wall, crushing the cat against the adobe bricks, cracking the plaster from 
floor to ceiling. The cat’s grip loosened for an instant; the intruder grabbed 
the skin at its shoulders and threw it across the room. The great cat struck 
the fireplace and collapsed to the floor, blood dripping from the side of its 
mouth as the reptilian nightmare moved toward it.

Astrid remembered she could use the Taser as a contact stun device. She 
charged the electrodes at the weapon’s muzzle, ran forward, and pressed it 
hard against the intruder’s back. It screamed and arched its spine in a vio-
lent spasm. Thrown back, Astrid somehow kept her footing. Holding the 
Taser with both hands, she pressed it once more against the bronze scales.

The monster shook violently. Astrid leaned into its convulsions, pressing 
forward with her arms, back, and shoulders, driving with her legs. Details of 
scales, limbs, and muscles flowed into one another as the nightmarish form 
seemed to melt. Suddenly, the creature collapsed upon itself, and Astrid fell 
forward, nearly landing on top of it. Throwing herself to the side, she rolled 
across the floor, stopping against the wall.

For an instant, Astrid saw a brutally injured man where the creature had 
fallen, a mound of burned flesh twisting in pain as he struggled to rise. 
Blackened scabs covered half of his body, and the bones of his shoulder 
and arm were held together by little more than charred cartilage. He raised 
himself on his uninjured arm and stared at her in rage. Half of his face was 
scarred past recognition, while the rest belonged to the beautiful youth she 
had confronted in her living room.



Swarm: Metamorphosis22

As quickly as the stranger had collapsed, a metallic bubble formed around 
him like a quivering ball of mercury. Astrid smelled a rancid chemical 
odor—a combination of burning hair, ammonia, and buried in it all, the 
musk and gardenia of cheap perfume. A rainbow of colors played across the 
surface of the bubble, like sunlight on an oil slick. 

Still holding the Taser, Astrid rose to her feet. The great cat slapped the 
shining ball and growled at the ripples spreading across its surface. The ball 
increased in height and contracted in diameter as if struggling to regain its 
shape, then fell back on itself. After a few seconds, it extruded a tapered 
pseudopod and pulled itself like a giant amoeba across the floor.

As it crossed the room, a woman wearing an ivory silk blouse and navy-
blue slacks appeared in the entryway. Astrid recognized the stranger from 
the coffeehouse. The woman jumped back, flattening herself against the wall 
as the quivering globule passed her and slid out the open door. It crossed 
the driveway as gravel, sticks, and other debris adhered to the rainbowed 
membrane. The woman watched it leave, then turned to enter the living 
room. Astrid saw a single tear cross her cheek.

Astrid’s grip tightened on the Taser. “Who in the hell are you?” she chal-
lenged the stranger standing in the entryway.

The woman ignored her, surveying the chaos that had been Sigrid’s living 
room. Chairs, end tables, and lamps rested like flotsam on the waves of the 
red Chinese rug bunched against the wall. Shards of flowerpots mingled 
with the soil and plants they had once enclosed. Books covered the floor 
like broken bodies. The woman saw the great cat, stepped toward it, and 
held out her hand, palm up and fingers relaxed. 

“So, you’re what has everyone so excited,” she said as if speaking to an 
ordinary pet.

The cat padded toward her, then stopped just outside her reach and 
stretched forward to sniff her hand. To Astrid’s astonishment, the animal 
walked to the stranger and rubbed against her leg like a housecat greeting 
a trusted visitor. The woman scratched behind its ear. Her hand seemed 
like a child’s against its head. The cat leaned into her until she stumbled 
sideways.

“Who are you?” Astrid repeated. 
The woman ignored her. “And who are you, little one?” she asked the 

animal. 
The cat responded with the same combined meowing and purring sound 

Spike made when demanding attention.
“I think it’s the Swarm,” Astrid answered without thinking.
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“Swarm,” the woman repeated. Kneeling, she took the massive head in 
both hands and stared into the cat’s eyes, her face inches from jaws that 
could bite through a two-by-four. “An odd name, but I think it suits you.”

“No, Swarm is the five—” Astrid stopped in frustration and pointed at 
the great cat. “What the hell has happened to my animals?” Despite her 
efforts to suppress it, the name Swarm persisted in her mind.

“What was that thing that was in here?” Astrid demanded. “And who the 
hell are you?”

The woman kissed the cat on the bridge of its nose, then stood slowly, her 
hand on its massive head. Picking her way through the devastation—and 
with the great cat at her side—she walked across the room to the old blue 
recliner. She sat down, and the cat lay on the floor next to her, grooming 
itself contentedly. As it dragged its tongue across its paw with unbreakable 
feline concentration, Astrid saw the webbing between its toes—a feature it 
shared with Spike.

“I knew your mother,” the stranger said.
Astrid noticed the woman’s accent but could not identify it. It sounded 

vaguely like the Greek she had heard as a child when Sigrid read aloud 
from her beloved Homer but also suggested elements of Middle Eastern 
dialects, with nuances of the Baltic and the Orient, ultimately echoing the 
music of some long-forgotten people.

“My mother?” Astrid asked. “Then seeing you in town wasn’t an accident.”
“No.”
“Did you have something to do with all this?”
“No.”
“Then who was that man? And, what does he want with my cats?”
“Your cats are clearly of value to the man you fought,” the woman said 

patiently, “but I do not know what he wants with them.”
“He wasn’t human.”
“He’s as human as you are . . . for the most part.”
“But the way he changed shape . . . Bullets didn’t harm him.”
“Weapons may have some effect until he adapts to them. What you 

saw—the healing of the wounds, the reptilian form—were enchantments.”
“What are you talking about?” Astrid asked, nearly shouting. She rubbed 

the side of her face, which was starting to throb where he’d struck her. “He 
didn’t hit like an illusion.”

“His enchantments are not simple illusions,” the woman explained. “They 
can appear real in every way.”

“Bullshit.” Astrid pointed at the great cat. “What’s happened to my ani-
mals? Is that an enchantment?”
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“No, Swarm is real.”
“Jesus, I must be losing my mind.”
“You’re not.” The woman smiled ironically. “I would have noticed.”
“‘You would have noticed.’ What the hell does that mean?” Astrid 

demanded. “Wait . . . At the coffeehouse . . . my vertigo, the syn—” Astrid 
stopped, trying to remember what Claire called her sensory chaos.

“Synesthesia?” the stranger offered. “It was necessary.”
“Necessary?” Astrid glared at her. “You were fucking with my mind. What 

was it? Did you drug me somehow?”
“I did not drug you.”
Astrid stared at her mutely, took her cell phone from the pocket of her 

jeans, and dialed 911. The phone did not respond.
“Is this your doing?” Astrid demanded, holding up the phone.
The woman said nothing. Astrid returned the phone to her pocket and 

inhaled deeply, her legs shaking from the adrenaline that saturated her sys-
tem. The cat—Swarm, she found herself thinking reluctantly—lay next to 
the woman with its paws forward, its head resting on its forelegs, its eyes 
closed in contentment. The stranger continued to scratch behind its ear. 

Astrid heard a sound behind her. The man who had met the woman at the 
coffeehouse stood in the entryway, nervously examining the room. 

“What’s going on?” 
“Scott, darling,” the woman said, “please wait in the car.”
“I thought we were going to Santa Fe.” He did not notice the great cat on 

the other side of the recliner.
“Please, Scott,” the woman said in a voice not used to asking twice. “I have 

business here.”
He stared at her as if trying to choose from a set of bad options. “I’ll be in 

the car,” he said finally, his voice thick with resentment.
Astrid watched him close the door carefully as he left, an absurdly ironic 

gesture amidst the house’s devastation.
“Poor Scott isn’t the brightest thing,” the woman mused, “and, like most 

young men, he’s terribly self-absorbed. Though, that does have advantages. 
He was probably checking his phone when your visitor crossed the drive-
way. Now that would have been hard to explain.”

“But you’re doing such a wonderful job explaining it to me,” Astrid said 
sarcastically.

The woman ignored her and raised her finger to her lips. Astrid watched 
Swarm fall asleep, and she realized that the name had bound itself perma-
nently to the great cat. She felt the room start to move as the woman reached 
into the shimmering blue distortions that surrounded the sleeping animal.
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“I hate the noise that comes with these transformations,” she said as the 
disturbance subsided. “It will lessen with time.”

Astrid saw colors play across Swarm’s fur. Audrey’s tortoiseshell flowed 
like water through Spike’s blonde coat, and Elizabeth’s golden eyes orbited 
each other a foot apart in a swirl of orange. Eyes, ears, noses, mouths, and 
tails appeared as the distorted figures of Greystoke and Chessie joined 
their siblings in the kaleidoscopic transformation. It reminded Astrid of 
suddenly becoming aware of the details in an Escher painting of fractal 
animals—of birds composed of birds, of lizards composed of lizards—of 
Swarm composed of her five ordinary pets. The flowing colors solidified as 
spaces formed between them, and Sigrid’s cats appeared on the floor.

Astrid stared, unable to move. Spike walked toward her and stared with 
sage-green eyes, asking for attention with his distinctive meowing and purr-
ing song. Astrid remembered the same sound coming from the great cat and 
realized she would never hear it the same way again. Chessie hissed at Grey-
stoke as he pawed at her, then she ran to the bedroom, her brother chasing 
behind. Elizabeth began to groom herself compulsively as Audrey climbed 
to the top of a still intact bookshelf and surveyed the devastation around her.

“I know this is hard for you,” the woman said, “but I will try to explain. 
Your animals belong to an age when the substance of life was less settled 
than it is now, as does the man you fought.” She searched Astrid’s face for 
some sign of comprehension but found none. “It is an age when physical 
form more closely reflected desire.”

“What the fuck are you talking about? There was never a time when this 
could happen.”

“Strictly speaking, this is not only about time.”
“You said another age.”
The woman shrugged. “That is a limitation of your language. Try to think 

beyond it.”
“This is getting us nowhere,” Astrid said, her frustration deepening.
“It’s a start,” the woman said patiently.
Astrid heard a noise from the entryway. Scott stepped into the living 

room, his hands on his hips.
“Something’s happened here,” he complained, gesturing angrily at the 

destruction around him. “I’ll help if I can, but don’t leave me outside like 
I’m your chauffeur.”

“Scott,” the woman said firmly, “go back to the car.”
“Not without an explanation.”
“Everyone wants explanations,” the woman groaned. “I don’t have time 

for this.”
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“Make time,” Scott demanded.
The woman’s dark eyes hardened—they seemed to take on the color and 

sheen of steel. Once again, Astrid felt a disturbance in the air. She saw 
Scott’s face distort in pain. He lurched forward, his features contorted into 
a grimace, spasms bending his back into an impossible arch. He fell to his 
hands and knees as the convulsions intensified. 

“My God!” he cried out.
Scott’s legs shook inside the perfectly creased khaki pants, then drew up 

toward his buttocks, pant legs crumpling behind them. His polished loafers 
fell empty on the floor, and his arms shortened in the sleeves of his blazer, 
leaving it to cover his body like a blanket. Scott trembled beneath the cloth 
as if wracked by the chills of a terrible sickness. His voice turned to groans, 
then to something like an infant’s cries, then to beastly squeals of terror. His 
soft eyes shrank and spread apart, his ears grew long, his nose swelled and 
flattened, nostrils pulsing.

Astrid saw a porcine head emerge from the carefully selected clothing, 
hairless except for a few scattered bristles, the shreds of Scott’s white shirt 
hanging from its neck. The creature’s squeals filled the room as it shook 
off the restraints of Scott’s wardrobe and stood, panting amidst the room’s 
devastation, a perfectly formed boar. It walked into the entryway on four 
short legs, snorting loudly, then turned and ran out the door. Hooved feet 
resonated on the wooden porch, then crunched across the gravel driveway.

Astrid found herself thrust from the chair, her movements as uncontrol-
lable as the convulsions that had seized Scott. She thought she was being 
transformed into a beast herself until she realized rage was driving her at 
the woman, frustration hardening into violent purpose.

“God damn you,” she shouted as she ran toward the seated stranger with 
her fists clenched. “God damn you to fucking hell.”

The woman leaped to her feet and brought both hands up, knocking 
Astrid’s arms apart. She slapped her hard across the face. Astrid landed 
painfully on her ass, legs spread in front of her like a child’s, her face throb-
bing.

“Don’t . . . Hit . . . Me,” Astrid growled.
“You must be calm,” the woman said, raising a hand and cocking her head 

as if listening for a distant sound.
“Calm? You want me to be calm?”
“Your visitor—the man you fought—is recovering faster than I thought.”



Thank you for reading this sample of Swarm Metamorphosis. I hope you 
enjoyed it, and would like to share Astrid and Swarm’s adventures.

You can find the book on Amazon in both Kindle and Print editions. 
Swarm Metamorphosis is also available through your local bookstore,  
although you may need to ask them to order your copy.

Also, if you do read the book, I would be grateful if you wrote a review 
of the book on Amazon or in Goodreads, and most importantly, if you told 
your friends about the book!

Thank you, 

Bill Stubblefield
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