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      The Challenge continues....

      This year in February, when writing the introduction to Kentucky Magic, Solutions, Inc. Short Stories Collection One, I explained about the challenge I took part in that gave birth to most of these stories. I promised then that you'd see the rest of the stories in this series.

      Now, in hot humid June, I’m putting these out there, to fly with that first volume.

      Nicki Sanchez and her friends have some wonderful adventures in this volume. We even meet some new friends along the way.

      Prince, Nicki's big black Maine Coon cat, leads off in this volume with his very own story. And he features largely in several others.

      Sam Bell and Harry Small make an appearance as newer members of the Solutions, Inc. family. They each also inspired an 'origin' story that occurs before they joined Solutions, Inc. I hope you enjoy those stories as much as I did writing them. Those two stories were written this month - June of 2021. Fun, fun, fun.

      There are six stories in all this time. I had planned seven. But one of them kept bugging me until finally I realized that it's not ready yet. So, maybe there will be a Kentucky Magic 3 somewhere in the future.

      Power Fluctuations was the lead story earlier this year in my collection The Twisting Door, but it just begged to be added to this volume. Since it also meant keeping the stories in sort of chronological order, I thought it a good idea.

      I really do love Nicki and her friends. And I hope you stick around for the journey!

      

      Karen Fonville, 29 June 2021

      

      PS, for anyone keeping track, this is book six that I've published in 2021. Yay!
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      I tried to reach my human by telepathy again. Nicki Sanchez either has NO telepathy or she is denser than I think she is. And since only mundanes are as dense as that, well, she just can't be that dense. I'm wondering if my being stuck in cat form is the entirety of the problem.

      My name, as Nicki knows it from some papers, is Cuddles. Lucky for me, Nicki is smart in some things and realizes that 'Cuddles' is not a fit name for a beast of my caliber. The woman tried many different names, then decided I would tell her my name in my own time. Instead, she calls me 'The Prince of Darkness'.  Admittedly that is a cumbersome length in an emergency. 'Prince' should do quite well, I think. One day, I might tell her that.

      I stretch my large, handsome black body, extend my claws and swipe at the brown couch in this miserable excuse of an apartment. They make contact with the fabric and the pull on my claws feels MROW so good. Someone with powers should have a larger space, with a warded area strictly to practice and perform magic.

      Not Nicki. I really think she is more interested in the investigative side of owning Solutions, Inc., than she is in her magical abilities required by the very company she owns. If she doesn't learn the right spells, I will be stuck in this form for the rest of my...

      The yellow-white marks on the floor representing the sun's movement indicate that Nicki should have been at work hours ago. Which means the pain in my belly is because she has forgotten to FEED ME.

      I jump silently down from my perch on this 'cat tree' she thinks will please me, HA, (I ignore it when she is here, but when she is gone, I explore and test, it may do. But I will never let her know that.) and pad into her bedroom. One mighty leap, and I land with all my twenty pounds beside her head. That should wake her up. It usually does.

      The lump that is Nicki, underneath the white bedspread that I love to leave my black hair on, moans and her head moves from side to side. She does not reach for me as she normally does. The game goes un-played.

      You know, the one where she reaches to pet me and I jump away, determined that she should get up and feed me. Then when she has settled again, I jump with the full of my twenty pounds of weight to shake the bed once more. This game usually ends with me getting fed.

      (I am tired of playing these games. We have to find a way to release me from this form.)

      But as I said, the game is un-played.

      On the bedside table, the annoying ring and buzzing of her communication device tempts me to knock it to the floor. Nicki, who has been known to leap across the floor and dash through the apartment to pick this thing up, does not move.

      I touch her gently with my right front paw, this time with my claws retracted. Hot, her face is hotter than I have ever felt. My human could be sick! I must get help...

      Not only do I need to be fed, but Nicki seems to need help.

      Cleaning my paw while I consider which action will get Nicki the most help, I hiss at the taste of her sweat. So bitter, so acrid. My Nicki does NOT smell this way.

      Nicki likes food that cleanses her senses, so she eats a lot of spicy food, and salads. And the odor of the magic that she uses is different than that of anyone I know. Bertrice and Fineman both have unique smells too.

      What I'm smelling now is all manner of wrong. Almost as if someone has cast a spell on Nicki.

      With a howl, I dash from the 'Mistress' bedroom to the kitchen. There seems to be a wonderful conduit between our dwelling and the one above. Many times have I let Mrs. Molly Fitzgerald above know that something Nicki has done does not meet up with my expectations. My screeches usually bring quick results, in that Mrs. Fitzgerald investigates as quick as her poor hurtful legs will let her.

      I screech and howl and screech and howl...if I were human and could tell time, I would probably say for twenty minutes, but now I am not, and to me it seems as if I have been screeching and howling for all of my life. But Mrs. Fitzgerald does not come to check on me.

      Now, I wonder, Mrs. Fitzgerald is not healthy woman -- there is a disease I smell when she pets me that I do not think she knows of. I have tried to put it in her mind, but that she cannot receive. We do sometimes have a connection, definitely more than I do with Nicki. But this health of hers,  cannot understand. So now, I have to wonder if something has happened to Mrs. Molly Fitzgerald.

      I continue with my song, and I hear the panic setting in. Surely someone will come soon.

      There...I heard that. The cute Pekingese next door has taken up my cry. And that deep howl is the dratted Great Dane on the first floor. (Perhaps I have misjudges the brute... NAH, but at least he has taken up the cry!)

      One eternity.

      Two eternity.

      Three eternities, and several fists pound on the door. I screech as loud as I can, but my voice is failing. Humans shouting, humans shouting. It is Fineman, and Bertrice. I am hungry, she is ill, you must help us....

      I fear they cannot hear my weakening cries, so I run at the door with all my might and crash into it.

      Heavy footsteps running away. NO, FINEMAN COME BACK. HELP US!!!

      Again, I crash against the door. And again, I hear footsteps. Bertrice is talking calmly through the door. I hear her, but I cannot understand. HELP US!!!!

      I cannot.... will not.... return to the place of many barkers and piteous meows.  There is fear, and death there. I will not GOOOOO.

      HELP US!!!! I crash against the door. Bertrice is making the sounds of agony beyond the door, BERTRICE!!!

      I run back to the bedroom. Nicki, help is here but they cannot get in. Do not give up!  The smell is horrible, worse than before. It ...it...

      It is magical. Once before Nicki was afflicted by magic. From her mind, I have seen that she nearly died. And even when she returned, and was healing, there was a smell of magic.

      It was not nearly as foul as this.

      Someone has cursed her.

      Back to the kitchen I flee, seeking health, and praying that help is in time. I rise on my hind legs and claw at the door. Maybe if I can reach the knob...

      Heavy footsteps returning, Bertrice and Fineman yelling, "Get back from the door, Cuddles. Get back."

      A strange voice, remarking... "Talking to a cat through a door. Like you expect this bruiser to understand."

      The manager, who tried to enter when Nicki was not home. I taught him a lesson he has not forgotten. Distantly, I hear the Pekingese and Great Dane still barking, but they are slowing. Soon they will stop like I stopped screeching and howling.

      I must remember to thank them for their assistance. Damn it, I hate to be indebted to the Great Dane.

      There's a clicking in the door, like when Nicki comes home. I assume the regal pose, but try to reach Bertrice's and Fineman's mind.

      "Curse," I think. "She's been cursed." By now, the smell is reaching the kitchen. I fear that it will affect me and all those who attempt to help, but they MUST HELP Nicki.

      

      The door opens, and Bertrice and Fineman rush in. Bertrice, in a long skirt that normally would tempt me to chase, passes quickly on the way to the bedroom.  Fineman stops, picks me up, and stares into my eyes.

      "You know something, don't you, fella? We're here to help. Tell me."

      Amazingly enough, Fineman lowered his mental barriers. I am able to reach his mind. I'm not proud that my first thought was of food, but I am starving. The dry food will not do.

      To my credit, the thought was fleeting. Most important is that Nicki has been cursed. My thoughts described the smell, even as I drink the fresh coffee, pine, and pastry smells coming from Fineman. I repeat my thoughts several times, until finally the man nods.

      Then I head butt him in relief and joy that he has come.

      "I understand," Fineman said, his deep (to me) voice reverberating through the human chest, and those silly coverings they wear to hide the fact they haven't got a functional fur layer. "I'm going to ask for your help to find the cursed object so we can remove it. Do you think you can?"

      I trotted slowly through the apartment, and into the Mistress bedroom. The smell was worse there. Bertrice was talking in the air, "9-1-1, I need an ambulance." Her face is almost as pale as Nicki's, and she turns to Fineman, who had followed me.

      "Whatever it is, it's in this room. Let's at least move her to the couch. And open the window."

      Fineman lifted Nicki as if she were as light as a pillow. "Damn, she'd light. And burning up. It's as if the power is draining her away." He settles her on that ugly brown couch, and pushes the limp black hair away from her

      forehead, so that the cool air can reach her.

      Bertrice had opened the window, to air the place out. She moves to stand next to Fineman. I could tell he didn't want to leave.

      Mrs. Molly came rushing in, just before a bunch of strange people with a big long table, and boxes of chemicals.

      I would have hidden under the couch if they weren't all there by her side. Instead, investigating her bedroom seemed the way I could help best.

      I walked the bed, on top of the mattress, and under the bed. The dust bunnies skittering across the floor attached themselves to my fur, and I lost some time trying to rub them off. Then I walked the table tops and the dresser top. Although the smell lingered there, the source seemed to flow down to the bed...

      Up on the bed I hopped again. Staring at the new hanging above where her pillow would be. A wreath of Eucalyptus Nicki had purchased two days ago to help with her sinuses, since over the counter medication interfered with magic.

      The smell came from there.

      I howled. And howled again.

      Fineman came to the doorway, his hair standing on end where he'd been running his hands through it.

      I stretched my fine black body up the wall as far as I could reach, growling and swatting with my claws, then looking at Fineman to see if he understood.

      Fineman's face turned green. "I was with her when she bought that, and I didn't detect any magic involved with it."

      My job done, I returned to the living room in time to see the strange people take my human away on that table, with plastic bottles and tubes. As they rolled her out the door, I made a beeline for her, sailing through the air to land on her stomach.

      Nicki automatically rose in reflex action. The strange people with their strange chemical smells all screamed at me, swatting at me with their plastic covered hands. Nasty hands. I dug in, not meaning to hurt Nicki, but she was my responsibility and I would not leave her.

      Fineman and Bertrice waded into the melee, and got the strange people to back off. Then they looked at me.

      "Prince, they need to take her someplace for a few hours to stabilize her. It is a human hospital that is not set up for you. We called them before we knew about the curse." Fineman started.

      Bertrice continued, her eyes red with tears she shed, "Please for the moment, go with Molly upstairs. Get some uncontaminated food, and when we've got Nicki's fluids replaced, and the curse removed and broken, Nicki will be transferred to Dr. French's office. We'll come get you and take you there. They are ready for you. While you both are gone, we will have the apartment and the building cleansed and purified, so there will be no relapse."

      I looked at each of them, Fineman, Bertrice, and Molly. I'm not ashamed to say that I forcibly entered their minds. None of them had falsehood in this matter, so I released my claws from Nicki, and hopped down.

      They took her away. I watched the boxy vehicle leave. The one they call 'ambulance' with the flashing lights and the loud siren that hurts the ears.  The Great Dane howled again, but that was understandable.

      Fineman and Bertrice followed, while I went upstairs with Molly, gladly. Now I could see her dwelling, and determine if it was to blame for her sickness. That would be good to know.

      

      Nicki spent a week with Dr. French, getting well and cleansed again. I stayed with her almost night and day. Except for certain things. Dr. French insisted that the caring for my bodily functions took place in a separate room. Both for sanitation for a healing human, and to test the samples and ensure my own health.

      Dr. French found me fascinating, I believe. She ran lots of tests, and one day, I heard her tell Fineman that her staff believed I had been cursed myself previously. She thought that was why the bonding between Nicki and myself was not complete. With the level of spell Dr. French had discovered, she was amazed that any bonding had occurred.

      Fineman was on the trail of the person who had cursed Nicki. He was assigned the case by the Lexington Patrol Department in Charge of Magical Occurrences, or LPDICMO. His first suspect was a wizard that Nicki was scheduled to testify against before the Magistrate of Magical Misconduct, the day that she took sick.

      The entire staff of Solutions, Inc. took part in the cleansing ceremony for the apartment building. I heard that the Great Dane took exception to the ceremony, but that afterwards, he became very docile.  I'll believe that when I see it.

      As for me, Dr. French is researching the spell placed on me. Molly has been to visit us every day. I'm still not sure how Dr. French's staff managed to keep the true nature of the clinic from Molly, but I'm not asking.

      I've spent every night sleeping with Nicki, not letting her out of my sight until she is well. And our mental rapport is growing. It is as if there are no limits between us any more.
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      Hi, I'm Nicki Sanchez, co-owner of Solutions, Inc., a private investigation service for both mundanes and magicals in the Lexington, Kentucky area.  I'm here to tell you what can happen when someone comes into their powers at a late age.

      Okay, maybe not a late age, but not exactly when it's supposed to happen. First you have to know that I'm recovering from a magical attack. Okay, yes, it was a curse or spell put on me by a magical that I was going to testify against before the Magistrate of Magical... whatever. It's court. I was going to testify in court.

      You'll please forgive me, my brain got a little fried with this curse. Thank all the powers that be, that people... yes, and animals, care about me. When I didn't show up at the appointed time - two hours before I was supposed to go to court because I'm one of those really anal people who show up for everything early - my friends started looking for me.

      And my cat... my familiar... whatever he really is... was also creating all sorts of noise to get the attention of anybody available in the apartment building I live in. Because I was really really sick. Somehow, 'PRINCE' as he's finally told me he likes to be called, even got neighboring dogs in on the act.

      I've had neighbors I didn't know exist, come up and ask Mrs. Fitzgerald, the kind lady who lives upstairs and watches Cuddles -wait, THE PRINCE OF DARKNESS ---no, Prince, his name is now Prince, Really I'll get it right when my brain totally un-fries. Prince.... Molly Fitzgerald, the wonderful neighbor upstairs watches PRINCE when I'm gone.

      Molly's a pretty spry lady for seventy and with more energy than she knows what to do with, even though she's got knee problems. She wasn't home when I got sick, but she's been watching Prince for me ever since.

      I'm told that I spent two days in the ICU at Lexington General Hospital, before being transferred to Dr. French's care here on the northwest side of town between Keeneland Racetrack and the Lexington Airport.

      Dr. French is the local equivalent of a magical doctor, like Dr. Bombay from the old Bewitched series. But she's ever so much more sane than the fictional Dr. Bombay ever was.

      Her offices don't look like much from the outside, but her patients include magicals and familiars, (Honestly? would you want a poor regular vet try to heal a cat that can disappear, or a komodo dragon that actually emits fire? No.) so her entire complex has varying shades of magic dampening spells permeating the walls. You know, for EVERYONE's protection.

      And in the back, she has certified magical training rooms where people (who don't have 2000 square foot homes that they had built to hold special rooms like that) can practice and learn their magic safely.

      Right now, since I'm still recovering, I get to 'rest' in the state of the art medical suite - when I'm not practicing my clairvoyance. And now Prince is here with me.

      No, before you get all concerned, Prince didn't get hurt. Not by the curse that laid me out flat as a pancake. I haven't actually had Prince all that long. Just about a year. And I got him from the rescue shelter. They gave me papers saying that he was healthy and had all his shots. No need to take him to a vet for at least a year.

      So it was a surprise to me when I got him home that he was magical. Or rather, I suspected he was. But he never talked to me and I never saw any magical aura around him.

      Still, I got the feeling that he was magical, probably a familiar, (could it be because he actually helped me on a few cases?) and that maybe I really wasn't the person he was supposed to be with. Maybe Prince was biding his time, and would choose his person later. Long story short, he was healthy and there'd been no reason to take him to the doctor/vet. Until now.

      But while waiting for me to get out of ICU, Bertrice and Fineman (my partner and my boyfriend) apparently discussed how weird Prince was acting.

      And Mrs. Fitzgerald agreed with them. The hospital wouldn't let Prince come in, but he'd insisted Mrs. Fitzgerald bring him twice a day. Yeah, my cat won't talk to me, but he can make his wishes known to others.

      Either Bertrice or Fineman would have to leave the waiting room, go down to the taxicab (Molly Fitzgerald can't drive with her knees being so bad) to tell Prince how I was doing.

      Personally, I think they're pulling my leg. Since he's been here, that cat has been out walking the hall, visiting other patients, and getting into trouble. He does NOT stay by my side at all. I don't think he was worried about me at all.
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